Vitamin C and the common cold

Using identical twins as controls
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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

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)

THE LFFICACY of vitamim C in prevention and cure of the
common cold is stll widely believed inAustraha despite the fact
that niost studies o date have failed to show any consistent effects.
We summurise here the results of a study using the pertect matching
of identical twins in age. sex and genetical consutution o compare
the eftfect of vitamin C and placebo treatment on colds. = A full
description will be pubhished elsewhere.

Subjects and Methods

One hundred and twenty-five pairs ol monozyeotic (MZ) twins
born between 1916 and 1965 and hiving in the Sydney metropolitan
arca volunteered 1o begin the trial. Zyvgosity was checked by
wping all twins with the following antsera (anti-AA;B.M NS s
Ce.D.Ec KK Fyi, JKY and none was exciuded as a dizygotic
pair. Onc twin ol a pair was assigned at random to the treatment
group: the other. to the control group. The experiment was ““double-
blind™ in that neither subjects nor experimenters knew which
group was which until the experiment and the analysis were
completed.

* The treaiment group received 1.0 g of ascorbic acid per day in
the form of Redoxon ® tablets (Roche Products) and the control
group received a placebo with the same ingredients in difterent
proportions but the lactose substituted tor ascorbic acid. The
placcbo and active tablets were well-matched in taste and
appearance.

Twins were asked to take their 1.0 g tablet (active or placebo)
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and supplicd multivitamin capsule at ihe same time cach day.

Jor

100 days beginnmg June 2
any other vitamin preparations during the course of the trial and

- 9RO They were asked not 1o 1ake

o note cach day any cold symptoms present. The nine cold symp-

toms listed, were:
cough.
were asked o rate ther symptoms on the followimg scale:
abseni: !

sore throat. sneezing, runny nose. bloched nose.
feverish, tredness and muscle ache. Subjects
(-

headache.

=mild: 2 moderate: 3= severe.

We have analysed complete cold data for 93 of the 125 pairs
of twins who began the trial. A cold episode was defined by the
following criteria:

B

A eold™ must have a total of at least five severity points tor

the cold symptoms sore throat. sneezing, runny nose, blocked
nose. cough and feverish.

2. One day could be detined as an episode il the sum of cold
symptom ratings was greater than or equal to five.

3. Otherwise a cold was defined as an illness episode of two or
more days duration with at least two difierent cold symptoms
(thosc listed in criterion 1) present together on at least two of the

days.

not necessarily conseeutive.

4. An cpisode begins following three days. each with cold
symptom points less than or equal to one. and ends betore the
three days each with cold symptom ratings totalling no more than

once.

Cold episodes already present at the start of the trial were
. dmug.ud;d.

Individuals were excluded from cold data analvsis

il the inital cold Tasted for more than 14 days or it the total number

ol

eold”

days was greater than 60,

Sixmain variables were computed from cach individual's cold

data.

Incidence:

the number ol defined cold episodes experienced

over the trial period.

Total duration: the total number of “cold-days™

experienced.

Average duration: the total duration divided by incidence.

Total severity: the total obail severity points within cold episodes
reported by cach mdividual.

412

colds.

Average severity @ the total severity divided by the mcidence of

Intensity (the inverage severity per cold dav): the total severiay

divided by the wotal duration.

The data were analysed by paired anadysis of varianee.”

TABLE 1: Treatment means of cold variables for males. females

and total sample of MZ twins

Males (38 pairs) | Females (57 pairs)| Total (95 pairs)

Active | Placebo Active Placebo | Active | Placebo
Incidence 126 1.26 1.81 1.63 1.58 1.48
Totatl duration 8.58 8.76 127 126 11.0 1.1
Average duration | 4 37 5.08 5.72 7.26 5.18° 6.39
Total severity 34 4 37.8 56.7 53.3 47.8 471
Average severity | 17.3 213 26.5 316 228 275
Intensity 273 312 3.68 3.95 3.30 3.62

" Artive and Placebo means dilter at 57, level

Results

Cold data were analvsed for 38 male pairs and 57 female pairs of

mans. Females had significantiy onger.

more severe and more

intense colds than males. Several analyses suggest that the placebo
was i good one and that the double-blind desten of the experiment
wits not compromised. _

The results of the paired analyses of variance between active
and placebo groups tor the six summary cold variables are shown
i Table 1. There are no sigmificant differences between active and
placebo groups tor any of the variables in erther males or females
comstdered separately. In the total sample. the vitamin C treatment
has a signiiicantdy shorter average duration, but the reduction is .
only ~hgit.

Our resulis are consistent with those of carlier tnals! which.
at best.only suggest a modesteffect ofadaily 1.0 g dose of vitamin C
in preventing the common cold.
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