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KP	Category:	Health	Condition/Disease	
Knowledge	Pathway:	Immune	System	
Subcategory:	Intervention	

Question	
1. Are	there	herbal	supplements	that	can	help	prevent	the	common	cold?

Key	Practice	Point	
1. Evidence	Synthesis
A	meta-analysis	of	RCTs	does	not	show	that	use	of	North	American	ginseng	extracts
reduce	the	incidence	or	severity	of	colds.	However,	some	studies	have	found	ginseng	to
shorten	the	duration	of	acute	respiratory	infections	(including	colds)	among	healthy
adults.
Grade	of	Evidence:	B

Practice	Guidance	
In	healthy	adults	a	daily	dose	of	2x200	mg	of	ginseng	may	shorten	the	duration	of	a	cold	
but	does	not	appear	to	reduce	the	incidence	or	severity	of	colds.	Gensing	appears	to	be	
safe	to	use.	

Evidence	
a. A	systematic	review	assessed	the	efficacy	of	North	American	(Panax	quinquefolius)	and
Asian	ginseng	(Panax	ginseng)	on	the	prevention	of	acute	respiratory	infections	(ARIs)
(1).	Randomized	controlled	trials	(RCTs)	and	controlled	clinical	trials	(CCTs)	consisting
of	healthy	adults	on	oral	preparations	of	North	American	or	Asian	ginseng	were	included
for	review.	The	search	criteria	yielded	five	RCTs	(with	747	study	participants)	that
tested	200	mg	given	twice	daily	for	8-16	weeks.	Methodological	quality	varied	widely
between	studies.	Four	out	of	the	five	studies	were	funded	by	manufacturers.	Meta-
analysis	results	of	five	trials	found	no	significant	difference	in	having	at	least	one	ARI	in
treatment	groups	receiving	ginseng	(RR:	0.70;	95%	CI,	0.48-1.02).	However,	two	trials
found	supplementation	of	ginseng	to	significantly	reduce	the	length	of	cold/ARIs	by	6.2
days	(RR=	-6.18,	95%CI,	-9.00	to	-3.36).	Overall,	there	was	no	difference	between
placebo	and	ginseng	for	side	effects.	The	study	authors	concluded	that	insufficient
evidence	is	available	to	support	the	use	of	ginseng	to	reduce	the	incidence	and	severity
of	common	colds.	However,	evidence	exists	to	support	supplementation	of	North
American	ginseng	in	reducing	the	duration	of	common	colds	in	healthy	adults.

Comments	
The	active	ingredient	in	ginseng	is	thought	to	be	ginsenoside.	All	studies	demonstrated	an	
excellent	safety	profile	for	the	standardized	ginseng	extracts	studied,	with	few	adverse	
events	reported	(1).	

Rationale	
Ginseng	extracts	have	been	shown	to	enhance	lymphocyte	proliferation	and	antibody	
production	in	mice,	and	increase	production	of	various	cytokines	in	vitro	(2).	
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Key	Practice	Point	
2. Evidence	Synthesis	
While	one	RCT	reported	a	decrease	in	the	incidence	of	the	common	cold	with	garlic	
supplementation,	overall	there	is	a	lack	of	high	quality	evidence	available	to	conclude	or	
refute	that	garlic	supplementation	will	effectively	prevent	or	treat	the	common	cold.	
Grade	of	Evidence:	C		
	
Practice	Guidance	
Garlic	supplementation	will	not	prevent	or	treat	the	common	cold.		
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