
Cough/cold in children  

1 year and over—advice sheet 

Advice for Parents and Carers 

Cough is extremely common in children and usually gets better by itself with no specific treat-
ment, although the cough often takes 2 to 3 weeks to disappear. Occasionally, children with 
cough can sometimes develop a chest infection.  
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Symptoms of a chest infection 

Causes of cough 

Common symptoms include: 

 Prolonged fever 

 Breathing faster than usual 

 Using extra effort when breathing 

 Being too breathless to feed (young children) or complete sentences (older children) 

 Chest pain when breathing or coughing 

Symptoms of a chest infection can come on over 24-48 hours or more slowly over several days.  A child with a 

chest infection is usually very tired and looks unwell. 

Most Cases of a cough in children (under 5 years of age) are caused by viral infections, your child may also have a 

runny nose, cough or earache. 

Most children with a cough do not need antibiotics.  That’s because research has shown that antibiotics make 

very little difference to how quickly your child gets better. 

Antibiotics are usually only considered if your child has a high temperature for more than 24 hours and is 

breathing faster than normal plus using extra effort when breathing.  If your child has a wheeze and difficulty 

breathing they are very unlikely to benefit from antibiotics but may benefit from inhalers. 

In addition, if your child has any amber or red features above, they will need to be urgently seen by a healthcare 

professional who may decide that your child may benefit from additional treatment. 

You can relieve symptoms by: 

 Giving your child paracetamol or ibuprofen if they have a fever 

 Encourage your child to drink plenty of fluids 

It can take a few weeks for a child to fully recover from a cough.  Children rarely cough up phlegm but they are 

still clearing their chest.  If you are worried that after an initial improvement, their cough is getting significantly 

worse, or not getting better after 4 weeks,  you should take your child to see their GP.  Most children make a full 

recovery from a chest infection with no lasting effects. 



Prevention 

It is not always easy to avoid catching these infections.  However, good hygiene practices can prevent infections 

spreading. 

 Wash your hands regularly and thoroughly 

 Use a tissue when coughing or sneezing and put it in the bin 

 Avoid sharing glasses or utensils with people who are unwell. 


