
Patient Information    

 

 

Speech and Language Therapy 
 

Long term (chronic) cough  
 

This leaflet provides information on long term (chronic) cough and what 
you can do to control it. 

 

Types of cough 

• A “productive cough” is one that shifts phlegm or mis-swallowed food or 
liquid out of the airway to allow you to breathe normally. 

• An “unproductive cough” can be caused by dryness, irritation, or a 
sensation of something in the throat that does not shift with coughing. It 
does not affect a person’s ability to breathe normally. This can occur 
after the symptoms of a throat or chest infection have resolved. 

 
Either type can become a chronic cough. 

 

What is a chronic cough? 

• A chronic cough will last more than 8 weeks. 

• It can be annoying and distressing. 

• You may feel you need to cough frequently. 
 
The larynx will become irritated the more you cough. It is therefore 
important to learn how to control an unproductive chronic cough. If it 
continues for a long time, chronic coughing can harden the lining of the 
vocal cords and lead to damage. 
 
This can affect the quality of the voice, making it sound hoarse, gruff or 
lower in pitch. Constant coughing can also cause painful soreness or 
tenderness in the throat or the upper chest, stomach or abdominal 
muscles. 
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What causes a chronic cough? 

Being aware of what causes your cough will help you to prevent it 
happening. 
 

Cold air  

• cover mouth and nose, if necessary, with a scarf 
 
Physical exercise  

• start rhythmic breathing through the nose as you exercise 
 
Pollen, dust  

• cover mouth and nose with a scarf or dust mask 
 
Aerosol sprays, strong cleaning substances  

• avoid them or change to a different product or cover mouth/nose 
 
Dryness – central heating, hay fever, medication 

• inhale steam (just hot water)  

• drink 2 litres of water a day (more in hot weather or during exercise) 

• suck a boiled sweet 

• reduce caffeine and alcohol 
 
Medication -some tablets can cause dry cough 

• talk to your GP about your medications  
 
Asthma, COPD and other breathing conditions  

• take your inhalers as advised by your specialist nurse. 
 
Acid or non-acid reflux-  

• follow the advice given by your GP, SLT or consultant. 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Ways to suppress a cough 

There is no “quick fix’” to stop a chronic cough. It is essential to regularly 
practise the techniques that work best for you and use them consistently to 
self-manage your cough. 
 
The only way to break the cycle is to keep working at suppressing the 
cough for as long as each bout of coughing continues.  
 
The following techniques can be used together or separately: 

• take a sip of water 

• swallow slowly and hard (use a sniff to start a swallow if you can’t use 
water) several times 

• say “hum” briefly then swallow 

• count to 5 and see if the urge passes 

• try to extend the length of time before you clear your throat 

• try a “silent cough” (forcefully whisper the word “hull”) 

• if you must, have a gentle cough followed by a swallow 

 
Adult Community Speech and Language Therapy  

First Floor 
Newfield House 
Kingfield Road 
Coventry  
CV1 4DW 

Phone: 024 7696 4081 

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact  
024 7696 4081 and we will do our best to meet your needs. 

 
The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements and 
recognise members of staff who provide a good service. 

Have your say. Please scan the QR code and on the 
webpage enter code 0145 or search for Community 
Adult Speech & Language Therapy to go to the 
feedback page for the service.  
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