
Diagnostic Approach to Cough 

Take a history, but note: character and timing of the cough and presence or absence of sputum has been 
shown in one study to not help with the diagnosis. More importantly, look for symptoms suggesting an 
underlying diagnosis: asthma, GERD, bronchiectasis, etc… 

90% of chronic cough cases are upper airway cough syndrome (post-nasal drip), asthma, and GERD. One 
study showed it was 99.4% in nonsmokers, not using an ACEi, and with normal CXR. 

One approach:  
1. postnasal drip is really common so start with empiric antihistamine-decongestant therapy. In one study this 

was all that was needed in 36% and 87% got at least some benefit. 
2. They smoke? Yep, that’s why they are coughing- tell them to stop. 
3. Stop that ACE inhibitor 
4. Infectious signs/symptoms- try some antibiotics (pertussis! Common and under-recognized) 
5. Treat that GERD 
6. Asthma can make you cough! Try some bronchodilators/ICS 
7. If none of that is working- get a CXR 

So what to do when there’s no obvious cause and CXR is normal? 
Some less conventional testing 
Diagnosis Test 
GERD Esophageal pH monitoring (BRAVO testing) 
Asthma not apparent on PFTs Methacholine test, exhaled NO 
Non-asthmatic eosinophilic bronchitis Sputum eosinophils, exhaled NO 
Upper airway cough syndrome Allergy skin testing and sinus CT 
 
And what if the cough still persists? 
Now you’re looking for weird stuff 
Diagnosis Test 
Lesions compressing upper airway- AVM, retrotracheal 
masses 

HRCT scan 

 Esophagoscopy 
Tracheobronchomalacia, airway lesion, tracheal diverticuli Bronchoscopy 
PVCs EP study 
Laryngeal sensory neuropathy (these people clear their 
throat all the time) 

Laryngeal EMG, videostroboscopy 

“ear-cough”- cerumen or foreign body impaction (vagus 
nerve) 

Look in their ears! 

Holmes-Adie syndrome- autonomic dysfunction of the 
vagus nerve 

Anisocoria, hyperhidrosis, abnormal 
DTRs 

Psychogenic cough Sigh.. 
 
Post-infectious cough can last 3-8 weeks. So tell your patients (and yourself) to expect a cough for 2 months 
after something like pneumonia. 


