
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
General danger signs are signs used by IMCI practitioners identify children who need to 
be referred urgently to hospital. In IMCI we ask about general danger signs FIRST 
whenever a child is assessed. 

 
A general danger sign is present if: 
 

∗ The child is unable to drink or breastfeed 
∗ The child vomits everything 
∗ The child has had convulsions with this illness 
∗ The child is lethargic or unconscious 

 
 
A child who is not able to drink or is vomiting everything, will not be able to take any 
medication or stay well hydrated. Whatever the underlying condition he cannot be 
managed at home and it is likely he will quickly become sicker. A child who has had a 
convulsion with this illness or who is lethargic or unconscious is severely ill and may 
have meningitis.  
 
It is possible to miss these general danger signs if you don’t ask specifically about them. 
For instance mothers sometimes fail to mention that the child has had convulsions and a 
health worker may assume that a lethargic or unconscious child is just sleeping. 
 
In health facilities where IMCI is being implemented it is also recommended that general 
danger signs are used as a way to monitor the condition of children waiting in the queue. 
This is called rapid appraisal of all waiting children.  If there is a child in the queue 
who is seriously ill this child must be identified as soon as possible for immediate 
assessment and treatment. The child should then be referred. Any delay in treatment 
means the child is more likely to die from the illness. 
 
Carers may delay coming to the clinic because of expense or in order to seek care 
elsewhere, they may often have travelled far and children can become sick and die 
extremely quickly. In many clinics there are long delays in getting transport to the 
hospital adding to the time taken for the child to receive hospital care.  
 
For all these reasons it is critical that children should not sit at the back of the queue 
where they may be wrapped in blankets and easily not noticed. This is particularly likely 
if the clinic is very crowded or if the mother does not want to fuss or does not realise 
how ill her child is. A child that appears to be sleeping may actually be unconscious! 
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