
 
 
 
 

Upper Respiratory Infection 
 
The Common Cold 
 
The Common Cold is known as an upper respiratory infection. It is a contagious illness caused by 
one of the more than 200 unique viruses, the most common of which strike in a seasonal pattern. 
Due to this large number of viruses, the body probably never builds up an immunity or resistance to 
all of them. 
 
Your body and its immune system can fight off these viral infections, usually in one to two weeks. 
Generally, a cold virus will survive until your immune system makes enough antibodies to destroy it. 
That means time; patience and tender care are your strongest allies in treatment. It is helpful to 
support your immune system in its effort to fight a cold virus by getting plenty of rest, eating a 
regular balanced diet, avoiding tobacco products and avoiding alcohol in excess. 
 
How is the common cold spread?  
The common cold is spread mostly by hand-to-hand contact. For example, a person with a cold 
blows or touches his or her nose and then touches someone else who then becomes infected with 
the virus. Additionally, the cold virus can live on objects such as computer keyboards, pens, books, 
and coffee cups for several hours and can be acquired from such objects. 
 
Prevention 
Knowing how cold viruses are spread can help with some common sense prevention practices to 
slow the spread of colds.  
1. Wash your hands frequently 
2. Keep kitchen and bathroom countertops clean 
3. Discard used tissues right away. 
 
Do Antibiotics Help Colds? 
 
No. Antibiotics play no role in treating the common cold. Antibiotics only work against illnesses 
caused by bacteria. Viruses cause colds. Using antibiotics when they are not necessary has led to the 
growth of several strains of common bacteria that are resistant to antibiotics. For these and other 
reasons, it is important to limit the use of antibiotics to situations in which they are necessary. 
Sometimes an infection caused by bacteria can follow a cold. Ear, sinus, and lung infections can 
result from this. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Key Points to Remember 
 
1. Viruses cause common colds.  
2. Going out into the cold weather has no effect on the acquiring or spreading a cold.  
3. Antibiotics do not help the common cold.  
4. There are effective home remedies for the common cold.  
5. There are currently no medications available that can kill or eliminate viral infections. 
6. Colds can sometimes make you feel miserable. 
 
 
Symptoms 
Cold symptoms vary with the type of virus involved. Typical symptoms can include nasal drainage 
and stuffiness, sore throat, fever, irritability, restlessness, sneezing, runny nose, cough, headache, 
aching muscles and reduced appetite. These symptoms can last for variable amounts of time. Fever 
usually subsides in 1 to 3 days. The runny nose and sore throat often resolve within a week to 10 
days. Coughing can persist for 2 to 3 weeks.  
 
Medications and Self-Care  
The following over-the-counter medications and self-care measures may help reduce or relieve 
common symptoms of discomfort from a cold, but will not cure it. 
You can buy "multi symptom" cold medications or get a product(s) that is specific to your 
symptom(s).   
 
If you are taking more than one cold type medication at a time, READ LABELS carefully to 
avoid duplicating ingredients. Be sure to take as directed, unless specifically advised 
otherwise by your health care provider. 
 
General Discomfort  
(Headache, fever, body ache, throat pain) 
Medications: 
Analgesics can help relieve pain and reduce fever. 
Examples: 

 Acetaminophen (Tylenol®) 

 Ibuprofen (Advil®, Motrin®) 

 Naproxen (Aleve®) 
 
Cough 
Coughing is a reflex action in response to irritation in the breathing tubes. Cough medicines DO 
NOT cure a cough but may provide temporary relief. 
Medications: 

 Cough suppressants can help reduce coughing. 
o Example: Dextromethorpha 

  

 Expectorants can help loosen and clear mucus or phlegm from the chest. 
o Example: Guiafenesin 

 
 



Sore Throat 
A sore throat is the result of swelling and inflammation in the back of the throat. 

 Throat lozenges or throat sprays may numb the back of the throat making it easier to 
swallow.  

o Examples: Chloraseptic®, Cepastat® 
 

 Salt water gargles can soothe throat pain. Dissolve ¼-1/2 teaspoon of salt in 8 ounces of 
warm water.  

 
Analgesics can help reduce sore throat pain. See above- General Discomfort. 
 
 
Ear Pressure 
Ear pressure is caused by eustachian tube dysfunction. The eustachian tube connects the middle ear 
with the throat. It is commonly plugged with mucus during a cold. 
 
Medications: 
Decongestants may relieve ear stuffiness. 

 Examples: Pseudoephedrine, Phenylephrine 
Head congestion, Stuffy or Runny Nose &Post Nasal Drip 
These symptoms are a result of mucus from the nasal passages.  
Medications: 

 Decongestants can help relieve stuffiness, postnasal drip.  

 Oral Decongestants: 
o Examples: Pseudoephedrine 

 Decongestant nasal sprays: 
o Examples: Oxymetazoline (Afrin®, Dristan®) 

 
(Warning: do not use decongestant nasal sprays for longer than 3-5 days unless recommended by 
your health care provider.) 

 Antihistamines can help relieve a drippy, runny nose and sneezing. 
Caution: Antihistamines can cause drowsiness.  

o Examples:  

 Chlorpheniramine (Chlortrimeton®) 

 Diphenhydramine(Benadryl®) 

 Brompheniramine (Dimetapp®) 

 Fexofenadine(Allegra®) 

 Cetirizine (Zyrtec®) 

 Loratadine (Claritin®) 

 Moisturizing Saline Nasal Sprays can help relieve nasal congestion, post nasal drip, and 
moisten nasal passages.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
Home Remedies 
 
Fluids: Drink 8 to 10 glasses of liquids a day. Water and fruit juices are fine. 
Steam: Take a hot steamy shower or use a cold air vaporizer. 
Rest: Try to get at least 8 hours of sleep each night. 
Food: When you are ill, eat an adequate, well balanced diet, increase fluids and avoid junk foods. 
Avoid: Smoking and drinking alcohol. 
 
When to Go to the Doctors  
It is time for a visit when you have the following symptoms: 

 Persistent fever >1010 F 
 Symptoms that persist longer than 7-10 days. 
 Severe chest pain 
 Severe shortness of breath 
 Persistent severe headache 
 Pus on tonsils 
 Constant ear pain 
 Significant cough productive of sputum 


