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Sore, Scratchy Throat?
Soothing Pain From Illness or Allergy
It’s a familiar sensation as the days 
grow shorter and colder: a scratchy, 
painful feeling when you swallow, 
talk, or even just breathe. Some-
times, a sore throat is little more 
than a nuisance. But it can also be a 
sign of serious infection. So how do 
you know which is which? And what 
can you do to soothe a sore throat?
 Many things can trigger a sore 
throat, explains Dr. Alison Han, 
an infectious disease expert at the 
NIH Clinical Center. “It can be an 
allergen. It can be an infection, like 
a virus or bacteria. Sometimes, it’s 
even just dry air,” she says. 
 So, when should you call your 
health care provider? That depends 
on how bad the sore throat is and 
what symptoms come with it, Han 
explains. “If it’s a mild sore throat 
and a runny nose, some congestion, 
that’s probably a typical cold,” she 
says. But severe pain plus symptoms 
like a high fever and a loss of interest 
in eating or drinking may be serious.

For more about sore throats,  
see “Links” in the online article: 
newsinhealth.nih.gov/2023/11/sore-scratchy-throat

Web 
Links

 How long a sore throat lasts 
also matters. “If it’s been more 
than three days, then you might 
want to seek medical advice,” Han 
says. “But at any time, it’s always 
reasonable to call your doctor and 
get an opinion.”
 A very contagious bacterial 
infection called strep can cause a 
sore throat, high fever, and swollen 
glands. Children may also have 
nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain. 
Strep can cause other serious 
health problems. So it’s important 
to see a doctor as soon as possible 
if you think someone in your 
household has strep.
 If test results confirm strep, your 
doctor will prescribe antibiot-
ics. Even if you feel better after 
a few days, it’s important to finish 
the entire prescription. Most causes 
of a sore throat, though, don’t need 
antibiotics. These include allergies 
as well as colds, flu, COVID-19, and 
RSV, which are all caused by viruses. 
Antibiotics only work against bac-
teria. Doctors can sometimes pre-
scribe antiviral medication for cer-
tain viruses, like flu or COVID-19.
 There is no treatment for the 
common cold, but over-the-counter 
products for symptom relief may 
help. For example, acetaminophen, 
ibuprofen, or aspirin (not for kids) 
can reduce pain. Mild allergies can 
be treated using over-the-counter 
antihistamines, decongestants, or 
nasal sprays. But you may need pre-
scription medication or allergy shots 
for severe allergies. 
 A sore throat is a common symp-
tom for the current variants of 
COVID-19. “If you have a sore throat 
and some other cold-like symptoms, 
it’s reasonable to do a COVID-19 
test,” Han says. This can help you 
stop spreading the disease to others. 

l  Warm liquids can help. Try hot 
tea with lemon or gargling with 
warm salt water. 

l  Keep your throat moist with 
lozenges or hard candies. Do not 
give these to young kids.

l  Ice chips or popsicles may help 
numb the pain. 

l  Painkillers like acetaminophen 
or ibuprofen can reduce throat 
pain. Read the label to make sure 
products are safe for children. 
Never give aspirin to kids.

l  Keep the air in your bedroom 
moist with a clean humidifier or 
vaporizer.

l  Avoid smoking or inhaling 
second-hand smoke. Smoke can 
irritate the throat.

Wise Choices
Soothing a Sore 
Throat

 For most causes of a sore throat, 
time is the best healer. Lozenges, 
lollipops, or other hard candies can 
help soothe your throat. Experts now 
recommend that children under the 
age of 4 don’t use any over-the-coun-
ter cold and cough medications. 
 For young kids who might choke on 
candy, cold liquids or popsicles can 
help numb the pain. See the Wise 
Choices box for other tips. 
 The best way to prevent a sore 
throat is to avoid the germs that 
cause them. Wash your hands or use 
hand sanitizer often. Steer clear of 
other people who are sick. And stay 
up to date with the vaccines recom-
mended for your age group, includ-
ing flu, COVID-19, and RSV. “These 
shots can help protect ourselves and 
our loved ones,” Han says.  n

Definitions

Allergen 
Substance that produces an allergic 
reaction when a person comes in contact 
with them, like pollen or dust.
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Health Capsules For links to more information, please visit our website 
and see these stories online.

EBV remains in the body and 
can be inactive or reactivate. The 
researchers suggest that EBV might 
reactivate in some people who have 
Long COVID.
 The study’s findings could lead to 
ways to help diagnose Long COVID. 
They also shed light on factors that 
could affect Long COVID. 
 “These findings can inform more 
sensitive testing for Long COVID pa-
tients and personalized treatments 
for Long COVID,” says study co-lead 
Dr. David Putrino of Mount Sinai.  n

or dancing. Keep bedrooms and 
mealtimes screen-free. Listen to your 
child’s concerns and reward your 
child’s healthy choices with praise 
and love. 
 If you’re concerned about your 
child’s weight, talk with a health 
care professional. Some kids who are 
overweight don’t need to lose weight. 
They may just need to gain weight 
more slowly as they grow taller.   
 Learn more about children and
weight gain at go.nih.gov/NIHNiH
Nov23ChildhoodWeightGain.  n

had not. Among those who had been 
infected, some had Long COVID and 
some did not. 
 The team found that people with 
Long COVID had different amounts 
of germ-fighting immune cells and 
antibodies than those without Long 
COVID. Those with Long COVID 
had more antibodies that attack 
SARS-CoV-2. And they had stronger 
responses to an unrelated virus 
called Epstein-Barr virus (EBV). 
EBV is a common virus that causes 
mononucleosis. After infection, 

and drinks. Not getting enough sleep 
and too much screen time may also 
contribute to excess weight.
 Adopting healthy lifestyle habits 
can help your child reach and stay 
at a healthy weight. Help them learn 
healthy habits by being a good role 
model. Encourage your family to 
do the same. Replace processed 
foods with fruits, vegetables, and 
whole grains. Instead of sugary 
drinks, serve water or low-fat 
milk. Encourage fun activities 
like running, biking, dog-walking, 

Some people end up with long-
lasting illness after being infected 
with SARS-CoV-2, the virus that 
causes COVID-19. This is called 
Long COVID. Symptoms can include 
extreme tiredness, difficulty think-
ing or concentrating, and breathing 
problems. Researchers are trying 
to understand why some people get 
Long COVID and others do not.
 To learn more, a team of scientists 
compared blood samples from more 
than 250 people. Some had been in-
fected with SARS-CoV-2 and some 

Children naturally gain weight as 
they grow and develop. Some kids 
may gain extra pounds, but lose them 
as they develop and grow taller. For 
others, gaining too much weight may 
lead to obesity. Children with obesity 
are more likely to have obesity as 
adults. Over time, excess weight may 
lead to health problems like heart dis-
ease, joint pain, or type 2 diabetes. 
 Genes and family history can affect 
a child’s weight. Other factors include 
getting too little physical activity or 
having too many high-calorie foods 

Insights Into Long COVID      

Scientists have discovered more 
than 10,000 rare diseases. These 
include cancers, blood diseases, 
and genetic diseases passed from 
parent to child. This website has 

easy-to-understand information 
about rare diseases. Get help with 
information in English or Spanish 
by calling 1-888-205-2311 or sub-
mitting a request on the website.

Featured Website
Genetic and Rare Diseases Information Center 
rarediseases.info.nih.gov
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