
▪ Every year, in Kazakhstan, and neighboring regions, 

children die from being accidently left in vehicles.

This sometimes called ‘forgotten baby syndrome’.

▪ Fatal heatstroke, may occur when body temperature 

> 40°C [1]. If parked in sunlight, temperatures within 

cars can reach > 25°C higher than the ambient 

temperature [2]

▪ No national statistics are available in most countries. 

There are >4 cases reported each year in Chinese 

media, and around 38 each year in the US media [3]. 

▪ Adults who have lost a child this way are anecdotally 

reported to experience false memories: They say that 

they have a memory of removing the child, despite 

knowing the child died because they did not.

▪ We aimed to confirm, through rigorous analysis, 

whether these really occur, and what factors might 

be associated with them.

INTRODUCTION

METHODS
▪ Due to the sensitivity and sporadic nature of cases, 

secondary sources are the only available data.

▪ We studied details given in news media in the USA, 

reported on news websites between 2019 and 2023.

▪ We searched for verbal statements by the adults 

involved, particularly for reports of false memories. 

Eligible cases were scored on a scale from ‘no false 

memory’ to ‘explicit false memory’. 

▪ Three different raters analyzed the reports and 

agreed on data recorded.

ANALYSIS

▪ Although strong evidence was rare, we can 

confirm that false memories do occur.

▪ We found two cases of either explicit or probable 

false memory following accidental death of a child. 

▪ Tentatively, we provided evidence that false 

memories occur more often with male fatalities, 

and more often when there are multiple fatalities. 

▪ We propose an explanation of why false 

memories occur based on script theory [6] .

CONCLUSIONS
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Frequency of False Memories 

‘Forgotten Baby Syndrome’ Case Inclusion,

from N = 164 Separate Fatal Incidents

(166 child deaths) 

Comparison of Cases With and Without Possible 

False Memories

Aspect
All incidents / 

cases

With possible 

false memory

No false 

memory

Male child victim1 23/49 (47%) 9/12 (75%)* 3/12 (25%)

Age of child victim 

(months)
20.4 (13.2) 24.9 (13.6) 19.0 (12.9)

More than one 

fatality
2/48 (4%) 2/10 (20%)* 0/38 (0%)

Number of children 

in vehicle
1.7 (1.1) 2.3 (1.4) 1.5 (0.9)

Sex of adults-

M:F:B
25:21:2 6:4:0 19:17:2

Only one adult in 

vehicle
46/48 (96%) 10/10 (100%) 36/38 (95%)

Routineness of 

journey
2.0 (1.5) 2.0 (1.4) 2.0 (1.5)

Number of stops 

planned
2.7 (1.5) 2.4 (1.0) 2.8 (1.6)

CASE SELECTION RESULTS

Data are shown as mean (+SD) or count (+%). 1 Sex information not 

available for one case, * = p < .05, M:F:B = male : female : both male 

and female adults in the vehicle.

▪ Accidental death of boys was significantly more 

associated with false memories than death of girls. 

▪ Incidents with more than one fatality were also 

associated with the development of false memories.

▪ Other details of the children, adults, and the journey 

were not linked to false memories. 

WHAT IS CAUSING THESE FALSE 

MEMORIES?

▪ It seems possible that response to intense 

psychological trauma is part of the cause.

▪ Death of a boy was more likely than death of a girl to 

involve false memory. There is past research that 

suggests grief is strongly when child fatalities are 

male.

▪ However, the likely mechanism is schema-based 

memory recall. 

▪ Driving is a very automized activity, meaning it can 

be done without conscious attention [4].

▪ Driving is known to produce high levels of false 

memories that are schema-based, i.e., things that 

frequently occur in stereotypical journeys [5].

▪ We suggest that cognitive science theory based on 

schematic memory representations, such as script 

theory [6] can explain false memories observed in 

fatal pediatric vehicular heatstroke. 
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