
 BRONCHIOLITIS AND RSV 
 
Bronchiolitis is a viral infection of the small airways in the lungs that commonly affects infants and young 
children in the winter and early spring.  There are several different viruses that can cause bronchiolitis, RSV 
being one of the best known.  Usually bronchiolitis will start out as a head cold with a lot of congestion and 
thick runny nose, along with a little cough.  For older children and adults, this is usually the extent of the 
illness that this group of viruses causes; however, in young children and infants the disease can progress to 
involve the small airways call bronchioles.  When this happens, the children will start to struggle to breathe.  
If the disease progresses further, their lungs may not be able to exchange air like they should, and the 
children need supplemental oxygen to support them.  If things continue to progress, they may also need 
help breathing in an intensive care unit. 
 
Fortunately, most children and infants never progress to needing intensive care or even supplemental 
oxygen.  Because this is a viral illness and will not get better with antibiotics, many children can actually be cared 
for at home, without ever seeing their doctor.  The basics of home care for infants and children center 
around one big area, keeping secretions under control.  There are a few things you can do to help: 

- Suction the baby’s nose to keep nasal secretions from blocking air flow. 
- Use a non-medicated saline nose spray in addition to suctioning to help thin the secretions and 

to facilitate suctioning. 
- Run a humidifier (warm or cold – parent’s preference). 
- Have the baby sleep with her head elevated slightly. 

 
In addition to the difficulty with secretions, many babies will also develop a fever for the first 3-4 days of 
the illness.  If your child is over 3 months old, you can treat this fever with acetaminophen (e.g. Tylenol).  If 
you child in younger than 3 months and develops a fever of over 100.4 degrees, she should be seen 
immediately by her doctor. 
 
It is often difficult for parents of children with bronchiolitis, or any cold with cough, to know when it is OK 
to keep the baby at home vs. taking her to the doctor.  The following are signs that your child is having 
trouble breathing and should be seen: 

- Any blueness in the lips or nail beds means she needs seen immediately. 
- Persistently fast breathing (much faster than normal). 
- Widening her nostrils with each breath. 
- Retractions – will look like she is trying to pull her stomach up into her chest or that her ribs are 

trying to pop out with each breath. 
- Poor feeding. 
- Fever 100.4 or above in any baby less than 3 months old or lasting more than 3-4 days in an 

older baby – This would raise concern for a possible secondary infection which may need 
treatment with an antibiotic. 

 



Unfortunately there is no easy way to prevent your baby from getting bronchiolitis or any other cold, but 
there are a few easy things you can do to help decrease her risk: 

- Wash your hands frequently and well with soap and water or use hand sanitizer. 
- Ensure that all that touch or handle your baby are healthy and have cleaned their hands first. 
- Try to avoid large public gatherings (the more people your baby is around, the more likely she is 

to get sick), but when you have to go into public try to keep her covered in her car seat. 
- Don’t allow anybody who is sick to be around your baby.  If she has siblings who are ill, try to 

keep them away from her as much as possible. 
- Don’t smoke, especially around the baby, as this will irritate her lungs making things worse for 

her. 
 
Bronchiolitis, especially RSV, can be a very severe illness, but despite all the horror stories, the majority of 
children who come down with it do very well.  With an understanding of what you can do for your child, 
you will be better able to care for her at home.  Keep in mind though, that the above guidelines with 
difficulty breathing are just generalizations, and that anytime you are worried about your baby, it is best to 
have her seen by her physician to ensure that she gets all the support she needs. 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
The information contained on Dr. Tyson Horkley’s website, including all of its linked pages, is provided for your general 
information only. It is not intended to replace medical advice offered by health care providers. If you have or suspect you have 
a medical problem, you should consult a healthcare provider. 
  

  

 


