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Acetaminophen, sold as Tylenol and other brands, is the most widely used 
medication for children, and it has established a strong safety record in de-
cades of pediatric use. It's been known for over 20 years that if this drug is 
taken in large overdoses, it can damage the liver and even lead to death. More 
recently, those who care for children have been alerted to concerns that ac-
etaminophen can, on rare occasions, also damage the liver in some children 
when it is given to treat a fever or illness. The major reason for this rare com-
plication is remarkably simple—giving more of the drug than is appropriate 
for the age of the child. 

In a review of this concern, experts from Children's Mercy Hospital in 
Kansas City, Missouri, point to some particular ways to avoid this problem. 
These include the following: 

Guidelines for the safe use of acetaminophen: 
 Avoid giving adult-strength formulations of acetaminophen to young children 
 Avoid using it for conditions other than fever or mild-to-moderate pain 
 Don't exceed the doses or duration for a child's age that are included on the 

product label 
 Be careful not to give a second drug (whether prescription or over-the-counter) that 

might also contain acetaminophen 
 Care should be used if a young child is getting regular doses (every 4-6 hours) and 

has not been eating or drinking or has diarrhea or vomiting for more than 24 hours 
 Use acetaminophen products that have clear, age-specific dosing guidelines and 

that avoid confusion regarding the correct measurement of liquid doses. 

The authors conclude that the key to the continued safe use of acetami-
nophen in children is to recognize how to avoid unintentional overdoses and 
how to avoid situations where there is an increased risk of toxicity. (Kearns GL 
et al: Clinical Pediatrics, March 2000, pp. 133-144) 

COMMENTS: The authors of this report, who are recognized experts in the 
field of children's medications, make some points that are certainly worth 
keeping in mind. While the vast majority of children treated with acetami-
nophen are not at risk for liver toxicity, there have been a number of reports 
where children have received too much drug, often because of confusion about 
dosing information. 

As with any drug, it is important to follow dosing instructions precisely, 
and to make sure that the acetaminophen product that is used has specific 
instructions on how much to give to children of different ages. 


