


Common Methods of Prevention and Treatment of Influenza 
With Chinese Medicine 

 
1. What is influenza from the perspective of Chinese medicine practitioner 
 

Cold may occur throughout the year but is particularly common in winter and 
spring. In Chinese medicine, cold is a disease caused by exogenous factors, namely 
pathogenic wind and pathogenic factors, invading the body.  It manifests as blocked or 
runny nose, sneeze, cough, headache, aversion to cold, fever, general discomfort, 
superficial pulse, etc.  Cold that presents with symptoms of more serious nature, and 
that transmits more widely and rapidly, is known as influenza.1

 
Influenza is caused by the combination of abnormal climates and infection of 

influenza virus.  It causes more severe illness and may deteriorate into heat syndrome 
or become complicated by diseases in other organs.1  Influenza is highly contagious 
and can spread widely.  It is equivalent to the influenza in western medicine.2

 
Influenza often causes epidemics, i.e. infects many people in a short period of 

time.  Common symptoms include aversion to chill, fever, body temperature up to 
39°C - 40°C, general body ache and malaise, cough, sneeze, sore throat, nasal discharge 
and obstruction, etc. 2

 
2. How to treat influenza with Chinese medicine 
 

The main principle applied in the treatment of influenza is to clear away heat and 
toxic substances, relieve exterior syndrome, eliminate pathogenic factors and ventilate 
the lung.3 Chinese medicine practitioners differentiate syndromes and prescribe 
medicines according to the pathogenic causes, characteristics of symptoms and strength 
of individual immunity (vita-qi), taking into account the seasonal prevalence of 
influenza and characteristics of climates.  The followings are the common syndromes 
of influenza and the usual treatments4: 
 
i. Invasion of pathogenic factors into the lung: this syndrome manifests at the 

primary stage of influenza. 
 

[Chief Manifestations] Fever, slight aversion to wind and cold, headache or 
dizziness, sweating, cough with thick sputum, redness/ 
swelling/pain of throat, reddish tongue tip, white or 
yellow and thin tongue coating, and superficial and rapid 
pulse. 



 
[Treatment] To relieve exterior syndrome with pungent and cool herbs, 

release lung qi and clear away heat. 
 

[Prescription]  For example, Powder of Lonicerae and Forsythiae (Yin 
Qiao San) or Decoction of Mulberry leaf and 
Chrysanthemum (Sang Ju Yin), with modification. 

 
ii. Illness of wei-qi: this syndrome mostly occurs when pathogenic factors attack the 

wei, and disorder of wei-qi results from delay in treatment or infection by severe 
pathogenic factors. 

 
[Chief Manifestations] High fever, slight aversion to wind, restlessness, thirst, 

headache, sore throat, sore limbs, little or no sweating, 
or cough with sticky sputum, scanty yellow urine, red 
tongue and yellow tongue coating, superficial and rapid 
pulse. 

  
[Treatment]   To clear away heat, remove toxic substances; eliminate 

exterior syndrome and clear qi. 
 
[Prescription]   For example, Decoction of Bupleurum and Pueraria For 

Dispelling Pathogens from Superficial Muscles, with 
modification. 

 
iii. Accumulation of pathogenic factors in the lung: this syndrome is due to 

pathogenic factors accumulated in wei-fen being transmitted into qi-fen, resulting 
in accumulation of pathogenic heat in the lung and scorching of fluid into 
phlegm.  

 
[Chief Manifestations] Persistent high fever, sweating, restlessness and thirst, 

cough, asthmatic breath, or worse, flapping nose, 
yellowish sticky sputum or sputum with blood, feeling of 
oppression and pain in the chest, reddish tongue, yellow 
fur, slippery and fast pulse. 

 
[Treatment] To clear away heat, remove toxic substances, ventilate the 

lung and soothe the breath, resolve phlegm and stop 
cough. 
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[Prescription]  For example, Decoction of Ephedra, Almond, Licorice 
and Gypsum (from Shanghan Lun or Treatise on 
Exogenous Febrile Diseases) and Reed Stem Decoction 
(from Beiji Qianjin Yaofan or Valuable Prescriptions for 
Emergency), with modification. 

 
 In diagnosing and treating influenza, Chinese medicine practitioners take into 
account the cause, pathogenesis, constitution of individual patient and clinical 
presentation so that appropriate treatment can be provided.  Prescription of treatment 
using medicines, alone or in combination with acupuncture or certain foods, is based on 
the clinical experience of the Chinese medicine practitioner.  We therefore cannot list 
here all the syndromes of influenza and their respective treatments.  Chinese medicine 
practitioners should consider making referral when the condition of the patient requires 
so.   
 
3.   How to prevent influenza with Chinese medicine 
  
 Hong Kong’s humid climate aids the growth and transmission of certain 
infectious agents, including those causing influenza. 4  In Chinese medicine there are 
many effective ways to prevent influenza, including establishing good hygiene practices, 
staying warm, setting an appropriate level of work and rest, maintaining a healthy 
mental state, doing traditional exercises and having balanced diet, disinfection by 
fumigation (smoke or steam) using Chinese medicines4 and ingestion of Chinese 
medicines.  Some examples are given below5. 
 

 The main Chinese herbal medicines used for prevention of influenza include 
Rhizoma Cyrtomii, Folium Isatidis, Radix Isatidis, Herba Commelinae, Herba 
Agastaches, Herba Eupatorii, Herba Menthae, Herba Schizonepetae, etc.3 
 
i. During the peak season of influenza, decoct Rhizoma Cyrtomii, Radix 

Isatidis (or Folium Isatidis) and Radix Glycyrrhizae, one dose per day;6 or 
use Radix Isatidis, Folium Isatidis, Flos Chrysanthemi and Flos Lonicerae.3  

 
ii. For wind-cold in winter and spring, decoction of Rhizoma Cyrtomii, 

Folium Perillae, Herba Schizonepetae and Radix Glycyrrhizae may be 
taken.1 

 
iii. For wind-heat in summer, decoction Herba Agastaches, Herba Eupatorii, 

Herba Menthae (double dosage if fresh herbs are used) may be taken to 
substitute tea. 1 
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iv. People who easily get influenza due to qi asthenia may take Jade-screen 

Powder (Radix Astragali, Rhizoma Atractylodis Macrocephalae, Radix 
Saposhnikoviae), which can strengthen the wei-qi to protect the superficies3. 

 
 Frequent consumption of spring onion, garlic, ginger and vinegar helps prevent 

cold. 3 
 

 Points to Note 
i. Advise patients to stay away from sources of disease, such as public places, 

during epidemics of influenza, take protective measures, observe good 
personal hygiene, wash hands frequently, refrain from spitting and avoid 
sharing cutlery.  

 
ii. Advise patients who have influenza to wear mask, take more rest and 

maintain balanced diet, eat more fresh fruits and vegetables, drink ample 
water and have less raw, cold, greasy, spicy and irritating foods. 

 
iii. The above mentioned decoctions for preventing influenza should generally be 

decocted for 5 – 10 minutes after boiling.  The therapeutic effect(s) of the 
medicines may be reduced by prolonged boiling.6

 
iv. Suitability to use Chinese medicines differs among individuals. Overdose and 

prolonged use should be avoided.  Dosage may need to be reduced for 
elderly and children.7

 
v. Exercise extra caution in patients with chronic disease(s) and menstruating or 

puerperal women.  The above formulas are contraindicated in pregnant 
women and persons who have history of allergy to the herbal medicines 
included in the formula, particularly the latter. 7  

 
vi. Advise patients to stop taking the medicines and consult Chinese medicine 

practitioners if discomfort after consumption occurs. 7

 
vii. Chinese medicine practitioners should maintain good environmental hygiene 

in their clinics, and take protective measures during consultation, such as use 
of mask and frequent hand-washing. 
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