Alternative Approaches to Preventing the Flu
By Dr. Gary Null and Melissa Karp
It is inaccurate to state that there is a “flu season”. In point of fact, depending upon the susceptibility of
your immune system and the overall state of health, you are susceptible to contracting the flu or any
one of over 200 microorganisms that can cause flu like symptoms at any time of the year. However,
during the spring and summer, most people spend a great deal of time outdoors. They are getting lots
of vitamin D from the sun, they tend to eat more fruits and vegetables and drink fruit juices, they are
more physically active, and they tend to be more relaxed. All of which is important to maintaining a
healthy immune system. In the fall, as the weather changes, similarly, our body’s hormone levels
fluctuate and change. Our skin tends to get drier, we begin to layer clothes, we become more
sedentary, and we tend to be stressed‐‐hence more susceptibility. If it were true that the cold weather
in and of itself was a predictor of the flu, then everyone living in colder climates Northern America,
Canada, Alaska, most of Russia, much of China, all of Tibet, Nepal, most of Afghanistan, and Norway,
Sweden, Denmark, Finland, would have the highest level of flu, phenomena, and colds. However, that is
not the case. In fact, we find just the opposite. The cold imparts a healthy resistance and resilience and
tolerance to infection. Now we are in the grips of a national and worldwide panic on the swine flu, and
we are only being offered three options: wash your hands, sneeze in your elbow, and get the swine flu
and flu vaccine. Of course that is your right to do so, but I would also like to share with you now what
we also know actually builds immunity and strengthens your biochemistry against any of these
pathogens. In addition to these nutrients we must pay attention to stopping sugar, alcohol, smoking,
and drug intake, halting sleep deprivation, chronic overeating, and high levels of stress to which we
almost always have inappropriate responses. That being said, these are things I would recommend:

How to Boost Your Immunity Naturally
With all of the confusion and panic surrounding the H1N1 epidemic this season, and the assertion that
millions will become ill, protecting yourself against the virus is extremely important. Because both the
efficacy and safety of the new flu vaccines are unknown, the best way to protect yourself is to boost
your immune system through natural methods and let your body be its own best line of defense.
Fortunately, there are many easy lifestyle and dietary changes to do this. Washing your hands
frequently, drinking an adequate amount of water, getting plenty of exercise and sleep, and cleansing
the sinuses using nasal irrigation are a great start to prevention and protection. Here is more
information about how each of these things can help boost your immune system:
Water
Adequate hydration helps to ward off illness and bolster immunity by flushing toxins from the body,
keeping the respiratory system moist, and insuring the optimal function of cells. The average person
needs 8‐10 glasses of water per day.

Exercise
Getting plenty of exercise strengthens the entire body, which leads to improved respiratory and cardiac
function. Exercise also stimulates the cleansing blood flow and helps to reduce stress, another
contributor to illness. 1
Sleep
Getting a decent night’s sleep is essential for maintaining good health and preventing illness. A recent
study found that people who sleep less than seven hours per night are about three times more likely to
develop respiratory illness following exposure to a cold virus than those who sleep eight hours or more.
Reduced sleep efficiency (spending less than 92% of time in bed actually sleeping) was also associated
with a five‐and‐a‐half times greater likelihood of becoming ill than good sleep efficiency (spending 98%
or more time in bed actually asleep). 2
Nasal Irrigation
Nasal saline irrigation flushes out mucous, debris, viruses, allergens and fungus from the sinus using
lukewarm water and sea salt. It is mainly used to treat allergic rhinitis (runny nose) and sinusitis,
however, multiple studies also support the use of nasal irrigation in treating common colds and flu. 3 , 4 , 5

Proper nutrition is also essential to a healthy and strong immune system, as the link between diet and
immunity is well established by an endless amount of scientific studies. Nutritional deficiencies weaken
the immune system, and can cause an increased number of infections, and allow those infections to
become more virulent. 6 There are many types of foods and supplements that help to strengthen and
support the immune system, and even small dietary and improvements can have a big impact on your
health:
Vitamin D
Originally called “the sunshine cure,” vitamin D can have a profound impact on a variety of different
health conditions, including respiratory illness. Vitamin D has been shown to both help prevent and
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reduce the severity and duration of colds and flu, as it protects the lining of the cells that line the
respiratory tracts, acting as a barrier to infection. In fact, research found that people with lower
vitamin D levels were 55% more likely to have had a recent upper respiratory tract infection (cold or flu)
than those with higher levels of vitamin D. 7 Children with vitamin D deficiency are also more likely to be
predisposed to respiratory infections. 8
Vitamin D is difficult to consume naturally, as very few foods in nature contain vitamin D, and most
people are not exposed to the sun long enough to produce enough of the vitamin (it is estimated that
between 5 and 30 minutes of exposure is necessary). Some mushrooms provide vitamin D, and
enhanced mushrooms are also available. 9 10 Cod liver oil, which contains vitamin D, and vitamin D
supplements are also available. 2000 units daily are recommended.

Vitamin E
Multiple studies in both humans and animals have shown that vitamin E can improve cell immunity and
optimize immune function and response to pathogens. 11,12 It also protects other fat‐soluble vitamins
and the cell membrane. It enhances the absorption of vitamin A and regenerates vitamin C, which, as
previously discussed, play an important role in boosting immunity. Vitamin E is found in common
vegetable oils such as corn, soybean and canola, wheat germ, dark, leafy greens, cereals, nuts , and
fruits. 13 , 14

Vitamin A
Vitamin A has been shown to be an immune enhancer that increases the white blood cells that fight
disease. It also helps the absorption of vitamins C, D and E, zinc and some B‐vitamins. 15 Deficiencies are
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associated with reduced immunity and an increased risk of infection and disease. 16 Vegetables that are
yellow and orange, such as squash are high in vitamin A. 17
Vitamin C
Vitamin C has historically been associated with boosting the immune system, and there are thousands of
studies confirming vitamin C’s ability to fight colds and flu either through prevention or reducing
symptoms and duration. 18 , 19 One study evaluating the effect of vitamin C on colds found that doses of
1,000 to 6,000 mg a day taken at the onset of symptoms reduced a cold's duration by more than 20
percent (an average of one day). 20 This study translates to the flu as well because the cold and influenza
viruses are so similar. 21 Vitamin C is essential for resistance to infections and also enhances the
absorption of calcium, magnesium and iron. 22 A 1999 study published in the Journal of Manipulative
and Physiological Therapeutics indicated that high doses of vitamin C can effectively relieve or even
prevent flu symptoms. In fact, those who took the vitamin C supplements reported an 85 percent
decrease in symptoms. 23 Vitamin C is found in parsley, broccoli, bell pepper, strawberries, oranges,
cantaloupe, kiwifruit, lemon juice, papaya, cauliflower, kale, mustard greens, and Brussels sprouts.
Selenium
Selenium is needed to repair other antioxidants and, when deficient, increase the duration and strength
of a viral attack. 24 Studies have shown that selenium‐deficiency is associated with greater virulence of
otherwise normal strains of influenza, which leads to more serious symptoms, such as inflammation of
the lungs which can cause lung damage. 25 This may be because a lack of selenium promotes changes in
the genetic material of the virus, allowing it to become more dangerous. 26 27 Selenium can be found in
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meats, seafood‐‐although a more animal friendly source would come from consuming a standardized
high quality supplement or increasing your intake of legumes and nuts. 28
Zinc
Like selenium, zinc also plays an important role in the development and maintenance of the immune
system, and studies have shown that even a mild deficiency can lead to changes in immune status. 29 30
Studies have shown a link between low zinc levels and the development of respiratory infections. 31
While natural sources of zinc include meat, poultry, lamb, pork, seafood, and dairy products such as milk
and cheese, yeast, and yogurt, the healthier vegetarian sources of zinc are peanuts, beans, and
wholegrain cereals, brown rice, whole wheat bread, potatoes and yogurt.
Green Tea
Green tea contains EGCG, a compound which has been shown to boost immunity. One cup of green tea
provides 10‐40 mg of polyphenols and has antioxidant effects greater than a serving of broccoli, spinach,
carrots, or strawberries. The high antioxidant activity protects the body from many different ailments,
including colds and the flu. 32 In one study at the University of Florida, Gainesville, researchers who
gave volunteers a green tea supplement containing L‐theanine and epigallocatechin gallate (EGCG) for
12 weeks found a 32% reduction in the incidence of colds and flu. In addition, those who did become
sick reported milder and shorter bouts of illness. In order to maximize protection, drinking six to eight
cups of green tea daily or taking green tea capsules is recommended. 33
Probiotics
These bacteria play an important role in defending the body against intruders by forming a barrier to
infection and secreting chemicals that kill or inhibit the growth of pathogens. 34 The introduction of
these friendly bacteria greatly boosts the production of immune cells in adults and successfully fights flu
in young children. 35,36 One study showed that a specific strain of probiotic, Bacillus coagulans
(marketed under the name GanedenBC30), significantly increased T‐cell production of key immune
activity markers, in healthy adults that were exposed to influenza. 37 Probiotic organisms are found in
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yogurt and fermented foods, including traditionally cultured dairy products and newer kinds of
fermented milks. Rather than turning to animal byproducts, however, an easier way to regulate and
increase the quantity of probiotics in your system would include taking a reliable, high quality
supplement like acidophilus.
Elderberry
Research has shown that elderberry extract, sambucol (SAM), is useful for treating the flu. Elderberry
contains flavonoids‐antioxidants which stimulate the immune system, as well as anti‐inflammatory
compounds. Elderberry acts to protect against both influenza A and B viruses and has also been shown
to shorten the duration and severity of symptoms such as fever if taken while ill. It is important not to
consume uncooked elderberry because it contains toxic compounds, but elderberry supplements are
widely available. There are no known side effects or negative interactions. 38,39,40
Beta Glucan
Researchers have demonstrated that beta glucan, a unique type of carbohydrate, exhibits anti‐viral
properties against the flu virus by stimulating the immune system. This helps to reduce the risk of
infection by increasing resistance against the virus. Additionally, studies have shown that subjects who
took beta glucan before getting ill were found to have significantly higher concentrations of natural
disease‐fighting substances, helping to reduce the severity and duration of the virus as compared to
those who did not take beta glucan. 41 , 42
While beta glucan supplements are available, it can also be found in plants, yeast, barley, mushrooms,
and oats.
Echinacea
Echinacea is probably the most well‐known supplement for the prevention and treatment of colds and
flu. Multiple studies have confirmed that the herb causes immunological changes that helps to
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enhance immune response. 43 , 44 In this way, it can help prevent the onset of illness and if taken at
the first sign of a cold or the flu, it can also help stimulate the recovery process and shorten the
duration and severity of illness. One study of people with early symptoms of cold and flu (such as
runny nose, scratchy throat, and fever), found that those who drank echinacea tea every day for 5 days
felt better sooner than those who did not drink echinacea tea. 45 The recommended dosage varies, but
is typically between 300 and 600 mg three times a day. 46
Goldenseal
Goldenseal is marketed as a tonic to aid digestion, sooth upset stomach, and as an antibacterial and
antiviral agent that has been shown to enhance the immune system. 47 It is considered a natural
antibiotic and is often combined with Echinacea in immune‐strengthening supplements, as it
complements echinacea by decreasing mucus production and congestion. 48 Many professional
herbalists recommend goldenseal in herbal remedies for hay fever (also called allergic rhinitis), colds,
and the flu. 49
Ginseng
Ginseng has long been recommended as an energy and immunity booster. It has been shown in
controlled studies to reduce the incidence, duration and severity of colds and flu in individuals. In one
randomized, double‐blind procedure, patients taking ginseng reported having less colds, and were at
less of a risk of developing colds. 50 Another study found that flu patients who took ginseng were less
likely to progress to complicated illness. They also reported a 30% decrease in the duration of the
disease. 51 Elderly adults who, while taking ginseng, were given the flu vaccine were also less likely to
report upper respiratory tract infections than those not taking the ginseng. It is believed that ginseng
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has these beneficial effects on colds and flu by stimulating the production of immunoglobulin, a type of
protein that neutralizes foreign invaders in the body such as viruses and bacteria. 52
Astralagus
This herb has been used either alone or with other herbs such as echinacea or reishi, to treat colds and
flu. It contains polysaccharides, flavonoids, trace minerals, and amino acids, all of which contribute to
its ability to strengthen the immune system and fight viruses. It is believed that astralagus stimulates
the white blood cells which destroy invading cells while also enhancing the body's production of
interferon (a compound produced in the body to fight viruses). 53 Astralagus supplements are available
in a variety of forms including teas, liquids and capsules.
Oil of Oregano
Oil of Oregano has antiviral, antifungal, antibacterial, antiparasitic, antioxidant and anti‐inflammatory
effects. It boosts the immune system, eases sore throats, relieves congestion in the lungs and sinus,
helps to loosen and remove mucus, suppresses coughs and reduces fever. It is also a digestive aid and is
thought to help get rid of intestinal parasites. 54 In vitro studies have shown that oil of oregano is as
effective as antibiotics against bacteria. 55
Andrographis
This herb is widely used in many parts of the world and is now beginning to gain a market in the United
States. Andrographis has anti‐inflammatory, antipyretic (anti‐fever), antiviral, and immunostimulatory
properties, and studies have found that taking andrographis supplements upon feeling symptomatic
relieves symptoms, leads to quicker recovery, and prevents post‐influenza complications. 56 , 57 , 58 In one
study, only 29% of people who took the herb came down with cold or flu symptoms, compared with
62% of those who took placebos. Another study found that when children took andrographis
throughout the winter they had a 2.1 times lower risk of catching cold. 59
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Andrographis can be found in a formula called Kan Jang, which also includes Eleutherococcus, or as an
individual supplement. 60
Eleutherococcus
Eleutherococcus is an adaptogen that has been used for thousands of years to prevent respiratory tract
infections and to provide energy and vitality. 61 It has strong effects on the immune system, as it is able
to help the body adapt to stress by combating harmful toxins, improving the use of oxygen by the body,
and encouraging the normal functioning of the adrenal glands. Studies have found a 30%‐50% decrease
in the incidence of the flu in those that took supplements, and those that took Eleutherococcus or Kan
Jang (a mixture of Andrographis and Eleutherococcus) that did become ill reported shorter and less
severe illnesses with less complications. 62,63 To boost immunity, 2 to 3 g per day of powdered root in
capsules are recommended.
Garlic
Garlic has natural antiviral, antibacterial, and immune‐boosting properties. A study evaluating a garlic
supplement on cold incidence and duration found that fewer colds were reported by those taking the
supplements, than those that did have cold symptoms reported a shorter duration. 64 Raw garlic has
been found to be more therapeutic than cooked garlic. 65
N‐acetylcysteine (NAC)
N‐acetylcysteine has been used for over 30 years to treat multiple ailments including bronchitis and
other lung conditions. 66 It is a potent antioxidant with a protective effect on DNA and immune‐
regulating properties, and has been found to be effective against the flu virus, especially for the elderly
or those in a weakened condition and at high risk of developing the flu. 67 One study found that
supplements of 600 mg NAC taken twice daily during the flu season dramatically reduced the frequency
and severity of flu‐like symptoms in elderly high‐risk individuals. 68
Isatis
Both the leaf and the root of this Chinese plant have been used to treat various infections, including
influenza and upper respiratory infections. Studies have shown the root extract to be antibacterial,
60
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antiviral and antiparasitic against many different types of viruses and bacteria. This is likely because
Isatis increases white blood cell and lymphocyte counts in the blood. 69 It is also has cooling effects
which is used to reduce fevers. Istatis is commonly combined with astralagus in herbal formulas. 70

Olive Leaf
Olive leaf has anti‐viral, anti‐fungal and anti‐inflammatory properties, 400% more antioxidants than
Vitamin C and double the antioxidants of green tea. Studies have shown it to be effective against
multiple viruses, including the flu, and bacteria. 71 This is because the components of the olive leaf
interact with the protein of virus particles, reducing the strength and inhibiting the replication of viruses
known to cause colds and the flu. 72 Olive leaf extract has also been shown to stimulate the immune
system, enhancing response against infection. Olive leaf should be taken daily to achieve the maximum
effect, and the normal daily recommended dose is 3 capsules, 3 times a day (each capsule holds 1/4
teaspoon). To combat the flu, take 21 capsules at the start of symptoms, all at once. The flu should
clear up within 4 hours. Only one tablespoon per day is recommended for those with emphysema,
diabetes or high blood pressure. 73
Spirulina
Spirulina is a type of blue‐green algae that is rich in protein, vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. It
contains nutrients such as B complex vitamins, beta‐carotene, vitamin E, manganese, zinc and selenium.
Studies suggest that spirulina increases production of antibodies, cytokines (infection fighting proteins),
and other cells that improve immunity and help ward off infection and chronic illnesses. 74
In test tubes, spirulina seems to be able to stop some flu viruses from reproducing. 75 It is available in
pill or powder form, or as flakes.
Grape Seed
Grape seed extract is one of the most potent antioxidants found in nature and is used to fight a variety
of health problems. It contains a special class of water‐soluble bioflavonoids called proanthocyanidins,
which studies have shown have a high rate of antioxidant activity that is 20 to 50 times greater than
Beta‐Carotene or Vitamins C and E at eliminating specific free radicals. 76 The antioxidant and immune‐
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boosting properties of these proanthocyanidins have been shown to deactivate viruses and increase the
power of natural killer cells in the body. 77
Codonopsis
This is an herb used in Chinese medicine which increases the red and white blood cell counts and
strengthens the immune system. It is an adaptogen‐a plant that has the ability to resist chemical and
biological stressors which passes that ability on to humans upon consumption, and is also used to treat
weakness and fatigue after illness and speed up recovery. 78 It is recommended that codonopsis be
used after the acute phase of an illness has passed and recovery is underway. 79
Quercetin
Quercetin is an antioxidant, antihistamine and anti‐inflammatory. It protects against free radicals which
can damage cell membranes, tamper with DNA, and cause cell death. One study showed that quercetin
inhibited virus replication in the initial stage of virus infection by indirectly interacting with virus
particles. 80 Another study showed that quercetin was able to inhibit infectivity and replication of a
variety of different viruses in those which might otherwise be especially susceptible to infection due to
stressful exercise. 81 It has also been suggested that because quercetin restores antioxidants in the body,
it may be useful as a drug in protecting the lung from the deleterious effects of oxygen derived free
radicals released during influenza virus infection. 82 Quercetin can be found in citrus fruits, apples,
onions, parsley, tea, and red wine, as well as supplements. 83

Ashwagandha
Ashwagandha is a tonic herb, similar to ginseng, which is recommended to increase energy and
endurance, strengthen immune function, and help the body overcome imbalance caused by mental or
physical stress, poor diet, lack of sleep, or environmental toxins. 84 Researchers who studied
Ashwagandha along with other Ayurvedic plants found that it stimulated the immune system and had
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no toxic effects. 85 Ashwagandha is available in powdered form, capsules, and as a liquid extract. A
traditional dose is 1‐2 g of the dried, powdered root, taken one to three times daily, or a standardized
extract dose is 100‐200 mg twice per day.
Licorice Root
Licorice root is the most commonly used Chinese herb and is used to treat a variety of diseases. 86
Glycyrrhizin (GL), the major bioactive component of licorice root extract, has been shown to have anti‐
inflammatory, antioxidant, and immune‐modulating activities. 87,88 These properties allow it to be an
important supplement for flu prevention. One study found that licorice root (through glycyrrhizin)
protects cells from infection with Influenza A virus and, in already‐infected cells, caused a drastic
reduction in the number infected cells. 89 Licorice root has also been shown to help with sore throats. 90
Turmeric
This compound is highly used in Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine to address many health concerns. It
helps to stabilize the body, and is a strong antioxidant with anti‐inflammatory properties as well. It has
also been found to guard against free radical damage, protects the liver from toxic compounds, prevents
blood platelet aggregation, stimulates the gallbladder, detoxifies the body and boosts the immune
system. Curcumin in Turmeric is responsible for these effects. 91

Chlorella
Chlorella protects the body in a variety of different ways. It is antimutagenic, anti‐inflammatory, a rich
source of antioxidants and also works to stimulate the immune system, allowing it to defend itself
against viruses, bacteria, chemicals, and foreign proteins. It is full of nutrients including chlorophyll,
which neutralizes environmental toxins and pollutants and helps the blood carry oxygen to all cells and
tissues. It is rich in vitamins A, C, E, K, D, vitamin B complex, Beta carotene, lutein, two carotenoids,
protein, zinc, iron, calcium, magnesium, potassium, rare trace minerals, essential fatty acids including
gamma linolenic acid (GLA), polysaccharides, and enzymes that aid digestion. Chlorella provides binds
to toxins and helps remove them from the body, allowing for natural detoxification 92
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