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Allergies, Flu, Cold, COVID 
 
Last year a cough or sore throat was a pretty obvious sign that you had a cold or influenza. This year you wonder 
if you have COVID-19.  It's an important difference to make.  Not only can COVID-19 cause severe complications, 
but it's also highly contagious.  Respiratory illnesses share many of the same symptoms: fever, chills, coughing, 
tiredness, a sore throat, body aches, headache and stuffy nose. 
 
Because symptoms between COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses are very similar, it is virtually impossible 
to tell one disease from another.  One symptom that does point to COVID-19 is the loss of taste and smell, says 
Monica Lypson MD, a professor of medicine at the George Washington University School of Medicine and Health 
Sciences. "We don't see loss of smell and taste with the other viruses. Though you might have a gradual, subtle 
dulling of taste and smell with a cold, COVID has a much more rapid and dramatic loss of these senses,” she 
says. 
 
Another thing that's different about COVID-19 is that it can affect blood vessels and cause blood clots. These 
show up as symptoms like chest pressure or pain and a severe headache, Lypson says.  Cold and flu 
symptoms will usually go away in 7 to 10 days, while coronavirus symptoms can stick around for much longer. 
The problem is, by the time you've gone a week with symptoms, you might have already exposed a lot of 
people, says Lisa Maragakis MD, senior director of infection prevention at Johns Hopkins Health System.  That is 
exactly why it’s so important to stay home if you are sick and not feeling well.   
 
Allergies also have a lot in common with COVID-19 but, allergies don't cause a fever and chills, while COVID 
doesn't cause itchy, watery eyes.  "Typically, allergies are not new to a person. They don't come out of the blue," 
Lypson says.  But even if you've dealt with fall allergies in the past, assuming they're the cause of your symptoms 
can be risky.  If you assume you have allergies, only to test positive for COVID-19 later, "Then you're in the 
position of looking back and saying, 'How many people might I have exposed when I assumed it was allergies?” 

says Maragakis.  Again, stay home if you are feeling ill. 
 
The safest thing to do if you're at all uncertain about your symptoms is to get a COVID test. In the past, you 
might have waited out mild symptoms like a cough or sore throat at home, but this year is different.  
While you wait for the results, take precautions. Stay home from work or school and keep your distance from 
other people, even in your own household, to avoid spreading the virus. 
 
Getting your annual flu shot will help protect you from getting influenza.  And since all upper-respiratory 
illnesses are spread through droplets, taking the same precautions recommended to prevent COVID-19 will help 
slow the spread of colds and influenza:  Wear a mask over your nose and mouth, keep at least 6 feet away from 
other people, and wash your hands often. 
 
Sources for this article include the CDC, the quoted Medical Doctors and Mayo Clinic. 
 

https://emedicine.medscape.com/article/1048596-overview
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/12342-common-cold/outlook--prognosis
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/prevention.html

