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It’s that time of year again, when stu�y noses and irre press ible coughs start to show up every where.
Experts are already pre dict ing that this year’s �u sea son will be a rough one and are report ing a rise
in a vari ety of other res pir at ory ill nesses as well, after two years of rel at ive quiet.

The best pre cau tion against in�u enza infec tion is get ting vac cin ated, and there is little you can do
once you get sick bey ond man aging your symp toms. The �u, com mon cold and most other upper
res pir at ory ill nesses are caused by vir uses, so you can not cure them with anti bi ot ics, which are used
to treat bac terial infec tions.
Anti viral drugs for treat ing in�u enza, like Tami �u, are usu ally reserved for people who have tested
pos it ive for the �u and are at risk of devel op ing severe com plic a tions, such as those who are preg -
nant, eld erly or immun o com prom ised. For every one else, doc tors sug gest rest ing and wait ing out
your symp toms — which for �u can include a fever, head ache, body aches and a stu�y or runny nose
that lasts three to �ve days. Some people might also develop a cough or sore throat or exper i ence
fatigue, which can last a little longer, said Dr H. Keipp Tal bot, an asso ciate pro fessor of medi cine at
Vander bilt Uni versity Med ical Cen ter.
Symp toms of the com mon cold are incred ibly sim ilar, which is why people tend to “call everything
that’s in the winter the �u”, Tal bot said. But cold symp toms are gen er ally slower to build up, are
milder than what you would exper i ence with the �u and are unlikely to res ult in ser i ous health prob -
lems. (People with Covid also exper i ence res pir at ory symp toms; test ing is the best way to know
which virus you most likely have.)
“There’s a say ing that if you treat a cold, it goes away in seven days; if you leave it alone, it goes away
in a week,” said Dr Aviva Romm, a phys i cian who spe cial ises in integ rat ive medi cine.
But for gen er a tions, count less home rem ed ies — cups of warm tea or soups and spoon fuls of herbs
— have helped man age cold and �u symp toms, like a sore throat or con ges tion. Sci ent ists have con -
duc ted research over the years attempt ing to quantify how e�ect ive some of those rem ed ies are, how
fre quently they should be used and what for mu la tions work best. But the stud ies are often small or
don’t show much e�c acy.
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Here’s what we know and don’t know about some of the most pop u lar rem ed ies that show at least a
little prom ise.
Bol ster ing the immune sys tem: vit amin C, eld er berry and zinc
There is some evid ence to sug gest that cer tain vit am ins and ingredi ents in home rem ed ies — like
vit amin C, eld er berry and zinc — can, at the very least, stim u late the immune sys tem and slightly
shorten the dur a tion of your symp toms.
The idea that vit amin C can help with a cold isn’t new; it was pop ular ised by Nobel laur eate Linus
Paul ing in the 1970s, which set o� a surge in demand for the nutri ent. Since then, sci ent ists tied to
the sup ple ments industry have sug ges ted that vit amin C helps sup port vari ous func tions, such as
immune cells’ abil ity to �nd and �ght o� infec tion.
The nutri ent’s e�ect ive ness is still debated. For one, the body is not able to store high doses of vit -
amin C, like those found in sup ple ments, and any excess vit amin C is usu ally excreted in your urine.
Some clin ical tri als have found that the tim ing of when you take vit amin C sup ple ments might be
cru cial to its e�ect ive ness. A com pre hens ive meta-ana lysis of vit amin C tri als pub lished in 2013, for
example, sug gests that reg u lar sup ple ment a tion, even before you start to feel sick, can shorten colds
by a day or so. But tak ing vit amin C after you’ve developed symp toms does not show con sist ent
bene �ts.
In some stud ies, eld er berry, a com mon ingredi ent in cold and �u syr ups, par tic u larly those aimed at
young chil dren, shortened the dur a tion of symp toms when taken in advance of or imme di ately at the
start of an ill ness. But it’s a very lim ited amount of data, Romm said. Eld er ber ries con tain potent
anti ox id ants and chem ic als known as antho cy an ins, which have been shown in lab exper i ments to
help immune func tion.
Sim il arly, research on zinc sug gests that tak ing syr ups and loz enges con tain ing the trace ele ment
every three to four hours might reduce the length of a cold or �u by a day or two, poten tially by pre -
vent ing vir uses from mul tiply ing. Other ana lyses have con cluded that there is not enough evid ence
to say it is any bet ter than a placebo.
Most for mu la tions of zinc have sev eral side e�ects. Some people who used zinc nasal sprays have
exper i enced a per man ent loss of smell. Those who take it orally can get a last ing metal lic taste in
their mouth.
“The really import ant thing to note is that you should take zinc with food because it can be really
naus eat ing,” Romm said.
Stay ing hydrated and sooth ing a sore throat: teas, soup, ginger and tur meric
A sore throat is often the nat ural res ult of in�am ma tion cre ated when your immune sys tem is �ght -
ing o� a virus lodged in your upper air ways. The swell ing and pain can make it more di�  cult to
swal low food and stay hydrated. This ends up mak ing your throat even drier. A cough can worsen
things. Stay ing hydrated by drink ing plain water, hot teas, broths or soups can help you feel more
com fort able.
In many cul tures, ginger is one of the �rst things people reach for when faced with a sore throat. It’s
often steeped in boil ing water along with other herbs to make sooth ing teas, or added to chicken
soup. And, it turns out, there might be some sci ence to back up these age-old prac tices. A hand ful of
stud ies has found that ginger may have anti-in�am mat ory prop er ties that can ease swell ing.
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Tur meric root, a plant in the ginger fam ily that is nat ive to South east Asia and long used in the
ayurvedic med ical prac tices of India, can also reduce in�am ma tion. But its e�ects have been chal -
len ging to prove because the main com pound in the root, curcumin, isn’t eas ily absorbed in the
body, and curcumin sup ple ments can vastly di� er in com pos i tion. Eat ing tur meric in food or mix ing
it with a fatty sub stance, such as cook ing oil or warm milk, may help you absorb more of the bene �ts
of curcumin. Adding black pep per can also aid in its absorp tion, Romm said.
“Ginger and tur meric together is a really, really nice com bin a tion,” Romm said, adding that when
she’s deal ing with a sore throat, she brews her self ginger-tur meric tea.
Con trolling a cough: salt water and honey
If your sore throat is com poun ded by a cough, garg ling with salt water might be help ful. Mix about
half-a-tea spoon of salt in a full glass of warm water and swish it around your mouth and the back of
your throat for a few seconds before spit ting it out. Any type of salt you have at home can work.
Adding honey to your garg ling solu tion, or to any tea or warm drink, can have a sim il arly sooth ing
e�ect. Honey acts as a demul cent, mean ing it calms down irrit ated tis sues by coat ing them.
Reliev ing con ges tion: neti pots, herbs and steam
Keep ing your nasal pas sages mois tur ised is another simple, safe rem edy that might help chil dren
and adults get some relief from the �u or cold. You can achieve this by using a humid i �er in your
room, con coct ing some herbal steam or rins ing warm salt water through your nose.
The use of neti pots and nasal irrig a tion can be traced back thou sands of years to ayurvedic medi cine.
Much like garg ling with salt water, nasal rins ing might help remove some virus and mucus from
your body, while redu cing the swell ing that can cause con ges tion. One study pub lished in 2019
showed that this pro cess may help shorten the dur a tion of ill ness as well as reduce the poten tial
trans mis sion of germs to oth ers.
You should make sure that you use only dis tilled, sterile or boiled water for your rinses, as tap water
can con tain small amounts of bac teria and pro to zoa that carry the risk of other infec tions. Altern at -
ively, you can try com mer cial nasal saline sprays for a sim ilar e�ect.
Dr Fadel Hind, an infec tious-dis ease phys i cian at the Mayo Clinic, keeps a humid i �er run ning in her
house dur ing winter �u sea son. Her research has shown that keep ing rooms at a humid ity level of
about 40% to 60% reduces the trans mis sion of res pir at ory vir uses and might even pre vent you from
get ting sick.
Menthol, a chem ical found in pep per mint and other mint plants, can also give the sen sa tion of easier
breath ing. You can dab a store-bought menthol oint ment like Vicks VapoRub under your nose or on
your neck and throat to get symp tom relief. Some people also use the fresh or dried herbs in tra di -
tional steam ther apies for clear ing con ges tion. You can do this by steep ing herbs, like euca lyptus or
thyme, in boil ing water for �ve to 10 minutes, then cov er ing your head with a towel and breath ing in
the steam (while being care ful of the hot water). Altern at ively, you can hang the dried leaves in a
steamy shower to get some of these bene �ts.


