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The Cold Baby 
 
Newborns cannot regulate their body temperature well. 
 
Mothers and caregivers must help the baby stay warm in the early weeks. 
 
A temperature less than 35.5 degrees is too low for a baby. 
 
A low body temperature can be caused by a cold environment – but it is also a common sign of 
serious illness in a baby.  
 
This video shows how to evaluate and care for the baby with a low body temperature.  
 
Wash your hands and the thermometer.   
 
Then, check the baby’s temperature.   
 
If you don’t have a thermometer, feel the baby’s trunk and feet.    
 
If both are cold, the baby has a very low body temperature and may be very sick.  
 
Ask the mother: How long the baby has been cold?   
 
Was she left wet after birth or separated from her?  
 
Has she tried to warm the baby?  
 
Has the mother herself been sick?  
 
Ask about other danger signs such as poor feeding, lethargy, and convulsions.  
 
The mother reports that the baby has felt cold since yesterday, she is not as active as usual, and 
has been feeding poorly. 
 
The thermometer reads 35.2 degrees.  This is too cold.  
 
A baby’s normal temperature is between 36.5 and 37.5 degrees. 
 
Quickly check the baby. 
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Observe that the baby is stiff and slow to respond.  
  
Feel if the fontanel is bulging, check for jaundice, observe for rapid breathing and chest 
indrawing, check for abdominal distension, check the umbilicus for infection, and the skin for 
pustules. 
 
The baby is lethargic, sucking weakly, and has a very low body temperature.   
 
She needs to be warmed right away.  
 
Make sure the room is warm and free of drafts.   
 
Place the baby skin-to-skin on the mother’s chest.  
 
This is the most immediate and best source of heat.   
 
Cover them both with warm blankets.  
 
Put a hat on the baby’s head. 
 
Feed the baby to give her energy to make body heat.   
 
If she’s too weak, give expressed milk by cup or tube.  
 
Check the temperature in 30 minutes.  
 
Babies should warm up -- even if they’re sick.   
 
This baby’s temperature has risen but he’s still lethargic and stiff.   
 
Here is a baby who is also cold.   
 
With skin-to-skin contact and blankets she warmed up.   
 
Now, she is active and alert.   
 
She’s sucking normally.   
 
Her cold body temperature then, was due to a cold environment and not due to sickness.   
 
This baby, even though his body temperature has risen, appears unwell.   
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Don’t delay treatment, especially with any danger sign -- such as lethargy.   
 
He needs to be referred urgently. 
 
Before the baby leaves, give the first doses of antibiotics.  
 
The baby will need intramuscular injections of ampicillin and gentamicin.   
 
Notify the facility, arrange transportation, and write a referral note.    
 
The baby is likely to have low blood sugar.   
 
Feed breastmilk frequently, at least every 2 to  3 hours.  
 
Keep the baby warm through skin-to-skin contact throughout the trip.    
 
Every effort should be made to refer the baby.  
 
If referral is not possible, do your best to care for the baby in your clinic though realize that this 
care is not the same. 
 
Give intramuscular gentamicin plus ampicillin, or procaine penicillin.   
 
Procaine pencillin has the advantage of being given once daily.  
 
Keep the baby warm and fed every 2 to 3 hours.  
 
Treat the baby for 7 days.   
 
Discharge the baby when she is feeding well, her temperature is stable and there are no other 
problems.  
 
Be sure the baby receives the full 7 days of treatment. 
 
Remember:   

 The baby is too cold if the temperature is below 35.5 degrees or the feet and belly are 
cold. 

 Warm the baby right away through skin-to-skin contact and blankets.  

 Once warmer, if the baby still has danger signs, he needs urgent referral. 


