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Abstract

Aims: To understand which clinical criteria physicians use to diagnose pneumonia compared to bronchitis and upper respiratory tract
infection (URTI). 

Methods: Retrospective chart review of adults diagnosed with pneumonia, bronchitis, or URTI. 

Results: Logistic regression analysis identified rales, a temperature > 100°F (37.8°C), chest pain, dyspnoea, rhonchi, heart rate, respiratory
rate, and rhinorrhoea, as the best explanation for the variation in diagnosis of pneumonia compared to either of the alternative diagnoses
(R2 = 59.3), with rales and a temperature > 100°F explaining 30% of the variation. Rales, chest pain, and a temperature > 100°F best
predicted the ordering of a chest x-ray (R2 = 20.0). However, 35% (59/175) of patients diagnosed with pneumonia had a negative chest
x-ray. Abnormal breath sounds were the best predictors for prescribing antibiotics (R2 = 38%). A significant number of patients with acute
bronchitis (93% excluding sinusitis) and URTI (42%) were given antibiotics. 

Conclusions: The presence of abnormal breath sounds and a temperature > 100°F were the best predictors of a diagnosis of pneumonia.  
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Introduction
Since the early 1990s, a number of different organisations
have developed guidelines for the management of patients
with community-acquired pneumonia.1 These guidelines are
similar, yet each has unique features with respect to its focus
and recommendations.  

Several investigators have attempted to design criteria to
improve the detection of pneumonia in ambulatory patients as
well as those presenting to emergency departments.2-12 According
to clinical guidelines, the gold standard for diagnosing pneumonia
is the presence of lung infiltrates indicated by chest radiography.1,2

A diagnostic study of pneumonia in adults in general practice
found inconsistency in the radiologists’ interpretation of the same
chest radiograph, yet chest radiography is considered the best way

to distinguish pneumonia from other respiratory tract
infections.13,14 Due to its unavailability and cost restrictions,
patients seen in primary care clinics for possible pneumonia may
not get a chest x-ray. As a result, untreated patients with
unresolved chest infections may be labeled as having pneumonia
in order to justify antibiotic prescriptions, despite guidance which
advises against routine antibiotic use in patients with upper
respiratory tract infection (URTI).14

According to guidelines, chest infection is divided into acute
bronchitis (for which antibiotics are not recommended) and
pneumonia (for which antibiotics are recommended).14 The
effectiveness of antibiotic treatment in reducing the risk of
complications of pneumonia has already been validated in
several studies, but the use of antibiotics to reduce the risk of
serious complications for acute bronchitis or URTI is generally not
justified.14-22 Given the emergence of antibiotic-resistant strains
of bacteria such as Streptococcus pneumoniae and Haemophilus
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