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Abstract:  This brochure answers some basic questions regarding 
what the symptoms, cause, and treatments of the common cold.  It 
also covers some preventative measures people can take, and 
warning signs that they should contact their physician about. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 



Warning Signs 

Generally, common colds in people that were 
healthy beforehand will resolve on their own 
and do not require visiting the doctor.  
However, here are a few signs that you may 
want to call your doctor about: 

o High fever (above 102 degrees F). 

o Symptoms get worse instead of 
better and/or they last for more than 
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o Trouble breathing or being short of 
breath. 

o Pain or pressure in the chest. 

o Severe or repeated vomiting. 

o Pain over your sinuses (under your 
cheeks and your forehead). 

o Becoming confused and disoriented. 

o Fainting or nearly fainting. 
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The Common Cold 
Treatments 

There is not a cure for the common cold, but there 
are many options for treating the symptoms to 
make you feel better, while your body fights the 
infection. 

 

Simple non-medicinal things to do: 

o Get plenty of rest 

o Drink plenty of clear fluids (e.g. water, soups) 

o Stop smoking – colds can last 3 days longer 
with people that smoke. 

o Saline drops in the nose to loosen mucous 

 

 

 

There are several over-the-counter cold 
medicines that contain many types of medicine.  
Here are common ingredients: 

o Analgesics (e.g. acetaminophen, aspirin, 
ibuprofen and naproxen) – this type of 
medicine relieves pain and reduces the fever.  
Children should not have aspirin. 

o Cough suppressants/Antitussives – these 
medications tell your brain to stop coughing. 

o Expectorants – these ingredients thin mucous, 
which helps it be coughed up easier. 

o Decongestant nasal sprays (e.g. 
phenylephrine, psuedoephedrine) – these 
reduce congestion in your nose.  Children 
should not use these at all, and adults should 
only used them for a few days. 

 
Vitamin/Herbal Remedies:  

How helpful are they? 
 

Zinc  

It is unclear whether zinc helps to 
shorten and improve cold symptoms.  If 
used, it should be started in the first 48 
hours.  There is some concern with 
zinc-containing medicines used in the 
nose causing permanent loss of smell. 

Echinacea 

This plant-derived remedy is used 
frequently for cold symptoms, but there 
have been many studies that show it 
does not help. 

 

Do I need antibiotics? 

A virus causes colds, and antibiotics work 
by killing bacteria not viruses.  
Occasionally, bacteria infect the sinuses 
during a cold, causing facial pain and 
fever.  This sinus infection may require 
antibiotics, but colds do not. 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 What is the common cold? 

When someone has the common cold 
they often develop a stuffy and runny 
nose, sneezing, sore throat, cough, 
headache, fever and tiredness.   

What is it caused by? 
There are many different viruses that 
can each cause what we know as the 
common cold.  Rhinovirus is the most 
common cause of colds. 

How common is it really? 
The common cold is the most common 
temporary illness in the United States.  
The typical adult will have 2-3 colds 
each year.  Children have many more 
colds, around 5-7 per year. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


