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The Common Cold: If You Can’t Cure It, Minimize It 
 
“A cure has eluded medical science for years, so is there really anything to this new claim that zinc 
lozenges will relieve the symptoms of the common cold?” 
 
 Your throat tickles, you’re sneezing, your eyes water, your nose runs one minute and shuts down 

the next.  Most of us immediately feel a sense of dread because these symptoms usually are a pretty good 

indication that we are coming down with a cold and are likely to feel worse before we feel better. 

 This year, when you or a family member experiences these symptoms, you may vaguely remember 

seeing something on the news about a new treatment for the common cold.  A cure has eluded medical 

science for years, so is there really anything to this new claim that zinc lozenges will relieve the symptoms 

of the common cold? 

 Preliminary reports and research indicate that this treatment may provide some relief.  Probably 

the most scientific and conclusive testing to date was a study of 100 Cleveland Clinic employees who 

began taking zinc within 24 hours of developing cold symptoms.  Fifty patients received zinc gluconate-

glycic and 50 received a placebo.  The lozenges were dissolved in the mouth every two hours while awake 

as long as symptoms persisted.  No other cold medications were permitted.  Patients in the zinc group had 

significantly fewer days with coughing, headache, hoarseness, nasal congestion, nasal drainage, and sore  
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throat.  Study participants who started taking zinc lozenges within 24 hours of the onset of symptoms 

were free of cold symptoms in about 4 1/2 days, while those who took a placebo had symptoms for 7 

1/2 days.   

 The Cleveland Clinic researchers noted two side effects of the zinc lozenges.  Many participants 

reported that the lozenges had a bitter or sour taste, and most noted a mild aftertaste.  A few disliked it 

so much they discontinued taking the lozenges.  More seriously, 20 percent of the zinc takers reported 

nausea, as opposed to only 4 percent of placebo takers.   

 So what should you do?  Philip T. Hagen, M.D. and Donald D. Hensrud, M.D., preventive 

medicine specialists at the Mayo Clinic, agree that while zinc shows promise as a cold remedy, caution 

should be used since it is still unclear just how well it works and how safe it is.  To be effective, 

consumers must start taking the zinc within 24 hours of the onset of symptoms.  And, they must use the 

right form of zinc -- all zinc lozenges are not created equal.  The Cleveland Study used a medication 

containing zinc gluconate, a form of zinc that can be absorbed through the saliva.  Forms of zinc that are 

not being absorbed through the saliva have been found ineffective.   

 The specialists also warn that some people should not use zinc for colds, until its proven safe for 

them: pregnant women, children and adults with chronic kidney disease, liver disease or other serious 

illness.  Long-term, high doses of zinc have been shown to lower HDL (the “good” cholesterol), to 

suppress immune system function, and to interfere with the absorption of copper, which may result in a 

condition know as microcytic anemia.  More research on the use of zinc with more conclusive findings 

is likely in the next few years. 

Meanwhile, there are some things to keep in mind during this cold season.  First of all, the best 

way to beat colds and many other illnesses is to avoid them.  One of the best ways is to wash your hands 

frequently.  Rhinoviruses, which cause colds, can live for hours on hands and can also survive on hard 
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surfaces like wood and plastic.  It is also important to stay in good health so you are less susceptible -- eat 

properly, exercise regularly, avoid excessive stress and get plenty of rest.   

If you do get a cold, there are some things you can do to make you feel better.  Drink plenty of 

fluids, get plenty of rest and eat chicken soup.  Your grandmother was right.  Hot chicken soup helps 

clear mucus particles from your nose.  Removing nasal secretions that contain viruses and bacteria is part 

of your defense against upper respiratory infections.  

 A couple of words of caution.  Use care if you use over the counter nasal sprays other than normal 

saline to open up your nose.  They can be very addictive.  They clear up your breathing for 12 hours, but 

when they wear off, your nose slams shut and you may feel as though you are trying to breathe through 

your eyes.  So you use more nose spray.  Pretty soon you find you can’t breathe through your nose 

without it.  Therefore, you need to be very careful if you use these products.  You might try using them in 

only one nostril at a time.  Try the left in the morning and the right at night.  You’re much less likely to 

become hooked that way.   

 Antibiotics will not cure your cold.  The mucus in your nose or your child’s may change color 

during the course of a cold.  This does not mean that you need an antibiotic.  Misuse and overuse of 

antibiotics for illnesses caused by viruses such as a cold can result in tougher drug-resistant strains of 

bacteria.  If you are not sure whether you have a cold or a bacteria infection, contact your doctor. 
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