
 

RSV: What parents should know
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This season has brought an unusually high number of cases of respiratory
syncytial virus, or RSV, with the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention reporting a positivity rate between 15% and 20% among
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Americans in December. Since the respiratory disease is often more
severe in young children, the high number of cases has parents worried.

Though the risk of hospitalization is low, there are still certain signs and
symptoms parents should know, according to Amanda Goddard, a
clinical assistant professor of pediatrics at Tufts University School of
Medicine and a physician at Maine Medical Center. As an infectious
disease specialist, she knows what to watch for when cold and flu season
starts to ramp up.

"We've known about this virus for a long time," she says. "But this
uptick is a bit unprecedented."

Goddard, who completed her pediatric infectious disease fellowship at
University of Washington/Seattle Children's Hospital and worked as a
pediatric infectious disease specialist at Tufts Medical Center before
joining Maine Medical Center, recently shared her advice for families as
RSV circulates this winter.

Symptoms can vary by age

Most people have already had RSV by the age of two since the virus is so
common. Symptoms are typically milder in older children and adults.
Some adults might only have a runny nose or not even notice they're
sick, she says. The symptoms can be more severe for very young
children and older people. Prematurity and underlying health conditions
can increase risk of more severe symptoms for young children.

While RSV causes common cold symptoms in most adults and older
children, it can cause more severe effects in children under the age of
two, such as a type of lung inflammation called bronchiolitis.
Bronchiolitis is different from bronchitis—while bronchitis is an
inflammation of the larger airways, bronchiolitis describes inflammation
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of the bronchioles, when some of the smallest airways in the lungs
become swollen and full of mucus.

Parents of children with bronchiolitis may notice wheezing, as RSV is a
common cause of a child's first bout of wheezing, Goddard says.
Symptoms of bronchiolitis also include fast breathing and something
called retractions, where the areas below and between the ribs sink in
with each attempt to inhale air. However, while a high fever happens
with many other flu-like illnesses, it's less common with RSV. Goddard
recommends this information from the American Academy of Pediatrics
on what to watch for in young children who might have RSV.

Symptoms can be relieved at home

It's possible to treat many symptoms of RSV without heading to the
doctor. For very young children, one main source of discomfort is
congestion—with a stuffy nose, it's hard for babies to breathe and eat
normally. To relieve the congestion, Goddard says parents can use nasal
saline and a suction bulb to remove mucus. Using a cool-mist humidifier
can provide additional relief if the air in the home is dry.

Over-the-counter cough medicine is not recommended for babies and
young children. Though honey can be used to suppress coughs, babies
under one year of age shouldn't eat honey due to risk of botulism. When
a baby is over three months of age, Goddard suggests parents consult
their child's doctor to ask if they should use acetaminophen to suppress a
fever, or ibuprofen if a baby is six months or older.

Some symptoms warrant medical attention

If parents notice wheezing or retractions, they should call their doctor.
Fast breathing, which can sometimes cause head-bobbing in infants, is
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also a sign that the child needs medical attention, she says. Parents may
also notice that a sick baby will be hungry more frequently, which
probably means their congestion is affecting their ability to eat. If a baby
isn't making as many wet diapers as usual, that's a sign of dehydration,
and the baby should visit a doctor, Goddard suggests.

While fever is less common among babies with RSV compared to
influenza, fevers can still happen. For babies under three months of age,
a fever warrants a call to the doctor. Blue or gray lips, as well as grunting
with severe difficulty breathing, or pauses in breathing for 15 seconds or
more, are reasons to call 911.

A hospital stay, though unlikely, may be necessary. About one in 100
children under the age of 6 months will require hospitalization with
RSV. At the hospital, Goddard says the child likely will be given oxygen,
and sometimes fluids or a feeding tube if they have been having
difficulty drinking.

This RSV season is different

Most RSV seasons begin around October and peak in January, but in the
Northeast United States, RSV cases already peaked in October and
November. Doctors and epidemiologists say RSV cases could peak again
this winter. "The seasons for viruses have been very different the past
year and a half," Goddard says.

The reason behind the irregular season could be related to the
COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020 and 2021, many parents kept very young
children at home rather than sending them to in-person daycare or
school. Staying at home, combined with other measures like masking
and handwashing, prevented some young children from contracting
RSV, Goddard says. Now that schools and daycares have returned to in-
person instruction, children who would normally already have immunity
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to RSV are instead falling ill with it for the first time. However,
Goddard says more research will be needed to definitively say what's
causing the irregular season.

Prevention is possible

RSV spreads through touch and through large droplets that people emit
when they sneeze or cough. Sometimes, there's not much parents can do
to prevent RSV, especially if a child is attending school or daycare. But
there are certain precautions that can lower the risk of contracting the
virus.

If babies have older siblings that come home with a runny nose or other
cold symptoms, the siblings should be kept away from the baby, if
possible. As families gather for the holidays, Goddard also recommends
parents of children under one to ask relatives who are sick to not touch
the babies, even if the relative insists it's just allergies.

Encouraging children to wash their hands, especially before meals and
nap times (when children rub their eyes), can also help prevent infection.
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