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What is a fever? 
A fever is when your child’s body temperature is higher than 
normal. A normal body temperature is about 37º Celsius but this 
can vary during the day. In children, a temperature over 38ºC 
indicates a fever. It does not indicate a serious illness. A fever 
needs to reach about 42ºC to cause harm to your child (or damage 
their brain). This is very rare. 

What causes a fever?  
A fever is usually caused by an infection somewhere in the body. 
Some types of infections that lead to fever include: 

 • Viral (caused by a virus) – around nine out of ten children with a  
 fever will have a viral illness, such as cold, flu or gastroenteritis 

 • Bacterial (caused by bacteria) – such as some ear infections,   
 pneumonia or urine infections 

The fever itself is not harmful and your child’s temperature will 
return to normal when the infection settles. 

Babies under three months of age are most at risk when they have 
a fever and need to be checked by a doctor – either with your 
local doctor or at an Emergency Department. Cabrini Emergency 
Department is staffed by experienced emergency doctors and 
nurses 24 hours a day, 7 days per week, and is equipped to care for 
children and babies.  

What are the symptoms? 
A child may: 

 • Look flushed and feel hot (their hands and feet may feel cool) 

 • Feel miserable and tired (they may want to sleep more) 

 • Breathe quicker and/or their heartbeat is fast or ‘pounding’ 

 • Not want to eat 

These symptoms are all due to the fever and will resolve when your 
child’s temperature returns to normal. Fevers are very common in 
childhood. Your child’s temperature will go up and down, which is 
the body’s natural way of fighting an infection. This is normal and 
should not be a cause for concern. 

Children may get sick with a viral illness and develop a fever 
several times in one year. This is because children often get sick 
from other children who are sick, usually by sharing toys, food and 
drink and simply through coughing and sneezing. Getting sick 
helps children to build a stronger immune system, and is a normal 
part of childhood.

Fever in children
Treatment 
It is not always necessary to treat a fever. You may be advised to 
give your child medication such as paracetamol or ibuprofen, to 
make your child more comfortable. Medication is recommended 
if your child is miserable, irritable or in pain, rather than to treat 
the fever itself. The fever is not harmful and helps your child’s body 
fight the infection. By reducing the fever, your child’s illness may 
be prolonged. 

If your child has a viral illness they are likely to get better without 
treatment, and antibiotics will not be helpful. If your child has a 
bacterial infection they may need antibiotics to fight the infection. 

The cause of a child’s fever may not be obvious. Occasionally 
your child may need to have some tests (such as blood and urine 
samples) to help diagnose the cause of the illness. 

Home care 
Give your child plenty to drink. Offer small frequent drinks of clear 
fluids (such as water or diluted juice). This is especially important 
if your child is vomiting or has diarrhoea. If you are breastfeeding, 
offer the breast more often and give cooled boiled water in 
between times, if needed. 

Do not worry if your baby or child does not eat. They will get their 
appetite back once they are feeling better (usually after two to 
three days). Fluids are most important as this helps to prevent 
dehydration (loss of water) in your child. 

Consider giving your child paracetamol (such as Panadol® or 
Dymadon®) for pain or discomfort. 

Carefully check the label for the correct dose and make sure 
you are not giving your child any other products containing 
paracetamol (such as some cough and pain medicines and cold 
and flu preparations). 

Make your child comfortable with plenty of cuddles and 
reassurance. Encourage your child to rest or play quietly if they are 
unwell. 

Do NOT put your child in a cold bath or in a cold draft and do NOT 
give your child aspirin.

Sponging a child with a fever does not help to lower the fever and 
may make your child more distressed. Dress them for comfort.
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Taking your child’s temperature 
It is better to be guided by the way your child looks or feels than 
to keep checking their temperature. Thermometers can be 
purchased from a pharmacy if required. Follow the instructions as 
each thermometer is different. 

What to expect 
Most children recover over two to three days without further 
treatment. 

Febrile seizures (convulsions) 
Some children with a fever can have febrile (fever) seizures (a fit 
or convulsion) where the child becomes unconscious and their 
arms and legs jerk. Most seizures do not last long, usually less 
than two minutes and do not result in brain damage. A seizure is 
frightening to a parent but it is not dangerous unless it lasts a long 
time (usually more than five minutes). This does not mean your 
child has epilepsy. 

Using paracetamol to ‘control’ the fever will not prevent a seizure 
and may not lower the temperature.

What should I do if my child has a fit? 
 • Stay calm and do not panic

 • Do not force or put anything into the child’s mouth, including   
 your fingers

 • Ensure your child is safe by placing them on the floor and   
 removing any objects that could injure them

 • Note the time the fit started and stopped, to tell the doctor 

 • Once the fit has stopped place your child on their side and make  
 them comfortable

 • Do not shake or slap your child to wake them

 • Do not restrain your child

 • Take your child to your local doctor, health care professional or  
 emergency department as soon as possible

Seeking help
Cabrini Emergency Department (ED) is staffed by experienced 
emergency doctors and nurses 24 hours a day, 7 days per week. If 
you have any questions about your ED treatment our qualified ED 
staff can be contacted on (03) 9508 1500 at any time. If you need 
to return to Cabrini ED for ongoing care we would be glad to take 
care of you again and if this occurs within a week of your initial 
consultation the doctor’s fee will be bulk-billed.

You can also expect to receive a phone call or SMS message 
from one of our emergency nurses the day after you have been 
discharged. The nurse will be able to clarify any aspect of your 
diagnosis, treatment, or follow-up.

In a medical emergency return to Cabrini ED if it is safe to do so 
or go to the nearest hospital emergency department or call an 
ambulance – dial triple zero (000).

Seek urgent medical care if your child: 

 • Refuses to drink for 12-24 hours 

 • Has excessive vomiting or diarrhoea 

 • Complains of a stiff neck/light hurting their eyes 

 • Is drowsy/looks unwell 

 • Develops a rash

 • Is under three months old (even if they only have a fever   
 without other symptoms) 

 • Is no better in two or three days 

 • If you are concerned at all

Want to know more?
 • Contact Cabrini ED on (03) 9508 1500

 • Ask your local doctor or healthcare professional

 • Visit the Royal Children’s Hospital website  
 www.rch.org.au/kidsinfo

 • Visit the Better Health Channel at www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au


