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Every parent wants a little peace and quiet, especially after delivering a new bundle of joy. Some 
parents, however, are taking drastic measures to get that peace and quiet. Caitlyn Smith, a 20-
year-old mother of three of Marion, Ohio, gave her 3-month-old baby boy diluted Benadryl one 
March night in 2017. It proved to be a fatal decision. 

"She [Smith] was very frustrated with the child crying and being upset," Marion Police 
Lieutenant B.J. Gruber said to WSYX ABC 6. "So maybe this was kind of a soothing measure 
that was taken way overboard." 

Revelations on parent’s personal blogs, admissions on social media posts, and online surveys 
would suggest that while administering Benadryl isn’t an everyday occurrence, it is not exactly a 
rare one either. A 2011 poll of more than 26,000 mothers conducted in partnership with TODAY 
Moms and Parenting Magazine resulted in eight percent of those surveyed revealing that they 
regularly give their children sleep-inducing medication such as Benadryl in order to obtain 
“some peace and quiet on a normal night.” However, it can be dangerous, and some medical 
authorities are sounding alarms.  

Wendy Mogel, PhD, a clinical psychologist, author of “The Blessings of a Skinned Knee,” and 
one of the TODAY Moms contributors to the 2011 poll, said that the pressures of motherhood 
may be driving moms to extreme measures. “A hit of Benadryl before a long trip is pretty 
standard practice” she said, “though it may not win you ‘Mother of the Year’ award, except 
maybe from your fellow passengers on a cross-country flight.” 

However, after deaths from medications, child welfare authorities in states like Connecticut have 
begun to issue warnings about using medications to induce sleep. The Connecticut Child Fatality 
Review Panel issued not one, but two, public health alerts in 2017. The alert published in May 
2017 stated: “Caregivers should never use Benadryl or other antihistamines in order to get their 
infants to be quiet or to sleep.” The public health alert was in response to at least four deaths that 
year involving infants and toddlers being administered Benadryl or other antihistamines like 
Chlorpheniramine.  

Dr. Kristen Bechtel, associate professor of Pediatrics and Emergency Medicine at Yale, said that 
antihistamines for infants should only be done with a prescription from a licensed medical 
provider to treat diseases like eczema or allergies. “Parents should not give antihistamines like 
Benadryl to help baby sleep, due to the likelihood of adverse reactions like seizures and cardiac 
arrhythmias, which can be fatal.” 

The use of the antihistamine, known generically as diphenhydramine, to sedate children is 
certainly controversial.  Antihistamines like Benadryl can relieve allergy symptoms or prevent 



 

 

minor allergic reactions when used properly. However, like all medications, Benadryl can be 
dangerous when used improperly. 

The U.S. Food & Drug Administration (FDA) provides guidance and warns against the use of 
cough and cold medicines by children 2 years old and younger. Dr. Hari Cheryl Sachs, a 
pediatrician with the FDA, stated in an FDA Consumer Health Alert that antihistamines should 
be taken for allergies.  In the health alert, Sachs said, "Too much antihistamine can cause 
sedation and—paradoxically—agitation. In rare cases, it can cause breathing problems, including 
decreased oxygen or increased carbon dioxide in the blood.” 

Some medical authorities go farther than warnings about danger. In fact, one medical study 
suggests that using Benadryl or other similar pharmaceuticals improperly should be considered a 
form of child abuse. Dr. Shan Yin, MPH, author of an article titled, “Malicious Use of 
Pharmaceuticals in Children” in the Journal of Pediatrics, concluded that “malicious 
administration of pharmaceuticals should be considered an important form of child abuse.” 

The report published in 2010 is based on an 8-year study of 1,439 cases where American 
children, 6 years old or younger, were exposed to pharmaceuticals, and those incidents were 
reported to the U.S. National Poison Data System. Of those cases, 172 children died, eight of 
them from antihistamines.  

“A review of pediatric fatalities associated with non-prescription sedating agents, including 
antihistamines,” said Yin, “suggests that malicious intent was a factor in these deaths.” Based on 
his and other reports, Yin said that it is reasonable that nontherapeutic administration of 
pharmaceuticals may be an “underrecognized form of child maltreatment.”  

 “If it were my child, I would not use Benadryl on the airplane, car, or train to knock my kid 
out,” Dr. Wendy Sue Swanson stated on her blog, Seattle Mama Doc. “My rationale is part 
philosophical, part safety-based. The bottom line is this… using a medicine for parental 
convenience is not an indication to medicate your child. I just can’t advise that you put medicine 
in your child’s mouth for convenience.” Swanson mentions that it is difficult for pediatricians to 
know which child may have which side effect to medication. “Your pediatrician cannot predict 
what kind of response your child will have to a new medicine they have never tried. Period.” 

Currently, there is no clear guidance from the FDA on whether to provide antihistamines to 
children younger than two. When reviewing Benadryl’s own website, one could conclude that 
children under two should not be administered any of its products. However, what if you have a 
child who is 3, 4, or even 6? The answer is not that clear. Could parents be confused by dosage 
suggestions? 

A mother could purchase and administer her 3-year-old, Children’s Benadryl Dye-Free Allergy 
Liquid when directed by a doctor. However, according to Benadryl’s dosage page, that same 
mother should not use Children’s Benadryl Allergy Plus Congestion, even though the packaging 
looks similar. Benadryl lists thirteen allergy-relief products on its website. 

 



 

 

 

For some mothers, it’s not a matter of whether or not the packaging is confusing. In the case of 
the Marion, Ohio, mother:  “After the lethal dose of Benadryl, she actually just laid him on an 
ottoman downstairs and went upstairs to bed,” Marion County, Ohio police chief, Bill Collins 
said to WTTE My Fox 28 (Columbus, Ohio). The chief said seven hours went by before Ms. 
Smith went back downstairs and discovered the child had died. 

According to My Fox 28, investigators said Smith called her mother, Tracy, and made other 
phone calls an hour prior to dialing 9-1-1.  

After serving 163 days at the Multi-County Correctional Facility, Smith was sentenced to a year 
of probation after pleading guilty to third-degree manslaughter.  


