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What we are going to cover 

• Definition of a ‘sore throat’ and terminology 

• Causes of sore throats 

• Prevalence

• Complications 

• Prognosis 

• NHS Pharmacy First Pathway: Diagnosis

• NHS Pharmacy First Pathway: Management
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Definition of a sore throat
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• Acute upper respiratory tract infection affects the 
mucosa of the throat.

• Acute sore throat include:
• Acute pharyngitis: inflammation of the part of the throat 

behind the soft palate (oropharynx).
• Tonsillitis: inflammation of the tonsils. May occur in isolation 

or as part of a generalised pharyngitis.
[Kenealy, 2014; BMJ Best Practice, 2023a; BMJ Best Practice, 2023b]

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://pharmaceutical-journal.com/article/ld/case-based-learning-sore-throat

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://pharmaceutical-journal.com/article/ld/case-based-learning-sore-throat
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Causes of sore throat symptom
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Acute sore throat is most commonly due to viral organisms [BMJ Best Practice, 2023a].

•Common infectious causes of acute sore throat 
include [Kenealy, 2014; BMJ Best Practice, 2023a]:

• Rhinovirus, coronavirus, parainfluenza virus.
• Influenza types A and B.
• Streptococcal infection.

• Group A beta-haemolytic streptococcus 
(GABHS), also known as Streptococcus 
pyogenes, is the most common bacterial 
cause of sore throat and may cause 
pharyngitis, tonsillitis, or scarlet fever.

• Group C and G beta-haemolytic streptococci 
may cause pharyngitis and tonsillitis and have 
been associated with food-borne outbreaks 
of pharyngitis.

• Adenovirus, leading to pharyngoconjunctival fever.
• Herpes simplex virus type 1 (and more rarely type 

2), leading to acute herpetic pharyngitis.
• Epstein-Barr virus, leading to infectious 

mononucleosis (glandular fever).
• Fusobacterium necrophorum, can (very rarely) lead 

to Lemierre syndrome (septic phlebitis of the 
internal jugular vein).

•Rarer infectious causes include [Kenealy, 2014; BMJ Best 
Practice, 2023a]:Haemophilus influenza type b — can cause 
epiglottitis.
•Enteroviruses — can cause herpangina and hand, foot, and 
mouth disease.
•Measles virus.
•Candida albicans — causes candidal pharyngitis. May be more 
common in immunocompromised people, including those 
undergoing chemotherapy and/or oropharyngeal irradiation.
•Neisseria gonorrhoeae — can cause gonococcal pharyngitis.
•Corynebacterium diphtheria, C. ulcerans — cause diphtheria.
•Arcanobacterium haemolyticum — causes arcanobacterial 
pharyngitis.
•Yersinia enterocolitica — causes yersinial pharyngitis.
•Francisella tularensis — causes oropharyngeal tularaemia.
•Chlamydophila pneumoniae, Mycoplasma pneumonia — 
can cause chlamydial pharyngitis and mycoplasmal pharyngitis.
•HIV-1

•Non-infectious causes are uncommon, and include [Kenealy, 2014]:
• Physical irritation (e.g. from a nasogastric tube or from 

smoke).
• Hayfever.
• Gastro-oesophageal reflux disease.
• Kawasaki disease — usually presents with fever and the 

diagnosis is established on the presence of clinical criteria. 
Throat symptoms may occur.

• Oral mucositis secondary to radiotherapy or chemotherapy, 
which may become secondarily infected.

• Haematological disorders [Viani and Donnelly, 1998]:
• Leukaemia: ulceration and haemorrhage of the mucous 

membrane of the pharynx may occur.
• Aplastic anaemia: sloughing and ulceration of the mouth 

and pharynx may occur.
• Drugs which can cause blood disorders (e.g. neutropenia, 

agranulocytosis, thrombocytopenia) leading to infection and 
acute sore throat. These include cytotoxic drugs, carbimazole, 
clozapine, and sulfasalazine [BNF, 2023].

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/diagnosis/diagnosing-the-cause/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
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https://bjgpopen.org/content/5/6/BJGPO.2021.0122
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
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•The highest incidence is in children during the winter 
months [BMJ Best Practice, 2023a].

•Recurrent sore throat has an incidence in general practice in the 
UK of 100 per 1,000 population per year [Georgalas et al, 2014].

•Bacterial pharyngitis is more common in winter (or early spring), 
while enteroviral infection is more common in the summer and 
autumn [BMJ Best Practice, 2023a].

•Colonisation with group A Streptococcus (leading to 
pharyngitis) reaches its peak in school-aged children (up to 20%) 
during the winter months. However, group A Streptococcus 
infection typically accounts for less than one third of all cases of 
acute pharyngitis [BMJ Best Practice, 2023a].

https://bjgpopen.org/content/5/6/BJGPO.2021.0122
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
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Complications of streptococcal pharyngitis/tonsillitis are rare.

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://bjgp.org/content/72/716/136

• Scarlet fever is simply the presence of a characteristic 'scarlatina' rash due to infection with an 
erythrogenic toxin-producing strain of streptococci (usually group A but also can be type B or C).

• Suppurative complications include:
• Otitis media (most common).
• Acute sinusitis — rare, occurring in approximately 0.4% of untreated cases within 2 weeks 

of an acute tonsilitis.
• Peri-tonsillar abscess (quinsy) — occurs in approximately 2% of cases within 2 months of 

an acute tonsilitis, and can pose a risk of airway compromise, aspiration of pus, and death 
due to vascular involvement.

• Non-suppurative complications include acute rheumatic fever, acute glomerulonephritis and 
reactive arthritis, although these are rare in developed countries.

•Pharyngitis/tonsillitis as a result of Fusobacterium necrophorum infection can (very rarely) lead to 
Lemierre disease (sepsis and jugular vein thrombosis).
[Georgalas et al, 2014; Kenealy, 2014; BMJ Best Practice, 2023a; BMJ Best Practice, 2023b]

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://bjgp.org/content/72/716/136
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
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https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://bjgp.org/content/72/716/136

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://bjgp.org/content/72/716/136
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•Sore throat due to a viral or bacterial cause is a self-limiting condition which generally resolves 
within two weeks [Georgalas et al, 2014; Kenealy, 2014; BMJ Best Practice, 2023a]:

• A sore throat will spontaneously resolve by 3 days in about 40% of people.
• By 7 days, approximately 85% of people are symptom-free.

•The symptoms of infectious mononucleosis usually resolve within 1–2 weeks although mild cases 
may resolve within days. However lethargy continues for some time afterwards and in rare cases may 
continue for months or years [Rezk, 2015; De Paor, 2016].

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12647&chapterid=444

https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/references/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/sore-throat-acute/
https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12647&chapterid=444
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Initial Presentation

• Does the patient walk in? Normal gait?

• Is the patient able to speak in complete, full, clear sentences?

• Drooling? Unable to move mouth? Unable to swallow?

• Signs of difficulty breathing? High-pitch sounds, stridor? Leaning forward?

• Skin appearance? Good perfusion? Mottled skin? Clammy?

• Any signs of confusion?
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START history taking 
HISTORY OF PRESENTING COMPLIANT (HxPC)

• Onset

• Location

• Duration

• Characteristics 

• Aggravating factors 

• Reliving factors 

• Timing/Temporal – what does the patient think it is?

• Severity 
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https://ctu1.phc.ox.ac.uk/feverpain/index.php

https://ctu1.phc.ox.ac.uk/feverpain/index.php
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• Past Medical History (PMHx) – known long term conditions, immunisations

• Family History (FHx)

• Drug History (DHx) – OTC tried, adverse reaction to Rx meds, borrowed, online

• Allergy History – medicines, food, environment; nature of reaction, hospitalisation

• Social History (SHx) – smoking, alcohol intake, occupation 

• Review of system – Think head to toe
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✓✓✓✓

✓

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/PRN00936_ii_Pharmacy-First-Clinical-Pathways-v.1.6.pdf

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/PRN00936_ii_Pharmacy-First-Clinical-Pathways-v.1.6.pdf
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https://ctu1.phc.ox.ac.uk/feverpain/index.php
https://pharmaceutical-journal.com/article/ld/case-based-learning-sore-throat
https://www.slideshare.net/slideshow/lymph-node-examination/57321211#4

https://ctu1.phc.ox.ac.uk/feverpain/index.php
https://pharmaceutical-journal.com/article/ld/case-based-learning-sore-throat
https://www.slideshare.net/slideshow/lymph-node-examination/57321211
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https://teachmepaediatrics.com/ent/throat/tonsillitis/

Tips:

• Good light in the consultation room

• High quality penlight/torch 

• Ask patient to stick out 

• Check the tongue also 

• Check buccal region 

https://teachmepaediatrics.com/ent/throat/tonsillitis/
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FeverPAIN Scores
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https://ctu1.phc.ox.ac.uk/feverpain/index.php

https://www.mdcalc.com/calc/3316/feverpain-score-strep-pharyngitis#evidence

https://ctu1.phc.ox.ac.uk/feverpain/index.php
https://www.mdcalc.com/calc/3316/feverpain-score-strep-pharyngitis
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To treat or not to treat…
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https://www.what0-18.nhs.uk/professionals/pharmacists/safety-netting-documents-parents/sore-throat-advice-sheet

https://www.what0-18.nhs.uk/professionals/pharmacists/safety-netting-documents-parents/sore-throat-advice-sheet
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Escalate & refer on…

PCPA 

Support 
Network - 
pcpa.co/SN

https://www.slideshare.net/slideshow/communication-using-the-sbar-tool/37948126#5

IF POSSIBLE, 

INCLUDE VITAL SIGNS:

• Temperature

• Peripheral Oxygen Saturation

• Blood pressure

• Heart rate 

• Respiratory rate 

• Capillary refill time (children)

• Pulse 

https://www.slideshare.net/slideshow/communication-using-the-sbar-tool/37948126
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Safety netting & self care
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• NHS symptom checker

• What 0-18 website

• NHS Conditions

• Education

• Reassurance

• TIME



pcpa.org.uk

#PCPAEvents

PCPA 

Support 
Network - 
pcpa.co/SN

Thank you for listening & 

your participation
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