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Colds and Flu and CAM:

What the Science Says
CAM and the Common Cold

There is no conclusive scientific evidence that any CAM therapy

prevents colds or substantially reduces their duration or severity

in adults or children. Although some studies suggest possible

benefits, overall evidence for specific CAM therapies is limited

and/or mixed, and many studies have been methodologically

flawed. Given the public health burden of the common cold, and the widespread use of

some CAM therapies to fight colds, researchers continue to investigate potential CAM

options, including the dietary supplements commonly used for colds—echinacea,

vitamin C, and zinc.

Echinacea
Many people take echinacea supplements to prevent or treat colds. (In the

National Health Interview Survey, echinacea was the most commonly used

natural nonvitamin/nonmineral supplement among children, and the third most

commonly used supplement among adults.)

Echinacea products vary widely, using different echinacea species, plant parts,

and preparations. The many clinical trials of echinacea for colds have also varied

widely, in terms of products studied, research methodology, and study results.

Reviews of the research  (Cochrane) have found some limited evidence that

echinacea may be useful for treating colds in adults. Results are less promising for

children and for preventing colds.

Three NCCAM-funded trials found no benefit from echinacea for preventing or

treating colds. In addition, a 2010 study found that echinacea did not significantly

decrease the duration and severity of the common cold compared with placebo.

A 2008 evaluation of the research  (PubMed) concluded that clinical data on

echinacea so far are not conclusive and suggested directions for further research.
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Vitamin C
Evidence of vitamin C for the prevention and treatment of the common cold has

been mixed. A 2007 analysis  (Cochrane) of results from 30 clinical trials

involving 11,350 participants found that taking vitamin C regularly (at least 0.2

grams per day) did not reduce the likelihood of getting a cold, but was associated

with slight reduction in the duration and severity of cold symptoms.

Among participants in six trials who were exposed to extreme physical or cold

stress (e.g., soldiers in subarctic conditions) and took vitamin C, a 50-percent

reduction in the risk of getting a cold was seen.

Analysis of several other trials involving adults who started vitamin C therapy

after onset of cold symptoms did not find convincing evidence of an effect on

duration or severity of colds.

A 2009 review of the research on vitamins and minerals for colds concluded that

vitamin C supplementation has shown some potential for treating colds; the

review noted, however, that few therapeutic trials have been published (none

studying children) and that more research is needed to determine optimal doses

and treatment strategies.

Vitamin C is generally considered safe; however, side effects have been reported

when taken in high doses.

Zinc
Zinc is present in a number of products sold as natural medicines for colds.

In 2009, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration warned consumers  (FDA) to

stop using intranasal zinc products (zinc-containing homeopathic cold remedies),

because of case reports of nosmia (loss of smell).

The effect of zinc on the severity or duration of cold symptoms is inconclusive;

some studies find benefits, others do not.

In a 2007 review of the research  (PubMed), three of the four studies that met all

of the reviewers' quality criteria found no therapeutic effect from zinc lozenges or

nasal spray; one study reported positive results for zinc nasal gel.

A study reported in 2008  (PubMed) found that zinc acetate lozenges reduced

the severity and duration of cold symptoms, compared with placebo.

A 2009 review of the research on vitamins and minerals for colds noted that

variations in the results of zinc lozenge trials are related mainly to variations in

dosage, and that doses of more than 70 mg per day have consistently reduced

the duration of colds; the review concluded that zinc has shown potential for

treating colds, and that additional research is needed to determine optimal doses

and treatment strategies.
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Andrographis (Andrographis paniculata)

Astragalus (Astragalus membranaceus)

Bee propolis

Chinese herbal medicine

Elderberry (Sambucus nigra)

Garlic (Allium sativum)

Goldenseal (Hydrastis canadensis)

Green tea

Guided imagery

Honey

Homeopathic remedies

Fighting Colds With CAM

Echinacea, vitamin C, and zinc are not the only CAM therapies that people sometimes

try in hopes of preventing colds or relieving cold symptoms. Here are some other

examples:

Hydrotherapy

Nasal irrigation

North American ginseng (Panax

quinquefolius)

Peppermint (Mentha x piperita)

Probiotics

Selenium

South African geranium or Umckaloabo

(Pelargonium sidoides)

Stress management

Vitamin E 

Scientific evidence to date does not support recommending any of these therapies for

general use against colds.

CAM and the Flu

There is no conclusive scientific evidence that any CAM therapy is useful against the

flu. Some studies suggest a potential role for certain therapies, but the evidence is

very limited, and additional research is needed before any of these therapies can be

recommended as safe and helpful in preventing or treating the flu. Research is ongoing

in areas of CAM that may have relevance for combating the flu.

Examples of natural products that some people try in their efforts to combat the flu

include elderberry, echinacea, North American ginseng, Chinese medicinal herbs 

(Cochrane), oscillococcinum, green tea, vitamin D  (PubMed), vitamin C, N-

acetylcysteine (NAC), and dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA). The mind-body practices

sometimes used for flu include mindfulness meditation and tai chi.

NCCAM Clinical Digest is a service of the National Center for Complementary and
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Alternative Medicine, NIH, DHHS. NCCAM Clinical Digest, a monthly e-newsletter,

offers evidence-based information on CAM, including scientific literature searches,

summaries of NCCAM-funded research, fact sheets for patients, and more.

The National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine is dedicated to

exploring complementary and alternative healing practices in the context of

rigorous science, training CAM researchers, and disseminating authoritative

information to the public and professionals. For additional information, call

NCCAM's Clearinghouse toll-free at 1-888-644-6226, or visit the NCCAM Web

site at nccam.nih.gov. NCCAM is 1 of 27 institutes and centers at the National

Institutes of Health, the Federal focal point for medical research in the United

States.
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