Several newspapers, radio stations and
journals have reported that anesthetics may
harm young children (under 3 years of age).1,2
In December 2016, the FDA declared that
all anesthetic and sedative medications will
carry a label that they may harm the brains
of young children if they receive anesthesia
for long periods or for repeat anesthetics.
They also stated that “a single, relatively short
exposure to general anesthetic…in infants…
is unlikely to have negative effects on behavior
or learning.”3

Parents whose young children require general
anesthesia may be worried and confused about
this information and may have questions. This
brochure explains the most recent studies of
the effects of anesthesia on brain development
in children and seeks to address concerns
parents may have.

Background
The largest, multicentered study compared
a single general anesthetic with a spinal
anesthetic in young children who required
hernia repair (less than 2 hours) and the
preliminary analysis determined that
anesthesia caused no harm to the children.4
In addition, a study of identical twins and a
second study of siblings showed that children
less than 3 years of age who received a single
general anesthetic had the same IQ test results
at 11 years of age as their siblings who did not
receive anesthesia.5,6

The December 2016 FDA warning was based
solely on animal data and is inconsistent
with recent studies in children. To date, there
is no definite proof that anesthesia causes
harm in young children. However, because
of the importance of this subject, pediatric
anesthesiologists continue to study this issue.

Two studies (2016) that included more than
100,000 young children from Ontario7 and
Manitoba8 in Canada and a third (2017) from
Sweden9 showed that intellectual testing
of children who had general anesthesia
before 2-4 years of age was similar to that of
children who were older than 2 years of age
when they had anesthesia. They also noted
that intellectual testing was unaffected if the
children had received multiple anesthetics.

As anesthesiologists who provide the highest
quality of care to infants and children, we
never undertake anesthesia lightly or for
purely elective reasons. To deliver children
through stressful and difficult surgeries, we
remain steadfast that thorough discussions
of the risks and benefits of surgery and
anesthesia are best addressed before the day
of surgery. We welcome the opportunity to
discuss the risks and benefits of anesthesia
with you at your convenience.

What do we think?
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ATTENTION: If you speak a language other than English,
language assistance services, free of charge, are available to
you. Please ask your care team.
Spanish
ATENCIÓN: Si habla español, los servicios de asistencia
lingüística están disponibles, de forma gratuita, para usted.
Por favor, pregunte a su equipo de atención.
Arabic/Sudanese

 فسوف تتوفر لك خدمات، إذا كنت تتحدث العربية:تنبيه
. يرجى أن تسأل فريق العناية الخاص بك.مساعدة لغوية مجا ًن ا
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