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LETTER

Hypophosphatemia as a key factor in sudden infant
death syndrome (SIDS)?

THEO A. T. G. VAN KEMPEN1, ELISABETH DEIXLER2 & MARTIN A. CROOK3

1North Carolina State University, North Carolina, USA, 2Städtisches Klinikum München-Bogenhausen, München,
Germany, and 3Guy’s Hospital, London, UK

Dear Sir,
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome or SIDS remains

an important cause of mortality in infants. The
2011 publication of Siren and Siren (1) and the subse-
quent letter to theeditor (2) focusoncriticaldiaphragm
failure as a possible cause and provide plausible evi-
dence. However, these articles do not explore the met-
abolic basis for this critical diaphragm failure. Several
authors, includingAubier et al. (3) andFiaccadori et al.
(4) have described that the diaphragm is extremely
susceptible to hypophosphatemia, and this may be
theorigin of the symptoms reportedbySiren andSiren.
Hence, it may well be the yet unexplored underlying
mechanism responsible for SIDS.
A reason for suspecting hypophosphatemia as the

cause for SIDS is because neonates are extremely prone
to developing hypophosphatemia as shown in numer-
ous publications (e.g. (5-8)). A very brief period of
stress, like separation from the mother or a brief period
of illness, can result in phosphaturia severe enough to
result in the loss of 50% of the free phosphate pool
within 24 hours. This results in an immediate drop in
blood phosphate levels. Worse, this hypophosphatemia
can subsequently become aggravated over the course
of 1–2 weeks without obvious visible symptoms and
despite resumption of normal eating behavior, some-
thing not reported in older subjects. In infants with risk
factors for SIDS like intrauterine growth retardation,
exposure to cigarette smoke, male sex, and heat stress,
this phosphaturetic stress response is enhanced possibly
through augmented or longer-lasting sympathetic activ-
ity (9,10), and, hence, they are more prone to develop
severe hypophosphatemia and ATP deficiency.

Hypophosphatemia not only affects contraction
of the diaphragm, but it is also involved in the
formation of 2,3-diphosphoglycerate (2,3-DPG;
more correctly referred to as 2,3-bisphosphoglyce-
rate) in erythrocytes. This 2,3-DPG regulates the
release of oxygen from hemoglobin. Tissues with a
high metabolic activity result in high levels of
2,3-DPG in the blood causing the liberation of
oxygen (11-13). Hypophosphatemia impedes the
formation of 2,3-DPG, which subsequently prevents
the release of oxygen from hemoglobin and, in effect,
suffocates the tissue. Thus, severe hypophosphatemia
results in signs of asphyxiation despite adequate access
to free air (14), either through inducing an ATP defi-
ciency affecting the diaphragm or through inhibiting
oxygen release from hemoglobin. For example, in
briefly stressed subjects, in parallel with the drop in
plasma phosphate, a doubling of the ratio of pCO2/pO2,
an increase in SpO2, and lactic acidosis were observed
but without obvious visible signs of distress. If severe
enough, this could lead to death from inner suffocation
(SIDS). The presence of fetal hemoglobin may also
play a role in SIDS. Fetal hemoglobin purportedly has
a higher binding affinity for oxygen (15) and thus
could predispose an infant to SIDS when 2,3-DPG
is compromised.
Other symptoms of SIDS can also be explained by

hypophosphatemia. Hypophosphatemia can lead to
petechiae: minor hemorrhages caused by platelet dys-
function (16,17) and often seen postmortem in SIDS
victims. Similarly, pulmonary edema (18) has been
linked to hypophosphatemia, as have cardiac arrhyth-
mias (19,20). Hypophosphatemia is also implicated in
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the morbidity and mortality associated with refeeding
syndrome (21) and in hypophosphatemic rickets,
which is more prevalent in boys (22) in line with a
higher incidence of SIDS in boys.
Siren and Siren’s (1) comment that REM sleep

inhibits intercostal muscles compounded by diurnal
rhythms in blood phosphate could explain why SIDS
strikes during night-time REM sleep. Also, phosphate
has a seasonal rhythm with lows in the winter which
could explain a higher prevalence of SIDS in this
season, and 2,3-DPG is lower in infants exposed to
cigarette smoke which could explain a higher inci-
dence of SIDS in houses of smokers (23,24).
In summary, both the etiology as well as the symp-

toms of SIDS can be explained by hypophosphatemia.
A brief stressor can induce hypophosphatemia in
infants, particularly in those with SIDS risk factors,
and aggravate it despite resumption of normal food
intake. This since the urinary loss of phosphate induced
by stress or a large drop in metabolic rate and the
subsequent enhanced phosphate demand for re-
started anabolic processes cannot be quickly compen-
sated by normal dietary intake. This hypophosphatemia
can aggravate to the point of affecting O2 release from
red blood cells through a depletion of 2,3-DPG or
affect diaphragm contractility through ATP deficiency,
either one which leads to death from apparent
suffocation: SIDS.

Declaration of interest: The authors report no
conflicts of interest. The authors alone are responsible
for the content and writing of the paper.
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