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Munchausen by Proxy (MBP) 

 

This is a relatively rare form of child abuse that 

involves the exaggeration or fabrication of illnesses 

or symptoms by a primary caregiver.  Although 

rare, it is a challenging disorder to address. 
 

In MBP an individual –usually a parent or caregiver 

induces symptoms in a young child.  The adult 

deliberately misleads others (particularly medical 

professionals) and may go as far as to actually cause 

symptoms in the child through poisoning, 

medication or even suffocation.  In most cases (85%) 

the mother is responsible.  Mortality can reach 10%. 

 

Possible Cause 

Typically the behavior is driven by the need of the 

parent or caregiver for attention and sympathy from 

doctors, nurses, and other professionals.  Some 

experts believe that the satisfaction isn’t just the 

attention, but also the satisfaction in deceiving 

individuals who they consider to be more important 

and powerful than themselves.   

 

Because the caregiver appears to be so caring and 

attentive, often no one suspects any wrongdoing.  

Diagnosis is made extremely difficult due to the 

ability of the parent or caregiver to manipulate 

doctors and induce symptoms in their child.  

 

It is quite common for the perpetrator to be familiar 

with the medical profession and knowledgeable 

about how to induce illness in the child.  Medical 

personnel often overlook the possibility of MBP 

because it goes against the belief that parents would 

never deliberately hurt their child. 

 

The age range for victims are usually preschoolers, 

(although there have been cases in kids up to 16 

years and older) with equal numbers of boys and 

girls involved.  Commonly reported symptoms 

include apnea, anorexia, diarrhea, seizures, 

cyanosis, behaviors and asthma 

 
 

When a Provider Should Consider This Diagnosis: 
 

 When a child has multiple medical problems that 

don’t respond to treatment or that follows a 

persistent and puzzling course 

 Physical or laboratory findings that are highly 

unusual and don’t correspond with the child’s 

medical history 

 Short-term symptoms that tend to stop or 

improve when the child is not with the 

perpetrator  

 A caregiver is not reassured by “good news” 

when test results are normal, and caregiver 

continues to believe the child is ill and threatens 

to “doctor shop” 

 A caregiver who appears to be medically 

knowledgeable or fascinated with medical details 

or seems to enjoy the hospital environment  

 A caregiver who is overly supportive and 

encouraging of the doctor, or one who is angry 

and demands further intervention, more 

procedures, second opinions, or transfers to 

more sophisticated facilities.  

 In severe cases, caregivers may go to great 

lengths to make their children sick or appear 

sick, including giving uncalled for medications, 

switching meds, placing drops of blood in urine 

specimens and other abusive behaviors. 
 

What to Do? 
 

If MBP is suspected, consultation with a trusted 

colleague or colleagues should be initiated.  

Behavioral health consultants may be of value in 

exploring relevant psychosocial considerations.   
 

When abuse is suspected, health care providers are 

required by law to report their concerns and, at this 

time, it may be helpful to engage with medical 

malpractice legal supports.   Recognizing MBP is not 

easy but appropriate intervention can facilitate early 

diagnosis and allow for helpful intervention.       
 

Reference:   From KidsHealth.org 
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