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A lumbar puncture (LP) is a medical procedure carried out to obtain a sample of cerebrospinal fluid 
(CSF), the fluid that covers the brain and spinal cord. 
 
Why does my child need a lumbar puncture? 
A lumbar puncture is carried out in children who are unwell, irritable, and usually have an 
unexplained fever. Doctors are looking for evidence of conditions affecting the brain, spinal cord or 
parts of the nervous system. It is commonly used to diagnose (or exclude) meningitis, as well as 
many other conditions, but may also be used to treat conditions (such as relieving pressure on the 
brain). 
 
How is the procedure carried out? 
If time allows, anaesthetic cream is applied to the area of the back to help with the pain, 
approximately one hour before the procedure. Doctors and nurses will take all precautions to prevent 
any infection from entering the body during the lumbar puncture. An LP is carried out under sterile 
conditions by the medical team. You may be present to comfort your child during the procedure, 
however many parents choose not to be there, as it can be distressing to see your child go through 
this. Older children may require sedation for the procedure as it can be uncomfortable and it is 
important to lie still. 

1. Your child will be held firmly in the foetal position by a doctor or nurse, which may be 
uncomfortable. This may distress them if they are not sedated, but it is essential they lie in the 
correct position for the investigation to be performed correctly and to prevent complications. 

2. The doctor performing the lumbar puncture will feel your child’s lower back and locate the 
correct space between the vertebrae (the bones of the spine). 

3. The doctor will then wash the skin around this area and cover the surrounding parts of the 
back with a sterile towel. The doctor will insert a needle into the space between the vertebrae. 
The fluid will be collected into containers and sent to the laboratory to be examined. In some 
cases the pressure will also be measured. 

 
What can go wrong? 
It is unusual for something to go wrong, but occasionally one of the following may occur: 

• It may not be possible to get the child into the correct position for the lumbar puncture because 
they are too restless or upset. If this is the case, the procedure may have to be postponed or 
carried out with a general anaesthetic. 

• Sometimes it is not easy for the doctor to locate the place where the needle should be 
inserted. Another doctor may be called to assist, but in some cases the procedure has to be 
stopped. 

• If a little bleeding occurs when the lumbar puncture is done, some of the blood may become 
mixed with the CSF, affecting the results of the test. 
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How long until we find out the results? 
The initial results from the LP will be back within around two hours. However a culture result will take 
up to three days, to identify what, if any, bacteria are present. If the doctors suspect, or are trying to 
rule out meningitis your child will start strong intravenous antibiotics as soon as possible to prevent 
any delay in treatment. Your child will be kept in hospital for observation and antibiotic treatment until 
results are confirmed, and longer if necessary. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


