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Abstract. Obstructive bronchitis is one of the most frequently diagnosed lower 

respiratory tract diseases in pediatric populations, especially in children under five years of age.  

It presents with bronchial obstruction due to inflammation, mucosal edema, and 

increased mucus production, often triggered by viral respiratory infections. This review article 

discusses the clinical features, etiological factors, pathophysiology, diagnostic challenges, 

differential diagnosis, and treatment strategies specific to pediatric patients, along with potential 

complications and the long-term impact on respiratory health. 
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Introduction: 

Bronchitis in children is often categorized as either acute or chronic and further classified 

into obstructive and non-obstructive forms. Obstructive bronchitis in children is most commonly 

acute and is distinguished by temporary but significant narrowing of the lower airways. Due to 

anatomical and physiological differences in children—such as narrower bronchi, increased 

airway reactivity, and underdeveloped immune responses—the presentation and progression of 

the disease significantly differ from that in adults. 

Etiology and Pathophysiology: 

In most cases, viral infections are the primary cause of pediatric obstructive bronchitis.  

The most common pathogens include: 

Respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) 

Rhinovirus 

Influenza and parainfluenza viruses 

Adenovirus 

Human metapneumovirus 

The pathogenesis involves: 

Bronchial inflammation 

Mucosal edema 

Hypersecretion of mucus 

Bronchospasm and airway hyperresponsiveness 

These changes result in partial airway obstruction, particularly during expiration, leading 

to air trapping, hyperinflation, and impaired gas exchange. 

Clinical Manifestations: 

Early Signs and Symptoms: 

Dry, hacking cough that becomes productive over time 

Nasal congestion and rhinorrhea 

Low-grade fever (occasionally high in viral etiologies) 

Obstructive Signs: 

Wheezing (often bilateral and diffuse) 
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Prolonged expiration 

Tachypnea and dyspnea 

Retractions of the intercostal and subcostal spaces 

Use of accessory muscles during breathing 

Chest tightness and discomfort 

Infants may present with: 

Feeding difficulties 

Lethargy or irritability 

Cyanosis in severe cases 

Diagnostic Approach: 

Diagnosis is typically clinical. Key tools include: 

Physical examination: Wheezing, rhonchi, prolonged expiratory phase 

Pulse oximetry: To assess oxygen saturation 

Chest radiography (if necessary): May show hyperinflation, flattened diaphragm, and 

increased bronchovascular markings 

Laboratory tests are not routinely required unless: 

Bacterial superinfection is suspected 

Differential diagnosis is unclear 

Differential Diagnosis: 

Bronchial asthma 

Foreign body aspiration 

Pneumonia 

Cystic fibrosis 

Congenital airway malformations 

Pertussis 

A thorough patient history, including family atopy, recurrent infections, or exposure to 

tobacco smoke, helps distinguish obstructive bronchitis from chronic or recurrent conditions. 

Management Strategies: 

Most cases of obstructive bronchitis in children are self-limited and require supportive 

treatment. However, management should be individualized based on the severity of symptoms. 

Supportive Care: 

Adequate fluid intake 

Antipyretics for fever 

Saline nasal drops and gentle suctioning for infants 

Pharmacological Interventions: 

Bronchodilators (e.g., inhaled salbutamol) — may reduce wheezing in some children 

Inhaled corticosteroids — generally not recommended for acute episodes but may be 

considered in recurrent cases or if asthma is suspected 

Antibiotics — only indicated if there is clear evidence of bacterial infection 

Oxygen therapy — for children with hypoxia or severe respiratory distress 

Course of the Illness and Prognosis: 

In most children, symptoms resolve within 7 to 10 days, though the cough may persist for 

up to three weeks. Recurrence is possible, especially in children with: 

Atopic background 

Family history of asthma 
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Prematurity or neonatal respiratory complications 

Environmental factors (e.g., exposure to tobacco smoke, air pollution) 

Repeated episodes of obstructive bronchitis, particularly those associated with wheezing, 

may be an early sign of pediatric asthma. 

Prevention and Long-Term Outlook: 

Preventive strategies include: 

Promoting breastfeeding 

Reducing exposure to environmental tobacco smoke 

Ensuring timely immunization (especially against influenza and RSV) 

Avoiding overcrowded environments during respiratory virus seasons 

Long-term prognosis is generally excellent. However, a small subset of children may 

develop chronic respiratory issues or progress to asthma, necessitating regular follow-up and 

pulmonary function monitoring. 

Conclusion: 

Obstructive bronchitis in children is a prevalent respiratory condition with a generally 

favorable prognosis. Its clinical presentation is influenced by age-related anatomical and 

physiological factors. Early recognition, differentiation from other causes of wheezing, and 

appropriate symptomatic management are critical to reducing morbidity and preventing 

complications. Further research into predictive markers for asthma development following 

recurrent obstructive bronchitis episodes may enhance long-term care strategies. 
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