
Childhood winter illnesses
Knowing what to do
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Many children experience common illnesses like coughs and colds. 
�7�K�H�\���D�U�H���D�O�O���S�D�U�W���R�I���J�U�R�Z�L�Q�J���X�S�����7�K�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���W�K�L�V���O�H�D�À�H�W���Z�L�O�O���K�H�O�S��
you decide when you can treat your child at home or when to seek 
further medical advice. Treating your child’s illness yourself or with 
NHS online advice and medicines from your local pharmacy can often 
be the easiest and quickest way to help your child get better. 

It can be confusing to know what to do when your child is unwell or 
injured - especially during the coronavirus pandemic. The information 
here can help you decide what to do. 

Winter illnesses - knowing what to do

It is important that you are 
aware of the symptoms of 
coronavirus so you know if 
you need to get your child 
tested and isolated. Find out 
more on page 7.

 NHS 111
 Use NHS 111 online 
 or by phone for free 
24-hour health support from 
trained advisers for things that 
need urgent attention. They can 
give you advice or arrange help 
from the right person. 

Where needed they will arrange 
for you to speak to a doctor or 
nurse or to pick an emergency 
prescription. They can also 
book you into an appointment 
with a GP, urgent treatment 
centre or at A&E as appropriate. 
They can arrange an ambulance 
in an emergency. 

Go online to www.111.nhs.uk 
or call 111 (free from landlines 
and mobiles). If your child is 
under 5 you should use the 111 
telephone service. 
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https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/symptoms/coronavirus-in-children/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/symptoms/coronavirus-in-children/
http://www.111.nhs.uk


If you’re concerned about your child there are various ways of seeking 
medical help. For non-urgent concerns you should contact your GP 
practice during opening hours. Outside of practice opening hours, or for 
urgent concerns, or if you’re just not sure call 111. In a real emergency 
call 999. It is important that you do not wait and worry. 

  Contact your GP  surgery 
 (or 111 out of hours) if your child:

4

Where to go for help

• has signs of illness such as a
 rash as well as a high 
 temperature 
• has a high temperature that’s
�� �O�D�V�W�H�G���I�R�U���¿�Y�H���G�D�\�V�����V�H�H���I�H�Y�H�U��
 and temperatures section on 
 page 12) 
• seems dehydrated - has 
 sunken eyes, fewer wet nappies
 or is weeing less than usual

• has vomiting or abdominal pain 
 that is not improving
• appears distressed or unwell
 and bothered by the light



  Call 999 immediately if your child has:    

• �D���V�W�L�‡���Q�H�F�N���D�Q�G���D���I�H�Y�H�U���R�Y�H�U��
 38°C (or over 39°C if your baby 
 is between 3-6 months old) 
• a rash that does not fade when 
 you press a glass against it  
• �D���V�H�L�]�X�U�H���R�U���¿�W���I�R�U���W�K�H���¿�U�V�W���W�L�P�H��
 (they cannot stop shaking) 
• unusually cold hands and feet
• pale, blotchy, blue or grey skin
• a weak, high-pitched cry 
 that’s not like their usual cry
• pauses in their breathing 
 or is grunting

or is;

• drowsy and hard to wake
• extremely agitated, and 
 does not stop crying or is 
 confused
• �¿�Q�G�L�Q�J���L�W���K�D�U�G���W�R���E�U�H�D�W�K�H����
 drawing in the muscles below 
 their lower ribs or at their neck, 
 or if their head is bobbing
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�<�R�X���F�D�Q���¿�Q�G���\�R�X�U���Q�H�D�U�H�V�W��A&E 
or urgent care centre at 
www.nhs.uk/service-search  
(tick A&E box). 

https://www.meningitisnow.org/meningitis-explained/signs-and-symptoms/glass-test/
https://what0-18.nhs.uk/resources/clips-abnormal-signs-babies/head-bobbing
http://www.nhs.uk/service-search


If your child is only mildly unwell and doesn’t have any worrying 
symptoms consider treating them yourself. It is often the easiest and 
quickest way to help your child get better. You can use NHS online 
advice or advice and medicines from from your pharmacist. But trust 
your instincts. If things are not improving call your GP (or 111 out of hours).

Be prepared  
�.�H�H�S���V�R�P�H���H�V�V�H�Q�W�L�D�O���P�H�G�L�F�L�Q�H�V���D�Q�G���¿�U�V�W���D�L�G���V�X�S�S�O�L�H�V���D�W���K�R�P�H����

Some important items to have are:

6

When you can provide 
your child with treatment at home

• a digital thermometer (and 
 spare batteries) 
• children’s liquid painkillers such 
 as paracetamol and ibuprofen
• decongestant or vapour-rub
• oral rehydration sachets
• antiseptic cream 
• calamine lotion or cream

• teething gel
• plasters
• sterile dressings 
• adhesive tape 
• scissors
• hand sanitiser
• tweezers 
• disposable gloves

Speak to your local pharmacist 
for more advice. They 
can advise you on 
supplies that will save 
you money but are 
�M�X�V�W���D�V���H�‡�H�F�W�L�Y�H���D�V��
well known brands. 

Remember to keep 
all medicines out of 
the reach of children, 
to check regularly that 
they are in date, and 
read the instructions.
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Trust your instincts and seek medical help if you need it.

GPs, hospitals and community health services are still providing the 
same safe care that they have always done and are still here to help. 
Many appointments are now taking place by phone or by video but they 
will see you and your child in person if they need to.

If advised to go to a GP surgery, clinic or hospital, it’s important to go. 
It will be made safe for you. You should wear a face covering and use 
hand sanitiser provided there. Do inform the hospital or surgery if you 
or your child have any symptoms of coronavirus or have been in 
contact with someone with symptoms. Also advise them if you have 
returned from a country considered to be high risk in the past 14 days.

Advice for parents about coronavirus

If your child does have 
coronavirus they can pass it 
on which could have serious 
consequences for others. 

Only leave your home to have 
a test. If the test is positive 
everyone must isolate for 
ten days from the day the 
�¿�U�V�W���V�\�P�S�W�R�P�V���D�S�S�H�D�U�H�G��
Coronavirus swab tests are 
not painful procedures but 
may cause some discomfort 
for a moment. Everyone your 
child lives with and anyone in 
their support bubble must stay 
at home until your child’s test 
results are back. 

Check if your child has 
coronavirus

If your child has any symptoms 
that are linked to coronavirus 
you should arrange for them to 
be tested as soon as possible 
���D�Q�G���G�H�¿�Q�L�W�H�O�\���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���¿�Y�H��
days of symptoms starting). 

You can do this at 
www.gov.uk/coronavirus or by 
calling 119. 

The main symptoms are: 

• a high temperature 
• a new continuous cough – 
 (this means coughing a lot, for 
 more than an hour, or three or 
 more coughing episodes in 
 24 hours)
• a loss of taste or smell

http://www.gov.uk/coronavirus
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 Meningitis, sepsis and 
 type 1 diabetes are not 
common illnesses but you 
should be aware of how to spot 
them and what to do if your 
child is showing symptoms. 

Your child may have a rash that does not fade when a glass is rolled 
over it. But a rash does not always appear, so trust your instincts and do 
not wait for one to develop.

Babies and toddlers may also refuse to feed or eat or not want to be 
�K�H�O�G���R�U���W�R�X�F�K�H�G�����7�K�H�\���P�D�\���K�D�Y�H���D���V�W�L�‡���E�R�G�\���Z�L�W�K���M�H�U�N�\���P�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�V����
�R�U���E�H���À�R�S�S�\�����R�U���X�Q�D�E�O�H���W�R���V�W�D�Q�G���X�S����

You should get medical advice as soon as possible if you’re concerned 
that you or your child could have meningitis. 

 Call 999 for an ambulance or go to 
 your nearest A&E immediately if 
 you think you or your child might 
 be seriously ill. 

 Call your GP (or 111 out of 
 hours) for advice if you’re not 
 sure if it’s anything serious.

!

Conditions that are emergencies - 
call 999

 Meningitis

Symptoms of meningitis develop suddenly and can include:

• a high temperature
• being sick
• a headache
• �D���V�W�L�‡���Q�H�F�N

• a dislike of bright lights
• drowsiness
• unresponsiveness or seizures.

https://www.meningitisnow.org/meningitis-explained/signs-and-symptoms/glass-test/
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 Sepsis 

 Sepsis is life threatening. It can be hard to spot in children. 
 You need to act immediately if your child has any of these 
 symptoms. Call 999 or go to A&E. 

• blue, pale or blotchy skin, lips or tongue
• a rash that does not fade when you roll a glass over it, the same as 
 meningitis
• �G�L�ˆ�F�X�O�W�\���E�U�H�D�W�K�L�Q�J�����\�R�X���P�D�\���Q�R�W�L�F�H���J�U�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���Q�R�L�V�H�V���R�U���W�K�H�L�U���V�W�R�P�D�F�K��
 sucking under their ribcage), breathlessness or breathing very fast
• a weak, high-pitched cry that’s not like their normal cry
• not responding like they normally do, or not interested in feeding or 
 normal activities
• �E�H�L�Q�J���V�O�H�H�S�L�H�U���W�K�D�Q���Q�R�U�P�D�O���R�U���G�L�ˆ�F�X�O�W���W�R���Z�D�N�H

Sepsis is when your body’s response to an infection goes wrong and 
begins to injure its own tissues and organs. Without quick treatment, 
sepsis can lead to multiple organ failure and death.


