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Helping young children cope with hospital:
information for families

Hospitals can be strange places for young children. On a visit to hospital, they will
encounter lots of different people in an unfamiliar environment. There will be many new
things to see, hear and smell and there may be lots of waiting. Along with the general
disruption this brings to the normal routine, all these things can make hospital visits
stressful or overwhelming for young children and their families.

This information sheet from Great Ormond Street Hospital (GOSH) aims to give you some reassurance and
a few ideas for how you could approach them. All these suggestions come from our play team, who

between them have many years of experience working with children, young people and families in hospital.
If you have any patrticular tips or methods that have worked for you, please contact us to tell us about them.

When to tell your child about a
hospital stay or visit

It can be difficult to know when to tell a young
child that they are going to hospital. Time is
experienced and understood in different ways by
young children. However, it is always better to
prepare them in some way, rather than not telling
them anything at all. This would probably be more
unsettling for them.

As a rough guide, we would suggest telling
younger children about a hospital appointment a
day in advance and to start preparing children for
a hospital admission (involving at least a one night
stay) up to a week ahead, keeping the explanation
you give the same each time. It may be helpful to
count the number of days (or sleeps) if they are
keen to know when the hospital visit will happen —
possibly using a calendar or visual countdown
picture.

What to say

You know your child well so you are the best
person to decide what you say and at the right
level for their understanding. Balancing the right
amount of information and detail to give can be a
challenge. Young children may not be able to take
in new information about unfamiliar places and
experiences. However, it is not recommended to
keep your child’s hospital visit a secret or say that
it won’t happen.

The main worry for young children will be
separation from their parents and main carers. It
is important to reassure them that you will be with
them during their hospital visit.

Reassure your child about what to expect at
GOSH. You can visit our website for a ‘virtual tour’
and information about each ward, which may be
helpful.
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Preparing for a hospital stay
Use toys to ‘play hospital’

Hospital play can help your child understand what
may happen during a hospital visit. They may feel
more prepared or be able to express feelings if —
during play — their favourite teddy or doll also has
the same things done. You could play too, by
pretending to examine favourite toys, sticking on
plasters, taking their temperature or listening to
their heart. Hospital play kits are also available to
buy, often containing toy stethoscopes and
syringes.

Stories and television

Books are widely available that help children
understand what happens at the hospital. These
are either factual information books about
hospitals or story books about a character having
an operation or visiting the doctor or dentist. Have
a look at some of the suggestions at the end of
this information sheet or talk to the Children’s
Librarian at your local public library.

Some children’s television programmes feature
stories or information about our bodies, health and
hospitals. Again, see the suggestions at the end of
this information sheet

Practice makes perfect

If you know that your child is going to have a
particular procedure in hospital, it can help to talk
about this or even to practice certain aspects at
home first. For example, many procedures need
your child to stay very still for a short time — you
could play ‘sleeping lions’ or a ‘statues’ games to
practise, gradually increasing the amount of time
your child can resist moving. Recalling the game
you have practiced may help during your child’s
procedure.

During a hospital stay
Missing you

Most toddlers will worry about being away from
their main carers. GOSH encourages one parent
to stay with their child throughout their hospital
stay (both parents if the child is in intensive care).
Reassure your child that you will be with them and
that you will be sleeping in the same room as
them. Your child may seem more clingy or
anxious during a hospital stay. They may need
more reassurance and more cuddles than usual.

During hospital stays all parents are encouraged
to take regular breaks from the ward environment.
Taking a break and taking time-out for yourself
can help with the stress of caring for a sick child.
When you are having a break from the ward, tell
your child’s nurse - and also tell your child - when
you will be back and try not to be late. If you do
get delayed, call the ward so they can reassure
your child that you are on your way.

Some parents cannot stay with their
child all the time. This may be
because of family, work or other
commitments. If this issue affects
your family, please discuss this with
your child’s nurse on the ward or at
their next hospital appointment.

Keeping to a routine

While it can be tempting to be less strict about
what happens and when, your child will probably
prefer to stick to their usual routine during a
hospital stay. The familiarity of usual mealtime
and bedtime routines can be a source of comfort
for young child when they are away from home.

Helping your other children cope

Changes to everyday family routines can be
unsettling, especially when a parent and brother
or sister is away from home for any length of time.
This will have an effect on other children within the
family.
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GOSH have produced an information sheet
specifically addressing the experiences of siblings
when their brother or sister is unwell or has
additional needs. This gives some suggestions on
how to help your other children cope. Please ask
for a copy or find it on our website.

After a hospital stay

Young children often process and react to their
illness and hospital treatment when you return
home after a hospital stay. You may find they are
more clingy, tearful or anxious than normal. Some

Further information and support

children seem to regress or go back a few steps in
their development.

You may notice some disturbances to their sleep,
appetite or eating, or using the toilet. They may
return to sucking a dummy or need a comforter
more than usual. These are all nhormal responses
to the changes in their routine and should settle
down soon after returning home.

If you are concerned about your child’s behaviour,
ask your family doctor (GP) for advice or contact
one of the organisations at the end of this
information sheet.

At GOSH, psychosocial teams are groups of highly trained professionals, including social workers, family
support workers, family therapy and clinical psychologists, with expertise in caring for children, young people
and families in hospital. All wards and departments can get in touch with the psychosocial service.

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (Pals) team can give you confidential advice and support about any
issues that crop up while you are visiting or staying at GOSH. Drop into the office in main reception, call

them on 020 7829 7862 or email pals@gosh.nhs.uk

The Chaplaincy and Spiritual Care team offer spiritual, religious and pastoral care to staff, children, young
people and families of all faiths or none. They visit the wards regularly and also provide a 24-hour on-call
service every day of the year. Visit the Chaplaincy Office by St Christopher’s Chapel, ask a member of the
ward team to contact them or email GOSH.Chaplaincy@gosh.nhs.uk.

Support organisations for specific conditions can be very helpful and the Patient Advice and Liaison Service
(Pals) at GOSH can put you in touch with a relevant organisation. The umbrella organisation Contact
(previously called Contact a Family) produces helpful information sheets. You can telephone them on 0808

808 3555 or visit their website at www.contact.org.uk.

Websites

Some hospitals produce short video films about hospital experiences, including GOSH. Go to YouTube™

and search for the GOSH channel.

‘What? Why? Children in Hospital’ is a Scottish organisation providing videos about health and hospital for
children. Visit their website at www.whatwhychildreninhospital.org.uk

Books

This is just a selection of children’s books for various ages — see if you can borrow them from your local
Public Library. We are not recommending these books specifically by listing them here — other books may

be available.

Ref: 2020F2239 © GOSH NHS Foundation Trust, June 2020

Page 3 of 4


mailto:pals@gosh.nhs.uk
mailto:GOSH.Chaplaincy@gosh.nhs.uk
http://www.contact.org.uk/
http://www.whatwhychildreninhospital.org.uk/

. ‘Going to the hospital’ (Usborne First Experiences) by Anna Civardi — ISBN 9 780 746 066 584

. Peppa Pig: Peppa goes to hospital: my first storybook by Peppa Pig — ISBN 1 409 312 143
. ‘Topsy and Tim: go to hospital’ by Jean Adamson — ISBN 9 781 409 304 234

. ‘Get well soon, Spot’ by Eric Hill — ISBN 0 141 372 427

. ‘Look inside: your body’ (Usborne Look Inside) by Louie Stowell — ISBN 978 140 954 9475

Television and websites

The CBeebies® channel from the BBC produces some programmes for young children about everyday life,
including health and hospitals. Watch the episodes together with your young child so that you can answer
any questions they might ask.

. Topsy and Tim - www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/topsy-and-tim
. Get Well Soon with Dr Ranj - www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/get-well-soon

The CBBC™ channel for older children also has a series you might find helpful.

. ‘Operation Ouch! - with Dr Chris, Dr Xand and Dr Ronx - www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/shows/operation-
ouch

[HEH

BE

Ref: 2020F2239 © GOSH NHS Foundation Trust, June 2020 Page 4 of 4


http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/topsy-and-tim
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/get-well-soon
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/shows/operation-ouch
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/shows/operation-ouch

