
Key points 
 
• Enlarged lymph nodes in children are 

very common 

• Most are caused by minor infections 

• Serious causes are rare 

• Speak to a healthcare professional if 
you are worried. 

 
 
 
Urgent help 
 
Get urgent medical advice if your child 
seems very unwell, has trouble breathing, or 
you are seriously concerned: 
 
• Contact your GP surgery 

• Call NHS 111 

• Go to the emergency department in an 
emergency. 
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  When should I see a doctor? 
 
Contact your GP if any of the following        
apply: 
 
• the lymph node is getting bigger 

• the lymph node is larger than about  
2cm 

• the swelling does not improve after 6 
weeks 

• the skin over the lump becomes red, 
hot or very painful 

• your child has: 

• a persistent fever 

• unexplained weight loss 

• night sweats 

• unusual tiredness 

• the lump feels hard or does not move 

• the swelling is immediately above the 
collarbone 

• you are worried or unsure 
 
You do not need to wait - it is always okay to 
ask for advice. 

What causes lymph nodes to swell? 
 
The most common causes are everyday   
infections, such as: 
 
• colds 

• sore throats 

• ear infections 

• skin infections 

• dental (tooth) infections 
 
Much less often, enlarged lymph nodes can 
be linked to other conditions. 
 
Serious causes are uncommon in children. 
 
 
Do enlarged lymph nodes need                    
treatment? 
 
Often, no treatment is needed. 
 
The lymph nodes usually shrink on their own 
as your child gets better. 
 
Your GP may: 
 
• give reassurance 

• suggest rest and fluids 

• prescribe antibiotics if there is a                 
bacterial infection 

• arrange a review if the swelling does 
not settle. 

This leaflet explains 
 
What enlarged lymph nodes are, why they 
happen in children and when to seek                
medical advice. 
 
 
What are lymph nodes? 
 
Lymph nodes are small glands that help the 
body fight infection. 
 
They are found in places such as: 
 
• the neck 

• behind the ears 

• under the arms 

• the groin. 
 
When a child is unwell, these glands often 
become bigger. This is called enlarged 
lymph nodes. 
 
 
What do enlarged lymph nodes feel like? 
 
They usually: 
 
• are small (often less than 2 cm) 

• feel soft or rubbery 

• move easily under the skin 

• may feel a little tender. 
 
This is a normal response to infection. 


