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Acute Respiratory Infections (ARI) are the most common diseases in childhood 
and are generally accompanied by pain and fever. Although analgesics/anti-
pyretic (AAP) and non-hormonal anti-inflammatories drugs (NSAIDs) are widely 
used, there is little information on their efficacy and safety in children.
Besides causing discomfort, fever is the most terrifying clinical manifestation for 
parents and its presence can be the first indication of severe diseases. Besides, it 
can cause seizures. Anti-pyretic drugs and NSAIDs are considered safe, but cases 
with adverse events are not rare, due to errors in their administration (dose and/
or interval between doses) or after the regular doses in children with underlying 
diseases. It is essential that physicians and laymen know the AAP and NSAIDs 
indications and contraindications.
Main questions related to the use of AAP/NSAIDs in children
1) What is fever?
Fever is the increase in the body temperature mediated by the central nervous 
system. In general, the thermoregulation center located in the hypothalamus 
maintains the body temperature around 37°C, with small variations (0.6 to 1.1°C) 
during daytime. Temperature can be measured in several sites, rectal temperature 
having the best correlation with the central temperature. Temperatures measured 
in the rectum are considered an indication of fever when equal to or higher than 
38°C. Temperatures are generally lower than centrally when measured in other 
sites (mouth, axilla, tympanum, skin), and axillary temperatures ≥37.3 °C are 
therefore considered as elevated.
2) Does every child with a high temperature have a fever? 
No. The rise in temperature can be caused by fever or hyperthermia. In 
hyperthermia, the elevation of temperature can be caused by conditions that do 
not involve the thermoregulation center (exposure to heat, hyperthyroidism, use 
of drugs). It is important to differentiate fever from hyperthermia, as the latter is 
treated by physical means while fever is treated using AAP/NSAIDs.
3) Is it necessary to treat every child with fever?
No, except when the child has very high temperatures (T > 39.05°C) or there 
is a risk of overloading the cardiocirculatory system (chronic cardiopathies and 
pneumopathies). Although the temperature reduction improves the comfort of a 
child with fever, the high temperature plays an important role in the inflammatory 
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response, as it increases the migration of neutrophils, production of interferon 
gamma and other cytokines responsible for the elimination of viruses and bacteria. 
Although viral ARIs are the main reason for using anti-pyretic drugs in children, 
there are very few randomized controlled studies on the impact of treating fever 
on the evolution of these infections. There are no evidences in humans that the 
temperature reduction will increase the risk of complications.
From the medical point of view, it is more important to investigate the etiology of 
fever than to reduce the temperature. However, most parents will administer anti-
pyretic drugs to their children even when the child has a low fever. Very often, 
AAP/NSAIDs are given in higher or lower doses than adequate or at very short 
intervals, as an attempt to maintain the child without fever, even when there are no 
signs of discomfort. It is necessary to keep in mind that suppressing fever does not 
mean that a disease is absent and, in some situations, it can make the evaluation 
and diagnosis of complications more difficult. Besides, drugs (including AAP/
NSAIDs) are often responsible for fever being maintained.
Although some NSAIDs reduced the inflammatory response in experimental 
studies involving otitis, few randomized and controlled studies performed in 
children with acute otitis media (AOM), otitis media with effusion (OME) and 
tonsillitis compared the action of paracetamol with ibuprofen or placebo, and both 
drugs were shown to have comparable effect on resolution of the symptoms. It is 
important to stress that the inflammatory process in ARIs is self-limited, and the 
doses of ibuprofen recommended in cases of chronic inflammatory processes are 
higher (30 to 40 mg/kg) than those used to treat fever (5 to 10 mg/kg).
4) Which is the safest analgesic/anti-pyretic for children younger than six 
years of age?
The only anti-pyretic drugs presently recommended to treat children with pain and/
or fever associated with acute respiratory infections are: paracetamol, dipyrone 
and ibuprofen. Acetylsalicylic acid is contra-indicated for children younger than 
six years of age due to its higher toxicity when compared to other anti-pyretic 
drugs (digestive bleeding, hypersensitivity reactions, Reye’s syndrome).
The safety of the drugs will vary according to its type, dose, duration of the 
treatment, concomitant use of other drugs, nutrition status and previous medical 
history (peptic disease, respiratory allergy, dehydration, liver or kidney diseases). 
In every case, all these factors have to be taken into consideration.
Table 1 shows the recommended dose for children and adults, time interval 
between administrations, and main restrictions to the use of these drugs. It should 
be stressed that the dose of an NSAID to treat inflammatory processes is generally 
higher than the dose to relieve pain and fever.
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Table 1. Main characteristics of acetaminophen, dipyrone and ibuprofen.

Acetaminophen Dipyrone Ibuprofen

Characteristics

Age From the neonatal 
period on 

After 3 months of 
age After 6 months of age 

Use Oral, rectal 1 Oral, rectal, IM, IV Oral

Dose for adults* 10 to 15 mg/kg
2 g/ day

10 to 20 mg/kg  
2 to 4 g/ day

5 to 10 mg/kg / 30 to 40 mg/kg*
800 a 1200 mg/ day

Toxicity

Gastrointestinal
Hepatic
Hypersensitivity 
reactions (very rare)

Gastrointestinal
Medullary: agranu-
locytosis/aplasia
Hypersensitivity 
reactions
Renal
Skin: fixed eruption

Gastrointestinal
Reduced platelet adherence
Hypersensitivity reactions
Renal
Skin: exanthema, urticaria, 
Stevens-Johnson syndrome
Bronchospasm

C o n t r a -
indications

Acute or chronic 
liver disease
Concomitant use of 
drugs metabolized 
by cytochrome P450

Neutropenia
Previous hypersen-
sitivity reaction

Peptic disease
Platelet alterations
Severe asthma or rhinitis
Renal disease
High blood pressure
Previous hypersensitivity reac-
tions to ibuprofen or other 
NSAIDs
Concomitant use of other 
NSAIDs

•Anti-inflammatory dose recommended for children with arthritis and myositis 

The most common adverse events associated with AAP/NSAIDs are pain and 
abdominal discomfort (10 to 30%), but the specific toxicity of the drugs is related 
to their class. Paracetamol and dipyrone are analgesics and anti-pyretic drugs with 
no anti-inflammatory activity. The NSAIDs, on the other hand, are generally weak 
acids that act by inhibiting the cyclo-oxygenases (COX).
COX are enzymes that convert the arachidonic acid into prostaglandin PGH2, that 
is unstable and, later on, is transformed into stable prostanoids (PGD2, PGE2, 
PGF2 and PGI2) and thromboxane (TBA2). Prostaglandins (PGs) are associated 
with inflammation and fever, but also play important physiological functions. 
Thus, the drugs that lead to their inhibition can also cause several damages to the 
body.
There are at least two isoforms of cyclo-oxygenase (COX-1 and COX-2) that have 
60% homology. The NSAIDs act in a more selective or specific way on COX-1 or 
COX-2. Aspirin, ketoprofen, indomethacin, ibuprofen, and fenoprofen are potent 
COX-1 inhibitors. Diclofenac, nimesulide and piroxicam are considered selective 
COX-2 inhibitors, and the coxibs (rofecoxib and celecoxib) are specific COX-2 
inhibitors.
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COX-1 is present in almost every tissue, has a citoprotective action in the GI 
tract, is present in the kidneys and the endothelium, where it acts inhibiting the 
formation of TBA2 (a substance that favors blood clotting). Thus, drugs with 
potent inhibitory action on COX-1 damage the GI tract, cause bleeding and renal 
problems. The bleeding risk depends not only on the drug but also on the dose, 
time of use and presence of peptic disease. The concomitant administration of 
aspirin (even in low doses) and other NSAIDs can double or triple the risk of 
gastrointestinal bleeding.
When compared to acetylsalicylic acid, ibuprofen has a lower specific action on 
COX-1 and causes less damage to the gastrointestinal tract. If used in high doses, 
however, the risk of bleeding is increased.
The specific COX-2 inhibitors were developed with the objective of avoiding 
bleeding and other damages to the gastrointestinal tract, as it is not present in 
the digestive tract and platelets. Studies in adults showed that the use of specific 
COX-2 inhibitors was associated with thromboembolic events in these patients. 
This effect is due to the presence of COX-2 in the vascular endothelium and in 
the kidneys, where it inhibits the neutrophils adherence to vessel walls and causes 
vasodilation. As coxibs can cause vasoconstriction, edema, high blood pressure 
and thromboembolism, their use in children was not approved by the FDA.
The hypersensitivity reactions can occur after exposure to any kind of drugs, but 
are more frequent in patients with severe asthma, nasal polyps or with previous 
history of hypersensitivity reaction to aspirin. These reactions can be life-
threatening and a new exposure to the drug that caused it is contra-indicated, as 
well as to other anti-pyretic drugs that can have cross-reactions. Among all AAP/
NSAIDs, paracetamol is responsible for less hypersensitivity reactions. Although 
paracetamol is considered as one of the safest drugs to be used in children and 
adults, the ingestion of excessive doses of this drug has caused several deaths due 
to acute liver failure. Most adverse reactions in adolescents and adults are due to 
intentional overdose. In infants, however, the main cause of toxicity is related to 
errors in its administration.
Although ibuprofen is considered as safe as paracetamol for children older than 
six years of age, this drug should be used very carefully in patients with a history 
of atopia, allergic reactions to other NSAIDs, risk of peptic or renal disease. Some 
studies have shown that the administration of ibuprofen to newborns with persistent 
ductus arteriosus is as safe and effective as the use of indomethacin. However, the 
number of cases is small, and it is necessary to be cautious when prescribing this 
drug, as the data on its pharmacodynamics is very limited in newborns. During 
the neonatal period, the clearance of paracetamol and ibuprofen is reduced. While 
hepatotoxicity cases are rarely associated with the use of paracetamol, ibuprofen 
reduces the renal function by 20% in these children.
In Chart 1 are listed the main conditions in which the use of NSAIDs should be 
avoided in children
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Chart 1. Main conditions in which the use of NSAIDs should be avoided in children

1. Presence of:

- Signs and symptoms of renal, peptic and cardiac disease, diabetes

- Hypovolemia, dehydration (> 10% total body weight)

- High blood pressure

- Clotting alterations 

- Nasal polyps, angioedema and bronchospasm

2. Previous medical history:

- Allergic reaction to NSAIDs

- Peptic disease

- Renal disease 

- Congestive heart failure 

- Diabetes

3. Concomitant use of drugs:

- Other NSAIDs (including low doses of ASA)

- Drugs with anticoagulant action 

- Corticosteroids

4. Viral disease (ASA)

5. Use of alcohol

Dipyrone is widely used in Brazil, Spain, Austria, Belgium, Italy, The Netherlands, 
Switzerland, South Africa, Russia, Israel and India, but its use was banned in the 
US, Canada and some European countries as Sweden, due to the risk of medullary 
toxicity. Agranulocytosis (1.1 to 4.9 per million) and medullary aplasia (0.7 
to 4.1 per million) are rare events, and it is difficult to determine if there is or 
not a causal relationship between the exposure to dipyrone and the appearance 
of these reactions. As there are large regional variations in the occurrence of 
agranulocytosis and medullary aplasia, it is believed that other factors (genetic, 
environmental) are involved in medullary toxicity.
5) Which AAP is the most effective in treating pain and fever in children?
There are few well-designed studies to compare effectiveness and safety of 
different anti-pyretic drugs in children. The effect of a single dose of ibuprofen 
(4-10 mg/kg) is comparable to a single dose of acetaminophen (7-15 mg/kg) 
in relieving pain in children. However, a study involving children with trauma 
showed that pain relief was higher after the administration of ibuprofen. In 
relation to fever, a 10 mg/kg dose of ibuprofen is more effective when the child 
has a rectal temperature ≥ 39°C, but with lower temperatures its effectiveness is 
comparable to that of paracetamol.
6) What are the advantages of using different AAP/NSAIDs simultaneously?
A randomized controlled study showed that the simultaneous administration of 
paracetamol and ibuprofen reduced the temperature by less than 0.5°C. Thus, the 
simultaneous use of these drugs is not recommended.
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7) Is there any advantage in alternating the use of different anti-pyretic 
drugs?
Results of two randomized controlled studies designed to evaluate the alternate 
use of anti-pyretic drugs showed that alternately using ibuprofen and paracetamol 
was more effective than monotherapy in maintaining a child afebrile. No study 
was found in the literature comparing the alternate use of these anti-pyretic drugs 
and dipyrone. As these drugs are metabolized by different pathways and there is 
no interaction between them, we consider it appropriate to alternate the use of 
different drugs when the child has high temperatures, but the same drug should not 
be given in a time interval less than 4 hours. However, it is necessary to be very 
cautious when prescribing these drugs, as they are given at different doses 
and time intervals and any confusion must be avoided.
Errors in the administration of AAP/NSAIDs are quite common, as well as the 
concomitant administration of cough syrups or decongestants associated with the 
anti-pyretic drugs. It is essential to question the parents about the previous use of 
drugs, including over-the-counter drugs.
8) What are the effectiveness and the risks associated with the use of 
AAP/NSAIDs to relieve the post-surgery pain in otorhinolaryngological 
procedures?
Tonsillectomy and placement of ventilation tubes in the mid-ear are common 
surgeries in children, but the effects of the AAP/NSAIDs have not been extensively 
studied. There are few well designed studies comparing the various AAP/NSAIDs 
to evaluate their effectiveness and safety in children.
A meta-analysis was performed to evaluate the risks of bleeding before, during and 
after surgery and it was found that patients treated with NSAIDs had a two-fold 
increase in the risk of bleeding when compared to patients receiving opioids. In 
every 60 patients treated with NSAIDs, there was one case of bleeding. On the 
other hand, patients treated with NSAIDs had less nausea and vomiting, and it is 
estimated that one out of every nine patients treated with opioids will have nausea 
and vomiting in the port-surgery period.
A recent study published in Canada showed that the action of paracetamol given 
by oral administration was as effective as the topic use of lidocaine in reducing 
pain associated with the insertion of ventilation tubes in the middle ear.
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