
Your child has a germ called a virus that irritates 
the walls of the intestine.  This is called gastric flu 

or gastroenteritis.  It is making your child throw up. 
Throwing up is also called vomiting. Your child may 
also have watery, runny bowel movements.  This 
type of bowel movement is also called diarrhea.  The 
symptoms stop when the body itself controls the virus.  
Sometimes the “flu” clears up within 24 hours but the 
diarrhea can last up to 10 days.

Vomiting and diarrhea can be serious because they 
drain water, salt and minerals out of the body.

} Vomiting is worst in the first 6 to 8 hours.  But, it 
can go on for 18 hours before you need to worry 
about the loss of body water.

} Diarrhea drains water and salts from the body 
very quickly.  

The most important part of caring for your child is 
to prevent your child’s loss of body water, salts and 
minerals. When your child loses too much of these, 
he or she becomes dehydrated. 

What can I do?
}	Stop your child’s virus from spreading by keeping 

your and your child’s hands clean.  Always wash 
hands after you handle dirty diapers.  Wash hands 
before you touch food.  Help your child wash 
hands after using the toilet and before touching 
food. 

} Change dirty diapers right away.  Diarrhea can 
make your baby’s bottom red and sore.  Baby 
wipes may sting. Water is better to clean your 
baby’s bottom.  Pat the skin rather then rub it 
clean. Zinc oxide ointment on clean skin protects 
the skin.  Discuss the problem with your baby’s 
doctor if the skin stays red and sore.

} Encourage your child to drink often so he or she 
does not become dehydrated.

What should I give my child to 
drink?
Babies under 6 months of age:
If your baby is breastfed:  

}	Keep breastfeeding.  

} If baby vomits, shorten the time on the breast.  
Feed the baby more often.  For example, instead 
of feeding for 20 to 30 minutes every 3 to 4 hours, 
feed for 10 minutes every 1.5 to 2 hours.

If your baby is on formula:  

}	stop the usual formula for up to 24 hours if your 
baby is vomiting.  

} Instead, give clear fluids with the ideal balance of 
minerals, salt and water.  These are electrolyte 
drinks that you can find at drug stores or grocery 
stores under the names Lytren®, Gastrolyte® or 
Pedialyte®.  Do not mix these electrolyte drinks 
with water.  

} Offer your baby up to 1 teaspoon (5 ml) of clear 
fluids every 5 minutes during waking hours, aiming 
for an average of 60 ml (1 to 2 oz) per hour. 

} When the vomiting has settled down for 12 hours, 
you may go back to giving full strength regular 
formula. Start with small amounts often as you did 
with the electrolyte drinks.  

} Electrolyte drinks should not be used 
exclusively for more than 24 hours.  If the baby 
is not able to keep anything else but clear fluids by 
24 hrs of symptoms, you should see your baby’s 
doctor to reassess the situation and treatment 
plan. 

} If your child vomits the electrolyte drinks:  Wait 
about an hour for baby to settle after throwing 
up, then re-start with 1 teaspoon (5 ml) every 5 
minutes and proceed as described below. 

Children over 6 months of age
} Choose electrolyte drinks (rather than plain water) 

because they have the right amount of salt and 
minerals in them. Some older children (over 4 
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years of age) prefer Gatorade® or clear broths.  
Give this if your child can’t drink one of the other 
electrolyte drinks (like Lytren®, Pedialyte® or 
Gastrolyte®). You can buy these at the drugstore 
or supermarket.

} Encourage your child to drink small amounts of 
electrolyte drink every 5 minutes during waking 
hours:

• If your child is under 1 year: Give 1 teaspoon  
(5 ml) every 5 minutes.

• If your child is 1 to 5 years: Give 2 teaspoons 
(10 ml) every 5 minutes.

• If your child is over 5 years: Give 3 teaspoons 
(15 mls) every 5 mins.

} Avoid apple juice, Kool-Aid, pop, or fruit drinks. 
These drinks contain lots of sugar and can make 
diarrhea worse. Other fruit juices can be offered if 
they are mixed 1 part juice to 3 parts water. 

} Some children stop digesting the sugar in milk 
while they are sick. This is temporary. Your child 
can drink lactose-free milk formula or soy-based 
formula during this period.   

If your child vomits the drink:  Wait 20 minutes for 
the stomach to settle, and then restart as above.

When can my child have solid 
food?
If your child has diarrhea but is not vomiting, 
feed your child as usual.  The diarrhea will stop more 
quickly if your child is eating.  Even though the stools 
seem very runny that does not mean the food is 
making it worse.  If he or she doesn’t want to eat, do 
not force but try offering small amounts often.  

Your child’s appetite is a guide to how much 
food to offer at a time.  If your child is not 
hungry, offer more to drink.  When your child 
feels better, he or she will eat properly.

If your child has been vomiting, wait 6 to 8 hours 
before offering your child a small amount of solid food 
(not milk).    If the child keeps it down, you can give a 
little more later.  After 24 hours without vomiting, 
go back to regular foods and milk even if there is 
still diarrhea. Food will help the diarrhea to settle 
down.

Can medicine help?
} No. Antibiotics will not help this type of gastric flu. 

The infection is caused by a virus. There is no 
antibiotic that will kill viruses.

 There are some suggestions that pro-biotics 
capsules or powder (not just in yogurt) may help 
shorten the duration of diarrhea, and you may 
chose to try it, but there is currently not enough 
evidence to recommend it to all. 

} Do not give your child Gravol® for his or her 
vomiting. It will make your child sleepy and he or 
she may not have enough energy to drink. Over-
the-counter antidiarrheal agents. Medicines to 
counteract diarrhea that can be purchased without 
a prescriptionare are also not recommended. 

Occasionally, under specific conditions, your 
doctor may give your child a dose of anti-nauseant 
(ondansetron or Zofran®) to help improve your child’s 
ability to drink fluids. If your child is given an anti-
nauseant medicine, it is very important to give your 
child lots of fluids. 

See your family doctor if:
} Your child’s vomiting lasts more than 24 hours 

OR looks green OR has blood in it. 
} Your child’s diarrhea last more the 4 days OR 

your child’s stool looks black (like tar) OR has 
blood in it. Green stool is ok.

} Your child cannot take in as much fluids as is 
coming out. Your baby’s diaper is dry or your 
child has not peed for more than 8 hours.

} Your child has constant (not crampy) pain 
in the tummy that is worse when he or she 
moves.

} Your child has a dry mouth and is very cranky, 
very sleepy (drowsy), or cannot walk.

At BC Children’s Hospital, you are an important 
member of your child’s health care team.  Ask 
questions so you understand and can be part of 
decisions about your child’s care and treatment.

If you have any questions, please call  
604-875-2345 local 7261.
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It’s good to ask!


