
 ccording to experts at the 
Common Cold Centre in 
Cardiff, the chances of  you 
escaping a cold this winter 
are virtually zilch. Research 
shows that each of  us will 
suffer two to five colds a year, 

most of  them in the winter months. That’s 
a lot of  Kleenex, Night Nurse and missed 
training time. 

Why do we catch so many colds? The 
common cold is caused by infection of  
the nose and throat, usually with the 
rhinovirus, thought to be responsible for up 
to 50 per cent of  colds.  

Viruses spread through the air and love 

densely populated environments such as 
busy cities and transport systems, so it’s no 
wonder colds can spread like a rampaging 
bush fire. Experts believe the winter months 
make us more susceptible because cool 
temperatures make it easier for the cold 
virus to replicate in the nose. 

THE CYCLING-COLD CONNECTION 
There’s also the effect of  training. Although 
a regular cycling habit is good for your 
immune function (moderate exercise 
reduces the risk of  infection), periods of  
hard, intensive training and competition 
can negatively affect your immune function, 
at least temporarily. 

NUTRITION
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The common cold is also the commonest cause of  missed training 
sessions. And that, combined with the coughing and congestion, 
makes us miserable. Laura Tilt explores immune-boosting nutrition

COLD-FIGHTING FOODS



The question is, why? 
According to Mike Gleeson, 
professor of  exercise 
biochemistry at Loughborough 
University, those periods of  
tough training temporarily 
suppress your immune 
function, leaving you open to 
opportunistic infection. 

“Prolonged strenuous 
exercise like a heavy bout of  
cycling training or road race 
have a temporary negative 
impact on the body’s ability to 
defend itself  against infection,” 
explains Gleeson. 

“This is largely because the 
rise in stress hormones like 
adrenaline and cortisol inhibits 
the functioning of  white blood 
cells, the main components 
of  our immune system. This 
effect typically lasts at least 
several hours after the exercise 
session has finished.”

A lack of  recovery time 
(typical during competitive 
periods) can make matters 
worse, so it’s no surprise 
that the number of  reported 
respiratory symptoms jump 
following competitive events. 
Breathing cold, dry and 
polluted air can also result in 
inflammation of  the airways, 
even if  you don’t have a full-
blown cold. 

As if  that were not enough, 
cycling outdoors increases the 
time spent breathing in cold  
air, which cools the lining  
of  your nose, giving those  
viruses yet greater opportunity 
to take hold. 

COLD-PROOF YOURSELF 
Though the worst of  a cold 
is usually over in two to three 
days, it can take as long as 
seven to 10 days to shift all 
symptoms, and that’s a lot of  
missed training. In a recent 
survey of  British athletes, 33 
per cent of  missed training 
sessions were down to 
infection, most commonly  
cold or flu. 

So what can you do? 
Preventative measures such 
as a sensible training schedule 
and adequate recovery time 
are important, but that’s not 
all — what you eat also plays 
a big role when it comes to 
reducing your risk. Here’s how 
to eat for cold prevention. 

01 START WITH A 
PROBIOTIC

Believe it or not, 70 per cent of  
your immune cells are located 

in the lining of  your gut — 
this is one of  the main forms 
of  defence against disease-
carrying bugs and bacteria 
entering your system.  

Poor diet and stress can 
weaken the gut barrier, leaving 
you more at risk of  infection. 
There’s also emerging 
evidence that the heat stress 
caused by intense training may 
disturb the permeability of  
the gut barrier. In other words, 
bacteria can get through more 
easily. Luckily, the fast route 
to better digestive defence 
could be as simple as taking a 
probiotic during winter. 

In one 2011 study from 
Loughborough University, 
highly active men and 
women randomised 
to take a daily 
lactobacillus probiotic 
during winter training 
suffered significantly 
fewer respiratory 
infections than a 
placebo group. Studies 
show that probiotics 
(AKA good bacteria) can 
help strengthen the gut  
barrier. More recent studies 
have shown an increase in 
immune markers when taking 
probiotic capsules. 

The other benefit of  a 
probiotic is that it can help 
improve your digestion, so 
you get the most from your 
diet. “If  your digestive system 
is functioning at its best, 
then you’re going to get the 
maximum benefit from the 
foods you eat,” claims Barry 
Smith, chairman of  Symprove, 
a UK-based probiotic 
company that claims its 
probiotics survive in sufficient 
quantities to make a difference 
(see ‘Supplements’ box). 

02 SWAP CEREAL 
FOR OATS

Breakfast cereal is the easy 
option in the morning, but 
swapping to a bowl of  oats 
is a smart move for cold 
prevention. Oats contain  
beta-glucan, a fibre that 
stimulates the body’s natural 
killer cells. The key is to 
choose the steel-cut variety of  
oats, as these contain more of  
the all-important fibre. 

If  you don’t have time 
to make porridge, soak oats 
overnight in water to slash the 
cooking time by two thirds, 
or consider a bowl of  oats for 
dinner. Yes, savoury porridge 

sounds odd, but it’s normal 
fare in numerous countries 
across the globe, and it’s really 
not very different from rice. 
Cook with water, a pinch of  
salt and veggies, and top with 
a boiled egg or stir in some 
cheese for added protein. 

sessions can increase your risk 
of  falling sick. Immune cells 
rely on glucose for fuel, plus 
low blood glucose increases 
the release of  stress hormones, 
which stop your immune  
cells working as effectively  
as normal. 

The solution is simply 
to make sure you meet the 
recommended 30-60g of  
carbs during sessions lasting 
over an hour. Studies show 
consuming an isotonic sport 
drink (containing six per 
cent carbohydrate) during 

endurance training maintains 
blood glucose and slows the 
rise in cortisol and growth 
hormone response. Bottom 
line? Leave the low carbs 
to non-training days, and 
intersperse ‘train low’ days  
with properly fuelled rides. 

04 MAKE TEA
An impressive 80  

per cent of  Brits profess  
to be tea lovers, and that’s 
a good thing so far as cold 
prevention is concerned.  
Not only do hot drinks help 
ease congestion and clear 
mucus, the antioxidants in 
tea can help to fight off  the 
bacteria and viruses that can 
cause infection. 

According to a study 
published in the Lancet, 

”DOING HARD EXERCISE ON SEVERAL 
SUCCESSIVE DAYS CAN HAVE A 
CUMULATIVE EFFECT THAT DEPRESSES 
IMMUNITY AND EXPLAINS WHY 
ATHLETES CONTRACT MORE ILLNESSES 
DURING PERIODS OF HEAVY TRAINING 
AND COMPETITION”

Professor Mike Gleeson, Loughborough University

CHILL OUT
Taking control of stress

could help you kick a cold — 
scientists from Pennsylvania 
found psychological stress 

increases the risk of developing 
respiratory infections. Try the 

Headspace app for a free
10-day introduction to

guided meditation.

03 DON’T SKIMP ON 
CARBOHYDRATES 

DURING TRAINING
It can tempting to head out 
with just your water bottle and 
a squirt of  squash for company 
on a long ride, but skimping on 
carbs during prolonged cycle 

echinacea tea is one of  the 
best, although researchers 
from Imperial College London 
indicated that chamomile is 
best for boosting polyphenols, 
which have anti-bacterial 
properties. If  you’re not a fan, 
try a ginger lemon fix after a 
session outdoors — ginger 
is a traditional remedy for 
cold prevention, and the anti-
inflammatory properties can 
also soothe sore muscles. Peel 
and slice a thumb-sized piece 
of  fresh ginger and pour over 
boiled water. Add a squeeze 
of  lemon and — if  you need a 
sweet fix — a touch of  honey. 

05 BEEF UP
Iron is the Popeye 

of  nutrients, responsible for 
chauffeuring oxygen around 
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Lemon and 
ginger tea is 

thought to fend 
off colds



COLD AND FLU SUPPLEMENTS
the body, but beyond that it 
also plays a role in immune 
function. Iron deficiency can 
put the brakes on various 
aspects of  the immune 
function, and poor iron status 
has been linked with an 
increase in susceptibility to 
infection risk.  

One of  the best and most 
readily absorbed sources of  
iron is lean beef, which, as 
an added plus, is high in zinc, 
which can limit inflammation 
during infection. Eat your beef  
with iron-rich plant foods; the 
red meat will give the iron in 
the veggies a free ride, as it 
boosts absorption. Worried 
about eating too much meat? 
You can eat up to three meat-
based meals a week and safely 
stay under the recommended 
500g limit. For meat-free diets, 
the best vegetarian sources 
include tofu, kidney beans, 
lentils and leafy greens.

06 TAKE TURMERIC
Known for its ability 

to fight inflammation as 
effectively as some over-the-
counter drugs, turmeric works 
to support your immune 
system in two ways — firstly 
it can activate immune cell 
activity, and secondly it can 
stop viruses in their tracks. 
In Ayurvedic medicine, the 
bright orange-yellow spice is 
the go-to treatment for colds 
and sore throats, said to ease 
symptoms and help clear 
congestion. Both black pepper 
and dietary fat supercharge 
the absorption of  turmeric, so 
use together in a curry, soup or 
stew to get a cold-preventing 
hit. If  you don’t like the taste, 
consider a turmeric capsule. 

07    EAT YOUR GREENS
Here’s a good reason 

to eat your greens — in one 
2011 study from Cambridge 
University, mice fed a greens-
free diet ended up losing 80 
per cent of  the protective 
barrier of  immune cells lining 
their digestive system in just 
three weeks. Though animal 
studies can’t be generalised 
to humans, studies show that 
compounds in green and 
cruciferous veg known as 
glucosinolates activate the 
immune cells lining the gut. 

Aim for one to two servings 
of  green vegetables a day, but 
beware your cooking method 
— boiling can reduce the 

VITAMIN C
In a recent review of all the 
evidence, research from the 
experts at Cochrane finally 
canned the idea that vitamin C 
can prevent a cold — except, 
that is, if you’re experiencing 
extreme physical stress (e.g. 
training for a marathon in 
cold conditions). In this case, 
they found that vitamin C 
supplementation may reduce the 
risk of a cold by up to half, which 
means this is one supplement 
that’s best reserved for short 
periods. Doses of up to 1,000mg 
a day are considered safe in the 
short term — more than this can 
trigger stomach upset.   

VITAMIN D
According to the National Institute 
for Health and Care Excellence, 
one in five of us is estimated 

to have insufficient levels of 
vitamin D, and the winter 
months are a prime time for 
low levels. Between mid-
October and April, rays are 
not strong enough for you to 
make any vitamin D. In a 2013 
study from Liverpool John Moores 
University, 62 per cent of athletes 
living in northern latitudes had 
low vitamin D, but eight weeks of 
supplementation was sufficient 
to raise levels — and increase 
musculoskeletal performance. 
The recommended intake is 
10mcg a day (400 IU), but up 
to 25mcg a day (1,000 IU) is 
considered safe. 

PROBIOTICS
The evidence for probiotics is 
mixed. In a 2014 study from 
University College London, 
researchers found that liquid 

probiotics were more effective 
than solid products in delivering 
bacteria to the digestive system; 
and consuming them on an 
empty stomach yielded best 
results. Of eight commercial 
products, only three survived the 
acidic conditions in the stomach, 
and only one survived all three 
challenges — to arrive, survive 
stomach acid and then grow 
and take hold — and that was 
Symprove (www.symprove.com).  

level of  glucosinolates as they 
leach into water, so steam, eat 
in salads or throw into your 
Nutribullet or blender. The  
best sources include pak  
choi, broccoli, Brussels  
sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, 
kale and watercress. 

08 DOSE ON VITAMIN D
Even with regular hours 

spent outdoors on the bike, 
there’s a good chance your 
vitamin D levels are going to 
dip during the winter, unless 
you take a supplement or have 
regular sun-drenched holidays. 
As well as being vital for bone 
health and muscle strength, 
the sunshine vitamin is 
essential for a robust immune 
function, thanks to its ability 
to trigger T cells, which target 
and kill viruses. 

In a 2014 study from 
Loughborough University, 
endurance athletes with low 
vitamin D levels had more 
cold and flu symptoms during 
winter training than those with 
optimal levels of  the vitamin. 
The number of  athletes with 
low vitamin D levels also 
increased during the winter 
training from 38 to 55 per 
cent. Choose eggs, salmon or 
fortified cereals to boost your 
intake of  vitamin D naturally, 

Despite manufacturers’ claims to the contrary, there’s no one magic 
supplement that will definitely stop you from getting a cold. That said, 
there are a few that may genuinely help  

or consider a supplement (see 
box above). 

09 BE A SMOOTHIE
If  you’re looking for 

a reason to invest in a fancy 
blender, this could be it. 
Developing a regular smoothie 
habit doesn’t just tick off  
post-ride recovery; it can also 
give your immune system a 
boost. Scientists at Scripps 
Research Institute in California 
recently found a link between 
antioxidants and normal 
immune function, with the best 
sources being brightly coloured 
fruit and vegetables. 

Add whey protein and 
you’ll boost the benefits. The 
milk-based powder is rich 
in cysteine, an amino acid 
converted to glutathione, 
the ‘master’ antioxidant 
of  immune function. In a 
Portuguese study of  triathletes, 
a post-workout whey 
supplement reversed the dip in 

lymphocytes after hard training 
— the white cells responsible 
for fighting infections. 

10 GET TO BED
OK, this one’s not about 

diet, but when it comes to 
immune function, adequate 
sleep is as important as your 
diet. Getting less than seven 
hours is associated with an 
increased risk of  respiratory 
infection, especially when 
you’re training hard, and 
continual sleep loss reduces 
infection-fighting T-cells 
and increases inflammatory 
cytokines. Use this as a good 
excuse to get an early night 
— dim the lights and turn off  
your phone at least an hour 
before to encourage melatonin 
production, or try eating a 
bowl of  cereal with milk or a 
shot of  tart cherry juice, as 
both can help you snooze. 
Avoid alcohol in the hours 
before sleep too.

PROBIOTIC
ADVICE

Any sportsperson looking 
to bolster their system with a 

probiotic should choose one that 
has published evidence. Independent 

research found Symprove “arrives, 
survives and thrives” in the low pH 

that is the norm within the 
stomach. It’s essential a 

probiotic is able to tolerate 
acidic conditions.
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“THE NUMBER OF ATHLETES 
WITH LOW VITAMIN D INCREASED 
DURING WINTER. EATING EGGS, 
SALMON OR CEREAL MAY HELP 
BOOST YOUR LEVEL NATURALLY”


