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It is the winter season in the year 2018-19 A.D. Europe is 
entirely occupied by influenza viruses... Well, not entirely. 
A group of unyielding Austrian II. Liga Süd footballers in 
Burgenland continue to put up resistance to the intruders… 

However, in order to support their immune system the Güssing 
athletes do not reach for a magic potion as Asterix and Obelix do, but 
for a sachet containing a standardised elderberry extract. This was 
given to the young men before each training session started. Along 
with the new year, according to the Influenza project of the Diagnos-
tisches Influenzanetzwerk Österreich (DINÖ) at Vienna University the 
flu season had started in January 2018 as well. The wave reached 
its peak around mid-February, while remaining above the epidemic 
level until the end of March. In the previous year, the flu epidemic 
had peaked already in the third week of 2017. After that the figures 

“Elderberry extract has been shown to have antiviral effects.”

Strengthening the immune system: 
Elderberry extract before football training 
cuts illness-related absences in half
A sports observational study in the Burgenland region in Austria

Verena v. Plüskow, Science Editor

SV Güssing first team early 2018. There were many absences during the 
previous year's flu season. Photo©: Hannes Winkelbauer
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were going down until they were below the 
epidemic level at the end of February 2017 
and also signalled the end of the flu wave. 

Still, in January and February 2017 the first 
team of SV Güssing registered many training 
absences, far too many for the taste of the 
manager, Hannes Winkelbauer – a signifi-
cant disadvantage for the upcoming second 
half of the season. This should not repeat 
itself. And here the elder tree comes into 
play ... 

Verena v. Plüskow (VP): Mr. Winkelbauer, 
how did you come up with elder?

Hannes Winkelbauer (HW): It is well-known 
that elder strengthens the immune defence. 
It was already considered as a cure in the 
Middle Ages. Furthermore, I'm profession-
ally engaged with elder. As a full-time job, 
I'm managing Vulcolor Naturfarben GmbH 
and we process between 10 and 12 thou-
sand tons of elderberries a year. This makes 
us the largest processor of the fruit actually. 
Elder contains a high amount of anthocya-
nins, which are secondary phytochemicals 
responsible for the elderberries' dark colour, 
but they also have an immunological effect. 
Our largest customer is the company Iprona 
in Lana (South Tyrol). They have been abso-
lute experts in the elder sector for several 
decades. Their manager, Mr. Breitenberger, 
told me, rather on a side note, of a current 
pilot study at the University of Derby focus-
sing on another area of effectiveness of the 
elder: Apparently it also increases physi cal 
performance levels. It was established that 

Hannes Winkelbauer, Manager of Burgenland-
based SV Güssing, Photo©: Hannes Winkelbauer 

a standardised elder extract causes an 
increase of nitrogen monoxide in the blood 
of athletes, therefore enlarging blood vessels 
and lowering blood pressure. 

VP: And this has immediately struck the foot-
ball manager in you? 

HW: Yes, whereby for me the important 
part was the immune strengthening effect 
of the elder. In Güssing our big problem 
in 2017 was that we had so many illness-
related absences during our winter training 
period. Therefore I had previously consid-
ered giving elder products to the players in 
order to strengthen their immune system. 
So I suggested giving it a try and supplying 

my football team at SV Güssing with these  
products. 

VP: How exactly did you design the obser-
vation of the application? How did you 
execute it? 

HW: The players simply took a sachet 
containing an elderberry extract at every 
team training session and every game, that is 
three to four times a week, between January 
15 and February 28, 2018, always about 15 
to 30 minutes before starting their physical 
activity. 

VP: What exactly did the sachet contain?

HW: Simply an elderberry extract. In the 
previous decades, Iprona AG has developed 
a mechanical technology, which serves to 
extract the polyphenols along with the high-
molecular fractions in the fruit. The high-
molecular fraction includes, for example, 
polysaccharides which have a verifiable 
positive effect on the development of flu-
like infections. While polyphenols prob-
ably tie themselves directly to the viruses 
and impede their mobility, polysaccha-
rides derived from elderberries stimulate the 
immune system. Thus elderberry extracts 
are doubly effective against infections. That's 
how it was explained to me. 

VP: Could you verify this based on your 
training logs?

HW: Definitely. We were able to cut illness-
related training absences in 2018 by more 
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than 50 percent compared to 2017! This was achieved although 
there was a big influenza outbreak at the time. The interesting thing 
was that some players still caught the virus but for no longer than 
two or three days. In the year before players often were ill for seven 
to ten days. This was easy to establish with the help of our training 
logs. I have a degree in business administration and am quite well-
acquainted with statistics. I also had kept training participation lists in 
the previous year, because if someone is absent without leave, they 
must bear the consequences…

VP: Was it worth it in terms of results – how has SV Güssing done in 
the league? 

HW: As the manager I noticed that the players had performed better 
and become stronger. Of course, this is only my subjective percep-
tion; there was no way to document it statistically. It is also very diffi-
cult to establish a scientific link between our trial phase and any 
resulting successes. A successful performance is not only based on 
the physi cal condition, but also on technical and tactical skills and 
the mental condition of a player. However, my own perception from a 
manager's point of view tells me, that the fact that we are stronger has 
led us to make fewer errors and has also improved our play. In March, 
right after when we stopped taking the extract, we were able to win 3 
out of 4 league games and drew one. In April we have also lost some 
of the games. In general there has definitely been an improvement. 
In autumn we gathered 21 points, in spring we collected 25 points. 

Winter training 2017 and 2018 in comparison: Thanks to the antiviral and 
immune-strengthening properties of elderberries the absence periods could 
be reduced from nearly 1.2 and 0.9 days respectively to just under 0.5 and 
0.3 days respectively on average.
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For one and a half months the players received a sachet containing 
standardised elderberry extract before each training session. 
Photo©: Hannes Winkelbauer

VP: How did the players react to your trial? 

HW: About 90-95 percent of the players really liked taking the 
product. The other 5-10 percent were sceptical at the beginning, but 
still took it. 

VP: Are you going to take elder extract again this winter, and have 
other teams followed your example? 

HW: We would in any case like to work with elder extract again this 
winter and are in contact with a Bundesliga club and their youth 
teams which have also a strong interest in testing the product this 
winter. 

VP: Looks like exciting times are ahead. Mr. Winkelbauer, thank you 
very much for this interview! 


