
 Health News from the DCF Medical Team 
             RSV (Respiratory Syncytial Virus) 

  
                      What is RSV? 

 
RSV is a viral disease that can cause respiratory infections in children less than 2 years of age.   It is one of the most common causes of 
inflammation of the small airways in the lungs and pneumonia and infects nearly all children by the age of 2.   Premature infants, infants 
younger than 6 months of age, and infants and children less than two years of age with heart or lung disease or weakened immune 
systems are at highest risk for severe illness.  RSV usually causes mild cold-like symptoms, but in premature babies and children with 
certain other medical conditions, it can develop into a serious respiratory illness requiring hospitalization.    The doctor may take a nasal 
swab to determine if a child has RSV.   
 

How is RSV spread? 
 

RSV infections are generally seen from November to April with most cases occurring in January and February.   People of any age can be 
infected with RSV and it is highly contagious through close contact with an infected person. The secretions from the mouth, nose and eyes 
contain the virus. The virus can survive on doorknobs, toys, hard surfaces and hands and is spread through hand-to-mouth contact with a 
surface that an infected person has touched, coughed or sneezed on. 
 

What are the symptoms of RSV? 
 

If a child is healthy, RSV may only produce symptoms of the common cold such as a runny nose, cough, and congestion. Fevers are 
common with RSV.  Irritability, poor feeding, decreased activity and difficulty breathing with wheezing and grunting or fast breathing may 
also occur. Symptoms can last for a few days to several weeks. 
 

When should you call the doctor? 
 

Call the doctor when a child has difficulty breathing, wheezing, gray or blue lips or skin, high fever, thick nasal discharge that is yellow, 
green, or gray, worsening cough, poor feeding, and extreme tiredness (especially during times they are normally active).   
 

What is the treatment for RSV? 
 

Care of children with mild illness is focused on relieving symptoms. More serious infections may need to be treated in the hospital. 
Treatment may include intravenous fluids, medications to help breathing, oxygen or machines to help with breathing.   RSV is not treated 
with antibiotics.   
  
Synagis is a medication that is recommended for infants at high risk for RSV to protect them against serious complications of the illness.   
Synagis injections are given monthly during RSV season by the child’s doctor. Insurance prior approval is required for the child to receive 
this medication. Synagis does not prevent the virus, but will lessen the severity of the illness.   
 
Children diagnosed with RSV should be given plenty of fluids. Use a cool-mist vaporizer during the winter months to keep the air moist and 
be sure to clean the vaporizer regularly.   Blow children’s noses frequently or use a nasal aspirator for infants. Give non-aspirin pain 
reliever such as Tylenol.  Aspirin should not be used because it has been linked to Reye’s Syndrome, a disease that affects the brain and 
liver). 
 

How do you try to prevent the spread of RSV infection? 
 

The best way to prevent spread of RSV is to cover coughs and sneezes and wash hands thoroughly.  Try to avoid contact with anyone 
who has obvious symptoms of a cold as much as you can.  Because RSV is so infectious, it spreads easily and quickly at shopping malls, 
child care centers and schools. Many times younger children are infected because an older child brings the virus home. If one child gets 
the virus, it is best to separate the sick child from others until the symptoms subside.  If possible, parents of premature or very young 
infants and parents of children with a health condition that affects the lungs, heart, or immune system should keep children away from child 
care centers during the peak of RSV season.  Any exposure to tobacco smoke should be eliminated. 
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