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SOP: Referral guidance for young people 16 to 18 years old requiring general critical care 

 
Introduction 
 
There can be debate about where patients between the ages of 16 and 18 years old requiring intensive care 
should be looked after: a paediatric intensive care (PICU) or an adult intensive care (AICU). The aim of this 
SOP is to standardise pathways to ensure these patients receive appropriate and timely care. 
 
It is a rare event for a young person of 16-18 years to present with new cardiac disease. In these cases wider 
discussion is likely to be required with the relevant intensivists, cardiologists and cardiothoracic surgeons, 
from paediatric and adult services.  
 
The SOP is to be applied to non-cardiac patients under conditions where there is bed capacity within the 
adult and paediatric critical care networks. Under ‘surge’ conditions it may be necessary for PICUs and AICUs 
to expand the scope of patients they look after. 
 
The Adult Critical Care service specification1 includes 16 to 18 year olds in the population covered. The 
Paediatric Critical Care service specification2 states that “PCC services shall be available to all critically ill 
children…until their 16th birthday”. The National Service Framework for Children3 asserts that the age range 
for inclusion within paediatric care is 0-18 years. 
 
Both the adult and paediatric critical care service specifications make the allowance that certain young people 
between 16-18 years will benefit from being in a PICU rather than an AICU. This may include: 
 

• Young people with complex medical needs who have not yet been transitioned. 

• Young people who are underweight for their age. 

• Young people who are neuro-developmentally and/or emotionally under-age. 
 
For young people with complex needs it is desirable that transition plans are made in advance, involving 
paediatric and adult services, anticipating the need for critical care. 

 
Referral 

 
*There may be occasions, for example young people who are pregnant, or in cases of gunshot or stab wounds, where 
<16 years old would be more appropriately looked after on an AICU. 
 
**There may be rare cases where a PICU will accept young people over the age of 18 years old. Most of these 
admissions will be elective for specialist surgery (e.g., cardiac / orthopaedic).  

 
The above is intended as a guide but should not replace clinical judgement and individualised decision 
making. In the event of lack of consensus, CATS can convene a conference call to include the referring 
clinician and the relevant attending PICU and AICU consultants. 

Age Clinical details Destination unit Transport service 
(if required) 

<16 years Any weight 
Any disease 

PICU* CATS 

16-18 years Any weight 
Complex medical problems 
Transition not complete 

PICU CATS 

16-18 years Any weight 
Complex medical problems 
Transition complete 

AICU Adult transport services 

16-18 years Any weight 
Previously well with a new 
disease 

AICU Adult transport services 

>18 years Any weight 
Any disease 

AICU** Adult transport services 
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If a young person – of any age – is accepted to a PICU, CATS should be asked to transport the patient. 
 
Where appropriate, parental and/or patient choice should be sought and respected. 
 
 

References and links 
 

1. Adult Critical Care Service Specification: 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/adult-critical-care-services/  

2. Paediatric Critical Care Service Specification: 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/spec-services/npc-crg/group-e/e07/  

3. The National Service Framework for Children 2003: 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20130123203846mp_/http://www.dh.gov.uk/p
rod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/@dh/@en/documents/digitalasset/dh_4067251.pdf  

4. PCCS guidance for Paediatric to Adult Critical Care Transition 2022: 
https://pccsociety.uk/paediatric-to-adult-transition-guidance/  

 
 

• CATS (Children’s Acute Transport Service) 
www.cats.nhs.uk 
0800 085 0003 
cats.queries@gosh.nhs.uk  

 
 

• ACCESS (London Adult Critical Care Transfer Service) 
https://access-london.org/  
0330 330 4357 
info@access-london.org   
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Attendees Role and Organisation 

Andrew Jones  
PICU lead for PCC ODN, NTPN / Consultant Paediatric Intensivist, 
GOSH 

Christine Pierce PICU Clinical Lead / Consultant Paediatric Intensivist, GOSH  

Tanya O’Driscoll NTPN Deputy Lead Nurse  

Olwen Cowen Matron, PICU, Royal London Hospital  

Simon Nadel  Consultant Paediatric Intensivist, St Marys Hospital  

Rebecca Tripp  PICU Sister, Great Ormond Street Hospital 

Brian Hogan  Liver Lead / Consultant Adult Intensivist, Royal Free Hospital 

Katrin Eigener 
Consultant Adult Intensivist and Anaesthetist / Co-lead NEL CC 
Network (Adult) 

David Howell Consultant Adult Intensivist, UCLH 

 
In addition, document circulated for comments to:  

 
Name Role and Organisation 

Liz Staveacre Lead Nurse / Associate Director, NWL Critical Care Network  

Thomas Bycroft  
 

Consultant Paediatric Intensivist, St Mary’s  

Mark Clement  Operational, Nursing & Advanced Practice Lead, CATS 
CATS  Linda Chigaru  Consultant Paediatric Intensivist, CATS  

Geraldine Munn-Mace NTPN Lead Nurse  

Emma-Jane Bould  
HDU lead for PCC ODN, NTPN / Consultant Paediatric Intensivist, 
RLH  
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