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Jaundice after birth: 

 
Babies need oxygen to grow and develop while they are still in their mommies. In order for them to 

get enough oxygen from their mommies they have to make more red blood cells than adults and 

children and these red blood cells are of a special type. After they are born they do not need all these 

extra red blood cells and they start to break them down. One of the end products of breaking down 

red blood cells is haem which is changed into bilirubin. Bilirubin is fat dissolvable and when it dissolves 

in the fat of the baby’s skin it causes the skin to appear yellow. This is called jaundice. 

 

It is normal for babies to become slightly jaundiced between their second and tenth day, but 

sometimes they become very jaundice, or the jaundice remains longer, or starts earlier. There are 

many additional reasons for this to happen which will be discussed by your doctor.  

 

If the bilirubin level goes very, very high (much higher than the level that the doctors and nurses 

start phototherapy at) it start to dissolve into the brain tissue, which can then cause some 

complications. This is the reason that jaundiced babies sometimes receive phototherapy, in order to 

prevent this complication. The doctors use a chart that takes into account the weight of your baby, 

the age and the level of the bilirubin when they decide whether or not to start phototherapy. 

 

Phototherapy is a blue light that changes the configuration of the bilirubin to make it water 

dissolvable. The baby then wee’s the new form of bilirubin out. 

 

It is important to realize that the level goes up for about 7-10 days before it starts to go down. This 

means that if your baby had a jaundice test in the hospital, and they said it was ok, it does not mean 

that your baby does not have jaundice, but only that the value is not high enough to start 

phototherapy. The test should be repeated at 2 days intervals until the level start to go down again, 

or that the level is high enough for phototherapy to start. 

 

Not all jaundice babies need phototherapy, only the ones whose levels go over the recommended 

phototherapy level. This level is still much lower than the level where brain involvement start. 

 

If you notice that your baby is jaundiced, phone your paediatrician who will arrange for a bilirubin test 

to be done. 

 


