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Antibiotics 
If your child has a sore throat, cough, or runny nose, you might expect the doctor to prescribe 
antibiotics. But most of the time, children don't need antibiotics to treat a respiratory illness. In 

fact, antibiotics can do more harm than good. Here's 
why: Antibiotics fight bacteria, not viruses. If your 
child has a bacterial infection, antibiotics may help. But 
if your child has a virus, antibiotics will not help your 
child feel better or keep others from getting sick. 
Antibiotics kill bacteria and cure infections caused by 
bacteria, such as strep throat. Viruses are completely 
unaffected by antibiotics. Remember, we have nursing 
staff available to answer questions as well as daily sick 
check appointments with providers.  

Colds and flu are caused by viruses. 

Chest colds, such as bronchitis, are also caused by 
viruses. Bronchitis is a cough with a lot of thick, sticky phlegm or mucus. Cigarette smoke and 
particles in the air can also cause bronchitis. But bacteria are rarely the cause. 

Most upper respiratory tract infections are also caused by viruses. The symptoms are a lot of mucus 
in the nose and post-nasal drip. Mucus that is colored does not necessarily mean your child has a 
bacterial infection. 
 
Your Child May Need Antibiotics if: 

 A bacterial form of pneumonia or whooping cough is diagnosed by your child's doctor. 
 

 Symptoms of a sinus infection do not get better in 10 to 14 days, or they get better and then 
worse again. 
 

 Your child has a yellow-green nasal discharge and a fever of at least 102° F for several days 
in a row without any improvement in their symptoms. 
 

 Your child has strep throat, after using strict criteria to determine if testing is indicated and 
based on a positive rapid strep test or throat culture. Antibiotics should not be prescribed 
unless one of these tests shows the strep throat bacteria. Strep cannot be diagnosed just by 
looking at the throat. 
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http://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/at-home/medication-safety/Pages/Guidelines-for-Antibiotic-Use.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/ear-nose-throat/Pages/The-Difference-Between-a-Sore-Throat-Strep-and-Tonsillitis.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/at-home/medication-safety/Pages/How-to-Manage-Colds-and-Flu.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/chest-lungs/Pages/Bronchiolitis.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/ear-nose-throat/Pages/The-Difference-Between-Sinusitis-and-a-Cold.aspx
https://healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/chest-lungs/Pages/Pneumonia.aspx
https://healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/chest-lungs/Pages/Whooping-Cough.aspx
https://healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/fever/Pages/When-to-Call-the-Pediatrician.aspx

