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Carols, Colds, & Flu: Tidings of the Season

There is much to recommend the holiday season.  Family gatherings, good cheer, solidarity, and generosity of spirit make the short list.  But unfortunately, ‘tis also the season for germs to flourish, and plague us with the likes of cold and flu.

The “cold” refers to upper respiratory infections with symptoms including coughing, scratchy throat, nasal congestion, sneezing, body aches, and at times low-grade fever.  Most of these episodes are caused by viruses in one of several large families, including adenoviruses, and rhinoviruses.


Generally, each time we are exposed to one of these viruses, we acquire some degree of protective immunity.  Because there are so many viruses responsible for the common “cold,” being truly immune to all of them is unlikely, however, if not impossible.  This is also the reason why, despite decades of effort, we do not yet have a vaccine to protect us from the cold.  The so-called ‘cold’ is really an almost limitless number of similar infections. 

So, everyone is vulnerable to colds.  Situations that result in high level of exposures-having young children in school or daycare, working in school or daycare, working in health care (especially pediatrics)-typically result in frequent infection at first, then increasing resistance over time.


Unfortunately, there is little evidence to support most of the popular elixirs for preventing colds.  Zinc supplementation up to 30mg per has been shown to shorten colds, generally by about half a day, but does not seem to help prevent them.  There is long-standing faith in the cold-fighting capacity of vitamin C, but almost no evidence to support it.  Some herbs, such as Echinacea, purportedly have anti-viral properties, but whether these offer any preventive value is unknown.  

There is one supplement that does appear to work.  Marketed by a Canadian company, Cold-fx (www.cold-fxusa.com) is an over-the-counter extract of North American ginseng root.  A placebo-controlled study of 323 subjects published last year in the Canadian Medical Association Journal found that daily use of the product for 4 months reduced both the frequency of colds and cold symptoms.  Natural chemicals in ginseng appear to stimulate immune system cells to attack the cold viruses more vigorously.

The flu, unlike the cold, refers to a specific condition, for which specific prevention is available.  While often applied to any illness causing aches and fever, the flu actually indicates infection with the influenza virus, usually type A.  This virus tends to occur in a predictable, global pattern each fall and winter.  The early infections typically occur in Asia, and the virus then moves west.


The influenza virus is subject to something called antigenic drift, and antigenic shift.  Antigens are proteins on the surface of the virus that enable our immune systems to recognize it as foreign, and attack it.  These antigens ‘drift’ each year, meaning they change slightly, which is why a new flu vaccine is required annually.  
Antigenic ‘shift’ refers to an abrupt, major change in flu surface proteins.  Because the result is a flu strain our immune systems don’t recognize, sudden shifts in flu antigens presage flu pandemics.  This is the process that threatens us with a dangerous avian flu strain.  A pandemic of avian flu in 1918 was the greatest plague in human history, causing more deaths than all the wars of the 20th century.


The drama of a flu pandemic which may or may not occur any time soon should not distract us from the actual toll of garden-variety influenza.  Each year in the US, some 200,000 people are hospitalized for flu, and over 35,000 die of complications.

Because of the danger influenza poses, the CDC tracks it closely, and prepares a strain-specific vaccine every year.  Vaccine time begins in late October, so it’s now time to check in with your doctor about this.  The vaccine, generally safe and effective, is seriously underutilized.  Immunization is a good idea for virtually everyone, but especially important for young children, pregnant women, older adults, and those with respiratory ailments such as asthma; see http://www.cdc.gov/flu/keyfacts.htm for specific guidelines.  Wishing for a cold vaccine we don’t have, and not using the flu vaccine we do have, makes very little sense.


As for colds, the best preventive strategy is to take good care of yourself in general.  Not smoking, eating well, staying physically active, and getting sufficient sleep all support optimal immune function, and tend to reduce vulnerability to infection.  
Contrary to the folklore, the cold weather does not cause colds; but it does cause us to gather indoors, with doors and windows closed, keeping us and our germs cooped up together.  Good personal hygiene- frequent hand washing and covering over coughs and sneezes- cuts down on transmission.  Zinc lozenges can shorten the duration of any colds you do get, and ginseng may help you reduce the frequency of colds by about 25% if you are willing to take it daily.

I would love to tell you my advice amounts to a perfect defense against infectious pests, but that claim would be belied by the numerous sniffles and aches under my own roof since Thanksgiving!  I have only imperfect defenses to share.  But even so, they are enough to help most of us spend more time skating and shopping and singing, and less time sniffling and shivering, this holiday season.
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