COUGH
ASK YOUR PHARMACIST?
Eamonn Brady is a pharmacist and the owner of Whelehans Pharmacy, Pearse St, Mullingar. If you have any health questions e-mail them to info@whelehans.ie

Question
I get a cough quite regularly especially during the winter months. I am a teacher and it can be very irritating in the classroom. I would like to know what is best way to treat the cough and is there anything I can do to prevent me getting the cough so regularly. 
GC, Mullingar
Answer

A winter cold can produce an acute, irritating cough. Normally, a cough is a reflex action to clear the throat of any foreign bodies or particles, such as dust. But when you get a cold, the infected mucus from your nose drips down the back of your throat in a process called post-nasal drip. This post-nasal drip causes a type of cough that is not helpful at all.

This type of cough is annoying and unnecessary. Some people find simple over-the-counter cough mixtures helpful in suppressing such a cough. Don’t take a cough mixture for a prolonged period. If you have a cough for more than a couple of weeks, it could indicate something more serious than a cold.

Essentially there are two types of cough, a DRY or a CHESTY cough. Chesty coughs occur when mucus (also called phlegm or catarrh) builds up in the airways and the cough occurs so your body can clear the mucus. 

A chesty cough mixture such as Benylin® or Robitussin® will help clear the catarrh. In Whelehans, we make up our own Cough Mixture which is very effective for chesty coughs. Chesty cough mixtures contain an expectorant which liquefy the catarrh so it can be coughed up easier. You can get a non drowsy cough mixture or one which causes drowsiness which can be used at night to help you sleep. There are sugar free versions of cough mixtures which are suitable for diabetics.

Dry cough mixtures contain ingredients such as dextromethorphan. Dry cough mixtures are available in drowsy or non drowsy versions. It is important not to use dry cough mixtures when you have a chesty cough as this will only suppress the cough and you will not clear the mucus. 
There are also cough mixtures available which contain decongestants which are effective if you have a congested head as well as a cough. 

It is difficult to give a hard and fast list of when you should see your doctor, but below is a list which covers the main things to look out for:-

    * phlegm which is green, yellow or rusty colour
    * coughing up blood
    * cough lasting longer than two weeks
    * shortness of breath
    * chest pain on breathing or coughing
    * unexpected loss of weight
    * regular night time cough
    * harsh barking cough in children (croup)
    * whooping sound when breathing in after a fit of coughing (whooping cough)

Some blood pressure tablets can cause a persistant dry cough so if you think this may be the case, speak to your pharmacist or doctor.

SELF HELP

Stop smoking
If you are determined to continue smoking, at least stop for the duration of the cough to give the lungs an opportunity to try to clear the infection.
Steam inhalations
These can be very useful, particularly in productive (chesty) coughs. The steam helps to liquefy lung secretions and the warm, moist air is comforting. Menthol and eucalyptus can also help reduce congestion in a cough associated with a cold and one teaspoonful of it should be added to a pint of hot (but not boiling water). A cloth or towel can be put over the head to trap the steam.
Increase fluid intake
Keeping a high fluid intake helps to hydrate the lung s and hot drinks can have a soothing effect. If you have a cough or a cold, increase your fluid intake by around two litres a day.

PREVENTION
As so many different viruses can cause the common cold, no vaccination against it has yet been developed. Coughs and colds tend to be more common in the winter as we spend more time indoors in closer contact with other people so viruses have more opportunity to spread. The classroom environment where you are in close contact with many children unfortunately makes you more prone to picking up a cough virus.
However, if you have a cough or cold there are some things you can do to help prevent it from spreading:

· wash your hands regularly and properly, especially after touching your nose or mouth and before handling food, 

· always sneeze and cough into tissues. This should help prevent the virus-containing droplets from your nose and mouth entering the air where they can infect others. Throw away used tissues immediately and then wash your hands, and 

· do not share cups or kitchen utensils with others. Use your own cup, plates and cutlery.
Disclaimer: Information given is suitable for the person above only; Please ensure you consult with your healthcare professional before making any changes recommended
