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I Have a Cold—What Do I Need to Know?

The common cold is an infection that can be caused by many different viruses.

What Is a Cold and How Is It Spread?

• Coldsareverycommon—mostpeoplegetmorethanonecoldayear.

Colds arepassed fromoneperson to another duringdaily activities.

Forexample,touchingyoureyesornoseaftertouchingasurfacecon-

taminatedbythevirus,orshakinghandswithapersonwithacold.You

canalso“breathein”thevirus.Peoplecanspreadthecoldvirusbefore

theyhave any symptomsor evenknowtheyhave a cold.

• Symptomsusually last7to10daysandincludearunnyorstuffynose,

sneezing, a sore throat, coughing, congestion, watery eyes, feeling

tired,mild fever, andheadache.Complicationsarevery rare,butpa-

tientscandevelopear infections,sinus infections,andlunginfections

(pneumonia).

What Should I Do If I Have a Cold?

• Coldsgetbetterontheirownwithouttreatmentasthebody’simmune

systemattacks thevirus. Youdonotneed to seeadoctor formild to

moderate symptoms. Treatment is focused on reducing symptoms

while yourbodyheals.Mild fever andheadachecanbe treatedwith

over-the-countermedicines likeacetaminophenor ibuprofen.Saline

nasalspraysanddecongestantscanhelpwithnasalcongestion.Drink-

ingplentyof fluids and resting allowyourbody to recover faster.

• If youhaveheartdisease, askyourpharmacist if it is safe to takecold

medicine.

• Trytoavoidspreadingthevirus.Washyourhandsorusealcohol-based

handsanitizer frequently if youorsomeone inyourhomehasacold.

Sneeze into a tissueor into yourbent arm. Stayhome if possible.

• There isnoneedforantibiotics totreatacommoncold.Commonan-

tibioticsonlykillbacteria.Sincethecommoncold iscausedbyavirus

andnotbacteria,antibioticswillnothelpyougetbetteranyfaster. In

fact,unnecessaryantibioticscancauseallergic reactionsandsideef-

fectssuchasdiarrhea.Widespreadantibioticuseleadstothecreation

of “superbacteria” thatare resistant tocommonantibiotics,making

itmore difficult to treat peoplewhohave actual bacterial infections

andthuscanbedangerous.Nevertheless,millionsofpeoplestill take

antibiotics for thecommoncoldeveryyear, thinking itwillhelpthem

getbetter faster (itdoesnot).Youcanhelpstopthis trendbyeducat-

ingyourselfabouthowtorecognizeacoldandavoidingantibioticsto

treat it.That includesnottakinganyleftoverantibioticsatyourhome.

When Should I See a Doctor?

• If youdonot get better in 10 to 14days, speakwith amedical

professional.

• Call your doctor or nurse if you develop high fever (temperature

>101.4°F), severewhole-bodyachesorheadache, rash, chestpain,

shortness of breath, wheezing, or confusion. Thesemay be signs

of a more serious infection like the flu or pneumonia.

• Askyourdoctor if there is a telephoneadvice line youcancall. This

may help avoid an unnecessary trip to the doctor and help

answer questions.
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Many different
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Runny nose, cough, congestion, and sore throat

Mild to moderate
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May be severe

Stay at home if possible
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Over-the-counter 
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Seek medical advice

Rare Rare but dangerous 
complications are possible 
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older adults, persons with 
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pregnant women
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Is it a common cold or the flu?
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FORMORE INFORMATION

• CDC: Non-Specific Upper Respiratory Tract Infection

https://www.cdc.gov/antibiotic-use/community/for-patients

/common-illnesses/colds.html

• American Association of Family Physicians:

Treating the Common Cold in Adults

https://www.aafp.org/afp/2012/0715/p153-s1.html
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