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Don’t use VapoRub
on a child under 2

US doctors say infants
may develop severe
breathing problems

LOS ANGELES: Many parents slather Vicks
VapoRub on a child who has a cough or the
sniffles - because that was what their par-
ents did to them.

But for children younger than two, the
folksy remedy could be dangerous, espe-
cially when applied directly under the
nose, researchers warned yesterday.

Reporting in Chest, the journal of the
American College of Chest Physicians, the
researchers said that using the Procter &
Gamble Co product to ease coughing and
congestion in children of this age might
lead to severe breathing problems by in-
creasing mucus production and inflamma-
tion.

The ointment’s risks came to the atten-
tion of Dr Bruce Rubin and his colleagues
when they treated an otherwise healthy
18-month-old girl who was taken to the
emergency room by her grandparents after
her respiratory infection suddenly grew
worse.

Dr Rubin, the report’s lead author, said
the ingredients in Vicks can be irritants,
causing the body to produce more mucus
to protect the airway.

And since infants and young children
have airways that are much narrower than
those of an adult, any increase in mucus or
swelling can narrow them severely.

“I recommend never putting Vicks in,
or under, the nose of anybody - adult or
child,” the paediatrician from Wake Forest
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University School of Medicine in North
Carolina said in a statement, adding that
he would not use it on a child under the
age of two.

Vicks VapoRub's label cautions against
using the product on children younger
than two, but many parents do so anyway,
putting their infants at risk, experts said.

The girl’s case led Dr Rubin and his col-
leagues to study ferrets, which have an air-
way anatomy similar to humans. In the ani-
mals with a chest infection, the product in-
creased mucus secretion and decreased the
animal’s ability to clear mucus.

“We were able to document changes

that we think explain this,” Dr Rubin said.
The ointment also slowed the action of the
hair-like cilia in the throat that carry mu-
cus away.

The team has since identified three
more infants taken to emergency rooms
with breathing problems after being treat-
ed with Vicks VapoRub. All four recovered
quickly once application of the ointment
was stopped.

While the researchers only tested the
Vicks product, Dr Rubin said similar prod-
ucts, including generic versions, could
cause the same negative effects in infants
and toddlers.

Mr David Bernens, a spokesman for
Procter & Gamble, said the finding came
as a surprise.

“Vicks VapoRub has been proven safe
and effective through multiple clinieal tri-
als. It has been in the market for over 100
years,” Mr Bernens said, noting that the la-
bel says the product should not be used in
children under the age of two without a
doctor’s advice, and not under the nose.

“We warn people not to do that,” he
pointed out.

Conscientious paediatricians would not
recommend that parents use Vicks Va-
poRub, “because it hasn't been shown to
be effective”, said Dr Daniel Craven, a pae-
diatric pulmonologist, who was not in-
volved in the study.

Paediatricians and the health authori-
ties have lately been warning parents
about the risks of using cough syrups and
decongestants in infants and young chil-
dren.

“To help the body’s defences, the best
things are love and hugs, warm liquids like
chicken soup, and time,” said Dr Craven.
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