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Common Pediatric Preoperative Concerns: 
What a Pediatrician/ Family Practitioner Needs 
to Know

Guideline developed and finalized 02/04/16 by Christie Yarnell, MD, in collaboration with the ANGELS Team.

Key Points

When a pediatric patient needs surgery with anesthesia, the child’s health care provider
should be actively involved in preparing the patient and family.
Medical optimization of comorbid conditions prior to the day of anesthesia will decrease the
risk of cancellation as well as facilitate a better experience for the patient and family.
Educating the patient and family about the day of the procedure, NPO guidelines, and
neurotoxicity associated with anesthesia can ease concerns and relieve anxiety.
Medications used for anesthesia and sedation in infants and young children have been
associated with possible neurotoxic effects. The current available evidence is inconclusive.
Research and investigative efforts are in progress.

Preparation for Surgery
Preparation for surgery may need to begin before the surgery is scheduled. The child’s health care
provider should do the following:

Identify any health conditions of concern in the child’s medical and family history; make sure
this information is communicated to the anesthesiologist. See the “Anesthesia Prescreening
Tool” in the Resources section.
Treat the child’s illness or manage the underlying condition. The goal is for the child to be in
the best possible health at the time of the surgery with comorbid concerns optimized
preoperatively.
Encourage a preoperative consultation with the anesthesiologist for children with complex
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medical conditions.
Educate the patient’s family by providing information about what to expect on the day of the
surgery. Patient brochures, books, videos, and links to resources on the internet are options.

Patient Medical Information

Medical History

Before surgery the patient’s medical history will be reviewed. Input from the child’s health care
provider is important so that all pertinent information will be considered. Advance preparations are
needed before surgery for children with certain health conditions. Some specific preoperative health
conditions of concern are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Preoperative Health Conditions of Concern

To view a larger image on your device, please click or touch the image.
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Family History

Awareness of certain conditions from the patient’s family medical history will help guide the choice
of the most appropriate anesthetic agent or determine the need for specific laboratory testing.
Important conditions include the following:

Malignant hyperthermia (scheduling preference for first case of the day)
Postoperative nausea and vomiting
Pseudocholinesterase deficiency

Physical Examination

The health care provider’s physical examination will be used as a baseline for comparison of
the perioperative physical status.
Provide any information that would be helpful to perioperative care providers, such as vital
signs, respiratory problems, or health conditions of concern (see Table 1).

Laboratory Evaluation

Recent laboratory data will be evaluated. Additional tests may be ordered for specific
procedures, illnesses, or identified risks. For example, a child scheduled for a posterior spinal
fusion may be seen by an anesthesiologist the day before the procedure for a review of lab
results.
A urine pregnancy test is required prior to anesthesia for females because of uncertain effects
of surgery and/or anesthesia on the developing fetus.

Discuss this requirement with the child’s parents/caregivers. Make them aware that this
testing is hospital policy and is routinely done for all females older than a specified age.
For individual circumstances this requirement may be waived, depending on the
anesthesiologist.

Patient Preparation

Fasting Recommendations

The American Society of Anesthesiologists recommends the following NPO times (Table 2). For an
example of a patient handout from Arkansas Children’s Hospital, see Resources.

Table 2. NPO Guidelines

To view a larger image on your device, please click or touch the image.
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Medication

Most medications may be taken the morning of procedure with a sip of clear liquid.
Certain medications (eg, ACE inhibitors) should not be taken before anesthesia.
Diabetic patients should have a carefully developed medication strategy. See “Diabetes” in
Management Recommendations.

Consent and Assent

Healthcare providers obtain consent from a legal guardian prior to performing surgery except
in an emergency situation.
Involving pediatric patients in some health care–related decisions at a developmentally
appropriate level is highly recommended.

Children feel empowered if they are allowed to make some decisions about their
perioperative experience.
This allows physicians to address questions and concerns directly from the child.

Management

General Health Issues

Communicable diseases are common in children. Some diseases may result in cancellation of
the surgery on the day of the procedure. In some cases surgery can proceed if restrictions are
met or control measures are used.
See the Resources section for an example of a communicable disease guideline chart for
elective outpatient procedures. This chart lists restrictions and control measures used at
Arkansas Children’s Hospital.

Specific Health Conditions

Central Nervous System

Children with special needs. Anesthetic plans can be tailored for children with special
needs, such as autism, developmental delay, or history of trauma or abuse.
Epilepsy. Although anticonvulsant medications can increase the hepatic metabolism rate of
some anesthetic medications, it is important to continue these medications in the perioperative

http://angelsguidelines.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Table2.NPOGuidelines11.png
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period.

Airway

Airway abnormalities. For a child with a potentially difficult airway, preparations are made in
advance, including

Appropriate scheduling to ensure support staff (eg, ENT) are available if needed
Planning for postoperative care needs, such as possible admission to the hospital for
observation and/or treatment of airway associated issues

Respiratory

Lower respiratory tract infection. Children with a lower respiratory tract infection
(productive or wet cough, wheezing) are likely to be rescheduled.
Upper respiratory tract infection. Children with either an existing or recent (within 2 to 4
weeks) upper respiratory tract infection are more likely to have perioperative adverse
respiratory events. These include laryngospasm, bronchospasm, breath holding >15 seconds,
major oxygen desaturation (<90%), or severe cough. Additional variables that may influence
the likelihood of adverse events include use of an endotracheal tube, history of prematurity,
reactive airway disease, passive smoking, airway surgery, copious secretions, and nasal
congestion. However, studies of pediatric patients with a mild-to-moderate upper respiratory
infection have not demonstrated increased morbidity.

Cardiac

Congenital cardiac disease. Advance preparations must be made for children with significant
congenital cardiac disease.

The child may need a pediatric cardiac anesthesiologist. These cases are reviewed at the time
of scheduling to determine the appropriate anesthesiologist.
Recent cardiology consultation can be beneficial in selection of anesthetic agents and
identification of patients who need subacute bacterial endocarditis (SBE) prophylaxis.

Hematologic and Oncologic

Disease specific. Depending on the specific disease process (eg, sickle cell disease), a preoperative
hematocrit may be obtained by the anesthesiologist.

Hematologic. Patients with known bleeding disorders are typically seen by a hematologist well in
advance of any surgical procedure. Medications are administered preoperatively as needed.

Oncologic. Pediatric oncology patients can require anesthesia care for many procedures, including
intrathecal chemotherapy treatment, multiple imaging studies, or daily radiation therapy. Depending
on chemotherapeutic agents, an echocardiogram, pulmonary exam, or other laboratory data may be
needed.

Former Prematurity

Former preterm infants <60 weeks postconceptual age (PCA)
PCA = EGA-PNA (postnatal age)

May be at risk for apnea following anesthesia and require admission to the hospital for
observation.
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Anemia (HCT < 30%) can predispose a child to postoperative apnea; therefore, some
anesthesiologists may request a hematocrit in young infants the day of surgery before
anesthesia induction.

Overweight and Morbidly Obese

Comorbidities associated with overweight and obese children include preoperative diagnoses
of hypertension, type 2 diabetes, and asthma.
These children are more likely to have a difficult airway, upper airway obstruction in the
recovery room and longer lengths of stay in the recovery room.

Diabetes

Preoperative evaluation by an endocrinologist is beneficial in development of an individualized
patient strategy.
The plan will be developed based on the age of the patient, length and complexity of the
procedure, and how the diabetes is managed (oral medications or insulin regime).
Clinical practice guidelines and algorithms can be helpful for managing tight glucose control.

Metabolic Diseases

Some patients with metabolic diseases should have a genetics evaluation prior to anesthesia. A
specific anesthesia care plan should be developed; preoperative consultation with the
anesthesiologist is advised.

Down Syndrome

Children with Down syndrome may have cardiac defects and unstable cervical spine symptoms (eg,
myelopathy). However, routine cervical spine films for asymptomatic Down syndrome patients are
not required.

Anxiety

Anxiety in the perioperative period is almost certain for both patients and parents. When the
child experiences distress during this period, negative behavioral changes may occur
postoperatively, including nightmares, aggression towards authority, and separation anxiety.
Predictive factors for poor compliance during induction of anesthesia include age <4, previous
anesthesia, preoperative anxiety, and short preoperative preparation time.
Parental presence during the induction of anesthesia may be beneficial to the parent or patient
in select circumstances.
There is no perfect pharmacological option; many medications used for sedation (eg,
midazolam, clonidine, ketamine, dexmedetomidine) have unwanted side effects, such as
prolonged sedation, hypotension, excessive salivation, nystagmus, dysphoria, and adverse
reactions.
Nonpharmacological options that may decrease patient anxiety include acupuncture, clown
doctors, low sensory stimulation, and playing video games on a hand-held device. One study
found that tablet-based interactive distraction may reduce perioperative anxiety, emergence
delirium, and time to discharge compared to oral midazolam.

Postoperative Pain Control

Pediatric patients benefit from multi-modal pain therapy after surgical procedures, such as
peripheral nerve blockade and caudal and epidural medication administration. Therapies are
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tailored based on each individual child and surgery.
In 2015 practice advisories were published that specifically addressed the risks associated
with neuraxial and regional anesthesia in a sedated or anesthetized child.

These practice advisories indicate that performing regional or neuraxial anesthesia on
sedated or anesthetized pediatric patients or on developmentally delayed adults has an
acceptable level of safety and should be the standard of care.

Pediatric patients may also benefit from patient-controlled analgesia (PCA). With this method
of pain control, the patient, nurse, or parent can press a button to safely administer pain
medication as needed within predetermined limits. This is in addition to a continuous infusion
of pain medication.  The use of PCA has improved overall pain control and resulted in
improved patient and family satisfaction.

Anesthesia and Neurotoxicity

Current Evidence

Numerous animal studies have demonstrated that anesthetic exposure during a critical period
of brain development may lead to neurodegeneration and abnormal synaptic development with
functional deficits in learning and behavior later in life.
Almost all anesthetic medications have been implicated (eg, inhalational anesthetics, propofol,
benzodiazepines, ketamine, nitrous oxide). The only medications deemed completely safe thus
far are local anesthetics and narcotics.
These neurotoxic effects seem to be dependent upon age and number of anesthetic exposures.
Possible adverse effects include neurological injury, learning disabilities, and attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD); however, causality has not been consistently demonstrated.
Human cohort studies thus far are retrospective, have confounding variables, or are
inconclusive.

Continuing Research and Investigative Efforts

Concerns about the effect of anesthesia on the brains of young infants and children have
resulted in research and investigative efforts.

In 2009 the International Anesthesia Research Society and the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) established SmartTots—a research initiative to investigate
potential toxicity of drugs used for anesthesia and sedation in infants and children.
The following 2 large-scale studies are being conducted:

The Pediatric Anesthesia and NeuroDevelopment Assessment (PANDA) is a
multisite, ambidirectional, sibling-matched cohort study in the US. The purpose is
to examine the neurodevelopmental effects of exposure to general anesthesia
during inguinal hernia surgery before 36 months of age.
GAS is another study designed to compare neurodevelopmental outcome between
2 anesthetic techniques (general sevoflurane anesthesia and regional anesthesia)
in infants undergoing inguinal hernia repair. Although the primary endpoint of
cognitive development is a test of intelligence at age 5, a recent secondary
endpoint indicated no difference in cognitive development at the 2 year timepoint
for surgical procedures lasting less than 1 hour. However, some changes may not
be apparent at this early stage.

The most recent Consensus Statement (October 2015) indicates that the initial data from the
GAS study is encouraging, but many questions remain unanswered. The current
recommendations include answering questions parents may have and emphasizing the
importance of animal data versus data in children.  In addition, decisions to proceed with

http://www.smarttots.org
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surgery or anesthestics should be a combined, team approach, weighing the benefits of the
surgery against the potential risks of anesthesia.

Resources

For Health Care Providers

The Pediatrician’s Role in the Evaluation and Preparation of Pediatric Patients Undergoing
Anesthesia (American Academy of Pediatrics Policy Statement)

SmartTots

Anesthesia Prescreening Tool

Anesthesia Prescreening Tool (Arkansas Children’s Hospital)

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/134/3/634.full.pdf
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/134/3/634.full.pdf
http://www.smarttots.org/index.html
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Communicable Disease Guideline Chart for Elective Outpatient Procedures

Communicable Disease Guideline Chart for Elective Outpatient Procedures (Arkansas
Children’s Hospital)

http://angelsguidelines.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Table1.CommunicableDiseaseGuidelinechartpage1.png
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NPO Guidelines

NPO Guidelines

http://angelsguidelines.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Table1.CommunicableDiseaseGuidelinechartpage2.png
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For Patients

Anesthesia and Children: Information for Parents
Society for Pediatric Anesthesia
Pediatric Anesthesia and Pain Medicine (Arkansas Children’s Hospital)
Cardiothoracic Anesthesia Team (Arkansas Children’s Hospital)

This guideline was developed to improve health care access in Arkansas and to aid health care
providers in making decisions about appropriate patient care.  The needs of the individual patient,
resources available, and limitations unique to the institution or type of practice may warrant
variations. 
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