Children and
Adults Differ

THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CHILDREN AND ADULTS

Chest/Pulmonary System:
Respirations;
Child 32 per min
Adult double the rate
Infants have a normally higher rate of breathing because of the alveolar surface (relative to
height and weight) as an adult.
An infant trachea and bronchi are proportionately much shorter than that of an adult.
The rounded thorax is almost as wide as it is long. The horizontal placement of the ribs will
assume a 45-degree angle by the age of three. The bony structure of an infant is 65% ossified
(changing to harder bones about 8 months).
The need for an active chest wall (watch closely the expansion and contraction of the chest
cavity) is important because it provides the essential mechanism for air intake.
In an adult: Four groups of muscles work together to produce inspiration;
DIAGPHRAM, INTERCOSTALS, SCALENE, AND STERNOCLEIDOMASTOIDS
In a child: The diaphragm does the mechanical work because the remaining groups of muscles
are poorly developed and cannot lift the thorax effectively.
A child with a respiratory problem will exhibit a prominent sternum, flaring nostrils
If you place your hand on the rib cage you will feel vibrations that indicate the airway is
obstructed, this is evidenced in a child more so than an adultTo assess breathing you can place a mirror about four inches from the nose and watch for
clouding.

Trachea:
In a child: The tracheo-broncial tree (where air is inspired) is large and does not participate in
gas exchange. Therefore, more air per minute must be moved as opposed to that of an adult.
Respiratory infections can be pronounced due to the increased secretions in sick children, and
can put child at risk for airway obstruction.
Eustachian tube is wide and horizontal and can be a direct passageway to the middle ear
infections in children.

Gastrointestinal System:
Nutrition and Fluids: In a child is immature but can still provide adequate absorption of
vitamins and minerals in illness, structural and functional variations can create problems.
During illness, the child may also have extra secretions and fluids being produced. When this
happens, those secretions are swallowed and can reduce normal food intake.
The infant skin surface is almost three times that of the adult in proportion to the body weight.
An illness that causes fever can also cause dehydration of body fluids.

THE RATIO BETWEEN ADDITIONAL BREATH AND AN ELEVATED TEMP IS 4:1
That means 4 breathes to 1 degree above normal temperature. Poorly developed chest muscles
can effect hydration and produce thick secretions.
Emphasize extra fluids; taking into consideration your priority in following a care plan.
The body consists of 55%-65% water and needs to be replaced continually. Fluids are lost
through urine, perspiration and breath.
Symptoms of loss of fluid causing dehydration results in:
• Dry mouth
• Mental confusion
• Lack of cooperation and many adverse physical changes
• Death from extreme dehydration
If a child is ill and experiencing vomiting, fever, diarrhea, there is a need to increase fluids
appropriately. Sometimes that is by mouth and sometimes through parental therapy. Check
before you begin this therapy.
Some patients may require a decrease in fluids:
Example: cardiac symptoms include edema of extremities and sometimes-puffy eyes. Again,
follow the directions of the appropriate case manager.
Some functions of fluids are:
• Dilute waste materials so they can be eliminated through kidneys
• Keep skin moist
• Help prevent constipation
• Keep some medications from being to concentrated
When serving fluids: follow the instructions
• Keep water fresh
• Encourage drinking unless otherwise directed
• Measure intake and output when instructed. Also important to observe changes in
child’s condition which may result in the need to either increases or decrease intake.
• Record and report fluid intake
• Understand what is considered a fluid (jello, soups etc)
• Understand that the purpose of measuring is to help determine fluid balance.
• Use the proper utensils to measure accurately
• Understand that children may not be able to describe physical feelings as an adult would, and
therefore the caregiver should exercise extreme consideration when including a child's opinion
and in making a judgment.
I&O: the balance of nutrients, taken into the body, in relationship the nutrients excreted
Intake = including, intake of: foods, fluids, I.V therapy, anything ingested
Output = all urine, feces, perspiration, diapers [weigh], vomiting.

