Patient Handout

PNEUMONIA

What is pneumonia?

Pneumonia is an infection and inflammation of the lungs.

How does it occur?

Pneumonia occurs when the lugs are exposed to germs not usually present in the lungs.  You may have been infected because:

(  You were exposed to a large amount of a virus or bacteria.

(  You were already ill—for example, you had a flu or cold which weakened your immune system.

(  You have a chronic ongoing illness, such as diabetes, chronic bronchitis, or COPD, which makes it easier for you to get all kinds of infections.

(  You smoke cigarettes.

What are the symptoms?

(  Fever and chills


(  Cough with mucus


(  Shortness of breath

(  Chest pain, especially when you take a deep breath

How is it diagnosed?

Your health care provider will check for fever and rate of breathing.  He or she will also listen to your lungs, order a chest X-ray and blood tests.

How is it treated?

You will be given antibiotics and instructions for caring for yourself at home.  You should call or visit your provider if:


(  You are not getting better within 48 hours.


(  You are having trouble breathing.


(  It is hard for you to drink liquids or swallow your medicine.


(  You have no one to help care for you at home.

How long will it last?

Usually you will begin to feel better after 2 to 3 days of antibiotics.  If you are otherwise a healthy person, you should feel close to normal after a week or so.  If you have other medical problems, it may take longer to feel normal.

How can I take care of myself?

(  Start taking your antibiotic medicine right away and take as directed for the entire time.  Do not stop taking your antibiotics simply because you are feeling better.  An incomplete course of antibiotics contributes to resistant bacteria.

(  Rest until you no longer have a fever, chest pain, or cough.

(  Drink lots of fluids.

(  Cough up lung secretions.  Avoid cough suppressant medicines such as Robitussin.

(  Call your provider if you are getting worse or if you are not feeling better in 2-3 days.

How can I avoid getting pneumonia?

(  Don’t smoke.

(  Get a flu shot every October. 

(  Get a Pneumonia vaccine (Pneumovax) if you have a chronic illness or are over age 65.

(  Eat a healthy diet.

(  Exercise regularly.

(  Practice good hand-washing habits when you are sick or around sick people.  Also wash before you eat and drink. 

