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Starve A Fever And
Feed A Cold

Introduction

We have all heard the old adage: "Starve a fever and
feed  a  cold."  Passed  down  from  grandmothers  and
woven  into  folk  medicine,  this  saying  suggests  that
when you have a fever, you should skip meals, but when
you have a cold, you should eat heartily. But is there
any truth to this advice in the 21st century? As modern
medicine and nutritional science advance, the idea of
starving an infection or fever has become a point of
debate. This article explores the origins of the phrase,
what current research says about eating during illness,
and how you can optimize your nutrition to support your
immune  system  whether  you  are  fighting  a  fever  or  a
cold.  Understanding  the  relationship  between  food,
metabolism,  and  immune  function  is  essential  for
anyone looking to recover faster and feel better.

While the saying has been repeated for centuries, the
science  behind  it  is  more  nuanced.  In  fact,  recent
studies  suggest  that  the  body's  metabolic  demands
increase  significantly  during  both  fever  and  colds,
meaning that intentional starvation may actually hinder



recovery. Let us dive into the fascinating world of how
nutrition  interacts  with  infection,  and  whether  you
should indeed starve a fever and feed a cold—or do the
exact opposite.

The Origins of "Starve a Fever
and Feed a Cold"

The phrase likely  dates  back to  a  time before  germ
theory  was  widely  accepted.  In  medieval  and
Renaissance medicine, diseases were often explained by
imbalances in  the four  humors:  blood,  phlegm, black
bile, and yellow bile. Fevers were thought to be caused
by  an  excess  of  heat  or  yellow bile,  so  fasting  was
recommended to "cool" the body. Colds, on the other
hand,  were associated with phlegm and coldness,  so
eating warming foods was advised. By the 17th century,
the English physician John Withals  wrote a dictionary
entry that included a similar saying: "Fasting is a great
remedy for a feaver." The modern version of the adage
appears in print as early as 1850, often attributed to the
idea that "feeding a cold" would help generate internal
heat,  while  "starving  a  fever"  would  reduce  internal
heat.

Although the humoral theory has long been discarded,
the saying persists in popular culture. However, we now
know that both fevers and colds are caused by viral or
bacterial infections, and the body's response involves a
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complex cascade of  immune signals,  inflammation, and
metabolic  changes.  The  old  advice  may  actually  be
counterproductive when examined through the lens of
modern physiology.

What Modern Science Says:
Fever Versus Cold

To understand whether we should starve a fever and
feed  a  cold,  we  must  first  recognize  the  fundamental
differences  between  these  two  conditions.  A  fever  is
typically a sign that the body is fighting a more systemic
infection—often bacterial or viral—and it involves raising
the core body temperature to help kill pathogens and
activate  immune  cells.  A  cold,  or  upper  respiratory
infection, is usually caused by a virus like rhinovirus or
coronavirus, and symptoms are localized to the nose,
throat,  and  sinuses,  without  a  significant  increase  in
body  temperature.

Metabolically,  both  conditions  increase  the  body's
energy  expenditure.  The  immune  system  requires
considerable  energy  to  produce  fever,  synthesize
antibodies,  and  mount  an  inflammatory  response.  In
fact,  during  a  fever,  the  basal  metabolic  rate  can
increase by about  7  to  13 percent  for  every  degree
Celsius above normal. That means your body is burning
more calories even at rest. Starving yourself during a
fever could deprive your immune cells of the glucose,



amino  acids,  and  fatty  acids  they  need  to  function
optimally. Conversely, during a cold, energy demands
are also elevated, albeit to a lesser degree. Therefore,
the blanket advice to starve in any situation may be
flawed.

Feeding a Fever: The Case for
Nourishment

Many experts now argue that the opposite of the old
saying may be true: you should feed a fever. This is
because  fever  is  an  energy-intensive  process.  Your
immune cells, particularly macrophages and T-cells, rely
heavily on glucose as a fuel source. Additionally, fever
promotes  the  production  of  heat  shock  proteins  and
cytokines, all of which require amino acids and vitamins.
Restricting calories during a fever can lead to muscle
breakdown,  weakened  immune  response,  and  slower
recovery.  For  this  reason,  nutritionists  recommend
consuming easily digestible, nutrient-dense foods when
you  have  a  fever—think  broths,  soups,  fruits,  and
complex  carbohydrates.  Hydration  is  also  critical,  as
fever  increases  fluid  loss  through  sweating  and  rapid
breathing.

Of course, appetite often decreases during a fever. That
is a natural response, and you should not force yourself
to eat large meals. But deliberately starving yourself in
the  belief  that  it  will  "cool"  the  fever  has  no  scientific
basis. Instead, small, frequent snacks or liquid nutrition
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can provide the energy needed to sustain the immune
system without overwhelming digestion.

Starving a Cold: Why Deprivation Is
Unwise

As  for  the  second  hal f  o f  the  adage—feed  a
cold—modern evidence generally supports the idea that
eating well supports recovery from a cold. However, the
term "feed" should not be interpreted as an excuse to
overindulge  in  processed  foods  or  sugar.  Rather,  it
means  that  your  body  needs  adequate  nutrition  to
maintain  immune  function  while  fighting  off  the  virus.
During  a  cold,  symptoms like  nasal  congestion,  sore
throat, and fatigue can reduce appetite, but nutrient-rich
foods such as chicken soup, citrus fruits, ginger tea, and
leafy  greens  can  help  reduce  inflammation,  soothe
symptoms, and speed recovery. Zinc and vitamin C are
particularly important for colds, and foods rich in these
nutrients—like  pumpkin  seeds,  bell  peppers,  and
kiwis—should  be  prioritized.

Furthermore,  studies  on  intermittent  fasting  and
infection  have  shown  mixed  results.  Some  animal
studies suggest that short-term fasting can help clear
certain bacterial infections by promoting autophagy and
reducing inflammation. However, for viral infections like
the common cold, fasting may suppress the adaptive
immune response and prolong symptoms. In humans, a
2002  study  published  in  the  Journal  of  Allergy  and



Clinical Immunology found that people who fasted for 48
hours  had  a  blunted  immune  response  to  viral
challenges. Therefore, starving yourself when you have
a cold is not recommended. The better advice is to listen
to your body: if you are hungry, eat; if not, focus on
hydration and light snacks.

The Role of Hydration and
Rest

Regardless of whether you have a fever or a cold, two
pillars of recovery are hydration and rest. The old adage
completely omits these critical factors. Dehydration can
worsen fever by impairing the body's ability to regulate
temperature,  and  it  thickens  mucus  during  a  cold,
making congestion worse.  Water,  herbal  teas,  broths,
and electrolyte solutions are essential. Aim for at least
eight  to  ten  glasses  of  fluid  per  day,  more  if  you  are
sweating or have diarrhea. Additionally, sleep is when
the immune system ramps up its activity. During deep
sleep, the body produces more infection-fighting T-cells
and cytokines. So while you ponder what to eat, do not
forget that your body's own healing processes are most
powerful when you are at rest.

Nutritional Strategies for
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Recovery

To help you navigate the "starve a fever and feed a
cold" confusion, here are evidence-based guidelines for
what to eat when you are sick:

When You Have a Fever:

Prioritize hydration: Water, coconut water,
clear broths, and oral rehydration solutions help
replace fluids lost through sweat.
Eat light, energy-dense foods: Smoothies with
bananas and yogurt, rice porridge, or mashed
potatoes provide calories without heavy digestion.
Include protein: Scrambled eggs, chicken, or
tofu help prevent muscle wasting and support
immune cell production.
Add anti-inflammatory spices: Turmeric,
ginger, and garlic can modulate the inflammatory
response and offer antimicrobial properties.
Avoid heavy fats and sugar: High-fat or sugary
foods can increase inflammation and stress the
digestive system.

When You Have a Cold:

Warm liquids are your friend: Chicken soup,
herbal tea with honey, and warm lemon water
soothe the throat and thin mucus.
Boost vitamin C: Oranges, strawberries, broccoli,



and red bell peppers are excellent sources.
Zinc-rich foods: Pumpkin seeds, chickpeas,
cashews, and oysters can reduce the duration of a
cold if consumed early.
Probiotics: Yogurt, kefir, and fermented foods
support gut health, which is closely linked to
immune function.
Stay away from dairy if mucus bothers you:
Some people find that dairy thickens phlegm,
though this is not scientifically proven for
everyone.

When to Eat and When to
Fast: A Balanced View

Given the complexities, is there ever a case for fasting
during illness? Some research suggests that short-term
fasting  (12  to  24  hours)  may  be  beneficial  for  certain
infections by triggering autophagy—a cellular cleanup
process  that  removes  pathogens  and  damaged
components.  However,  most  of  this  evidence  comes
from animal studies on bacterial infections. For fevers
caused by viral infections, fasting may be risky because
the immune system requires glucose and amino acids to
generate fever and produce antibodies. For a mild cold,
fasting for a day is unlikely to cause harm, but it may
not offer any advantage over eating lightly.

The best approach is to listen to your body's hunger
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cues. If  you have no appetite,  do not force-feed, but
make sure you stay hydrated. When you do feel hungry,
choose  nutrient-dense  foods.  Avoid  the  extreme  of
starving yourself as a "remedy." The phrase "starve a
fever  and feed a  cold"  is  an oversimplification that  can
lead  to  poor  recovery  outcomes.  Instead,  adopt  a
flexible,  intuitive  eating  pattern  that  prioritizes
hydration,  protein,  vitamins,  and  rest.

Conclusion

The old advice to starve a fever and feed a cold is a relic
of humoral medicine that does not hold up to modern
scientific scrutiny. While there is a kernel of truth in the
idea that appetite suppression during fever is natural,
deliberately starving yourself can actually impair your
immune response and prolong illness. For both fevers
and colds, the body requires extra energy and nutrients
to  fight  infection.  The  most  effective  recovery  strategy
involves adequate hydration, appropriate nutrition, and
plenty of rest. So next time you feel a fever coming on,
reach for a bowl of nourishing soup rather than skipping
meals. And when a cold strikes, feed it with wholesome
foods that support your immune system. By doing so,
you will  be giving your body the best chance to heal
quickly and fully—without the need for archaic folklore.


