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Complications Associated with 
Excessive Mucus Production 
• Secondary bacterial infections

• Sinusitis

• Bronchitis

• Pneumonia
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Red Flags for Referral
• Dyspnea (shortness of breath) or wheezing

• Hemoptysis (coughing up blood)

• Cough of prolonged duration >3 weeks

• Chest pain or shoulder pain

• Dizziness

• Weight loss (since onset of symptoms)

• Fever (in cases of flu, prompt evaluation is important as prescribed antivirals 

must be prescribed within 2 days of onset to have optimal benefit)
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Duration of Cough in Determining 
Etiology – Acute vs Subacute
• Acute Cough (<3 weeks)

− Infectious – URI (cold/flu), acute bronchitis, pneumonia (viral or 
bacterial)

− Allergic
− Cardiac disease – acute pulmonary congestion
− Aspiration (especially among the elderly; occurs after sudden onset of 

choking)

• Subacute cough (3-8 weeks)
− Postinfectious (especially viral, pertussis [whooping cough], 

mycoplasma, or chlamydia)
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Duration of Cough in Determining 
Etiology – Chronic (>8 weeks)
• Chronic sinusitis

• Asthma

• COPD

• GERD

• ACE inhibitor

• Cardiac – CHF

• OSA (Obstructive Sleep Apnea)

• Smoking
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Cold – Treat the Cough and Mucus
• Mobilize the Mucus!

• ER OTC guaifenesin helps prevent secondary infection

• Keep hydrated!

• Persistent cough – choose a combination that includes a cough 
suppressant, like dextromethorphan

• Include decongestant if sinus or ear pressure

• Nonpharmacologic treatments
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Flu – Treat the Cough and Mucus
• Sudden onset of fever, chills, and generalized aches

• Antiviral first 2 days of symptoms (to maximize efficacy)

• Treat symptoms with expectorant to mobilize mucus early 
to prevent secondary infection as well
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Allergies – Treat the Cough and Mucus
• Itchy, watery eyes and sneezing

• No fever

• OTC antihistamines for quick relief (but check medical history)

• Steroid nasal sprays or cromolyn sodium nasal spray for long-term maintenance/prevention 
of allergy symptoms

• Nasal saline and humidification

• Expectorant when cough is productive since antihistamines can cause drying/thickening of 
mucus secretions

• Refer to primary care if allergy symptoms are persisting despite OTC treatment – may 
require allergen immunotherapy
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