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Do   over-the-counter cold and cough medicines make children better? 

 

The  pediatricians   and  nurses  of  Child Health  Associates  have  long  conveyed to  parents 

that over the counter  (OTC)  cold  remedies  do not cure  the runny nose or  cough  associated 

with upper respiratory  infection.  They also do not appear to reduce the number of days a child 

will have cold symptoms.   Yet  many parents and  doctors  felt that  cold  remedies at least made  

children  temporarily  feel  better by not  coughing as  much and  being able to breath easier.   

Scientific studies  in  adults,  have  shown that  cough  medicines  do  temporarily  suppress 

cough, but few  studies are done on children.   One study suggests that cold medicines are not 

effective in children  under  age  6 years.   Coughing is a natural protective reflex and there are 

illnesses during which it is best not to suppress a child’s cough.  Furthermore, doses are 

estimated for children from their adult counterparts, and it is known that some children 

metabolize these medicines differently, possibly putting them at risk.  Yet, partly out of 

compassion for children and their parents, pediatricians have been recommending cold and 

cough remedies for decades.   

 

Are there safety concerns with over the counter pediatric cold and cough medicines and 

can I use cold and cough medicines for my child?   

  

Early in 2008, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration issued a “Public Health Advisory” about 

the use of OTC cold remedies in children. They received reports of rare, but serious side effects 

from accidental overdose of  decongestants and cough  preparations , especially in infants under  

age  one year.  In  response to  this  FDA Advisory,  drug  companies  have  pulled  all  INFANT  

cold and cough  products from the  pharmacy  shelves.   The  FDA  has not issued their  review 

of use of these  products for children  older than  2 years, but  site  concerns about  emergency 

room  data  showing visits for  seizures,  rapid  heart  rate and  decreased  levels of consciousness  

in  children who  took cold and cough  medications.   

 

There are still several  brands of  cold and cough  products  designed for use in children over age 

4 years, on the  pharmacy  shelves.  If  parents  wish to  try  these  products to  help their  

children  temporarily feel  better  , there are a  few  good  rules to follow:  

 

- Follow  label  directions on any  OTC  medication 

- Learn to  read and understand  labeled  ingredients  

- Only use measuring cups that come with the medication, or dosing syringes 

- made for  measuring medication for children 

- Give   only one or two  doses  per day relying mostly on non-medication means 

of  nursing your  child  back to health 

- Never  give  cold medicines to a child who is vomiting or at risk for dehydration 

- Limit use of OTC  cold  medications to children  4 years old or older 

 

See also:  “Helping my  child  get through colds and cough  without  medication”  and         

“ Understanding the ingredients in cold and cough  medications”  found in our  parent  

education  section of  your  Child  Health  Associates   web  site.   
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