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Zinc Lozenges for the Common Cold
Recent review shows this popular treatment may shorten cold duration
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Design
Meta-analysis of 13 double-blind, placebo-controlled trials examining the therapeutic effect of zinc lozenges
on the duration of the common cold.
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A total number of 1,407 community-acquired cold episodes were examined in young adults, middle-aged
adults, and schoolchildren.

Study Parameters
Thirteen separate double-blind studies were identified in which patients were administered zinc lozenges
with doses of elemental zinc ranging from 30 mg to 207 mg per day and examined for common cold
duration as compared to placebo. Results were analyzed using Fisher combined P values and pooled using
the inverse-variance method.

Key Findings
Of the 13 studies included in the analysis, 7 studies reported a statistically significant decrease in cold
duration with zinc supplementation. Due to a highly significant heterogeneity by dose, the trials were divided
into low- and high-dose subgroups. Seven of the 8 studies with a dose above 75 mg daily showed a
significant reduction in reported duration of the common cold; however, none of the 5 studies with a dose
below 75 mg daily showed a significant effect.

In pooling P values from high-dose (over 75 mg) trials, zinc reduced reported common cold duration by
32%. In the 3 trials using zinc acetate as opposed to other mineral salts, the pooled effect was a 42%
reported reduction. The findings suggest that zinc lozenges at a dose of >75 mg are effective at reducing
the duration of the common cold, while lower dose zinc is not effective.

Zinc may be effective at reducing the duration of
symptoms of the common cold when taken at
early onset and at a dose greater than 75 mg per
day.
http://www.naturalmedicinejournal.com/article_content.asp?edition=1&section=3&article=276[2/22/2012 6:51:39 PM]
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Clinical Implications
The results discussed here are consistent with several other reviews of zinc and common cold duration. A
2000 meta-analysis of the same 13 trials by Jackson and colleagues reported no overall effect of zinc on
common cold duration, but dose was not considered. 1 Recently, Nahas and Balla reported an overall
reduction in symptom duration and severity in 5 of 9 trials of zinc lozenges examined, noting limitations
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associated with dose and bioavailability of dosage forms. 2 In addition, a 2011 Cochrane review analyzed
zinc in the treatment of the common cold, identifying 15 randomized controlled trials including a total of
1,360 healthy patients across all age groups in which the efficacy of zinc lozenges or syrup on cold duration
was compared to placebo. 3 According to the report, zinc was most effective at reducing both the duration
and severity of common cold symptoms when taken within 24 hours of the onset of symptoms. Again, the
review noted heterogeneity in the data and a need for further study regarding zinc dose, formulation, and
duration of use required to produce clinical benefits. Taken together, these results suggest that zinc may be
effective at reducing the duration of symptoms of the common cold when taken at early onset and at a dose
greater than 75 mg per day. No trials were identified evaluating zinc in the prevention of the common cold.
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Further, although studies were analyzed across age groups, only 1 trial was included in which the efficacy
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of zinc lozenges was assessed in school-aged children, and this trial demonstrated no effect with zinc at
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The recommended dietary allowance for zinc is 11 mg for adult men and 8 mg for adult women, and the
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tolerable upper limits of zinc intake range from 4 mg/day to 34 mg/day in children (birth to 18 years of age)
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and up to 40 mg/day for adults. The maximum daily intake of zinc should not exceed 150 mg. Commonly
available over-the-counter zinc lozenges or syrups provide an average daily dose of approximately 80 mg of
elemental zinc. Although this is above the published upper limit, a low incidence of adverse events was
observed in the studies reviewed, suggesting the likelihood of safety for short-term supplementation during
the incidence of a common cold. As with any such product, zinc should be used only under the direct
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General caution should also be taken at elevated intake levels as zinc has been shown to interfere with the
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absorption of certain antibiotics and other minerals, like iron and

copper. 5–7

These interactions may be

minimized by recommending zinc with food and separated from medications.
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