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About Common Cold

KEY POINTS

Different respiratory viruses can cause a cold.

You can get a cold any time of year.

Colds usually last less than a week.

Overview

A cold is a viral infection of the upper respiratory tract (also called an upper respiratory infection or URI). Colds usually last less than a week and

are caused by different respiratory viruses. They are also one of the most frequent reasons for missed school and work. Every year in the United

States, adults have an average of two to three colds, and children often have more.

Signs and symptoms

The signs and symptoms of a cold usually peak within 2 to 3 days of infection and can include:

Runny nose or nasal congestion

Cough

Sneezing

Sore throat

Headache

Mild body aches

Fever (usually low grade in older children and adults)

Complications

Complications from infection with respiratory viruses can include:

Mild to moderate:

Middle ear infections (infection behind the ear drum)

Sinus infections

Potentially severe:

Asthma attacks (wheezing, difficulty breathing)

Bronchiolitis (infection of the small airways)

Bronchitis (infection of the large airways)

Pneumonia (infection of the lungs)

Worsening of chronic medical conditions (for example, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, heart failure)
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Some respiratory illnesses, such as COVID-19, flu, and RSV, can have serious outcomes. Outcomes can include hospitalization or death,

especially among groups at increased risk for severe illness. This includes infants, older adults, or those with underlying medical conditions or

weakened immune systems.

Causes and spread

Causes

More than 200 respiratory viruses can cause colds. Rhinoviruses are the most frequent cause of colds in the United States. Other respiratory

viruses that can cause colds in the United States include common human coronaviruses, parainfluenza viruses, adenoviruses, enteroviruses

(including EV-D68), and human metapneumovirus.

SARS-CoV-2 (the virus that causes COVID-19), influenza virus (the virus that causes flu), and respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) can also cause

cold-like symptoms but do not cause colds. These respiratory viruses are more likely to cause severe illness. If you have cold-like symptoms and

suspect you have COVID-19 or flu, get tested, especially if you're at higher risk for severe illness. Antiviral treatments are available for COVID-

19 and flu and work best when started very soon after symptoms begin.

Spread

Different respiratory viruses spread in different ways. Most respiratory viruses are spread through droplets that an infected person releases

when they cough or sneeze. These droplets can enter your body if you breathe them in or touch a contaminated surface and then touch your

eyes, nose, or mouth. Some viruses can also spread through close personal contact, such as shaking hands with an infected person and then

touching your eyes, nose, or mouth.

You can get a cold any time of year. Many respiratory viruses, like influenza virus and RSV, usually circulate during winter, but other viruses that

can also cause cold symptoms circulate during spring, summer, or fall.

SOURCES

Tip 

You can take steps to reduce your risk of getting a respiratory virus or spreading one to others. Read CDC's Respiratory Virus Guidance.
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