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Viral 
Upper Respiratory Tract Infection

· What is a Viral upper respiratory tract infection?

The upper respiratory tract is the part of the airway that extends from the mouth and nose down to the larger passages in the lungs. As a broad rule there are two types of germ that can infect us – bacteria and viruses. Most respiratory tract infections are caused by viruses. These invade the cells lining the airways and cause inflammation. It is this inflammation that causes the symptoms of cough, sore throat, runny nose, earache etc.
· Is it serious?

Generally no. It is a self-limiting illness that will cause you no long term harm. You may feel miserable for a week or so and the cough could continue for several weeks – this does not mean the infection has ‘gone to your chest’ unless there is a considerable deterioration in your condition.
· Why hasn’t my doctor given me antibiotics?

Antibiotics do not kill viruses. You have a viral infection and taking antibiotics will expose you to all the risks of antibiotics (side effects such as diarrhoea, allergic reactions and creating resistance) with very little chance of any benefit at all. Your immune system is much better than any medicine at fighting this viral infection.
· Why do I keep getting these infections?

The average person gets four of these infections per year (the average pre-school child gets seven).  There are hundreds of different viruses that can cause the symptoms of an upper respiratory tract infection. Once you’ve fought each one off you are immune to that virus but there are still many more that can and will infect you.

· What can I do to help myself?

Although you can’t speed up your immune systems fight with the infection, you can help yourself to feel better by relieving the symptoms of the infection:
Paracetamol – cheap unbranded paracetamol from your community pharmacist taken regularly will reduce fever, relieve headaches and ease any muscular aches and pains you may have. Be careful if taking cold and flu preparations – lots of these contain paracetamol as well.
Fluids – it is possible to become dehydrated with a blocked nose and fever so drink lots of clear fluids.
Rest – It is probably regarded as socially unacceptable to cough over work mates, but once the worst of the symptoms are controllable it would be good to get back to work.  Your immune system is more likely to be able to fight off the infection if you give it the space and time to do so – trying to keep working when you are unwell probably impedes this process.
Cough mixture – there is no scientific evidence that these help.

Decongestants – these are not recommended as although they might make you feel better in the short term they can cause a ‘rebound’ effect where you become even more blocked up as they wear off.

Further references:
http://www.patient.co.uk/health/Upper-Respiratory-Tract-Infection-(URTI).htm
