
Sepsis in Children: A Guide for Parents 

What Is Sepsis? Sepsis is a life-threatening reaction to an infection, where a child’s immune 
system overreacts, causing damage to their tissues and organs.1,2 It progresses rapidly, making 
early recognition and treatment critical.1,2 

Understanding Sepsis 
Sepsis can develop from any infection, including pneumonia, urinary tract infections, or skin 
infections.1,2 When the body responds excessively to an infection, it can trigger a cascade of 
changes that can lead to tissue damage, organ failure, and even death if not treated promptly.1,2 

Our dedicated sepsis page looks at: 
• Symptoms of Sepsis 
• Why Immediate Treatment for Sepsis Matters 
• Treatment for Sepsis 
• Where to Seek Help if you Suspect Sepsis 
• Further Sources of Information on Sepsis 

Symptoms of Sepsis: Symptoms can vary by age and may resemble other conditions.1,2 Early 
recognition is vital. If your child shows any signs of sepsis, it's crucial to seek medical help 
immediately.1,2  

In babies and very young children, look out for: 
• Mottled, bluish, or pale appearance1-3, which may be harder to see on brown or black 

skin 
• Rash that doesn’t fade when pressed 1-3 A non-blanching rash can be a critical sign 
• Breathing difficulties: Rapid breathing1-3 or grunting noises during breathing2 
• Unusual crying or behaviour3: A weak, high-pitched cry3 or disinterest in feeding1-3 
• Mental confusion: Disorientation or unusually sleepy1-3 
• Vomiting: Inability to keep anything down (for babies and young children)1-3 
• Urinating less than usual: Not having a wet nappy for 12 hours1-3 
• Seizures (fits): Sudden, uncontrollable muscle movements1,2 
• Extreme temperature: A fever, or feeling abnormally cold to touch1-3  
• Swelling or pain: Particularly around a wound2,3  

Symptoms to watch for in older children include: 
• Mottled, bluish, or pale appearance1-3 
• Rash: A rash that doesn’t fade when pressed1-3 
• Mental confusion: Disorientation or unusually sleepy1-3 
• Breathing difficulties: Rapid breathing1-3 or grunting noises during breathing2 
• Urinating less than usual: Not having a wee all day1-3 
• Seizures (fits)1,2 
• Extreme temperature: A fever, or feeling abnormally cold to touch1-3  
• Swelling or pain: Particularly around a wound2,3  

They may not have all these symptoms. 

Why Immediate Treatment for Sepsis Matters: Prompt treatment is vital as sepsis progresses 
rapidly and can lead to severe complications or death if left untreated.1-3 Early intervention with 
antibiotics and supportive care can significantly improve outcomes1-3 

Treatment for Sepsis:  



Treatment for sepsis can involve1-3: 
• Antibiotics: Immediate administration of antibiotics in a hospital setting. 
• Hospitalisation and Intensive Care: Many children will require care in a hospital to 

monitor and manage the infection effectively. For severe cases, admission to intensive 
care is required for continuous monitoring and advanced care. 

• Ventilation Support: Mechanical ventilation if there are significant breathing 
difficulties. 

• Surgery: In some cases, surgery may be needed to remove areas of infection 

Where to Seek Help if you Suspect Sepsis: 
• Emergency Response: If your child exhibits any of the symptoms mentioned above, 

call 999 or visit A&E immediately.  
• Seeking Advice: If you’re unsure but feel something is seriously wrong, dial 111 for 

guidance.  

Further Sources of Information on Sepsis:  
• NHS Symptoms of Sepsis page: Comprehensive information and guidance. 
• UK Sepsis Trust page: Provides resources, support, and information. 

Sepsis. Spot it. Treat it. Beat it. 

By being vigilant and informed, you can help protect your child from the severe consequences 
of sepsis. Always trust your instincts and seek medical help if you suspect something is wrong. 
 

References:  
1. UK Sepsis Trust page 
2. Sepsis-Manual-Sixth-Edition.pdf (sepsistrust.org) 
3. Symptoms of sepsis - NHS (www.nhs.uk)  
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Meningitis in Children: A Guide for Parents 

What Is Meningitis? Meningitis is a serious infection of the protective membranes (meninges) 
surrounding the brain and spinal cord, caused by bacteria, viruses, or fungi.1,2 Early detection 
and prompt treatment are crucial to prevent severe complications.1,2 

Understanding Meningitis 
Meningitis can affect anyone, but is most common in babies, young children, teenagers and 
young adults.1,2 The infection causes inflammation of the meninges, which can lead to swelling 
and pressure on the brain and spinal cord.1,2 This can result in severe complications such as 
brain damage, hearing loss, or even death if not treated quickly.1,2 

Our dedicated meningitis page looks at: 
• Symptoms of Meningitis 
• Why Immediate Treatment for Meningitis Matters 
• Treatment for Meningitis 
• Meningitis Vaccination 
• Where to Seek Help if you Suspect Meningitis 
• Further Sources of Information on Meningitis 

Symptoms of Meningitis: These develop suddenly and can vary depending on the age of the 
child and the cause of the infection.1,2 They can occur in any order and may include: 

• Fever (high temperature), often accompanied by shivers,2 
• Confusion or irritability: Children may become unusually irritable or confused1,2 
• Severe headache: Intense headache that is different from a typical headache1,2 
• Stiff neck: More common in older children and adults, less so in young children1,2 
• Dislike of bright lights: Sensitivity to light, which may cause discomfort. More common 

in older children and adults, less so in young children1,2 
• Drowsiness, unresponsiveness or confusion: Increased sleepiness or difficulty 

waking1,2 
• Seizures (fits): Sudden, uncontrollable muscle movements1,2 
• Rash that doesn’t fade when pressed.1,2 A non-blanching rash can be a critical sign. In 

the early stages, there may not be a rash, or the rash may fade with pressure. 
• Muscle and joint pain.1,2 Can be severe and may limit movement. 
• Pale, mottled or blotchy skin1,2, which may be harder to see on brown or black skin.  

Babies may also have: 
• Unusual crying or behaviour1,2: Weak, high-pitched or continuous crying or disinterest 

in feeding. 
• Drowsiness1,2: Similar to older children, babies may appear unusually sleepy or hard to 

wake. 
• Stiff body or floppiness.1,2 Unusual muscle tone, either too stiff or too floppy. 
• Bulging soft spot (fontanelle): Swelling in the soft spot on a baby’s head1,2 

The presence of a combination of these signs, especially if your child seems very unwell, should 
prompt immediate medical evaluation.  

Why Immediate Treatment for Meningitis Matters: Meningitis can progress rapidly, leading to 
severe complications or death if left untreated.1,2 Immediate treatment is crucial to reduce the 
risks and improve the chances of a full recovery.1,2  Early intervention can prevent the infection 
from causing long-term damage to the brain and other organs.1,2 



Treatment for Meningitis:  
Treatment for meningitis typically involves1,2: 

• Antibiotics: Essential for bacterial meningitis and often administered intravenously. 
• Antiviral or Antifungal Medications: For viral or fungal meningitis, respectively. 
• Supportive Care: Including fluids, oxygen, and steroids to reduce inflammation. 
• Hospitalisation: Many children will require care in a hospital to monitor and manage 

the infection effectively. 

Meningitis Vaccination: Vaccination is the best defence against many forms of meningitis1,2. 
Various vaccines can protect against bacterial meningitis, such as those caused by 
meningococcal bacteria, pneumococcal bacteria, and Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib). 
These vaccinations are offered as part of the NHS vaccination schedule. Speak to your GP or 
pharmacist for more information on the appropriate vaccines for your child. 

Where to Seek Help if you Suspect Meningitis: 
• Emergency Response: If your child exhibits any of the symptoms mentioned above, 

call 999 or visit A&E immediately.  
• Seeking Advice: If you’re unsure but feel something is seriously wrong, dial 111 for 

guidance.  

Further Sources of Information on Meningitis:  
• NHS Meningitis page: Offers comprehensive information and guidance. 
• Meningitis Research Foundation: Provides resources, support, and information. 

Defeat meningitis.  

By staying informed and vigilant, you can help protect your child from the serious consequences 
of meningitis. Always trust your instincts and seek medical help if you suspect something is 
wrong. 
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