
 

Last updated September 2018 

Unexplained, No 
Autopsy or Death 

Scene Investigation 

Other 

Which primary mechanism explains suffocation or possible suffocation? 

Overlay 

Yes 

Does the infant death meet the criteria for SUID Case Registry categorization? Cases are 
those where the death certificate indicates the cause as unknown, undetermined, SIDS, SUID, 
unintentional sleep-related asphyxia /suffocation/strangulation, unspecified suffocation, 
cardiac or respiratory arrest without other well-defined causes, or unspecified causes with 
potentially contributing unsafe sleep factors. 

Yes 

Yes 
Explained,  

Suffocation with 
Unsafe Sleep Factors 

4, 5 

Explained,  
Excluded 

Unexplained,  
Possible Suffocation 
with Unsafe Sleep3, 4  

No/Unknown 
Unexplained,  
Unsafe Sleep  

Factors 

Soft Bedding 

Yes 

No Were all of the following complete: toxicology, any imaging, and pathology (including histology, microbiology or 
other pathology)? 

Unexplained,  
Incomplete Case 

Information 

Yes 

No 
Unexplained,  

Incomplete Case 
Information 

Do you know location (e.g. adult bed, couch, etc.) AND position (e.g. prone, supine, side) in which the infant was 
found?1 Consideration of lividity may be useful in verifying position, but lack of information on lividity does not 
make the case incomplete. Lividity that indicates supine positioning could be from flipping the infant after death 
and should be considered cautiously. 

No/Unknown 
Unexplained,  
Unsafe Sleep  

Factors 

Yes 

No 

Was there any evidence of unsafe sleep factors when the infant was found?1 Safe sleep includes: supine, in crib, 
bassinet, or portable crib, with nothing in the crib but a safety approved mattress with fitted sheet.  An infant 
placed supine and found prone, no matter his/her age or stage of development should continue. 

 Infant put in car seat… 

To sleep, should continue down the algorithm 

To travel, not sleep, with soft objects or loose bedding, should continue down the algorithm 

To travel, not sleep, with no soft objects or loose bedding, should categorize as Unexplained, No Unsafe 
Sleep Factors 

Yes 

Yes 

Was there evidence of what obstructed the airway (e.g., blanket, pillow and blanket, adult bed)?1 
The Team does not have to know the singular item that obstructed the airway. The following are 
acceptable examples: infant prone in bassinet on top of an adult sized pillow, infant face down on an 
adult bed, multiple/layered items identified (e.g., a mattress, sheet and blanket), and supine infant 
with blanket overhead even with unknown blanket weight. 

No 

Were there all of the following? 

 Non-conflicting and reliable witnessed account — Can come from a 
description like ‘Father reported…’ or ‘Mother saw…’, doll reenactment, or 
very clear complete detailed description 

 No other potentially fatal findings or concerning conditions 

 An age/developmental stage that made suffocation feasible (e.g., a mobile 
11 month old unlikely to suffocate due to position alone) 

 Sufficiently detailed evidence to visualize how obstruction occurred 

 Strong evidence of full external obstruction (e.g., report of full obstruction 
of nose and mouth, and/or external compression of the neck or chest) 

Unexplained,  
No Unsafe Sleep  

Factors2 

Was there evidence of a full or partial obstruction of the airway (nose, mouth, neck and/or chest)?1 

Wedging 

No 

No 

Was an autopsy and death investigation done? 
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Footnotes 

1. When there is conflict:  
 Use the expertise of your multi-disciplinary team and ALL of the evidence to figure out what really happened. 
 If there is enough evidence for the team to resolve the conflict, then document the team’s decision in the 

narrative and continue down the algorithm. 
 If the evidence does not reveal a clear resolution, then document the sustaining conflict and treat it as an 

unknown.  
 Refrain from making assumptions, err on the side of unknown. 

2.    Includes infants who were witnessed going unresponsive.  
3.    Includes infants whose airways were obstructed by a Consumer Product Safety Commission approved mattress 

used as recommended in a crib, portable crib, or bassinet. 
4.    Needs to be assigned at least one mechanism using the following definitions (the following are examples, not a 

comprehensive list): 
 Soft bedding: when an infant’s airway is obstructed by a blanket, sheet, pillow, couch or recliner cushions, or 

other soft objects of loose bedding that are part of the immediate sleep environment. 
 Nose and/or mouth obstructed at the intersection of soft bedding (e.g., where a pillow and mattress meet, 

where the back and seat of a couch meet) 
 Wedging: when an infant’s airway is obstructed as a result of being stuck or trapped between inanimate 

objects. 
 Wedged with face clear (e.g., in gap, face above mattress), chest/neck obstruction only  

 Overlay: when a person rolls on top of or against an infant obstructing the infant’s airway. 
 Overlay with face clear (obstructed chest/neck only)  
 Face into person with or without chest/neck obstruction  
 Infant pinned between person and couch, facing person 
 Note: Surface sharing only is not enough evidence for overlay. An overlay needs to be witnessed (e.g., 

someone waking up on top of an infant, or someone seeing someone else on top of an infant). 
 Other: when an infant’s airway is obstructed by something in the sleep environment other than soft bedding, 

overlay or wedging like a plastic bag.  
 Note: Other should not be selected for unsafe sleep factors like prone positioning or impaired caregivers. 

 Multiple mechanisms:  
 Wedging and Soft Bedding 

 Wedged with face into soft bedding (mattress, pillow, blankets), nose and mouth obstructed 
 Wrapped/entangled in blankets and wedged 

 Overlay and Soft Bedding 
 Overlay with nose/mouth obstructed by soft bedding (mattress, pillow, blankets) 
 Infant pinned between person and couch, facing couch 

5.    Examples include:  
 A 1-month-old infant found face down in a pillow with her nose and mouth fully obstructed. 
 A 2-month-old infant found with her head and face wedged between the cushions at the back of the sofa. 
 A 4-month-old infant found lifeless in a twin bed with his head and body underneath his mother. 

 
 
Reference: Shapiro-Mendoza CK, Camperlengo L, Ludvigsen R, et al. Classification system for the Sudden Unexpected 
Infant Death Case Registry and its application. Pediatrics. 2014;134:e210-e219.  


