
Anaesthetics –  
risks and side effects
ShiveringShivering
About this leaflet
This leaflet is about shivering after an anaesthetic. This is a side effect that you might 
experience if you have a general or regional anaesthetic. It explains the causes of shivering and 
what can be done about it. 

You can read about different types of anaesthetics on the RCoA website: 
rcoa.ac.uk/patientinfo/resources.

What is shivering?
 ■ Shivering is the body’s natural response to feeling cold. To keep warm the muscles in the 

body contract and relax quickly, causing shivering.
 ■ Shivering after an operation can be uncomfortable, but is not dangerous and usually stops 

within 20–30 minutes.
 ■ Shivering causes your body to require more oxygen. You might need additional oxygen 

through a mask.

How likely is it to happen?
Out of every 100 people

About 15 did About 85 did not

These numbers come from research studies. You can see where we got our numbers on our 
website: rcoa.ac.uk/patientinfo/risks/evidence.
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What causes shivering after an anaesthetic?
 ■ Operating theatres can be cold. During surgery parts of your body will be exposed to cold air 

and your temperature can drop.
 ■ Sometimes the anaesthetic medicines and gases affect the signals in the body that control 

your temperature.
 ■ Shivering can happen after a general anaesthetic, but also after regional anaesthetics 

(epidural or spinal).

What can the healthcare team do?
A nurse will always be with you in the recovery room after the operation. They will check your 
temperature and give you warm blankets or a hot drink.

If this doesn’t help, the team might give you either medicines to warm you up or warm fluids 
through a vein. 

What can I do myself?
Try to stay as warm as possible while you are waiting to go to the operating theatre. If you are 
warm before the operation, you are less likely to feel cold afterwards.

Tell the nurses if you are cold and they can give you blankets. 

You could bring warm clothing and slippers to hospital from home.

Good to know
If you have had shivering after an anaesthetic, it does not mean that you are more likely to 
experience it again if you have another anaesthetic in the future.
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This leaflet has been produced by Leila Finikarides for the RCoA, in collaboration with patients, 
anaesthetists and patient representatives of the RCoA.

Disclaimer
We try very hard to keep the information in this leaflet accurate and up-to-date, but we cannot guarantee 
this. We don’t expect this general information to cover all the questions you might have or to deal with 
everything that might be important to you. You should discuss your choices and any worries you have 
with your medical team, using this leaflet as a guide. This leaflet on its own should not be treated as 
advice. It cannot be used for any commercial or business purpose. For full details, please see our website: 
rcoa.ac.uk/patientinfo/resources#disclaimer.

Information for healthcare professionals on printing this leaflet
Please consider the visual impairments of patients when printing or photocopying this leaflet. 
Photocopies of photocopies are discouraged because these tend to be low-quality prints and can be 
very difficult for patients to read. Please also make sure that you use the latest version of this leaflet, 
which is available on the RCoA website: rcoa.ac.uk/patientinfo/leaflets-video-resources.

Tell us what you think
We welcome suggestions to improve this leaflet.

Please complete this short survey at: surveymonkey.co.uk/r/testrisk. Or scan the QR code below.

If you have any general comments, please email: patientinformation@rcoa.ac.uk.

Royal College of Anaesthetists
Churchill House, 35 Red Lion Square, London WC1R 4SG

rcoa.ac.uk

Sixth edition, November 2024
This leaflet will be reviewed within three years of the date of publication.

© 2024 Royal College of Anaesthetists
This leaflet may be copied for the purpose of producing patient information materials. Please quote this original source. If you wish to use  
part of this leaflet in another publication, suitable acknowledgement must be given and the logos, branding, images and icons removed.  
For more information, please contact us.
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