
Vitamin C and the common cold 
Using identical twins as controls 

The Medical Journal of 
Australia 
1981" 2: 411-412 

Alan B. Carr, Rosmarie Einstein. Lawrence Y. C. Lai.Nlcholas G. Martin and Graham A. Starmer 

ABSTRACT: We analysed self-reported cold data for 
95 pairs of identical twins who took part in a double­
blind trial of vitamin C tablets. One member of each 
twin pair took vitamin C and the other took a well 

THF H· ... lcAe"\' or lilamlll C in prl'll'llIitlll and .. ·urc 1,1" thc 
.. ·llnlllll.n ,,· .. Id i, slill widely believed in Auslralia dcspile Ihl' 1:lel 
that m,lst studies II) date han' failed 10 slll'\\ an~ ct>llsis[ent eire .... ". 
\\'e SUIll III a ri"c hci"c thc rcsults of a study using Iht.· rl"rfl"ct malching 
of ilknlicil I\\·ins in age. so and g.:nctical C(lnslilUlitln ll> <':I)mparc 
Ihe elk .. ' I of vitamin (' and rlacell(' IrCa[ll1l'nl tlli l·I)ld",I.~ A 1"1111 
dcscrlr[itln I\·ill hc published cl,cllh.:rc. 

Subjects and ;\'lethods 
One hundr"'d and !\\·l·nly-fil·t.' pairs of 1ll0011)Zygotic (MZ/ Iwins 
born h.:I\\·cen 191(, and 1965 and living in thl' S~dllcy mClrnpplitan 
arca lulul1[cl"red to hc!.!in the trial. Zv!.!p,il\ was checked b\ 
Iyping all \lvilb lIith thc 'rollnwing antisc;';~ (anii-A.A' I B.M.]\!.S.~. 
C.c.D.L.c.K.k.Fva . Jk a ) and lwnc \Va, c'.dud.:d as a dizygotic 
pair. One IWIIl u"r a pair was assigncd at randnlll to thc treatment 
group: Ihc othcr. III the cOlllrol group. The experimcnt was "douhle­
hlinu" in thai ncither subjccts llor expcrimcnters kncw which 
group was which until the c.xp.:rimcnt aad Ihc analysis werc 
ellmpleled. 

, The tre<l'lllent group rcceived 1.0 g or asctlrhic acid pcr day in 
thc form of Relioxon" tablels (Roche Producl';) and the cOl1lrol 
group rcct.'ivcd a placebo with the same ingrcdicllisin t1itlcrcnt 
proponinns hUI the lactosc substillltcd for ascorhic acid. The 
piac.:bo and ac\i\ e tab!cts werc well'lllalclll'd in taste and 
appearancc. 

Til in' were askcd II) take Iheir 1.0 g tablel laclil·c or plan:bo) 

Department 01 Pharmacology. University 01 Sydney, NSW 2066. 
A~a.r, B CVI 9.S~ Hor-,()Urs 5tud~nt 

ROs.nlarn: r:.llsteln. 8<:;(: PhD. Leclurcr 
Graharf- ;. S;afmer, r."$,=- PhD. ASS(Jcldl~~ Prolc"i!:>CJ( 

School 01 Community Medicine, University 01 New South Wales, Anzac 
Pde, Kensington. NSW 2033. 
[ ~Wrcn'.l· 'r G !."" eSt:. PhD 

Department of Populations Biology, Research School of Biological 
Sciences, Australian National University, PO Box 475, Canberra City, 
ACT 2601. 
~~lchOla5 G r.-!<irttn, R'~:;O:;-<HGh Fello"" 

HeD:jn~S Q, r...~ilrt!rl :~f.jr 

matched placebo each day for 100 days. Vitamin C 
had no significant effect except for shortening the 
average duration of cold episodes by 19%. 

(Med. J. Aust., 1981, 2: 411-412) 

and "upplied mull I\itamin ear~LJle al .he same lilll l' each da~. 
I"or lOll d~lys hcginnlflg .Iuill'~. 1l)1\0 They \\l'rc askcd IWI II' lah· 
'an~ (llhcr lilamin preparalil)ns durillg Ihe CPllfSl' or [hc [rial and 
I"~ no[t.' cach Ja~ all~ cI,1d sympwm' prescn!. TIlt.' nillt.' cold symp-
10m, \i ,I eti! II ere : Sllre Ihma!. sllcezing, rullny nose. hlod,eli nps .. ,. 
Ctlugh. h-:~ldaclic. I,·\-:ri,h. lIrcdnt.·"" and mu"de aell<.' SUhjl'ch 
IllTt.' ;bkt.'d I,) rale' thl·ir Wmpl<'llh lln [hc tllllo\\·l\1g scalt.-: II,· 
~Ih't.'n': ! ,. mild: :: . 1\1, Idl"r~II,': .; = Sl·\·crc 

\\'c h;lle ;lIlalyscd complelc cold dala tilr 95 "f thc 125 pair, 
(ll" [1\ in, II·ho beg~ln [he Irial. t\ cnld cpisodc was ddined h~ tit,' 
I"llllo\l'ing crilcria: 

I .. ''\ "<.:old'· lllll.S[ h'llC a total of at iL"ast tilc s~'\criiy rOillh for 
the c,)ld symplOllls sorc thn)al. sllcczing. rUllny lio~, hloch'd 
nose. cough and tCI·.:rish. 

2. One day could be ddincd as an episode if thc sum or cold 
sylll~lom rating, W,\'o grcater than or equal 10 tin'. 

). Otilelwise a cold II as delincd as an illl1l:ss episode or t\\"\) nr 
morc da~s duralillll lIilh al least I\\() difll:rcnl cold sympt()ll1s 
(Ihose Ii'led in criterion I) presenl together llll al least t\\'o (If the 
days. 11llt neees~arily consccutivc. 

4. An .:pisl)de hegins following Ihr.:c days. 1',lch with cold 
sYlllplum points less than or cqual tn onl', and ends hcfnn: [he 
tim:.: d;l~ S l'ach with culL! symptom ratings Illtalling no more than 
o Ill: . 

5. ("<,id l'pisodes alrcady pres .. 'nt at the st~\I·t of thl' trial wcrc 
. di~rel'ard-:d. Indil idll~d, I\l"re cxcludcd from cold data anahsis 

if tile' inillal cold la~ted fl'r nwrc Ihan 14 days l)1" if Ihc' Illlal num'bc'r 
or "c,)ld" days "'as grcaler than (,0. 

Si.\ lll~lin \ariable, I\Crl' cUlllpulcd fruill cach indi\idual's cold 
d~lla 

Incidellce": the numht.'! pf defincd cold epISode" c\p.:ricll\.Td 
m·cr Ihc Irial J1eriod. 

Total duration: thc wtal number of "cold-days" expcri.:nc~'d. 

:\ n:rage duration: I hc I,H:l1 duralion divided hy incidencc. 

Total \l'\l'rity: the tolal oLIiI SC\ crity points wi Ihin cold cpisodes 
repLlrlcd hy t:ach illdividual. 

412 AH:rage seH'rit~: rhl' ltll;!I Sl'IL'lil\ "1\ I,led h~ Ihc inl·id .. 'IKc' ,'I 
cplds. 

IIlICllsL' .... ,I"s ,l\;ln Ill;!le,. SCler;d ~1I1al~sc" "lIggc'SI that Ill.: pbl'd),) 
I\;h.l gtltl" ,)IIt.' alld Ih'l: thl' d,'uhle·hlind dl"sign "I' the c'.pcrimc::nt 
lias IWI Ltll1lpromiscd. Intensity (Ihe ;1\l'I"agc snt.TIt~ per c"ld .1.11 I· lilt.' 1<'lal "Clellil 

dl\ iucd hy the lot;!1 durali"Il. 

Thc data I,erl' all;d~,cd b~ pairl'll ;111;11"" ,)f \·arianc'c'.: 

TABLE 1: Treatment means of cold variables for males. females 
and total sample of MZ twins 

I Males (38 pairs) ~malCs (57 pairs) Total (95 pair,) 

F 

.tc~:-l-;Iaceb~~~acebo -~C~~laceb~---1-·· _. - . .. . 

Inclcence 126 126 181 1.63 1.58 148 
T OIal durallon 858 8.76 12.7 126 11.0 11.1 
Average duration 437 5.08 5.72 7.26 5.18' 639 
Total seventy 344 37.8 

1

567 

53.3 47.8 47.1 
Average severity 173 21.3 26.5 316 22.8 27.5 
Intensity 273 3.12 3.68 3.95 3.30 3.62 

•. Il. ... trve and Placebo means .:IIIe-f rtf 5"" lell~j 

Results 
C"ld data were ~1l1alys,:d fllr .';-': maIL: pall·.;lIld57femalepalr.pf 
1\\ IllS. Female, had »igl1iliclllli) lung<.:r, mtlrc sc'lt:re and !llt'rc 

Til.: 1t.'sIIIIS!">f [he: 1';lirl'd an;dyses or \arianCe ht:t\\ccn actilc 
;1I1d p\;lccho groups 1"'1' Ihl" ,i\ sUllll1lary c'old \ ariahiL"s arc ,h,,"·n 
III 'Llnk I Thc'rc ~Irc n,) significant ditk:-cn .. ·cs he[\\ecl1 actilc' and 
1'!~ll·t.'h(' gr,'up' I"lll" an:- <'rrile I <ili;lhle" in ellhcr maks or Ii:lllaiL"s 
n':hldcTt.·" 'l'l'dr~IIe:I~, III tht.' Illlal sample. th .. ' \·itamin C treatmcn[ 
kh ,I ,i~:I1iiic;II11I~ ,\;"ncr aln;lgl' dur;ltillll. but [he rcduuillil is. 
"111~ 'i1gill. 

Ollr rl'slIl,,, art.' cOllsislt:l1t \\ith tho,c \)1' earlicr tn;d,1 ,,·hich. 
al he'!. "nl~ ,t1~gC,SI a llloLicSI clrcet of a dail~ 1.11 g dose of \i[amin C 
in prcvl'l1l1lig Ihe Clllllnll'lI elll". 

\\ .. : \',hh ~" ,il.tlll.. R., .. h ... ·I'r.lt!\h.:t .. II: i~;lrl!t.:lll.11 I); \lit.h"d Ilt:lld..:r ... I)I1. :·.~r ... llpph ,.flhl."\lr.JTl1ll1 
.rnd r~.h .... ·~l,. r.d·!.:!, .111.1 !I'r tin~I1'I..'I;d 'U['r"rI !<' I..''''l·r PIl,I.I,;!t: .... ,h. \\'t: .tn: parl;":Hbrl~ :!rall.."lul 
I,' !Ill" !\~1Il' 1'''1Il :h' \1 .... 'I;!!I;UI '11.\:\IJH ("\\in 1{":~I .. tr~ fnr rhl..·u \"lil~n~ o"""P'"r;ttinJ) Juran~' 
!:'I..' ... "ur'~· ." !h~ Ii L;d 
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