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Why shouldn’t I take antibiotics for a cold or flu?
Antibiotics kill bacteria, not viruses. Antibiotics fight infec-
tions caused by bacteria. But most respiratory infections are 
caused by viruses. Antibiotics can’t cure a virus.

Viruses cause: 
• All colds and flu.
• Almost all sinus infections. 
• Most bronchitis (chest colds). 
• Most sore throats, especially with a cough, runny nose, 

hoarse voice, or mouth sores. 

Antibiotics have risks. Antibiotics can upset the body’s 
natural balance of good and bad bacteria. 

Antibiotics can cause:
• Nausea, vomiting, and severe diarrhea.
• Vaginal infections.
• Nerve damage.
• Torn tendons.
• Life-threatening allergic reactions.

Many adults go to emergency rooms because of side effects 
from antibiotics. 

Overuse of antibiotics is a serious problem. Wide use of an-
tibiotics breeds “superbugs.” These are bacteria that become 
resistant to antibiotics. They can cause drug-resistant infec-
tions, even disability or death. The resistant bacteria—the 
superbugs—can also spread to family members and others. 

~continued other side

Colds, Flu, and Bronchitis: Treatment and Care 
Colds, flu, and other respiratory illnesses in adults: When you need antibiotics—and when you don’t
If you have a sore throat, cough, or sinus pain, you might expect to take antibiotics. After all, you feel bad, and you want to get 
better fast. But antibiotics don’t help most respiratory infections, and they can even be harmful. 
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Conditions & Treatments

• Acute Low-back Pain 
• Dehydration Prevention
• Flu Overview
• High Blood Pressure
• Insomnia
• Poison Ivy
• Sun Safety Tips
• Tick Bites
• Tips for Keeping a Healthy Weight

• Treat & Prevent the Common Cold 
• Upper Respiratory Infection
• Urinary Tract Infection

Exercise Related

• Air Squat
• Bent-over Row
• Heavy Carry
• Hip Bridge
• Home Exercise Demonstration
• Low Back-pain Stretches

• Overhead Press
• Post-workout Nutrition
• Pre-workout Nutrition
• Side Plank

General Practice Information

• APF (tour of the practice)
• APF Care Alliance
• APF: Patient’s Guide 
• Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 
• Health Coaching 

Vidscrips now available for viewing on APF website
Vidscrips are a series of brief videos about a single health topic, created by your own healthcare provider. From the APF 
website, click on News and Patient Videos in the left-hand navigation.



Overuse of antibiotics leads to high costs.  
Drug-resistant infections usually need more costly drugs, 
extra medical care, and sometimes a hospital stay. In the US, 
this costs over $20 billion a year. 

You may need an antibiotic if you have one of the infections 
listed below.
•  A sinus infection that doesn’t get better in 10 days. Or it 

gets better and then suddenly gets worse. 
•  A fever of 102° F, or fever over 100.6° F for 3 days or more; 

green or yellow mucus; or face pain for 3 or more days in a 
row.

•  Bacterial pneumonia. Symptoms can include cough with 
colored mucus, fever of at least 100.6° F, chills, shortness of 
breath, and chest pain when you take a deep breath. 

•  Whooping cough (pertussis). The main symptoms are fits 
of severe, rapid coughing. They may end with a “whoop” 
sound. 

•  Strep throat. Symptoms include sudden throat pain, pain 
when swallowing, a fever of at least 100.6 F, and swollen 
glands. 

How can I treat a cold, flu, or bronchitis?
•  Stay at home and get plenty of rest, especially if you have a 

fever. 
•  Drink lots of fluids, especially water and other clear liquids.
•  Use a humidifier. Steam from a hot shower or bath can also 

help.
•  Stop smoking and avoid secondhand smoke. 
•  For nasal discomfort, use salt water (saline) drops or spray 

to help loosen mucus and moisten the tender skin in your 
nose. 

•  To soothe a sore throat, gargle with salt water, drink warm 
beverages, or eat or drink something cool. Throat sprays or 
lozenges also may help relieve the pain. 

What medicines are available to treat a cold, flu, or 
bronchitis?
There are medicines that don’t require a prescription, which 
can help treat your symptoms, but they do not shorten the 
length of time you are sick. Some medicines are made to treat 
more than one symptom, so read the package, and follow the 
instructions carefully. 

If you have questions about whether it’s safe for you to take 
these medicines, call your doctor. 
•  Fever and aches: Acetaminophen (Tylenol and generic); 

Ibuprofen (Advil and generic); or Aspirin (Bayer or other)

•  Cough: A product with dextromethorphan. See a doctor if 
your cough lasts 3 days or more.

•  Stuffy nose (nasal congestion): Decongestants help shrink 
the swelling and mucus in your nose and sinuses. 

•  Runny nose: Antihistamines (Benadryl; Claritin) can dry up 
the mucus in your nose, but some make you tired, so you 
should not use them if you will be driving. 

How can I prevent getting or spreading a virus?  
(Hint: try to avoid them!)
•   Get these vaccines:

-  Influenza (flu) vaccine: get one every year, in October or 
November.

- Pneumonia vaccine: when you turn 65, get two shots, a 
year apart.

- Tdap vaccine for tetanus, diphtheria, and pertussis 
(whooping cough): all adults should get this once, fol-
lowed by a tetanus-diphtheria booster shot every 10 
years. 

•   Wash your hands often with soap and water, or use an 
alcohol-based hand gel. 

•   Cough or sneeze into a tissue or the inside of your elbow. 
Always wash your hands after using a tissue, as well as 
before touching your eyes, nose, or mouth. 

•   Avoid close physical contact with people who are sick. 
•   Do not share eating utensils, drinking glasses, towels, or 

other personal items. 
•   Use a household cleaner and cloth to wipe things that are 

touched often, such as door knobs, toys, and phones.

What do I need to know if my doctor prescribes 
antibiotics?
Viral infections sometimes lead to bacterial infections. If your 
doctor does prescribe an antibiotic for you, make sure you do 
the following:
•  Take all of the medicine as prescribed, even if you feel better 

after a few days. 
•  Do not skip doses. 
•  Do not give any of your medicine to anyone else. 
•  Do not save any antibiotics for the next time you feel sick.

This article is adapted from MGH/PCOI “Colds, Flu, and 
Bronchitis: Treatment and Care” and “Choosing Wisely: Colds, 
Flu, and Other Respiratory Illnesses in Adults,” the first of which  
can be found in the Resources section of Patient Gateway, 
under Partners Care Advice (PCOI), along with patient hand-
outs about many other health and wellness topics.

What is the Care Alliance PFAC? 
Patient and Family Advisory Councils (PFACs), like the Care 
Alliance (CA), are made up of volunteers who have a variety 
of experiences wth Mass General. At the APF, CA members 
include patients who are employees and family members 
of employees. We participate in monthly meetings and help 
shape APF programs, services, and even new facilities.

Your Care Alliance members 
Nancy Davis, Ann Erwin, Bob Evans, Jarrett Maggio, Paul 
O’Leary, Julie Martin

Contact Us 
Please share your experiences or concerns with us, as well as 
ideas for articles in the LINK, at apfcarealliance@partners.org.


