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• Review the definition of brain death 

• Examine brain death in children compared to adults  
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Definition: 
Irreversible cessation of all functions of the entire 
brain including the brainstem

Does brain death occur in children?
Yes

Is brain death the same in adults and children?
Yes
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Determination of brain death in children is not 
different

Brain death is a clinical diagnosis
Coma and apnea must coexist
Loss of all motor responses, excluding spinal reflexes
Loss of all brain stem reflexes

The process to determine brain death is different
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Wide age range 
Physiologic differences 
Mechanism of injury
Disease processes
Ancillary studies
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Two examinations performed by 2 different attending 
physicians are recommended

The first examination determines the patient meets criteria for 
brain death. The second examination confirms that the patient’s 
neurologic status remains consistent with the diagnosis of brain 
death throughout the observation period

This fulfills the requirement of irreversibility outlined in Defining 
Death by the President’s Commission 

“Irreversibility is recognized by persistent cessation of functions 
during an appropriate period of observation and/or trial of therapy.” 
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Two periods of observation 
Prior to determination of brain death testing

24 hours of observation is recommended following 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation or traumatic brain injury 
before brain death testing is initiated

Between examinations
24 hours for infants (37 weeks gestational age) to 30 days 
of age
12 hours for children 30 days to 18 years of age
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Why do the fixed observation periods exist?
Standardize the process to determine brain death, 
and to reduce diagnostic error
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Fixed observation periods 
Strengthens the guideline to ensure minimum standards required to 
determine brain death are performed the same each time
Provides clarity using fixed observation periods instead of ambiguous 
language allowing the healthcare professional the option of choosing 
the interval
Reduces diagnostic error by reducing guideline deviation 

Checklist 
Provides a template to ensure all components for brain death testing 
have been completed
Promotes standardized documentation for brain death 
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This includes determination of neurologic death
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Children are best cared for in 
a pediatric center with 
expertise of not only the 
physicians but also the entire 
healthcare team that 
understands the unique 
needs of children and their 
families. 
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Conversations with families about death and dying are difficult but 
necessary so families can understand and begin preparing for the 
loss of their loved one
Conversations should be open, honest, and focused while involving 
the family in decision making.  This may help reduce tension in the 
physician-patient or family relationship
Our conversations and discussions should help to prepare families for 
a devastating outcome 
We have a responsibility to care not only for the patient, but also the 
family and guide them through this process
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Identification of the potential donor
Declaration of death in a timely manner
Assessment of donor potential and 
authorization for donation from the family 
Management of the donor
Recovery of organs
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Children are not small adults
Determination of brain death in children is the same as adults, it’s just the 
process to determine brain death is different
The diverse age range, physiologic differences, mechanism of injury, disease 
process, and sensitivity and specificity of ancillary studies are important 
considerations when determining death in children
Observations periods with a fixed time interval, and use of a checklist 
promotes standardization for improved guideline compliance
Accurate determination of death is an important step in the process of organ 
donation
Children are best cared for in a pediatric medical center with pediatric 
specialists who understand the unique aspects of caring for children and their 
family
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