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INTRODUCTION: THE OLD WIVES'
TALE THAT WON'T GO AWAY

For generations, the phrase "starve a
fever, feed a cold" has been passed
down from parents to children,
whispered in waiting rooms and shared
over cups of chicken soup. It sounds
intuitive: if you have a fever, restrict
food to let the body burn out the illness;
if you have a cold, eat up to give your
immune system extra fuel. But is there
any truth to this age-old adage? In an
era of evidence-based medicine, we
need to separate folklore from fact. This
article dives deep into the origins, the
science, and the practical advice behind
starve a fever feed a cold, helping
you understand what your body actually
needs when you're sick.

WHERE DID "STARVE A FEVER,
FEED A COLD" COME FROM?

The saying can be traced back to a 1574
dictionary by John Withals, which noted:
"Fasting is a great remedy of fevers."
The belief was that eating food would
fuel the fever, while starving would cool
the body down. The "feed a cold" part
may have emerged later, possibly from
the idea that colds are caused by chills,
and warm, nourishing food helps restore
heat. However, the medical
understanding of infection, metabolism,
and immunity was virtually nonexistent
at the time. The phrase starve a fever
feed a cold persisted through the

centuries, but modern research suggests
we need to flip the advice — or discard it
entirely.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND FEEDING A
CoLD

Does Eating Help
You Recover
Faster?

When you have a common cold —
characterized by a runny nose,
congestion, sneezing, and a mild sore
throat — your immune system is on high
alert. It requires energy in the form of
calories, proteins, vitamins, and minerals
to produce white blood cells and
antibodies. Several studies indicate that
moderate nutritional support can shorten
the duration of cold symptoms. In
particular, researchers have found that a
warm bowl of chicken soup (or any
broth-based meal) may possess mild
anti-inflammatory properties and help
thin mucus. So the "feed a cold" part of
starve a fever feed a cold might have
some merit, but with a caveat: it's not
about eating anything and everything;
it's about eating the right nutrients.

Key Nutrients for
Fighting a Cold

¢ Vitamin C: While it cannot
prevent colds, it may reduce the
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duration if taken consistently.
Foods like oranges, kiwi, bell
peppers, and strawberries are
excellent sources.

e Zinc: Zinc lozenges taken within
24 hours of symptom onset can
shorten the cold. Oysters, beef,
pumpkin seeds, and chickpeas are
rich in zinc.

¢ Probiotics: A healthy gut
microbiome supports immune
function. Yogurt, kefir, sauerkraut,
and miso soup are good options.

e Warm liquids: Herbal teas,
broths, and honey-lemon water
soothe the throat and keep mucus
membranes hydrated.

The takeaway: when you have a cold,
you should eat — but focus on nutrient
density, not just calorie load. The old
advice to "feed a cold" aligns with
modern understanding, provided you're
feeding your immune system, not just
your appetite.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND STARVING
A FEVER

What Happens to
Your Metabolism
During a Fever?

A fever is a rise in body temperature,
often triggered by an infection. It's your
body's way of creating a hostile
environment for pathogens. This process
requires a massive increase in metabolic
rate — for every 1°C (1.8°F) rise in
temperature, your basal metabolic rate
can increase by 10-15%. That means
your body is burning calories at a higher
rate, even while you rest. So the idea of

"starving" a fever seems
counterintuitive: if you don't provide
fuel, your body may break down muscle
tissue for energy, weakening your
immune response.

The Research
Flips the Advice

Animal studies and limited human trials
have challenged the "starve a fever"
notion. One famous experiment from
2002 on mice showed that feeding them
glucose during a bacterial infection
increased survival rates, while starving
them worsened outcomes. For viral
infections, the opposite was observed —
but fevers can accompany both bacterial
and viral illnesses. The consensus
among immunologists and dietitians
today is that you should never
deliberately starve yourself when you
have a fever. Instead, you should listen
to your body. If you have no appetite,
that's natural, but forced fasting is
harmful. The correct interpretation of
starve a fever feed a cold should be:
"If the fever makes you lose your
appetite, don't force food, but do stay
hydrated and consume light, easy-to-
digest nutrition."

Hydration Is
Paramount

Fever causes fluid loss through sweating
and increased respiration. Dehydration
worsens symptoms and can lead to
complications. Electrolyte-rich fluids like
oral rehydration solutions, clear broths,
and diluted fruit juices are essential. So
while you might not feel like a full meal,
you must prioritize liquids. This nuance
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is often lost in the oversimplified starve
a fever feed a cold mantra.

DEBUNKING THE MYTH: WHY THE
ADAGE IS MOSTLY WRONG

The short answer: modern immunology
tells us that both colds and fevers are
metabolic stressors. Restricting calories
during a fever can delay recovery by
depriving the immune system of needed
energy. Overeating during a cold can
cause indigestion and won't speed
recovery if the food is poor quality. The
phrase starve a fever feed a cold is a
catchy but misleading rule of thumb. The
more accurate advice is: "If you are sick,
eat when you are hungry, choose
nourishing foods, and stay hydrated."
That applies whether you have a fever, a
cold, or both.

MODERN RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR MANAGING SICKNESS
THROUGH NUTRITION

For Colds: Eat to
Support
Immunity

1. Prioritize warm, soothing foods:
soups, stews, oatmeal, and herbal
teas.

2. Include protein: eggs, chicken,
fish, tofu, or legumes to support
antibody production.

3. Add anti-inflammatory spices:
ginger, turmeric, garlic, and
honey.

4. Avoid sugary snacks and
processed foods, as they can
increase inflammation.

For Fevers:
Focus on Fluids
and Light
Nutrition

1. Drink plenty of water, electrolyte
drinks, and broth.

2. Eat small, frequent meals if you
have any appetite — think
smoothies, yogurt, applesauce, or
crackers.

3. Include easily digestible proteins
like scrambled eggs or bone broth.

4. Avoid heavy, fatty, or spicy foods
that may upset the stomach.

5. Never skip meals entirely for more
than 24 hours without medical
advice.

When to See a
Doctor

While nutritional self-care is helpful, it
does not replace medical treatment. If a
fever exceeds 103°F (39.4°C) in adults,
lasts more than three days, or is
accompanied by severe headache, rash,
difficulty breathing, or confusion, seek
medical attention immediately. For colds
that worsen after a week or include high
fever, strep throat, or sinus pain, a
doctor visit is warranted. The phrase
starve a fever feed a cold should
never be used as a substitute for
professional care.

CULTURAL VARIATIONS AND
HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The idea that you should starve a fever



feed a cold has equivalents in many
cultures. In Traditional Chinese Medicine,
colds are considered "wind-cold" and are
treated with warming foods like ginger
and scallions, while fevers are "wind-
heat" and require cooling foods like
mung beans and watermelon. Though
the phrasing differs, the underlying
principle is that food choices should
match the thermal nature of the illness.
This is more nuanced than simply
starving or feeding, but it shows that
humans have always believed in a
connection between diet and recovery.
The problem with the English version is
that it reduces complex metabolic needs
to a binary action.

WHAT ABOUT CHILDREN AND
ELDERLY?

Vulnerable populations need extra
caution with the starve a fever feed a
cold advice. Children, especially infants,
have limited glycogen stores and can
become hypoglycemic quickly if they do
not eat for even a day during a fever.
The elderly often have decreased
appetite and are at higher risk for
malnutrition. For both groups, starvation
is dangerous. Light, frequent feeding and
aggressive hydration are critical. Always
consult a pediatrician or geriatric
specialist before adopting any "starve"
approach.

THE ROLE OF THE IMMUNE
SYSTEM AND DIET

Your immune system is incredibly
energy-expensive. When you are sick,
your body diverts resources away from
digestion and toward fighting pathogens.
That's why you may lose your appetite
— it's a natural adaptation to conserve
energy. However, this does not mean
zero food is optimal. The current

scientific consensus is that some
nutrition (especially protein and
micronutrients) is better than none, even
during a fever. The worst-case scenario
is a prolonged fast combined with
dehydration, which can weaken immune
function and lead to secondary
infections.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR
IMPLEMENTING THE RIGHT
ADVICE

e Stock your pantry with canned
soups, broth, crackers, electrolyte
packets, and tea before cold and
flu season.

e Prepare ahead by freezing single
servings of chicken soup or
vegetable stew.

e Listen to your body: if you have
a fever and feel hungry, eat small
amounts. If not, don't force it, but
do keep sipping fluids.

e For colds, a hot toddy (tea with
honey, lemon, and a splash of
whiskey) is not scientifically
proven but can be soothing in
moderation — just beware of
alcohol's dehydrating effects.

e Avoid dairy if you feel it thickens
mucus, though studies show dairy
does not actually increase mucus
production for most people.

CONCLUSION: RETHINKING AN
OLD SAYING

The phrase starve a fever feed a cold
has lingered for centuries, but it does
not hold up to modern scrutiny. Fevers
increase metabolic demand, making
starvation harmful. Colds can benefit
from nutrient-rich foods, but overeating
is not helpful. The best approach is
individualized: when sick, eat lightly and
nutritiously if you have appetite, and
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always prioritize hydration. The old
wives' tale is a conversation starter, not
a clinical guideline. So next time you feel
a fever coming on, forget about starving

— instead, reach for a warm cup of
broth, listen to your body, and let real
science guide your recovery.



