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Pneumonia and your recovery 
Patient Information– General Medicine   

 

 

 

 

 

What is pneumonia? 
Pneumonia is a type of chest infection in one or both lungs.  It is usually caused by a 
bacterial infection but there may also be other reasons you develop it.  It affects the tiny air 
sacs in your lungs (alveoli) which become inflamed and can cause difficulty in breathing. 

Your recovery 
It usually takes between 2 to 12 weeks to recover from pneumonia, sometimes longer.  
Everyone recovers at different rates and recovery is often dependant on whether you have 
other health conditions and how severe your pneumonia is. 

This table gives a general guide to recovery: 

4 days your fever should be gone 

4 weeks your chest should feel better and you should produce less mucus 

6 weeks you should be coughing less and find it easier to breathe 

3 months most of your symptom should be gone, though you still may feel tired 

6 months most people will feel back to normal – but for some it will take longer 

 

Care after discharge 
Medicine: You may have antibiotics prescribed for you on discharge.  These 
medicines will kill the germs that cause pneumonia. 

It is very important to finish the whole course of antibiotics given to you, even if you 
are feeling better.  This will help to make sure the pneumonia has been fully treated 
and reduce the risk of the infection returning.   
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Smoking: Try to stop smoking if you are a smoker. Smoking will delay your recovery and 
cause treatments to be less effective. This means it will take long for you to recover and 
you may also develop further complications from your pneumonia. 

Rest: Get plenty of rest when you go home, this will help your recovery. If you have 
trouble sleeping at night, take naps during the day.   

Coughing: This is a symptom that often takes the longest to settle. Breathing warm, moist 
air helps loosen the sticky mucus that may make you feel like you are choking.  Other 
things that may also help are: 

• Placing a warm, wet facecloth near your nose and mouth 
• Filling a humidifier with warm water and breathing the warm water mist 
• Take steamy baths or showers 

Coughing helps get rid of mucus from your lungs which helps your body to fight against the 
infection. You should not take cough or cold medicines unless your doctor says it is ok as 
these medicines will prevent you from bringing the mucus up and may delay your 
recovery. If your cough has not gone away after 3 months then you should talk to your GP. 

Eating and drinking: you may feel like eating and drinking less, but it is important to drink 
plenty of clear fluids (water, juice or weak tea). It may be easier to eat small amounts more 
often.  This will help keep your energy levels up and give your body the nourishment it 
needs to continue to fight the infection.  

Do not drink alcohol while on antibiotics and/or if you are still not feeling well. 

Pain: it is common for you to have chest pain because of the pneumonia or from coughing 
so much. Taking Panadol or Ibuprofen can help with this. Remember to pay attention to 
the dosage instruction on the package.  

 

When to call a doctor 
Please visit your ED or the 24-hour surgery if you have any of the problems 
below: 

• Your breathing is getting harder or you cannot take a deep breath 
• You need to lean forward when sitting to breather more easily 
• You have chest pain when take a deep breath 
• You have headaches more often than usual 
• You feel sleepy or confused 
• Your fever returns 
• You are coughing up dark mucus or blood 
• Your fingertips or the skin around your nails is blue 



 Authoriser: CD General Medicine Ref: 2410273 

Issue date: 23 June 2023 Page 3 of 3 

 

Your mucus/phlegm should become white/clear as the antibiotics begin to work. If this 
does not happen within 5 days of finishing your antibiotics course, please contact your GP 
to see if you need more antibiotics. 

How to avoid getting Pneumonia again 

• Get a flu vaccine every year 

• Ask your GP about the pneumococcal vaccine  

• Wash your hands often 

• Try to stop smoking if you are a smoker. Smokers have a higher risk of 
developing pneumonia and other chest infections. If you would like help 
with stopping, please call Quitline on 0800 778 778 or ask your GP.  

Useful numbers 
 

 

 
 

• Your GP:  

• Healthline: 0800 358 5453 (for general health advice and information) 

• 24 Hour Surgery (after hours): 03 365 7777 

• Emergency: 111 

• More information available on Health info: www.healthinfo.org.nz/pneumonia.htm 
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