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HEALTH BASICS

Body temperature norms

Body temperature norms describe the usual range of temperature readings in healthy

people.

WHAT IT IS

The usual range of healthy body temperature readings

WHERE IT COMES UP

Home checks, medical assessments, illness, exercise, and hot weather

WHY IT MATTERS

Helps identify concerning changes and measurement errors

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

A pharmacist, nurse, primary care clinician, or urgent care service

HOW IT IS CHECKED

A thermometer used at a specified body site

Overview

Body temperature is a measurement of the balance between heat made and heat lost by your

body. A "normal" temperature is not one exact number. The familiar figure of 37°C, or 98.6°F,

is a useful reference point, not a rule that applies to every person at every time.

Many healthy readings fall roughly between 36°C and 37.5°C. The expected reading is

affected by the body site, thermometer type, time of day, age, activity, hormones, and

surrounding temperature. Research reviewing normal temperatures has also found meaningful

differences between people and measurement methods.

A fever is usually defined as a temperature of 38°C, or 100.4°F, or higher. However, a reading

should be interpreted alongside the person's age, symptoms, measurement site, and overall

condition. A person may feel feverish below 38°C, while a single unusual reading can result

from technique or equipment.

Body temperature norms are not a disease or diagnosis. They are reference ranges used to

understand a thermometer reading.
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How it works

A part of the brain called the hypothalamus helps regulate body temperature. It works like a

control centre, adjusting heat production and heat loss.

Your muscles and organs produce heat. Your body loses heat through the skin, breathing,

sweating, and contact with cooler surroundings. Blood vessels near the skin can widen to

release heat or narrow to conserve it. Shivering creates additional heat through muscle

activity.

Temperature normally follows a daily rhythm. It is often lower in the early morning and higher in

the late afternoon or evening. Exercise, eating, sleep, stress, and menstrual-cycle changes can

also shift a reading.

The measurement site matters because thermometers do not all measure the same part of

the body:

There is no reliable adjustment that converts every armpit, mouth, ear, or rectal reading into an

exact equivalent. Record the site rather than automatically adding or subtracting a fixed

number.

Different devices also work differently. A digital contact thermometer must touch the body

correctly. An infrared thermometer measures heat coming from the ear or forehead and must

be positioned as its instructions describe. Skin-temperature strips are less reliable for deciding

whether someone has a fever.

- Rectal readings generally come closest to internal, or "core," temperature

- Oral readings measure temperature inside the mouth

- Armpit readings often run lower and are more affected by positioning

- Ear readings can be affected by placement, earwax, and ear-canal shape

- Forehead readings can be influenced by sweat, distance, and surroundings

Why it matters for your health

Temperature can help you judge whether your body is responding to infection, inflammation,

environmental heat, or cold exposure. It can also help a clinician assess how urgently you need

care.

The number is only one part of that assessment. How you feel and function may be more

important than a small difference in the reading. For example, someone who is alert, drinking

normally, and breathing comfortably may need different care from someone with the same
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temperature who is confused or struggling to breathe.

Age is important. Babies younger than 3 months with a temperature of 38°C or higher need

urgent medical assessment because serious infections can be difficult to recognise at that

age.

Some people may not develop a high temperature even with significant illness. This can occur

in older adults and in people whose immune system is weakened by a health condition or

treatment. Their usual temperature may provide useful context, but a low baseline does not

create a separate, fixed fever threshold without clinical advice.

Repeatedly checking your temperature when you feel well is usually unnecessary. A personal

record may be useful if a clinician has asked you to monitor it or if you are investigating

repeated unusual readings.

What can go wrong

An abnormal reading may reflect a health condition, an environmental problem, or inaccurate

measurement.

Fever is a regulated rise in temperature, often caused by infection. Inflammation, some

medicines, and certain medical conditions can also cause fever. Fever is not the same as

overheating: during fever, the brain temporarily raises the body's temperature target.

Heat exhaustion and heatstroke happen when the body gains more heat than it can lose.

Heatstroke is an emergency, especially when overheating is accompanied by confusion,

collapse, a seizure, or loss of consciousness. A thermometer reading alone should not delay

emergency help when these signs are present.

Hypothermia means a core body temperature below 35°C, or 95°F. It can result from cold

exposure, wet clothing, immersion in cold water, or health problems that reduce heat

production. Suspected hypothermia needs urgent medical care and may be an emergency.

Measurement error is common. A reading may be misleading if the thermometer is poorly

positioned, used at a different site than intended, or affected by direct sunlight, sweat, recent

exercise, or a hot or cold drink. A damaged device or low battery may also give inconsistent

results.

Seek emergency help for severe difficulty breathing, confusion, a seizure, collapse, blue or grey

skin, inability to wake normally, suspected heatstroke, or suspected serious hypothermia.

For a reading that is only mildly unusual, repeat the measurement correctly and consider how

the person feels. Contact a healthcare service promptly if abnormal readings continue,
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symptoms are worsening, or you are concerned. A baby younger than 3 months with a

temperature of 38°C or higher needs urgent assessment rather than routine follow-up.

What you can do

If you need to check a temperature, use a digital thermometer designed for the chosen body

site. Follow the device instructions because positioning and timing differ between models.

You can make a result easier to interpret by recording:

If a result seems unexpected, check the device placement and repeat the measurement after

the person has settled in a comfortable indoor environment. Use the same site and method

when comparing readings over time.

Ask a pharmacist, nurse, or primary care clinician which thermometer and measurement site

are suitable for your age and situation. If monitoring has been recommended, ask what result

should prompt a call and which service to contact.

If you feel well and have no reason to monitor your temperature, there is usually nothing you

need to do. Normal daily shifts do not require treatment.

- The temperature and unit, either Celsius or Fahrenheit

- The body site used

- The date and time

- The thermometer type

- Relevant concerns, such as chills, poor drinking, or unusual drowsiness

- Any recent exercise, bathing, or hot or cold drinks

Common questions

Is 37°C always normal?

It is a common reference value, but it is not a universal personal baseline. A healthy reading can

be somewhat lower or higher depending on the person, time, site, and device.

Is 37.5°C a fever?

Not necessarily. It can be within the expected range in some circumstances, especially later in

the day or after activity. Fever is commonly defined as 38°C or higher, but the full situation still

matters.
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Can I compare an armpit reading with an oral reading?

Only with caution. Different sites produce different results, and fixed conversion formulas are

not dependable. Compare readings taken at the same site with the same method.

Which unit should I use?

Either Celsius or Fahrenheit is acceptable. Make sure the unit is recorded. A reading of 38°C

equals 100.4°F, while 35°C equals 95°F.

Should I know my personal baseline?

Most people do not need one. It may help if a clinician has asked you to monitor temperature or

if your usual readings are consistently outside common ranges.

Does feeling hot prove that I have a fever?

No. Warm surroundings, exercise, hormonal changes, anxiety, and skin blood flow can make

you feel hot without a measured fever. A thermometer provides more useful information.
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