
VII. NOTE ON A PORTABLE INFANT-WEIGHER. 

By J. W. Ballantyne, M.D., F.R.C.P.E., Lecturer on Midwifery and Diseases 
of Women, arid on Diseases of Infancy and Childhood, School of Medicine, 
Edinburgh; Physician for Diseases of Women, Western Dispensary 
Edinburgh. 

It is generally conceded that the infant-weigher is of considerable 
value as an aid to the diagnosis of disease in early life, and that 
it affords a means of forecasting with some degree of accuracy the 
probable course of the malady. The value of the infant-weigher, 
both in the sphere of diagnosis and in that of prognosis, has, 
however, been lessened by the fact that it has been found difficult 
of application in private practice. It is comparatively easy in a 
large hospital to carry out weighing observations regularly and 
continuously, and to gather from them much valuable information 
as to increase or decrease in body-weight; but in private, and 
even in dispensary practice it has been found next to impossible 



166 NOTE ON A PORTABLE INFANT-WEIGHER, 

to obtain such a series of observations as should warrant the 
medical man in drawing deductions therefrom as to the health 
of the patients. The chief reason why it has been found difficult 
to carry out weighing observations in every-day practice is 
discovered in the circumstance that the instrument used for the 

purpose has generally been too heavy or too bulky to permit of 
its easy conveyance from one house to another, and it has often 
been felt that a portable, and at the same time accurate infant- 
weigher was a desideratum. It is my wish to draw the attention 
of the Fellows of this Society to the portable instrument which I 
have found of great service both in dispensary and private practice. 
This instrument, the baby-weigher of Sutils {vide Figs. 1 and 2), is 
of comparatively small size, can be easily fitted up in any room 
in a few minutes, and permits of the rapid performance of the 
operation of weighing. Its action is little interfered with by the 
struggles of the infant, its use is very rarely objected to by the 
mother, and, what is of the greatest importance in private practice, 
the instrument is portable. When fitted into its case the weigher 
with all the accessories for suspending it is not much larger than 
a policeman's baton, which in outward appearance it closely 
resembles. It is supplied with a strong spiral spring which is 
drawn out by the weight of the infant, and the result marked by 
the index on the scale. On one side of this scale are figures 
representing the age of the infant in months, and on the other side is 
inscribed the normal weight of the infant (in kilogrammes) at each 
month ; so that, by this arrangement, it can be seen at once whether 
there is any deviation from the normal standard of health or not. 
The mode of employment is very simple. The instrument 

having been suspended from a nail or cupboard handle, or from 
the support supplied with it, the infant is divested of his clothes, 
the band is fastened round his body below the armpits, the ring in 
the band made fast to the hook attached to the lower end of the 

weigher, and the child allowed for a moment or two to swing O * 
. . 

? 

unsupported by the mother or nurse. The position of the index 
in the scale is then ascertained and compared with the normal 
weight for the age at which the infant has arrived. If the weight o O O 

of the child at birth is known the result will be especially valuable. 
If the weight of the infant's clothing be known it will not be 

necessary to undress the child, and in this way time is saved, and 
the chilling effect of the air avoided. This instrument may be 

safely used for all infants of less than two years of age. 
The weight of the infant ought to be ascertained, as far as 

possible, at regular intervals of time and under similar circum- 
stances. If the child has recently emptied the bladder and rectum 
a difference of a few ounces in the total body-weight will be the 
result. The weighings may be carried out daily, or weekly, or 
monthly. When it is simply desired to ascertain whether or not 
a healthy infant is gaining weight regularly, a weighing once a 
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Fio. 1.? Sutils' Infant-weiglier. Fig. 1.?Sutils' Infant-weigher. 

Fio. 2.?Band for sus- 

pending Infant from 

Weigher. 

Fio. 2.?Band for sus- 

pending Infant from 

Weigher. 



168 NOTE ON A PORTABLE INFANT-WEIGHER, 

month may be sufficient; but when it is wished to form a diagnosis 
or prognosis in the case of an infant who is ill, daily, or at any 
rate weekly observations must be made. 

I have found that the regular weighing of infants at such times 
as those of dentition or weaning has a great value as regards both 
the diagnosis and prognosis of any pathological states. Again, it 
may be sufficient to weigh the baby in order to form an opinion 
for or against the use of a certain kind of artificial food ; or, in 
other cases, the weight of the infant may afford an indication of 
some deep-seated constitutional malady, such as syphilis or rickets, 
which is powerfully influencing the development of the infant. 
In the case of infants nursed by the mother or by a wet-nurse the 
effect upon the growth in weight caused by the change in character 
of the milk due to the occurrence of pregnancy or the reappearance 
of the menses may be noted by the infant-weigher. Sutils (Guide 
pratique des Pesages) gives some interesting and convincing 
instances of the above-mentioned facts. This author also empha- 
sizes the special value of the infant-weigher as a check upon the 
treatment of children who are sent out to nurse in creches and 
similar institutions. 

It is often very important for the medical man to be able to 
ascertain whether or not a medicine which he is administering to 
a sick infant is producing a good effect, and he will find in the 

infant-weigher a ready means of settling this question with some 
degree of exactness. In the case of an infant who may be suffer- 

ing from some wasting malady, and whose weight has been station- 
ary or decreasing, the administration of such drugs as cod-liver oil 
and chemical food will often produce a marked improvement, the 
first sign of which is found in an appreciable gain in weight. 
There is thus supplied to the practitioner a proof that his treat- 
ment is founded on correct principles, and his diagnosis is confirmed. 
In other cases the medicines may produce no increase in weight, 
and then it is probable that they are not suited to the special case: 
the physician is thus led to reconsider his diagnosis and to devise 
some other means of treatment. 
The use of weighing instruments has been of great value in 

enabling physiologists to determine the normal rate of increase in 
infancy and childhood ; but whilst this rate has been very accur- 

ately determined for infants during the first six or eight weeks of 
life and for children over four years of age, there is still need for 
further investigations as to the growth between the ages of two 
months and three or four years. There is a natural loss in weight 
during the first two or three days of life, to the extent of about 6 
per cent, of the body-weight. The original birth-weight (about 
3000 grammes, or 7^ lbs.) is regained on the fourth or fifth day, 
and thereafter there is a steady increase, interfered with only by 
pathological conditions in the infant himself or in the milk of 

his mother or wet nurse. During the first year of life growth 
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in weight is rapid; it is, as a rule, doubled by the end of the fifth 
month, and trebled by the end of the twelve months. Auvard 

(Le Nouveau-ne, 1890, p. 18) has divided the first year into four 
periods of three months, and has found that in the first trimester 
the daily gain is 25 grammes, during the second trimester 20 
grammes, during the third 15 grammes, and during the fourth 
period of three months only 10 grammes. Although these figures 
may not be found in all cases, they are yet sufficiently accurate 
to be of use in practice. Increase in weight is not so rapid in the 
second year of life ; whilst in the first twelve months about fifteen 

pounds are added to the birth-weight, in the second year there is 

only an addition of five pounds. During the next six years the 
annual gain is about four pounds. 
A knowledge of the normal rate of increase in weight is essential 

in order to enable us to detect the deviations that occur; but when 
we are in possession of the standard rate of growth, then the infant- 
weigher affords us a ready method of diagnosing irregularities and 
of judging of the effect of medicines upon the process of assimila- 
tion and increase in body-weight. 


