
 

 
Flu Season: Reducing Your Risk 

 

By Chet Zelasko, PhD 
 
 
Every year, as winter approaches, another form of flu gets ready to wreak havoc. A few years ago, we not 
only had the usual flu, we also had the H1N1 strain that seems to have caught everyone’s attention. Is this 
or another type of flu the next pandemic? No one really knows, but here’s the thing: whether it is or it isn’t, 
there are ways you can reduce your risk of getting any type of flu. It involves a combination of 
supplementation and sanitary practices. 
  
What Can You Do to Prepare? 
The critical factor in escaping the flu is to keep your immune system strong. It may not prevent you from 
getting the flu because you can’t completely control whether you’ll be exposed or not—people will continue 
to breathe and sneeze in the air. But with a strong immune system, you may have less severe symptoms if 
you do catch it. These are the supplements I use to keep my immune system operating at peak levels, and 
the daily dosages I recommend. 
 
Probiotics 
These are the good bacteria that help your digestive system. More than that, research shows that regular 
use of probiotics helps the immune system deal with infectious respiratory diseases such as colds and the 
flu (1). Probiotics are available in yogurt and other dairy products. However, using probiotics in supplement 
form may be more desirable, especially for those who are lactose intolerant. Make sure you use a product 
with a variety of bacterial strains as well as prebiotics such as fructooligosaccharides (FOS); the prebiotics 
are the food the bacteria need to grow, so using a product with both prebiotics and probiotics is important. 
Probiotics can be used safely by children, adults, and women who are pregnant and breastfeeding. 
 
Antioxidants 
These are nutrients such as vitamins C and E and pre-vitamins such as beta-carotene that help the immune 
system function effectively. The research on healthy individuals using vitamins and minerals to prevent a 
specific respiratory disease is equivocal (2), but antioxidants are effective in people who have compromised 
immune symptoms (2,3). That’s the key phrase: compromised immune systems. If you have diabetes or 
multiple sclerosis, or even if you simply have allergies, your immune system is already challenged and 
antioxidants are recommended. But what about apparently healthy individuals? 
 
Let me give you an example. You’re under a lot of stress at work, you’ve just been in a minor car accident, 
you’re a cigarette smoker, or you exercise a lot—all of those events can 
compromise your immune system. You don’t really know it because you have no 
symptoms, but that doesn’t mean your immune system isn’t being challenged. 
Taking antioxidants regularly during the cold and flu season is a good idea for 
that reason alone. 
 

Vitamin C  1,000 – 2,000 mg 
Vitamin E  150 – 400 IU d-alpha-tocopherol 
Beta-carotene  5 – 15 mg natural beta-carotene with carotenoids 

    (Equals 7,500 – 22,500 IU vitamin A activity) 
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Vitamin D 
The reason respiratory infections are more prevalent in winter is that our bodies have less vitamin D due to 
the lack of exposure to sunlight (4,5). The research on vitamin D and immune function is emerging, and just 
like antioxidants, it’s equivocal as to whether vitamin D can treat respiratory infections. But again, just like 
antioxidants, lack of vitamin D depresses immune function and therefore makes us more at risk for 
infections. Taking vitamin D is also important for that reason. 
 
 Vitamin D  1,000 – 2,000 IU per day 
 
Herbal Supplements 
I travel a lot and in addition to taking the antioxidants regularly, I think it’s a good precaution to take herbals 
that boost the immune system in the short term. Echinacea and garlic are two supplements that can help 
when you’re traveling. Make sure you use a supplement with a standardized extract of these herbs; take 
them during travel, plus the days before and after. 
 

Echinacea  500-1,500 mg per day 
Garlic extract  300-1,200 mg per day 

 
Sanitation 
As important as supplementation is, good sanitation is just as important. There are three simple things you 
can do to reduce your risk of catching any type of virus. 
 

1. Wash your hands after touching anything in public. People are concerned about toilets and urinals, 
but everyone has to touch the door handle walking in or out of the bathroom, and you know some of 
those people didn’t wash their hands. Other hot spots are seat backs on buses or airplanes, the 
overhead bins on airplanes, and handles of any door, including taxis. If you can’t wash your hands, 
keep antibacterial wipes or a small bottle of hand sanitizer with you and use it every time. And until 
you wash your hands, keep them away from your eyes, nose, mouth, and any open wounds. 

 
2. If you sneeze, and you don’t have time to get a tissue, sneeze into the crook of your arm to prevent 

spray. Droplets carry the virus and if they touch the mucous membrane of your nasal passages, 
you’re infected. 

 
3. If you sneeze into your hand, wash your hands again after sneezing. Make sure your kids do as well.  

 
The Bottom Line 
Reducing your risk of getting any type of infection focuses on prevention, and the approach I’ve outlined is 
the simplest way to do that. Just make sure you’re consistent in your approach. You don’t know how 
susceptible you are at any given moment, and you don’t know what your exposure is. Stay focused on 
prevention and you’ll reduce your risk. 
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Subscribe to Dr. Chet’s email Health Memo and learn more about him on his website: www.drchet.com 

Dr. Chet Zelasko is dedicated to helping men and women get healthy and fit. As a health and fitness 
consultant with a PhD in Exercise Physiology and Health Education from Michigan State University, he 
provides health information based on the most recent research and delivers it in a way that’s easy to 
understand. Whether in person during seminars, in audio recordings, or in the written word, he makes 
sense out of the health news people hear so they can make better health choices and achieve optimal 
health. He’s conducted research and been published in peer-reviewed journals. He is certified by the 
American College of Sports Medicine as a Health and Fitness Specialist and has taught in ACSM 
certification workshops throughout the United States; he also belongs to the American Society of Nutrition. 
Although Grand Rapids, Michigan, is home, he has presented seminars on health to groups all over North 
America, Mexico, and the Caribbean and has written extensively on the health benefits of a good diet, 
regular exercise, and targeted supplementation. 
 
The health information in this Basic Health Info is designed for educational purposes only. It’s not a substitute for medical advice from your healthcare provider, and you 
should not use it to diagnose or treat a health problem or disease. It’s designed to motivate you to work toward better health, and that includes seeing your healthcare 
professional regularly. If what you’ve read raises any questions or concerns about health problems or possible diseases, talk to your healthcare provider today. 
 
 


