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Pneumonia is a disease in which one or both 

lungs become inflamed as a result of infection 

which may be viral, bacterial or less commonly 

due to a fungus. Sometimes the inhalation of 

toxic smoke or corrosive chemicals can result is 

a pneumonia. The disease is serious at any age 

but can be fatal particularly in vulnerable 

sufferers such as the elderly and the infirm. 

About two percent of patients who contract the 

illness die from it.  

Infection of the lungs usually occurs because of 

inhalation of infecting organisms or because 

infection elsewhere in the 

body reaches the lungs via the 

circulation. Following the 

inhalation of vomit, such as 

may occur in drunken states and in conditions 

where the protective reflex is diminished, it is 

also possible to produce a chemical pneumonia 

which may also carry with it micro-organisms. 

Pneumonia is most common in the weak and 

the elderly, those who have pre-existing 

illnesses, asthmatic sufferers and smokers, 

diabetics (who have resistance to infection in 

general), alcoholics, patients who have had 

their spleen removed and those who have a 

compromised immune system. However, 

anyone can develop pneumonia. A vaccine to 

protect against pneumonia due to infection by 

pneumococcus is available for patients aged 

under two or over 65, those with asthma or 

other chronic lung disease, chronic heart 

disease and diabetes and those patients who 

have lost their spleen. It is also wise to ensure 

that all vulnerable adults have an annual 

vaccination against influenza.  

Pneumonia usually presents with the typical 

symptoms and signs of an acute 

infection, a high fever, 

shivering, chest pains, 

breathlessness and a 

troublesome, often relentless, cough. The 

cough is initially dry but it subsequently 

becomes productive and may be thick, pus-like, 

yellow or green in colour. The breathlessness 

may become quite severe, shallow and gasping. 

The patient may also develop a stabbing pain on 

inspiration. This is called pleurisy and occurs 

because the infection in the lung has spread to 

involve the pleura which lines the lung and 

Pneumonia 
As winter draws on our thoughts inevitably turn to consideration of all the winter ailments that afflict us; 

colds, coughs, ‘flu and chest infections. Amongst the most serious of them is pneumonia which affects 

about one person in one hundred each winter.  

In 2010 25,500 patients died 

from pneumonia and influenza. 
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which is extremely sensitive. Elderly patients 

may development an acute confusional state. 

During an episode of pneumonia it is common 

for sufferers to develop cold sores round the 

mouth.   

The diagnosis of pneumonia is usually made by 

clinical history and examination. The symptoms 

are usually suggestive of the diagnosis and 

listening to the chest with a stethoscope will 

generally elicit typical added lung sounds. The 

diagnosis may be confirmed by chest X-ray and 

the identity of the infecting organism can often 

be made by culturing a specimen of sputum in 

the laboratory.  

 

Management of pneumonia is important and in 

the most severe cases hospitalisation is 

necessary. The mainstay of treatment is 

antibiotic, usually orally but intravenously in 

more serious cases. It is also important to lower 

the temperature but the use of medicines such 

as paracetamol and patients may also need 

stronger pain relief if they have pleurisy. Those 

patients treated in hospital may also need chest 

physiotherapy and sometimes oxygen.  

Pneumonia should be resolvable with early and 

effective diagnosis, appropriate treatment and 

the necessary support. Prevention is also 

important and the appropriate management of 

any pre-existing lung conditions is important. 

There are no QOF points specifically for 

pneumonia but there are a large number for 

asthma, COPD and ensuring that vulnerable 

groups have ‘flu vaccinations.  

Together with pneumococcal vaccinations the 

risk of acquiring the disease has been 

significantly reduced. 
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