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THE SCIENCE
BEHIND THE
SNIFFLES: HOW
DO YOU CATCH A
COLD?

Few experiences are as
universally  frustrating
as the onset of a cold.
That  first  tickle  in  the
throat,  the  sudden
urge  to  sneeze,  and
the  unmistakab le
feeling  of  congestion
slowly taking hold can
disrupt  your  entire
week. Despite it being
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
c o m m o n  h u m a n
ailments,  a  surprising

number of  people still
hold  misconceptions
a b o u t  h o w  t h e
common cold spreads.
Is it the damp weather?
A  s u d d e n  d r o p  i n
temperature?  Being
stuck next to a sniffling
coworker? While these
factors play a role, the
actua l  p rocess  o f
catching  a  cold  is  a
fascinating  biological
c h a i n  o f  e v e n t s
involving  viruses,
mucous  membranes,
and  your  immune
system. Understanding
precisely how do you
catch  a  cold  is  the
first and most powerful
step  in  preventing  it.
Let us break down the
s c i e n c e ,  t h e
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transmission  routes,
the  risk  factors,  and
the myths, so you can
navigate  cold  and  flu
season with clarity and
confidence.

THE TRUE
CULPRITS:
RHINOVIRUSES
AND OTHER
PATHOGENS

Before we can answer
how do you catch a
cold,  we  must  first
identify  the  enemy.
The  common  cold  is
not  a  single  disease
caused  by  one  virus.
Instead, it is a blanket
term for a mild upper
resp i ra to ry  t rac t
infection  caused  by  a
family  of  viruses.  The
most  frequent  offender
is  the  rhinovirus ,
which  accounts  for
r o u g h l y  3 0  t o  5 0
percent  of  all  colds.
There  are  over  100
different  serotypes  of
rhinovirus,  which  is

why  you  can  catch  a
c o l d  r e p e a t e d l y
throughout  your  life
without  ever  building
total  immunity.
Other  common  viral
c u l p r i t s  i n c l u d e
coronaviruses (not the
COVID-19  s t ra ins
specifically,  but  older
seasona l  t ypes ) ,
respiratory  syncytial
v i r u s  ( R S V ) ,
adenoviruses,  and
parainfluenza  viruses.
All of these pathogens
share a common goal:
they  invade  the  cells
l i n i ng  you r  nasa l
passages  and  throat,
hijack  your  cellular
m a c h i n e r y ,  a n d
repl icate  rap id ly .
Understanding  this
viral  diversity  helps
clarify  why  a  vaccine
for  the  common  cold
has  remained  elusive.
When asking  how do
you  catch  a  cold ,
recognize that you are
dealing with a moving
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target  of  hundreds  of
distinct viral strains.

THE PRIMARY
ROUTE: DIRECT
CONTACT
TRANSMISSION

The  most  common
answer to how do you
catch a cold involves
your  hands.  Direct
contact transmission is
the  primary  culprit.
H e r e  i s  h o w  t h i s
pathway  typical ly
unfolds:  an  infected
person  touches  their
nose,  wipes a sneeze,
or covers a cough with
their hand. In doing so,
they transfer a massive
l o a d  o f  l i v e  v i r a l
particles  onto  their
skin. These viruses can
survive on human skin
for  several  hours.
When that person then
touches  a  common
s u r f a c e  l i k e  a
doorknob,  elevator
button,  keyboard,
telephone, or handrail,

they  deposit  those
viruses onto the object.
You come along, touch
t h e  s a m e
contaminated  surface,
and now the virus is on
your hand. The critical
moment  arrives  when
you instinctively touch
your  face,  specifically
your  eyes,  nose,  or
mouth.  These  are  the
mucous  membranes
that serve as gateways
for  the  virus  to  enter
your  body.  Research
has  shown  that  the
a v e r a g e  p e r s o n
touches  their  face
between  16  and  23
times  per  hour.  This
unconscious  habit  is
t h e  s i n g l e  m o s t
important  factor  in
determining  how  do
you catch  a  cold  in
everyday life. The virus
then  travels  through
the nasal  passages to
the back of the throat,
where  it  finds  a  warm,
moist  environment
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ideal  for  replication.

Surface
Survival:
How Long
Does the
Virus
Linger?
Understanding  viral
p e r s i s t e n c e  o n
s u r f a c e s  h e l p s
contextualize  how do
you  catch  a  cold
t h r o u g h  i n d i r e c t
contact.  Rhinoviruses
are  surprisingly  hardy
in the environment. On
hard ,  non-porous
surfaces  like  plastic,
stainless  steel,  and
countertops,  these
viruses  can  remain
infectious  for  several
hours, sometimes up to

a  full  day.  On  porous
surfaces  like  tissues,
fabr i c ,  and  paper
money,  the  survival
t i m e  i s  s h o r t e r ,
typically  a  few  hours.
This is  why frequently
touched  surfaces  in
c o m m o n  a r e a s ,
schools, and offices are
such potent vectors for
transmission.  Regular
d i s in fec t ion  w i th
common  household
cleaners,  which  are
effective  against
rh inov i ruses ,  can
significantly  break  this
chain.

THE AIRBORNE
ROUTE:
RESPIRATORY
DROPLETS AND
AEROSOLS

The  second  major
pathway  in  answering
how do you catch a
cold is through the air.
When  an  in fec ted
p e r s o n  s n e e z e s ,
c o u g h s ,  o r  e v e n
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speaks,  they  expel
respiratory  droplets  of
various  sizes.  Larger
droplets,  which  are
heavier, travel roughly
three to six feet before
falling to the ground or
landing on surfaces. If
you are standing within
th i s  range ,  these
droplets  can  directly
l a n d  o n  y o u r  o w n
mucous  membranes,
bypassing the hand-to-
face route entirely.
Smal ler  part ic les,
known  as  aerosols  or
droplet  nuclei,  can
remain  suspended  in
the  a i r  f o r  l onger
periods,  especially  in
enc l o sed ,  poo r l y
venti lated  spaces.
While the common cold
is generally considered
l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  b e
transmitted  via  true
airborne  aerosolization
than  v i r u ses  l i ke
measles or influenza, it
is  still  a  meaningful
contributor.  This  dual-

mode  transmission
explains  why  crowded
indoor  spaces  l ike
classrooms,  public
transit,  and  open-plan
offices  are  hotbeds  for
cold  viruses.  When
people  ask  how  do
you  catch  a  cold
despite  being  careful
about  handwashing,
the  airborne  pathway
is often the overlooked
answer.

WHY SEASONALITY
MATTERS: THE
WINTER LINK

T h e r e  i s  a  w e l l -
established  seasonal
pattern  to  colds,  with
i n c i d e n c e  r a t e s
peaking in the fall and
winter. This seasonality
is deeply connected to
how do you catch a
cold.  Several  factors
converge during colder
months to create ideal
t r a n s m i s s i o n
cond i t ions .  F i rs t ,
people  spend  more



6

6 How Do You Catch A Cold 2022-11-10

t ime  indoors  w i th
w i n d o w s  c l o s e d ,
increasing  proximity
a n d  r e d u c i n g
venti lat ion,  which
allows viral particles to
accumulate in the air.
Second,  lower outdoor
temperatures  and
reduced  humid i ty
levels  affect  the  nasal
mucosa.  Cold,  dry  air
can impair the function
of  the  cilia,  the  tiny
hair-like  structures  in
your  nasal  passages
that sweep mucus and
trapped  particles  out.
This  slows  down  your
first  line  of  defense,
giving viruses a better
chance to establish an
infection.
Additionally,  some
research suggests that
rhinoviruses  replicate
more  efficiently  at
s l i g h t l y  l o w e r
temperatures,  such as
the  91  to  95  degrees
Fahrenheit found in the
n a s a l  p a s s a g e s ,

c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e
b o d y ' s  c o r e
temperature. This may
explain why the viruses
t a r g e t  t h e  u p p e r
resp i ra to ry  t rac t
specifically.
Understanding  these
seasonal  dynamics
p r o v i d e s  a  m o r e
complete  picture  of
how do you catch a
cold  during  specific
t imes  of  the  year ,
moving beyond the old
wives'  tale  of  "getting
chilled"  as  the  direct
cause.

RISK FACTORS:
WHO CATCHES
COLDS MORE
EASILY?

Whi le  everyone  is
vulnerable,  certain
lifestyle  and biological
factors  can  increase
your  susceptibility.
E x a m i n i n g  t h e s e
factors  helps  answer
how do you catch a
c o l d  f r o m  a
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p e r s o n a l i z e d
perspective.

Immune
System
Status
A  r o b u s t  i m m u n e
system is your primary
de fense .  Chron ic
s t r e s s ,  s l e e p
depr ivat ion,  poor
n u t r i t i o n ,  a n d
under ly ing  health
conditions  can  lower
your immune vigilance.
I n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h
weakened  immune
systems  are  not  only
more likely to catch a
c o l d  b u t  a l s o
expe r i ence  more
severe  symptoms  and
longer recovery times.

Age
Children,  particularly
those  under  six  years

o ld ,  a re  the  mos t
frequent cold sufferers.
There  are  severa l
reasons  for  this.  They
have  not  yet  built  up
immunity to the many
circulating viral strains.
They  spend  significant
time in group settings
l i k e  d a y c a r e  a n d
school,  where  close
contact  and  shared
toys  are  the  norm.
Additionally,  young
ch i l d ren  a re  l e s s
meticulous about hand
hygiene  and  more
likely  to  touch  their
faces.  On  average,
children experience six
to eight colds per year,
while  adults  typically
have  two  to  four.

Smoking
and
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Exposure
to Smoke
S m o k i n g  a n d
secondhand  smoke
exposure damages the
respiratory  epithelium,
impairs ciliary function,
and  compromises  the
immune  response  in
the  lungs  and  nasal
passages. Smokers are
significantly  more
likely  to  catch a cold,
and  their  infections
tend to be more severe
and prolonged.

Existing
Allergies
People  with  allergic
rhinitis or asthma may
have  ch ron i ca l l y
inflamed  mucous
membranes, which can
c r e a t e  a  m o r e
h o s p i t a b l e
e n v i r o n m e n t  f o r

viruses.  The  constant
inflammation  and
mucus  production  can
also interfere with the
normal  c learance
mechanisms  of  the
respiratory  tract.

COMMON MYTHS
ABOUT CATCHING
A COLD

A  clear  understanding
of how do you catch
a  c o l d  r e q u i r e s
debunking  persistent
m y t h s .  T h e s e
misconceptions  often
lead people to focus on
the  wrong  preventive
measures.

Myth: Going
outside with
wet hair causes
a cold. Viral
infection, not
temperature,
causes colds.
However, cold
exposure can
cause
vasoconstriction
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in the nose,
potentially
reducing blood
flow and immune
cell delivery,
though this is a
minor effect.
Myth: Cold
weather makes
you sick
directly. The
virus is still the
necessary
component. The
weather merely
influences
transmission
dynamics and
immune function.
Myth: Vitamin
C prevents
colds. High-dose
vitamin C has not
been shown to
prevent colds in
the general
population. It
may slightly
reduce the
duration of
symptoms if
taken regularly,

but it does not
stop you from
catching the
virus.
Myth:
Antibiotics
cure colds.
Antibiotics target
bacteria, not
viruses. Taking
them for a cold is
ineffective and
contributes to
the global
problem of
antibiotic
resistance.
Myth: You can
catch a cold
from a sneeze
days before
symptoms
appear. While
viral shedding
can begin just
before symptom
onset, the period
of peak
contagiousness
is typically the
first two to three
days of
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symptoms.

PREVENTION:
BREAKING THE
CHAIN OF
TRANSMISSION

Knowing how do you
catch a  cold  directly
i n fo rms  the  mos t
effective  prevention
strategies. Focusing on
these  evidence-based
m e t h o d s  c a n
substantially  reduce
your  risk.

Hand
Hygiene
is
Paramou
nt
Frequent and thorough
handwashing with soap
and warm water for at
least 20 seconds is the

single  most  effective
preventive  measure.
When soap and water
are  unavailable,  an
alcohol-based  hand
sanitizer  containing  at
l e a s t  6 0  p e r c e n t
a l c o h o l  i s  a  g o o d
a l t e r n a t i v e .  P a y
particular  attention  to
washing after being in
public  spaces,  before
ea t ing ,  and  a f te r
t o u c h i n g  s h a r e d
surfaces.

Stop
Touching
Your Face
As  discussed,  this  is
the critical moment for
viral  entry.  Becoming
consciously  aware  of
this habit and actively
working to reduce it is
a  powerful  behavioral
intervention.  Keeping
t i s s u e s  r e a d i l y
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available  can  help  if
you  have  an  itch  or
need  to  adjust  your
glasses.

Respirato
ry
Etiquette
Cover your mouth and
nose  with  a  tissue  or
your  elbow  when  you
cough  o r  sneeze .
Dispose  of  t issues
immediately. If you are
the one feeling unwell,
wearing  a  mask  can
significantly reduce the
n u m b e r  o f  v i r a l
particles  you  release
into  the  environment.

Surface
Disinfecti

on
Regularly  clean  high-
touch surfaces in your
home  and  workspace.
T h i s  i n c l u d e s
d o o r k n o b s ,  l i g h t
switches,  remotes,
phones,  keyboards,
and  counter tops .
Common  household
d is in fec tants  a re
effective  against
rhinoviruses.

Maintain
a Healthy
Lifestyle
Prioritize  adequate
sleep,  manage  stress
through techniques like
e x e r c i s e  o r
mindfulness,  eat  a
balanced  diet  rich  in
fruits  and  vegetables,
and  stay  hydrated.
T h e s e  p r a c t i c e s
support  a  resi l ient
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i m m u n e  s y s t e m
capable  of  responding
quickly  and  effectively
to  viral  invaders.

CONCLUSION:
KNOWLEDGE IS
YOUR BEST
DEFENSE

The answer to how do
you  catch  a  cold  is
n o t  r o o t e d  i n
mysterious  forces  or
simple bad luck. It is a
clear,  well-understood
biological  process
involving  specific
viruses,  transmission
through direct  contact
and  airborne  droplets,
a n d  t h e  c r i t i c a l
m o m e n t  o f  s e l f -
inoculation  when  a
contaminated  hand
meets  your  face.  By
understanding  these

pathways,  you  move
from  feel ing  l ike  a
help less  v ict im  of
seasonal  illness  to  an
empowered  individual
who can take targeted
a c t i o n .  F o c u s  o n
rigorous hand hygiene,
be  mindful  of  face-
touching,  maintain  a
h e a l t h y  i m m u n e
system,  and  practice
good  resp i ra to ry
e t i que t te .  These
simple,  consistent
habits  are  your  most
r e l i a b l e  d e f e n s e
against  the  ubiquitous
common  cold.  The
power to stay healthier
during cold season lies
not  in  avoiding  the
w e a t h e r ,  b u t  i n
understanding  and
interrupting  the  chain
of transmission.


