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Acute bronchitis is an infection of the lower 

respiratory tract.  The bronchi, or the tubes 

that carry air to and from the lungs, swell and 

create more mucous than usual. 

 
With acute bronchitis, a person’s main 

symptom is a cough.  Cough may be dry or 

productive.  Prior to this, upper respiratory 

infection (a common cold) symptoms may 

have been present, or still persist.  Wheezing, 

shortness of breath, congestion, chest 

tightness, and general feeling of “under the 

weather” also may occur. 

Acute bronchitis is most likely caused by a 

virus.  Thus an antibiotic is often NOT 

necessary. 
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to try to figure out what other illnesses may 

be present.  They will also do a physical 

exam focused on your chest, head and neck. 

Based on your story, blood may be sampled 

or your chest may be x-rayed. 

What is the treatment and when will I 

get better? 

Since the illness is most likely caused by a 

virus, there is NOT any medical reason to 

prescribe antibiotics, which are used to treat 

bacterial infections.  Medicines to help make 

a person feel better while the illness is 

present are often suggested.  Examples 

include cough medicine for cough, inhalers 

for shortness of breath and wheezing.  Others 

that may help include dark honey (mixed in 

warm water), echinacea, and pelargonium.  

Smoking cessation, asthma control, heartburn 

control, and allergy control are suggested. 

Typically, acute bronchitis lasts 2-3 weeks.  

Trials have shown that adding antibiotics to 

the symptomatic treatment does not speed up 

the recovery much at all, and in fact, may 

cause increased problems due to side effects 

and antibiotic resistance. 
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What causes Acute Bronchitis? 

Over 95% of the time, a virus causes 

this infection.  Some bacteria can cause 

it too. 

The infection irritates the breathing 

tubes, causing swelling and increased 

secretion of mucous, causing a person 

to cough and feel short of breath. 

What will happen at the clinic? 

The nurse and the doctor will ask you 

about your symptoms and lifestyle like 

the ones in the green box (on the left) 

Acute Bronchitis & Your Visit 
to the Doctor 
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Acute Bronchitis & Your Visit 
to the Doctor 

Your doctor will appreciate knowing certain 
things about your lifestyle and past medical 
history 
 Do you smoke cigarettes? 
 Do you have asthma? 
 Do you ever have heartburn? 
 Have you had a recent cold, or been 

near other sick people? 
 Do you have allergies? 
 How long has this lasted? 
 Has it happened before? 
 Have you recently taken antibiotics? 
 What is your occupation? 
 More details about your cough?

Your doctor will likely try to rule out other 
causes of your cough and symptoms. 

 
 Pneumonia: fever, fast heart rate,  specific 

physical exam and x-ray findings 
 Heartburn causes cough worse when lying 

down or after eating 
 Sinusitis may have facial pain and post-

nasal drainage 
 Asthma causes shortness of breath 

improved by using certain medications 
 Chronic bronchitis lasts > 3 months 
 Allergic rhinitis 


