
Colds or “the common cold”
Symptoms include a stuffy, runny nose, sore throat,
and cough. Not severe symptoms 
Can last around 2 weeks

Seasonal Flu 
Flu symptoms are more severe than colds.
Both cold and flu can have runny, stuffy nose, cough,
and sore throat. Unlike a cold, the flu can also cause
high fever (100.4°F or higher) that lasts for 3-4 days,
along with a headache, fatigue, and general aches
and pain
Can lasts for up to 2 weeks

  
COVID-19 

Common symptoms have changed over time
Symptoms look similar to the flu (runny or stuffy
nose, headache, sore throat, fever, a cough, fatigue)
Unique symptoms include loss of taste or smell or
sometimes shortness of breath (which can be severe)
Symptoms can be mild to severe
Last 1 to 4 weeks, or longer

Allergies
Symptoms include a stuffy, runny nose, and itchy,
watery eyes. Allergy symptoms last as long as
allergens are present. An allergen is the thing you are
allergic to, like pollen or pet dander
Unlike cold, flu, or COVID-19, you won’t have a fever,
body aches, or fatigue

Is  it  COVID,  a  cold,  the
flu,  or  allergies? 



Symptoms  Flu  COVID-19  Cold  Allergies

Symptom Onset  Abrupt onset 
Gradual onset, then sudden

escalation of severity 
Gradual onset 

Abrupt onset with
change of seasons 

Severity of symptoms  Moderate to severe  Mild to severe  Mild  Mild 

Length of symptoms  1-2 weeks  1 week to 4 weeks  1-2 weeks  Over the allergy season 

Cause  Influenza (“flu”) virus  COVID-19 virus 
A virus (usually

Rhinovirus) 
An allergen, like dust,

pollen, or cat hair 

Fever  Common  Common  Rare  Never 

Headache  Common  Common  Rare 
Sometimes (related to

sinus pain) 

General Aches, Pains  Usual, can be severe  Usual, can be severe  Slight  Never 

Loss of Taste or Smell  Never  Common  Never  Rare 

Fatigue, Weakness  Common  Common  Sometimes, but mild  Never 

Stuffy, Runny Nose  Sometimes  Sometimes  Common  Common 

Sneezing  Sometimes  Sometimes  Common  Common 

Sore Throat  Sometimes  Sometimes  Common  Sometimes 

Chest Discomfort, Cough 
Common, can become

severe 
Common, can become

severe 
Common 

Sometimes, more
common if you have

asthma 

Diarrhea  Sometimes  Sometimes  Never  Never 

OTC Treatment 
Get plenty of rest. Stay hydrated. Acetaminophen, or

ibuprofen for aches, pains, and fever. Sometimes
antivirals will be prescribed (contact your provider).  

Get plenty of rest. Stay
hydrated. Decongestants

and cough drops. 

Avoid the things that you
are allergic to!
Antihistamines
Nasal steroids

Decongestants 

Prevention 

Get flu and COVID vaccine each fall. If you are over
65 years old, often you may need 2 COVID shots per
season. Wash your hands often. Avoid close contact

with anyone who has the flu or COVID. 

Wash your hands. Avoid
close contact with anyone

who has a cold. 

Avoid allergens, such as
pollen, dust, mold, or pet

dander. 

Complications 
Pneumonia; can be
life-threatening  

Pneumonia, trouble
breathing; can be life

threatening. 

Sinus infection, middle ear
infection, asthma 

Sinus infection, middle
ear infection, asthma 

Differences between
common ailments

Table adapted from: NIH New’s in Health “Cold, Flu, or Allergy?” (https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2014/10/cold-flu-or-allergy) and Cooper University Healthcare’s “Cold, Flu,
Allergies, or COVID-19?”  https://blogs.cooperhealth.org/ehealth/2020/09/16/cold-flu-allergies-or-covid-19-2/ 



Nasal irrigation and nose drops:
Reduce nasal stuffiness, runny
nose, and sneezing.  
Examples: Ocean®, Little
Remedies®, Simply Saline® 

Non-Drug Treatments

Cough drops, honey, and
saltwater gargles: 

Help soothe the throat
and suppress cough
reflex 

Humidifier or steamy showers: 
Help reduce congestion 

This symbol means the medication considered safe for those with heart issues,
including high blood pressure, heart failure, history of heart attack or stroke, or
coronary artery disease.

Yikes! This symbol means the medication could be unsafe to use in those with
heart disease, especially long term, 



NSAIDs: Ibuprofen (Advil®, Motrin®)
Naproxen (Aleve®)

Side effects: 
Can cause stomach upset, increased risk of stomach
bleeds. Take with food 
In patients with or at risk for heart diseases, NSAIDs
can increase the risk of major stroke and heart attacks 
Caution if on blood thinning drugs, in kidney disease, if
history of stomach bleeds or heart failure 
Do not exceed maximum 1200 mg daily 

 
Acetaminophen (Tylenol®) 

Side effects: nausea, vomiting, headache 
Do not exceed maximum 3000 mg daily 
Having 3 or more alcoholic drinks per day
can increase risk of liver damage 

Oxymetazoline (Afrin®, Vicks Sinex®) 
Side effects: rebound congestions if
used for more than 3 days 

Over-the-counter
Medications

For aches, pain, and fever 

Guaifenesin (Mucinex®,
Robitussin Mucus + Chest
Congestion®, Robitussin DM®) 

“Expectorants”
Used in “productive” cough with
mucus, help thin mucus and
move secretions out of the
airway
Side effects: nausea, dizziness,
headache 

Dextromethorphan (Delsym®,
Robitussin Cough®) 

“Cough suppressants”
Used for “dry” cough, help
suppress the cough reflex 
Side effects: nausea, vomiting,
drowsiness  

For cough

For congestion
Phenylephrine (Sudafed PE®),
Pseudoephedrine (Sudafed®) 

Side effects: increased blood
pressure, fast heart rate, trouble
sleeping 
Caution if history of heart diseases,
high blood pressure, and urinary
retention (like BPH)



Natural products
Zinc 

Used for cold prevention and
treatment 
Side effects: mouth irritation,
metallic taste, nausea 
Should not be used for more than 7
days 

Vitamin C
Can help decrease the duration of
the cold  
Side effects: diarrhea  

Prescription Medications

For cough 
Codeine 
Benzonatate (Tessalon Perles®) 

For treatment of viral infections 
Flu: Oseltamivir (Tamiflu®) 
COVID: Paxlovid®  

  
​ C​odeine and Paxlovid have significant drug interactions with other
medications. This can increase your risk of serious side effect​s,
including possible heart risks. Talk to your provider or pharmacist
before starting these medications.

Medications to Avoid 
Camphor, menthol and eucalyptus (Vicks®): proved to be ineffective 

Camphor and menthol are toxic if ingested 
Antihistamines: not recommended for cough, cold, and flu treatment 
Avoid combination products to reduce risk of over-treating and side
effects 


