
 

 1 
 

Upper respiratory infections (URIs) 

Upper respiratory infections (URIs) are among the most common illnesses in children, with 
symptoms ranging from mild to severe. URIs typically affect the nose, sinuses, throat, and 
upper airways, and can be caused by a variety of viruses and bacteria. Although most URIs 
are self-limited and resolve on their own, they can cause significant discomfort and lead to 
complications in some cases. 

Causes 

The majority of pediatric upper respiratory infections are caused by viral infections, with the 
most common viruses being rhinovirus, adenovirus, coronavirus, and respiratory syncytial 
virus (RSV). These viruses are highly contagious and can spread through respiratory 
droplets, direct contact with infected secretions, and contaminated surfaces. 

Bacterial infections can also cause URIs, but they are less common. Streptococcus 
pneumoniae, Haemophilus influenzae, and Moraxella catarrhalis are some of the bacteria 
that can cause upper respiratory infections in children. 

Risk factors for URIs include exposure to infected individuals, attending daycare, and 
having underlying medical conditions such as asthma, allergies, or immunodeficiency. 

Symptoms 

The symptoms of a pediatric upper respiratory infection can vary depending on the type 
and severity of the infection. Common symptoms of a viral URI include: 

 Runny or stuffy nose 

 Sneezing 

 Coughing 

 Sore throat 

 Low-grade fever 

 Fatigue 

 Headache 

 Muscle aches 

Bacterial URIs may have similar symptoms, but they tend to be more severe and last longer. 
In some cases, a bacterial infection can lead to complications such as sinusitis, ear 
infections, or pneumonia. 

Treatment 

Most pediatric upper respiratory infections are self-limited and do not require specific 
treatment. However, supportive care can help alleviate symptoms and promote recovery. 
Some general measures that can be taken include: 

 Encouraging rest and adequate fluid intake 

 Using saline nasal drops or sprays to relieve nasal congestion 
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 Using a humidifier to moisten the air and ease coughing 

 Using over-the-counter pain relievers such as acetaminophen or ibuprofen to 
relieve pain and fever 

 Avoiding irritants such as cigarette smoke or strong odors that can aggravate the 
respiratory system 

Antibiotics are not effective against viral URIs, but they may be necessary if the infection is 
caused by bacteria or if complications such as sinusitis or pneumonia develop. Antibiotics 
should only be prescribed by a healthcare provider and should be taken as directed. 

Prevention 

Preventing pediatric upper respiratory infections is not always possible, but some 
measures can reduce the risk of infection. These include: 

 Practicing good hand hygiene by washing hands frequently and thoroughly with 
soap and water 

 Covering the mouth and nose when coughing or sneezing 

 Avoiding close contact with people who are sick 

 Keeping children home from school or daycare when they are ill 

 Ensuring that children receive recommended vaccinations, including those for 
influenza and pneumococcal disease 

In conclusion, pediatric upper respiratory infections are common and can cause significant 
discomfort in children. Although most URIs are self-limited and resolve on their own, 
complications can occur in some cases. Treatment is generally supportive, with antibiotics 
reserved for bacterial infections or complications. Prevention measures such as good hand 
hygiene and vaccination can help reduce the risk of infection. If your child is experiencing 
symptoms of a URI, contact your healthcare provider for guidance on appropriate 
management. 


