TREATING FEVER IN CHILDREN: DOES MY
CHILD NEED MEDICINE?
Fevers are common in young children, especially if they have a chest infection or after a
vaccination. A fever (a temperature of 37.8°C or higher) doesn’t necessarily mean you or
your child has a serious illness. In fact, a fever helps the body’s immune system to fight
infection.

SHOULD I GIVE MY CHILD PAINKILLERS FOR THEIR FEVER?
People often want to give their child medicine, such a paracetamol or ibuprofen, to bring
down the fever. This is not necessary, unless your child is distressed.
A fever is the body’s normal response to an infection, and fever can help slow the growth
and spread of bacteria. So fever is a sign that your child’s immune system is doing its job –
there is no need to try and bring down the fever.
If your child is in pain or is distressed, then painkillers can help them feel better. So if your
child has a fever but is playing and happy, there is no need to give them paracetamol or
ibuprofen. If your child has a fever and is miserable, paracetamol or ibuprofen can help.
•

Children older than 1 month can take paracetamol.

•

Children older than 3 months can take ibuprofen.

•

The correct dose of paracetamol or ibuprofen for children who have pain or fever is
worked out according to how much your child weighs.

•

Paracetamol and ibuprofen should not be given at the same time.

•

Do not give aspirin for pain or fever to children younger than 16. This can lead to
Reye’s syndrome, which is very rare but can cause serious brain and liver damage.

TOO MUCH PARACETAMOL CAN BE DANGEROUS
If you give your child paracetamol, you need to make sure you give the right dose. Too
much paracetamol can damage your child’s liver. The right dose depends on:
•

Your child’s weight

•

The strength of paracetamol you are using. There are two strengths available
in NZ (120mg/5mL and 250mg/5mL).

You can use the dosing table below to work out how much you should give your child:
Your child's weight

120mg per 5mL

250mg per 5mL

5kg or less

Ask doctor

Ask doctor

6.5kg

4mL

2mL

8kg

5mL

2.5mL

10kg

6mL

3mL

15kg

9mL

4.5mL

20kg

12mL

6mL

30kg

18mL

9mL

40kg

25mL

12mL

Don’t give your child more than 4 doses in any 24 hours, and make sure you wait at least 4
hours between doses.
For more information about using paracetamol safely, please see:
https://www.kidshealth.org.nz/paracetamol
An online calculator to work out the right dose can be found:
https://www.healthnavigator.org.nz/tools/p/paracetamol-dose-calculator/

DOES A FEVER MEAN MY CHILD NEEDS ANTIBIOTICS?
A fever does not mean your child needs antibiotics.
•

Antibiotics only work to kill bacteria. Most children with fever do not have a bacterial
infection, so antibiotics will not help them.

•

Antibiotics have side-effects and shouldn’t be taken unless you really need them.

•

Using too many antibiotics causes bacteria in the community to become resistant,
making them harder to kill, which is a serious problem for all of us.

For these reasons, antibiotics shouldn’t be given unless your child has a bacterial infection.

DOES TREATING A FEVER REDUCE THE RISK OF SEIZURES?
Sometimes, children with fever may have a fit or seizure because of the fever. This is called
a “febrile convulsion”. Medicine to bring down a fever, such as paracetamol and ibuprofen,
does not help to reduce the chance of your child having this type of complication.

WHEN SHOULD I TAKE MY CHILD TO THE DOCTOR?
•

Babies under 3 months of age with a temperature above 38ºC need to be checked by
a doctor.

•

Older children with a temperature above 40ºC should also be seen by a doctor.

•

If your child has a fever and any of these warning signs, see your doctor urgently:
 Rash, unusual sleepiness or floppiness, pain, irritability or persistent crying,
inability to swallow, breathing difficulty, vomiting or loss of appetite.

•

If you are worried about your child, whether or not they have a fever, you should take
them to a doctor.

Check with your doctor or phone Healthline on 0800 611 116 if you are worried.
For more information about fever in children, visit https://www.healthnavigator.org.nz/healtha-z/f/fever-children/ or https://www.kidshealth.org.nz/fever

WHY WAS THIS RESOURCE DEVELOPED?
This Choosing Wisely resource is based on the top five low-value practices that, based on
clinical evidence, may have limited benefit, no benefit or may potentially cause harm to
patients, according to the Paediatrics & Child Health Division of The Royal Australasian
College of Physicians (RACP) 1 and the Australian College of Nursing 2.
Choosing Wisely is a campaign to help health professionals and patients engage in
conversations about unnecessary tests and treatments and make smart and effective
choices to ensure high quality care. For more information on Choosing Wisely or to see
other patient materials, visit www.ChoosingWisely.org.nz

SUPPORTING EVIDENCE FOR THE ISSUES DISCUSSED IN THIS RESOURCE
For a list of supporting evidence for the issues discussed in this resource, please see:
http://choosingwisely.org.nz/professional-resource/pchd/
http://www.choosingwisely.org.au/recommendations/acn
Developed by Choosing Wisely New Zealand, 2018. Reasonable care is taken to provide accurate
information at the time of creation. This information is not intended as a substitute for medical advice and
should not be exclusively relied on to manage or diagnose a medical condition. Choosing Wisely does not
assume any responsibility or liability arising from any error or omission or from the use of any information in
these resources.
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