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What is hay fever? 
 
Hay fever, also known as allergic rhinitis, is caused 
by an allergy to grass or hay pollens.  Some people 
will get the same symptoms from other types of 
pollen such as from trees.  People get symptoms 
because their immune system reacts when the cells 
in the lining of the nose and eyes come into contact 
with pollen and release histamine and other 
chemicals, causing inflammation in the nose 
(rhinitis) and eyes (conjunctivitis). 
  

Who gets hay fever? 
 
It’s very common and often develops in the teenage 
years.  Symptoms return each year, though it can 
improve over time and can eventually go away. 
 

What are the symptoms? 
 
Common symptoms are a runny and itchy nose, 
nasal blockage, sneezing and itchy eyes.  Some 
people only get nasal symptoms, and some only the 
eye symptoms occur.  Less common symptoms 
include loss of smell, face pain, sweats and 
headache.  Some people that already have asthma 
may find their asthma symptoms (wheeze and 
breathlessness) get worse.  Some patients with 
asthma only get symptoms during the hay fever 
season. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Will it help if I avoid pollen? 
 
It is impossible to totally avoid pollen, however 
symptoms will be less severe if you reduce your 
exposure to pollen.  The following may help: 
 

 The pollen count is often given with TV, radio, 
internet or newspaper weather forecasts.  If the 
count is expected to be high then stay indoors 
as much as possible, keeping windows and 
doors shut, especially during the mid-morning 
and early evening when there is most pollen in 
the air. 

 

 Avoid camping, large grassy places and cutting 
the grass - ask someone else to cut your grass 
for you if you get hay fever and they don’t.   

 

 Shower and wash your hair after being outdoors, 
especially after going to the countryside. 

 

 Wear wrap-around sunglasses when you are 
out. 

 

 Keep car windows closed, and consider buying a 
pollen filter for the air vents in your car. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What are the commonly used 
treatments? 
  
Oral Antihistamines.  These can ease most of the 
symptoms but may not be so good at relieving 
nasal congestion.  A dose usually works within an 
hour, so they can be taken ‘as required’ if 
symptoms are mild, but if your symptoms occur 
everyday then they can be taken regularly.  There 
are several brands of antihistamine that can be 
bought at pharmacies without a prescription.  An 
older tablet called chlorphenamine can work well, 
but makes some people drowsy, and it might need 
to be taken 3 or 4 times a day.  There are several 
newer brands that cause less drowsiness and only 
need to be taken once a day, examples include 
loratadine and cetirizine.  Because of potential 
drowsiness, if you are going to take an 
antihistamine you should see how you react to it 
before driving or operating heavy machinery.  You 
should also be aware that antihistamines will cause 
more drowsiness if you take them and drink alcohol.   
 
Steroid Nose Sprays.  These sprays usually work 
well to clear all the nasal symptoms by reducing 
inflammation in the nose.  They can also ease eye 
symptoms too.  It takes several days for a steroid 
spray to build up to its full effect, so you may not 
feel an immediate relief of symptoms when you first 
start using it.  In some people it can take up to three 
weeks or longer to be fully effective, so please do 
persevere.  It is best to start taking it a week before 
the hay fever season begins if you know that you 
have hay fever.  These sprays can be bought in 
pharmacies without a prescription. 
 

Eye Drops.  Antihistamine eye drops work quickly 
so you can use them ‘as required’ to ease a flare up 
of eye symptoms, and you can also use them 
regularly if needed.  These can be bought in 
pharmacies without a prescription. 
 

 
 
 

Asthma Management.  If your asthma symptoms 
are worsening because of the pollen, then your 
medication may need to be amended for better 
control during the Summer months.  If you need 
advice then please make an appointment at the 
Surgery. 
 
Decongestants.  Available as tablets, capsules, 
nasal sprays or in a liquid form, decongestants can 
be used for a short time to clear a blocked nose, 
which can then allow a steroid spray to get to the 
lining of the nose work more effectively.  Beware 
that if you use decongestants for more than 5-7 
days, a ‘rebound’, more severe congestion of the 
nose often develops.  These can be bought in 
pharmacies without a prescription. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What if I am pregnant, or if I’m breast-
feeding? 
 
If you are pregnant, you can take anti-histamines, 
but it is recommended that you use a nasal spray 
rather than taking tablets, in order to minimise any 
risk to your unborn child, especially during the first 
third of pregnancy.  Older antihistamines, including 
chlorphenamine, are preferred to newer medicines 
because there is more information available about 
their safety.  The same advice applies if you are 
breast-feeding. 
 

Can I buy any treatments over the 
counter? 
 
Yes – and they often cost less than the prescription 
charge.  Look for Cetirizine which is the same drug 
as a branded product such as Clarityn which will 
cost you more.  You can also buy beclomethasone 
nasal spray which will last you for about four weeks.  
In order to get the best value for money, you will 
often need to go to the chemist counter to buy the 
larger quantity packets, as they tend to only stock 
the 7 or 14 tablet packets on the shelf.  Sometimes 
chemists and supermarkets sell their hayfever 
treatments on Buy-One-Get-One-Free offers, so 
look out for bargains.  . 
 
If despite this advice you are having difficulty 
controlling your hay fever, please make an 
appointment and we will do what we can to help. 
 


