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Doctor Fox: Coughing is not a small matter;
Antibiotics are not a ""panacea!" Multiple experts urge: Proper medication use is

key to stopping coughs.
Sohu News www.sohu.com  2025-11-22 15:30  Source: Beijing

Produced by: Sohu Health
Author: Wu Shinan
Editor: Yuan Yue

In the public's perception, coughing is always associated with infection, and antibiotics seem to be a "magic bullet"
for solving this problem. Related data shows that over 90% of outpatients with chronic cough have used antibiotics to
varying degrees. This reveals the seriousness of the antibiotic overuse problem.

November 22nd this year marks the second annual China Cough Science Popularization Day, with the core theme of
"Properly Treating Coughs and Reducing Antibiotic Abuse." Building on raising public awareness, the campaign
directly addresses the core issue of "antibiotic abuse." Simultaneously, the China Cough Alliance and the “Physician's
Daily” jointly launched the "2025 China Cough Science Day - Health Science Collection Campaign," aiming to gather
the expertise of respiratory and cough specialists nationwide to deliver scientific, accurate, and easy-to-understand
cough health knowledge through videos and articles, thereby enhancing public health awareness and self-management
capabilities.

According to Professor Lai Kefang, Chairman of the China Cough Alliance and Department of Respiratory Medicine
at the First Affiliated Hospital of Guangzhou Medical University, the overuse of antibiotics is not simply a medication
misconception, but rather a systemic problem stemming from a lack of standardized treatment systems, insufficient
diagnostic methods, and overlapping misconceptions among patients. He hopes that the establishment of China Cough
Science Popularization Day will propel cough science popularization to a new stage of large-scale, nationwide
implementation.

<<Photo>> Professor Lai Kefang, Chairman of the China Cough Alliance and Department of Respiratory

Cognitive Dilemma: Cough # Infection, the Triple Trap of Antibiotic Abuse
"Coughing is so common in clinical practice, but the difficulty lies in finding the real cause." Professor Liu Huiguo
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of the Department of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine at Tongji Hospital, affiliated with Tongji Medical College
of Huazhong University of Science and Technology, expressed his feelings, revealing the core pain point in diagnosis
and treatment.

In respiratory medicine, cough is never considered a standalone disease, but rather a complex symptom, the etiology
of cough directly determines the treatment approach: Acute cough (less than 3 weeks) is commonly caused by the
common cold and acute tracheobronchitis, and anti-infective treatment is clearly indicated; Subacute cough (3-8 weeks)
is often a post-cold cough, followed by cough-variant asthma, eosinophilic bronchitis, upper airway cough syndrome,
etc., and antibiotics have limited effectiveness in these cases; Chronic cough (lasting more than 8 weeks) is often
unrelated to infection, so the overuse of antibiotics should be avoided.

However, in clinical practice, the misconception that "cough equals infection" is deeply ingrained. Lai Kefang
observed that many patients explicitly request antibiotics when they seek medical attention, and become dissatisfied if
they are not prescribed them; Under such demand pressure, antibiotic abuse is particularly prevalent in primary
healthcare institutions.

Even more dangerous is the vicious cycle this misuse is creating: Long-term use of antibiotics can lead to gut
microbiota imbalance, secondary infections, and even the development of drug-resistant bacteria. Ineffective "placebo
treatment” can also mask the true cause of the illness, causing patients to delay their treatment through repeated medical
visits. Liu Huiguo once encountered a patient whose cough was caused by the misuse of antibiotics, leading to fungal
growth. "These fungi are not the cause of cough, but rather a byproduct of improper medication."

These misconceptions have led to persistently high rates of antibiotic use at the grassroots level.

Breaking the Systemic Barrier: From Guideline Promotion to Grassroots Capacity Building

Unraveling the cognitive puzzle requires systematic support. In 2016, under the guidance of Academician Zhong
Nanshan of the Chinese Academy of Engineering, the China Cough Alliance was officially established. The core
objective is to shift diagnosis and treatment from experience-based reliance to standardized, evidence-based practices.
Lai Kefang explained that the alliance is attempting to reverse the drug use pattern at the systemic level through
guideline promotion, capacity building, and clinical research.

To address the lagging implementation of standardized diagnosis and treatment at the grassroots level, the China
Cough Alliance launched the Chronic Cough Subspecialty Construction Project in 2024. This is a systematic project
focused on comprehensively improving diagnostic and treatment capabilities. and the core objective is to standardize
the internal diagnosis and treatment of patients within designated medical institutions, build regional diagnosis and
treatment hubs, and then radiate and drive the development of more grassroots medical institutions, ultimately
achieving the overall goal of standardized diagnosis and treatment of chronic cough nationwide.

Primary healthcare is a key battleground in this transformation. Professor Sun Dejun of the Department of
Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine at the People's Hospital of Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region has a highly
representative practice: As the head of the Inner Mongolia branch of the National Clinical Research Center for
Respiratory Diseases, he led his team to establish 17 cough treatment sub-centers throughout the region, focusing on
the standardized construction of PCCM, and leveraging medical consortium units to achieve the downward flow of
high-quality resources. Sun Dejun proposed a "three-step empirical treatment approach": initial assessment and
treatment implementation, regular follow-up verification, and timely referral if the effect is not satisfactory. This
provides a clear and referable empirical treatment path for primary care physicians. He emphasized that primary care
physicians must possess three core competencies: the ability to differentiate based on symptoms and disease spectrum,
the ability to manage the entire process including medication guidance and follow-up, and the decision-making ability
to grasp the timing of referrals.

Policy efforts are also ongoing. The National Health Commission has incorporated the rational use of antimicrobial
drugs into the hospital review and performance evaluation system, strengthening the guiding role of rational drug use.

Research and Collaboration: Evidence-Based Support and Complementarity of Traditional Chinese and
Western Medicine

Standardized diagnosis and treatment rely heavily on solid scientific evidence. Professor Zhang Min of the
Department of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine at the First Affiliated Hospital of Shanghai Jiao Tong University
School of Medicine exemplifies a highly representative research approach: She demanded that every clinical study
clearly answer three core questions: "applicable population, intervention stage, and effective method," good clinical
research should not stop at publication, but needs to be validated through clinical practice, translated into domestic or



international guidelines, and ultimately feed back into clinical diagnosis and treatment, driving the optimization of
clinical decision-making. In recent years, China's evidence-based achievements in the field of cough and asthma have
gained international recognition, and some of the research evidence has been cited in the “guidelines of the Global
Asthma Initiative”, promoting global attention to the clinical significance of cough diagnosis and treatment.

The integration of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) and Western medicine offers a new approach to cough
treatment. Professor Li Suyun of the First Affiliated Hospital of Henan University of Traditional Chinese Medicine
mentioned that the integration of TCM and Western medicine is not simply adding Chinese medicine to Western
medicine, but an organic collaborative system that runs through the entire process of diagnosis, treatment, and
rehabilitation. From a broader perspective, Li Suyun believes that the integration of traditional Chinese and Western
medicine has enormous potential in reducing antibiotic overuse and controlling global drug resistance, and is expected
to become a "Chinese solution" promoted internationally. Many traditional Chinese medicines (TCMs) are less likely
to induce resistance to single-target drugs. More importantly, for recurrent chronic infections, some TCMs can regulate
immunity, reduce the frequency of infections, and fundamentally reduce antibiotic exposure. "Ultimately, we hope to
see not only that the patient's cough has stopped, but also that their constitution has improved and they are less likely
to cough again." Li Suyun summarized that this is precisely the best treatment effect that the integrated traditional
Chinese and Western medicine model attempts to achieve: treating both the symptoms and the root cause.

Professor Huang Kewu of the Department of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine at Beijing Chaoyang Hospital,
Capital Medical University, emphasized that cough management requires close collaboration and synchronized efforts
from both doctors and patients. For patients, it is essential to establish the health concept that "a cough is not a trivial
matter” and to understand the medical indication that "If symptoms persist for more than 8 weeks, seek medical
attention promptly." For doctors, it is crucial to strictly adhere to treatment guidelines and provide effective health
education.

From Lai Kefang's assessment that "popular science is a long-term, systematic project," to experts' observations of
the positive change of "a gradual decrease in antibiotic overuse," this revolution in cough diagnosis and treatment,
spanning cognition, systems, and scientific research, is steadily advancing within the blueprint of Healthy China. When
every cough can be accurately diagnosed and every treatment is based on evidence, the dilemma of antibiotic overuse
will eventually be solved, and this is precisely the core mission of China's Cough Science Popularization Day.
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