
 

COVID-19, cold, allergies and the flu: What
are the differences?
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If you have signs or symptoms of coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19), it's important that you contact your health care provider
right away for medical advice. But COVID-19, the common cold,
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seasonal allergies and the flu (influenza) cause many similar symptoms. 

So how can you tell if you have COVID-19?

COVID-19 is a contagious respiratory disease caused by infection with
the virus SARS-CoV-2. It usually spreads between people who are in
close contact (within 6 feet, or 2 meters). The virus spreads through
respiratory droplets released when someone breathes, coughs, sneezes,
talks or sings. These droplets can land in the mouth or nose of someone
nearby or be inhaled. The virus can also spread if a person touches a
surface or object with the virus on it and then touches his or her mouth,
nose or eyes, although this isn't considered to be a main way it spreads.

The most common symptoms of COVID-19 are a fever, cough and
tiredness. But there are many other possible signs and symptoms.

Currently, only one antiviral drug, called remdesivir, is approved to treat
COVID-19. Some drugs may help reduce the severity of COVID-19.
Researchers are working to develop several vaccines to prevent
COVID-19.

Both COVID-19 and the common cold are caused by viruses.
COVID-19 is caused by SARS-CoV-2, while the common cold is most
often caused by rhinoviruses. These viruses spread in similar ways and
cause many of the same signs and symptoms. However, there are a few
differences.

While COVID-19 symptoms generally appear two to 14 days after
exposure to SARS-CoV-2, symptoms of a common cold usually appear
one to three days after exposure to a cold-causing virus.

There's no cure for the common cold. Treatment may include pain
relievers and over-the-counter cold remedies, such as decongestants.
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Unlike COVID-19, a cold is usually harmless. Most people recover from
a common cold in three to 10 days, although some colds may last as long
as two or three weeks.

Unlike COVID-19, seasonal allergies aren't caused by a virus. Seasonal
allergies are immune system responses triggered by exposure to
allergens, such as seasonal tree or grass pollens.

COVID-19 and seasonal allergies cause many of the same signs and
symptoms. However, there are some differences.

Also, while COVID-19 can cause shortness of breath or difficulty
breathing, seasonal allergies don't usually cause these symptoms unless
you have a respiratory condition such as asthma that can be triggered by
pollen exposure.

Treatment of seasonal allergies may include over-the-counter or
prescription antihistamines, nasal steroid sprays and decongestants, and
avoidance of exposure to allergens where possible. Seasonal allergies
may last several weeks.

COVID-19 and the flu are both contagious respiratory diseases caused
by viruses. COVID-19 is caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, while the flu
is caused by influenza A and B viruses. These viruses spread in similar
ways.

COVID-19 and the flu cause similar symptoms. The diseases can also
cause no symptoms or mild or severe symptoms. Because of the
similarities, it can be hard to diagnose which condition you have based
on symptoms alone. Testing may be done to see if you have COVID-19
or the flu. You can also have both diseases at the same time. However,
there are some differences.
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COVID-19 symptoms generally appear two to 14 days after exposure to
SARS-CoV-2. Flu symptoms usually appear about one to four days after
exposure to an influenza virus.

COVID-19 can cause more-serious illnesses in some people than the flu.
Also, COVID-19 can cause different complications than the flu, such as
blood clots and multisystem inflammatory syndrome in children.

While there is only one antiviral treatment for COVID-19, there are
several antiviral drugs that can be used to treat the flu. Also, you can get
an annual flu vaccine to help reduce your risk of the flu. The flu vaccine
can also reduce the severity of the flu and the risk of serious
complications. The vaccine can be given as a shot or as a nasal spray.

You can reduce your risk of infection from the viruses that cause
COVID-19, colds and the flu by following several standard precautions.
Research suggests that following these measures, such as social
distancing and wearing a face mask, might have helped shorten the
length of the flu season and lessened the number of people affected in
the 2019-2020 flu season.

Standard precautions to reduce your risk of COVID-19, colds and the flu
include:

Avoiding close contact (within 6 feet, or 2 meters) with anyone
outside your household, especially if you have a higher risk of
serious illness
Wearing a cloth face mask when you're in public spaces, such as
the grocery store, where it's difficult to avoid close contact with
others
Washing your hands often with soap and water for at least 20
seconds, or using an alcohol-based hand sanitizer that contains at
least 60% alcohol
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Avoiding crowded indoor spaces
Covering your mouth and nose with your elbow or a tissue when
you cough or sneeze
Avoiding touching your eyes, nose and mouth
Cleaning and disinfecting high-touch surfaces, such as
doorknobs, light switches, electronics and counters, daily

The best way to prevent seasonal allergies is to avoid your known
triggers. If you're allergic to pollen, stay inside with windows and doors
closed when pollen is high.

Wearing a cloth face mask to slow the spread of COVID-19 also might
provide some protection against seasonal allergies. Masks can prevent
you from inhaling some larger pollen particles. However, smaller pollen
particles will still be able to get through a mask. It's also important to
wash your mask after each use since a mask might carry pollen particles.

If you think you might have signs or symptoms of COVID-19, talk to
your doctor. Remember, taking preventive measures can help you stay
healthy and reduce your risk of becoming ill with COVID-19, the flu or
the common cold. 
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