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It’s cold and �u sea son. That means you’re very likely sur roun ded by a sym phony of
coughs and sni� ing noses — if you’re not act ively cough ing your self.
And whether your main com plaint is a cough, a fever, a head ache or a runny or stu�y nose,
you may notice that you tend to feel worse at night.
That’s not your ima gin a tion. Sev eral factors are to blame, start ing with your cir ca dian
rhythm, which is your body’s internal clock. When the sun sets, it tells your brain to wind
down for bed and, at the same time, leads cer tain immune cells to become more act ive.
Every night, those cells are recruited to di� er ent parts of your body, on the lookout for
invad ing patho gens like vir uses and bac teria.
“When they identify and try to �ght o� vir uses, the immune cells can cause irrit a tion and
in�am ma tion, which ends up mak ing res pir at ory symp toms worse at night,” said Dr.
Diego Hijano, a pedi at ric infec tious dis ease spe cial ist at St. Jude Chil dren’s Research Hos -
pital in New York.
Cer tain hor mones, like cortisol, also fol low a cir ca dian rhythm. Cortisol levels are highest
in the morn ing, which may help sup press in�am ma tion dur ing the day and, in turn, tamp
down symp toms. As cortisol levels begin to fall in the even ing, symp toms may start to �are
up again.
Another factor that can make cough and cold symp toms worse at night is called post nasal
drip, the mucus that starts to pool at the back of your throat when you are lying down.
“Throughout the day, the accu mu la tion of mucus is less of a prob lem because grav ity helps
drain it when you are upright and mov ing around,” said Dr. Juan Chiri boga-Hur tado, a
fam ily medi cine spe cial ist at Keck Medi cine of the Uni versity of South ern Cali for nia. But at
night, mucus can build up and trig ger your instinct to cough and clear your air ways.
For most people with a com mon cold, night time cough ing should clear up in �ve to seven
days.
The lack of dis trac tions — which is typ ic ally a good thing for sleep — also makes it harder
to ignore your scratchy throat at night. And the envir on mental con di tions in your bed -
room, like the dry ness of the air, can irrit ate your res pir at ory tract, Dr. Chiri boga-Hur tado
said.
Other ill nesses, like aller gies, asthma and gastrointest inal re�ux, are also linked to cough -
ing that tends to worsen at night for many of the same reas ons, he said. And some medi -
cines, like cer tain blood pres sure drugs, might also make you cough more.
For most people with a com mon cold, night time cough ing should clear up in �ve to seven
days along with other symp toms, Dr. Chiri boga-Hur tado said. In some cases, a cough can
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linger for two weeks or more. But if it doesn’t improve after three weeks, it’s a good idea to
see a doc tor to check if there may be another cause.
HOW TO STOP COUGHING AT NIGHT
For tu nately, there are sev eral home rem ed ies that can help improve cough and cold symp -
toms at night. Dr. Hijano typ ic ally recom mends that you drink more �u ids throughout the
day to keep mucus thin ner and to min im ize the post nasal drip when you do lie down. Tak -
ing a hot bath, using a nasal saline spray or �ush ing your nose with a neti pot before bed -
time can also thin out mucus, and these are par tic u larly help ful for young chil dren who
can not blow their own noses, Dr. Hijano said.
You can also con sider run ning a humid i �er at night to keep nasal pas sages mois tur ized.
Research has shown that keep ing rooms at a humid ity level of about 40 per cent to 60 per -
cent reduces the trans mis sion of res pir at ory vir uses and may ease symp toms like cough or
con ges tion when you are sick.
Try elev at ing your head with a few extra pil lows to help mucus drain while you sleep. For
infants, use a wedge under their mat tress, or prop up one side of their crib, Dr. Hijano said,
because pil lows are not con sidered safe for young babies.
For adults, cough sup press ants that con tain dex tro meth orphan can provide relief by redu -
cing the urge to cough. Cough expect or ants, such as medi cines that con tain guaifen esin,
can help loosen mucus, mak ing it easier to expel. These are avail able as stand-alone drugs
or in the form of com bin a tion cough-and-cold medi cines. Some com bin a tion products
also include anti histam ines, which can alle vi ate nasal con ges tion and reduce post nasal
drip. You can skip products that con tain the ingredi ent phenyleph rine, which a Food and
Drug Admin is tra tion panel recently found is not e�ect ive at redu cing nasal con ges tion.
Another option is to use cough drops or honey, which can help pre vent your throat from
get ting dry and irrit ated, Dr. Chiri boga-Hur tado said.




