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Symptomatic Care for Cold Symptoms: Older Children and Teens 
 

Whether cold symptoms are caused by a viral or bacterial infection, symptomatic treatment is often identical.  
The primary difference between a bacterial infection (Ex: Strep throat) and a viral infection (Ex: common cold, 
COVID-19, influenza, adenovirus, rhinovirus, etc) is that a bacterial infection improves with oral antibiotics, and 
a viral infection is not helped by antibiotics.   For some viruses, we can offer testing to determine the cause, 
but for the majority of viral illnesses, testing is not readily available.  Knowing the exact virus typically won’t 
change our guidance, and we can still offer great suggestions to help with symptoms.   

 
FEVER 

 

Most fevers are a sign that the body is fighting infection. The goal of therapy is to bring the fever down to a 
comfortable level. True fever begins at 100.4.  Many fevers associated with a virus fluctuate between 100.4-
104 degrees for 2-3 days (sometimes as many as 5 days).  Fevers only need to be treated with medicine if they 
cause discomfort, which usually means fevers of 102 degrees and higher.  
 

Treatment for fevers: 

• Increase fluid intake so that you can urinate every 2-3 hours (at least every 8 hours at minimum) 

• Offer fever reducer medication such as either Tylenol or Motrin. See dosage on package. These medications 
often only lower temperature 1-2 degrees.  This is normal when the body is working to fight illness. 

• Do not give aspirin to anyone under the age of 16. 
•  

•  

 
CONGESTION and RUNNY NOSE 

 

It’s helpful to blow your nose frequently to keep mucus from draining down the back of the throat (causing 
sore throat), and into the stomach (causing decreased appetite and coughing). Maintaining good hydration is 
especially important to help thin mucous so it can be expelled more easily.  Congestion and runny nose can 
last 2-3 weeks or more.  You can feel encouraged when nasal drainage becomes more colored (and then starts 
to go away), and the cough becomes more productive or “phlegmy.”   These are typically good signs that the 
virus is resolving.   Often, we hear concerns that a cold has turned into a sinus infection.  Thankfully sinus 
infections occur very rarely.  Typically, a sinus infection is not suspected unless there is congestion and runny 
nose for at least 10 days that is not improving, accompanied by a new fever. 
 

Treatment for congestion 

• Taking a hot shower or sitting in the bathroom filled with steam can loosen congestion.  

• Even though this is a common remedy for infants, it can’t hurt to try using a cool-mist humidifier by 
the bed while sleeping, if you have one.  Dry air makes mucus thicker. 

• Decongestants can be used for those 12 and older and help by causing blood vessels in the nasal 
passages to constrict, relieving nasal congestion. Over the counter decongestants have the active 
ingredient phenylephrine.  Pseudoephedrine is also a decongestant, but it is found behind the counter 
at the pharmacy.  Either of these medications should work similarly, but it is important not to take 
both at the same time.  Also, it is very important to take a decongestant medication in the morning, 
rather than at night, because it can cause jitteriness and sleeplessness.  Other side effects can include 
elevated heart rate and blood pressure.  

• Additionally, for those over 12 years, a nasal decongestant spray can be used sparingly.  Afrin 
(oxymetazoline) nasal spray should only be used for 2-3 days at most and then stopped.  Like oral 
decongestants, there are side effects to watch for including nosebleeds and dryness to the nasal 
passages.  Applying Vaseline or Aquaphor via a q-tip inside the nostrils before bed can help. 

• While not harmful, allergy medications are not helpful unless your child also has nasal allergies. 
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COUGH 
 

Coughing up mucus is helpful, and we want to encourage a productive cough, not turn it off.  Coughs can last 
2-3 weeks or more, and often as a virus begins to resolve, a cough becomes more productive or “phlegmy.”  
This is not concerning as long as it is not increasingly worsening, preventing sleep at night, or causing trouble 
breathing, wheezing, or shortness of breath.   
 

Treatment for coughs 

• For coughing spells, breathe in warm, moist air from steam showers as often as needed. 

• Offering warm fluids may help stop cough spasms as well.  Peppermint tea with added honey is often a 
good choice because it helps open nasal passages and decrease cough.  

• Though no research proves hard candy or lozenges are helpful, they should not be harmful and can 
soothe throat irritation. 

• An expectorant, such as Mucinex (guaifenesin) can be very helpful to thin out secretions and make 
cough more productive.  

• Cough suppressants are not generally recommended because we don’t want to suppress a beneficial 
cough.  However, if you’ve already tried honey and/or cough drops without relief, and there is no history of 
asthma, wheezing, or shortness of breath, for those over 12 years, it’s okay to try a cough suppressant such 
as dextromethorphan (Robitussin).   

 

Special note about combination cough/cold medications:   
Some people prefer to take a combo preparation like Dayquil/NyQuil or something “cold and sinus” rather 
than the individual components.  This is ok, though it’s important look closely at ingredients in these 
medications so that you don’t take 2 types of the same medication or overdose on a single component. 

 

TEST RESULTS 
 

Your provider may have tested for certain viral or bacterial illnesses.  If all tests done came back with negative 
results, it likely means the symptoms are caused by a virus for which we can’t test.  Information based on our 
available rapid tests is below. 

• Influenza rapid-antigen test:  This test identifies influenza A and influenza B.  If Flu testing is negative, 
this means that the cold symptoms are attributed to another virus.  If Flu testing is positive, then the 
cause of the symptoms is the influenza virus.  For those whose symptoms began in the previous 48-72 
hours, a prescription antiviral medication, Tamiflu, is available to shorten illness duration by about 1 
day.  The medication often has side effects so is not always recommended.  

• COVID-19 rapid-antigen test:  This test identifies COVID-19.  Accuracy of the test is determined by the 
timing of the test and patient’s symptoms.  See link on last page for Post-COVID Exposure Guide for 
testing and quarantine. 

• Rapid Strep test:  This test identifies group A streptococcal infection, which is the primary cause of 
Strep throat, and requires antibiotic treatment in kids over 3 years, to prevent possible complications.  
If a rapid Strep test is negative, this means the sore throat is likely caused by a virus.  A throat culture 
is always done to verify negative rapid test results.  These results come back in 2 days, and if this test is 
positive, we will call and start an antibiotic. 

 

REASONS TO CALL OUR OFFICE 
 

• There is trouble breathing or wheezing 

• Fever is over 105 degrees, or it lasts more than 3 days (true fever = 100.4) 

• Unable to urinate at least every 8 hours 

• Nasal discharge is not slowly improving and over 3 week period (nasal discharge caused by a virus starts 
clear, then turns yellow, then turns greenish, then resolves) 

• Cough is not slowly improving over 3 weeks period 

• Reports of ear pain  

• Fever returns after having no fever (without fever reducers) for more than 24 hours 
• You’re feeling worse and worse 
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USEFUL LINKS 
 

Click link below or scan with smartphone any of these helpful resources 
 

 
 

Order Free COVID tests  
 
 

 
 

CDC’s Viral Testing Tool  
 

PAA’s COVID-19 Resources 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Returning to sports after COVID 
 
 

Symptomatic treatment for COVID and other 
viruses in children 6 years and older 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Post-COVID Exposure Guide for testing and 
quarantine 

 
 

Acetaminophen/Ibuprofen dosages   
 
 
 
 

Breathing difficulty examples 
 
 

  Retractions: Video    Wheezing: sound clip 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

https://www.covid.gov/tests
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/viral-testing-tool.html
https://www.pediatricassociates.net/contents/for-more-information-on-covid-19
https://sa1s3.patientpop.com/assets/docs/336026.pdf
https://sa1s3.patientpop.com/assets/docs/336027.pdf
https://sa1s3.patientpop.com/assets/docs/336027.pdf
https://sa1s3.patientpop.com/assets/docs/381417.pdf
https://sa1s3.patientpop.com/assets/docs/381417.pdf
https://sa1s3.patientpop.com/assets/docs/381249.pdf
https://jetem.org/peds_retractions/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T4qNgi4Vrvo&t=4s

