
Viral Respiratory Infection: Care Instructions  

 

Your Care Instructions  

Viruses are very small organisms. They grow in number after they enter your body. There are many 
types that cause different illnesses, such as colds and the mumps.  

The symptoms of a viral respiratory infection often start quickly. They include a fever, sore throat, and 
runny nose. You may also just not feel well. Or you may not want to eat much.  

Most viral respiratory infections are not serious. They usually get better with time and self-care.  

Antibiotics are not used to treat a viral infection. That's because antibiotics will not help cure a viral 
illness. In some cases, antiviral medicine can help your body fight a serious viral infection.  

Follow-up care is a key part of your treatment and safety. Be sure to make and go to all 
appointments, and call your doctor if you are having problems. It's also a good idea to know your test 
results and keep a list of the medicines you take.  

How can you care for yourself at home?  

Rest as much as possible until you feel better. 
Be safe with medicines. Take your medicine exactly as prescribed. Call your doctor if you think you 
are having a problem with your medicine. You will get more details on the specific medicine your 
doctor prescribes. 
Take an over-the-counter pain medicine, such as acetaminophen (Tylenol), ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin), 
or naproxen (Aleve), as needed for pain and fever. Read and follow all instructions on the label. Do 
not give aspirin to anyone younger than 20. It has been linked to Reye syndrome, a serious illness. 
Drink plenty of fluids, enough so that your urine is light yellow or clear like water. Hot fluids, such as 
tea or soup, may help relieve congestion in your nose and throat. If you have kidney, heart, or liver 
disease and have to limit fluids, talk with your doctor before you increase the amount of fluids you 



drink. 
Try to clear mucus from your lungs by breathing deeply and coughing. 
Gargle with warm salt water once an hour. This can help reduce swelling and throat pain. Use 1 
teaspoon of salt mixed in 1 cup of warm water. 
Do not smoke or allow others to smoke around you. If you need help quitting, talk to your doctor 
about stop-smoking programs and medicines. These can increase your chances of quitting for good.  

Coughing and Viral Respiratory Infections 
One symptom of viral infection might be coughing. The body has a cough reflex which helps expel 
mucous secretions and irritants from the lung. Cough spasms are periods of continuous coughing 
lasting several minutes. Most coughing is caused by viral respiratory infections. Many of these viral 
infections last for 2-3 weeks. In general coughing helps to clear the airway of phlegm and protect 
the lung from pneumonia. Treatment of cough includes measures to loosen the cough and thin the 
mucous. 

To help with your cough, the following can help: 
Warm liquids, cough drops, and nonprescription cough medicine may help reduce dry, hacking cough. 
Use a humidifier if necessary, as dry air can make coughs worse. Ultrasonic humidifiers are especially useful as 
they kill molds and many bacteria. 
Some cough medicines have antihistamines, decongestants, or alcohol in them; there is no proof that any 
of these help control cough. 
Prescription cough medicine or those with dextromethorphan (DM) should be reserved for dry coughs 
that prevent sleep, or cause spasms or chest pain. 
Avoid any exposure to cigarette smoke, as this will worsen the cough or make it last much longer. 

To avoid spreading the virus  

Cough or sneeze into a tissue. Then throw the tissue away. 
If you don't have a tissue, use your hand to cover your cough or sneeze. Then clean your hand. You 
can also cough into your sleeve. 
Wash your hands often. Use soap and warm water. Wash for 15 to 20 seconds each time. 
If you don't have soap and water near you, you can clean your hands with alcohol wipes or gel.  

When should you call for help? 
Call your doctor now or seek immediate medical care if:  

You have a new or higher fever. 
Your fever lasts more than 48 hours. 
You have trouble breathing. 
You have a fever with a stiff neck or a severe headache. You are sensitive to light. 
You feel very sleepy or confused.  

Watch closely for changes in your health, and be sure to contact your doctor if:  

You do not get better as expected.  
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