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Plan to Stay in Shape Today



We often hear about “hay fever,” “seasonal allergic rhinitis,” 
or other terms used to describe the same problem—seasonal 
allergies. If you have this condition, the arrival of spring and 
warm weather usually means sneezing, watery eyes, and a 
runny nose!

Why does the human body react like this at such a beautiful time 
of year? Are there steps you can take to relieve these unpleasant 
symptoms? Fortunately, the answer is yes!

This guide will help you understand the human body’s defence 
mechanism as you explore solutions to keep your allergies 

under control. You’ll find tips 
and tricks to help you enjoy 
the great outdoors!

Allergies
Seasonal

DID YOU  
KNOW?

In Canada, 25% of  
the population suffers  

from seasonal  
allergies!
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What is an allergy?
In general terms, an allergy is an exaggerated reaction by the 
immune system to a foreign substance that is normally harmless. For 
example, such substances might be peanuts, hazelnuts, or seafood. 
These are called allergens.

What is the immune system?
The immune system’s job is to protect the human body 
against external attacks, from the tiniest insect sting to the 
most severe viral or bacterial infections.

In the case of seasonal allergies, the immune system’s cells mostly 
attack airborne pollen, which they consider a harmful substance. 
The system reacts as it if it had been attacked. The body triggers the 
production of antibodies against the pollen, as a defence mechanism.

Next time the body comes into contact with this same allergen, the 
antibodies will recognize it and activate the immune system’s cells. 
These cells will release numerous substances, including histamine. 
The effects on the body of histamine and these protective substances 
cause the unpleasant symptoms of allergies.

People with seasonal allergies may experience one or more of the 
following symptoms:

• Itchy, runny nose

• Red, irritated, puffy, and watery eyes

• Sneezing

• Nasal congestion that often makes it difficult to sleep

• Itchy, irritated throat
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AN ALLERGY IS A CHAIN  
REACTION OF EVENTS!

Histamine

The chemical substances released, 
including histamine, cause
hives and eczema
“I’m all itchy and prickly”
asthma
“I can’t breathe”
conjunctivitis
“My eyes keep watering”
rhinitis
“I’m sneezing”

When first exposed, the body 
reacts to the foreign substance 
(pollen, represented here as *),  
by making antibodies (Y).Immune system  

cell produces  
antibodies

The antibodies (Y) become 
attached to a different type of 
cell found in the nasal wall, lungs, 
skin, and gastrointestinal tract.

Next time they’re exposed to 
pollen  (*), the antibodies (Y) 
attached to the cell cause that cell 
to release a variety of chemical 
substances, including histamine.
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All these symptoms vary in intensity from one person to the next, 
ranging from mild to severe. In addition to being uncomfortable, 
severe symptoms can have a negative impact on many aspects of 
daily life. For example: 

• Lower productivity

• More days missed from work  
or school

• Reduced cognitive function  
(the ability to think properly)

• Lower sleep quality

All these problems can even result in 
increased anxiety.

Besides causing uncomfortable symptoms, 
allergies can trigger infections, asthma, 
eczema, and sleep apnea. So it’s definitely not 
trivial, and it’s important to make sure allergies are 
treated.

Asthma and seasonal allergies
Seasonal allergies tend to aggravate asthma symptoms 
(such as shortness of breath and coughing). They may  
even cause a first asthma attack. Luckily, when allergy 
symptoms are treated properly, asthma symptoms  
are generally reduced.

55% of 
Canadians

say allergy  
symptoms reduce  

their  
productivity!

6
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The difference between a 
cold and seasonal allergies
Cold and seasonal allergy symptoms are very similar. The main 
differences are shown in the table below.

SEASONAL 
ALLERGIES COLD

Symptoms • Often worse  
 morning and night 
• Improvement  
 during the day  
• Vary depending  
 on the season

• Consistent from  
 morning to night  
• Especially in the  
 winter

Duration Several weeks to 
several months

About a week  
(3–10 days)

Runny nose Clear and fluid (often 
accompanied by a 
stuffy nose)

Clear and fluid at 
first (thickens and 
may turn greenish 
yellow)

Sneezing Frequent Rare, except at  
the beginning

Watery eyes Frequent Rare
Fever No Rare
Coughing Coughing and 

wheezing
(sometimes)

Frequent (at the 
end)

Throat irritation Rare Frequent

Contagious No Yes
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The main causes of  
seasonal allergies 
POLLEN: THE MAIN CULPRIT!

As we’ve already mentioned, hay fever is caused by pollen from 
different plants. More specifically, from trees and ragweed. Pollen is 
produced by the male reproductive system in trees, grass crops (such 
as wheat, corn, and hay), and grasses (ragweed, lawn grass). These 
plants rely on the wind for pollination (reproduction).

Each pollen grain is between 0.02 mm 
and 0.04 mm in size, slightly smaller 
than the diameter of a human 
hair. These small particles are 
easily transported by the 
wind and because they are 
so small, they can easily 
get into the eyes, nose, 
and lungs.

DID YOU  
KNOW?

Plants with large, colourful  
flowers do not cause seasonal 
allergies. As they are pollinated  

by bees and other insects rather 
than the wind, their pollen is  
not found in large quantities  

in the air, lowering the  
risk of allergies.
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ARE ALLERGIES HEREDITARY?

Heredity is the main factor for predicting whether someone will suffer 
from seasonal allergies. The risk of developing any type of allergy 
depends mostly on family history.

> When neither parent has allergies, there is still a 12% to 15% risk 
of a person becoming allergic.

> When one parent has allergies, the risk of allergies increases to 
30% to 50%.

> When both parents have allergies, the likelihood of developing an 
allergy is 60% to 80%.

A WORD OF WARNING: Both parents having allergies 
doesn’t necessarily mean a child will have them too.  
But the risk is much higher!

Other factors can increase the 
risk of seasonal allergies:

• Cigarette smoke

• Pollution

• The environment

• Being male

DID YOU  
KNOW?

You can get allergies  
at any age. For  

example, a child with  
no allergies can develop 

one in adulthood!
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DID YOU 
KNOW? 

Another possible cause of 
seasonal allergies is mould! 

Made up of tiny fungi, mould 
is found on dead leaves, tree 
trunks, and in damp places 

from the spring thaw 
until mid-autumn.

M
yt

h 
or

 fa
ct MYTH: 

If I have hay fever, I’ll have it until my dying day!

FACT:
That’s not entirely true. For some people, seasonal allergy 
symptoms will gradually lessen over time, or disappear all 
of a sudden. However, symptoms will persist for others.

EVERYONE IS DIFFERENT: THE TIMING OF ALLERGIES 
VARIES FROM ONE PERSON TO THE NEXT!
Some people are allergic to tree pollen while others are allergic 
to ragweed. That’s why someone with an allergy to birch pollen 
won’t present allergy symptoms at the same time as someone 
who’s allergic to ragweed. There’s a simple 
explanation: In Quebec there are 
three pollination periods that cause 
seasonal allergies.
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PLANT POLLINATION PERIODS  
THROUGHOUT THE YEAR

This table tells us which allergens are active at which time of year.

TREES AND 
SHRUBS

GRASS CROPS 
(hay, wheat, 
corn)

RAGWEED

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

Source: Demers, Isabelle. État des connaissances sur le pollen et les allergies :  
Les assises pour une gestion efficace. Direction de la santé  
environnementale et de la toxicologie. April 2013. INSPQ
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RAGWEED OR POISON IVY?
WE’RE ITCHING TO FIND OUT!

RAGWEED 

HOW  
TO TELL  
THEM APART

WHERE DOES 
THE PLANT 
ALLERGY 
COME FROM?

Allergies are caused by the plant’s pollen. 
Wind can carry pollen over a distance of up to  
200 km. So even if ragweed doesn’t grow in  
your area, you can still develop an allergy to  
ragweed pollen.

Poisonous resin causes contact dermatitis (skin inflammation) in most 
people. Allergies are not caused by the plant’s pollen. 90% of people will 
develop an allergy to poison ivy when they come into contact with 
the plant.

WHAT ARE 
THE ALLERGY 
SYMPTOMS?

• Runny and/or stuffy nose
• Sneezing
• Watery, red eyes
• Itchy nose, palate, and ears
• Coughing, wheezing

• Pain and rash
• Intense itching
• Blisters on areas that came into contact with the plant

DURATION 
OF ALLERGY 
SYMPTOMS

Symptoms start when you breathe the pollen  
in and last for as long as pollen is in the air.

Symptoms start about 24 to 48 hours after contact with the plant’s  
resin and generally disappear in under seven to ten days.

A WORD OF WARNING: The poisonous resin doesn’t evaporate! 
It can stay on objects and clothes for many months and retain 
its allergenic properties. So it’s important to thoroughly clean 
anything that’s been contaminated with poison ivy (backpack, 
clothes, shoes, and so on).
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RAGWEED POISON IVY
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RAGWEED OR POISON IVY?
WE’RE ITCHING TO FIND OUT!

RAGWEED 

HOW  
TO TELL  
THEM APART

WHERE DOES 
THE PLANT 
GROW?

Mostly in poor soil:
• Along the roadside
• On vacant land
• In amongst burnt grass

Almost anywhere:
• In forests, along the roadside, riverbanks, and train tracks
• In wet or dry soil
• In forests or fields
• In sun or shade

HOW CAN WE 
GET RID OF 
IT?

• Pull it up or cut it down before it blooms.
• Stop new plants from growing by covering  
 the soil with thick black plastic or mulch.
• Improve soil quality, because it prefers poor soil.
• Plant other species to compete with ragweed,  
 such as clover and buckwheat.

• Pull up the plant with its roots (in spring, when the leaves  
 have emerged and the ground is still wet).
• Stop new growth by covering the soil with thick black plastic or mulch.
• After you pull up the plants, bury them (at least 30 cm deep) or put  
 them in a tightly sealed bag and discard with your household waste.
 Always wear waterproof gloves (rubber or nitrile), pants,  
 and long sleeves so the plant doesn’t come into contact  
 with your skin.
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RAGWEED POISON IVY
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Allergy relief 
Luckily, there are plenty of tips and tricks for the control and relief 
of seasonal allergy symptoms. In this section, we’ll suggest some 
effective solutions.

AVOID CONTACT WITH THE ALLERGEN:  
IT’S EASIER THAN YOU THINK!
The following tips can help you reduce pollen exposure and thus 
reduce the intensity of seasonal allergies.

Know your enemy!

• Try to identify the types of pollen that affect you and the season 
when these pollen levels are at their highest.

• Try to spend less time outside: There is more plant pollen in the 
air when the weather is dry and windy.

• Pollen counts are higher in the morning and evening: Go outside 
in the afternoon.

• Check the “pollen forecast” for your region on TV or on the 
Internet. Then you’ll know if the pollen count is low or high.
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Don’t let the enemy in!

• Keep the windows of your home and car closed  
during pollen season.

• Avoid drying clothes and sheets outside during allergy season.
• Take off your outerwear and shoes when you go inside.
• Avoid mowing the lawn and picking up grass clippings,  

or even being outside when someone else is mowing.
• Stay away from overgrown fields and plots.
• Wear sunglasses to limit the amount of pollen that gets  

in your eyes.
• Wash your hands often to prevent pollen getting near  

your eyes and nose.
• Wash your hair after a day spent outside: Hair acts like  

a net and tends to trap pollen.

TIP
Cold, damp 

compresses are 
a great way  

to relieve itchy, 
irritated eyes.
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OVER-THE-COUNTER MEDICATIONS:  
TO CONTROL SYMPTOMS. 
You’ve done everything possible to stop the invader in its tracks but 
unfortunately, you’re having symptoms. Rest assured that there are 
medications you can get without a prescription for effective relief 
of allergy symptoms. These include antihistamines, nasal sprays, 
and eye drops. Check with your healthcare professional to make 
sure you choose the right one. He or she will take the time to check 
the contraindications of over-the-counter medications against your 
regular medications and will take your health condition into account.

A few helpful “IFs!” 

> IF your doctor or a specialized nurse has already diagnosed 
allergic rhinitis (allergies)

> IF it has been less than four years since your last treatment 
prescribed by a doctor or specialized nurse practitioner

> IF your symptoms are the same as in previous episodes

A pharmacist might be able to help you. After evaluating your 
situation, he or she might prescribe a seasonal allergy treatment if it 
makes sense to do so. For more information, just ask a pharmacist. 
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Antihistamines

As mentioned above, histamine plays an important role in the chain 
reaction of seasonal allergies. As the name suggests, antihistamines 
stop histamine from triggering allergy symptoms. They are a huge ally 
in helping you control seasonal allergies!

In fact, oral antihistamines are one of the most effective treatments for 
controlling seasonal allergies. It’s best to start taking antihistamines as 
soon as the season begins, or even a few days before. The medication 
will work better if treatment begins before exposure to the allergen. 
For effective relief, you should take an antihistamine every day until 
allergy season is over.

A WORD OF WARNING! Certain allergy treatments are 
formulated with a combination of medications, usually 
an antihistamine and a decongestant. Be careful because 
some formulations may cause drowsiness. Figuring  
it out can be tricky so don’t hesitate to ask your 
healthcare professional!



M
yt

h 
or

 fa
ct MYTH: 

Allergy medications are all the same so it doesn’t matter 
which one I take!

FACT:
There are differences between medications for the 
relief of allergy symptoms. Each patient is unique and 
different people will respond in different ways. So in fact, 
medications are actually all different.
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ctMYTH:  

My antihistamine seems less effective this year! 
It’s hopeless, nothing will ever work for me!

FACT:
Sometimes an antihistamine may not relieve 
symptoms as it should, or a product that worked 
before may become less effective over time. In this 
case, you can try a different antihistamine to have 
better control over your symptoms. If this happens 
to you, ask your healthcare professional for help.
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Nasal sprays

Numerous types of nasal sprays are available over the counter, each 
with a different purpose. Some relieve congestion in particular, some 
target a runny nose, while others work on both.

Saline spray

• For cleaning the nasal walls to dislodge pollen

• Can be used several times a day

Decongestant spray

• Relieves nasal congestion

• Must not be used more than two or three times a day 
and for a maximum of three to five days in a row

A WORD OF WARNING: Long-term use of a nasal 
decongestant can aggravate a stuffy nose. This  
is called “rebound” nasal congestion. Use these  
products cautiously.
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The following medications are kept behind the pharmacy 
counter. For more information, just ask a pharmacist.

Nasal spray to prevent the onset of allergies

(Known scientifically as mast cell stabilizers.)

• It’s best to start using them about 14 days before allergy season 
and continue regularly until the season is over

• Not very effective in reducing allergy symptoms already present

Corticosteroid-based nasal spray

• Relieves congestion, secretion, sneezing, and may help reduce eye 
symptoms (red, irritated, watery eyes)



Seasonal Allergies24

Eye or ophthalmic drops

As with nasal sprays, there are many types of eye drops. Some provide 
moisture, making the eye less irritated and watery, while others 
target redness. The types of eye drops shown here are sold over the 
counter. For more persistent symptoms, eye drops are available with 
a prescription.

Ophthalmic drops for allergies and eye redness

Features and purposes

• May reduce and improve the symptoms of red eyes and excessive 
watering

• Must be used with caution—they contain a decongestant. They 
mustn’t be used for longer than 72 hours

A WORD OF WARNING: The use of this type of drops for 
longer than the recommended time can cause a “rebound 
effect,” meaning that eye redness gets worse when the 
drops are stopped. Make your life easier by following the 
recommendations!
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Artificial tears and hydrating gels

• May reduce allergy symptoms, such as watery and irritated eyes

• For use as needed throughout the entire allergy season

The following medications are kept behind the pharmacy 
counter. For more information, just ask a pharmacist.

Ophthalmic drops to prevent the onset of allergies

(Known scientifically as mast cell stabilizers.)

• It’s best to start using them about 14 days before allergy season 
and continue regularly until the season is over

• Not very effective in reducing allergy symptoms already present

A WORD OF  
WARNING!

If you wear contact  
lenses, talk to your  

healthcare professional  
to check whether eye  
drops are compatible  
with the ones you use.



TIP
Wear glasses instead of contact lenses!  
This will reduce friction on the eye  
and lower the risk of watery,  
red, and irritated eyes.
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IMMUNOTHERAPY

When seasonal allergy symptoms severely affect your quality of life, 
you may want to try immunotherapy. This treatment is also called 
“desensitization” or “hypo-sensitization.” It involves injecting small 
amounts of allergens under the skin. The allergen dose is increased 
over time so the body can gradually adapt to the presence of 
allergens and reduce the immune system’s reaction. This treatment is 
only effective if the substances that cause the seasonal allergies are 
known.

What you need to know:

> Immunotherapy is practised by allergists (doctors who specialize 
in treating allergies) and immunologists (doctors who specialize in 
the immune system).

> Before starting immunotherapy, you need to be tested for 
allergies to find out which foreign substance(s) are causing the 
reaction.
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Unfortunately, it takes more than one shot to effectively treat allergies. 
Immunotherapy for seasonal allergies generally starts with one or two 
shots a week for a few months, with the dose gradually increased up 
to the maximum you can tolerate. The second step, maintenance, 
usually involves one shot per month during allergy season, for about 
three to five years.

To find out  
more about this kind  

of treatment, just ask 
your healthcare  

professional!
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Conclusion
Already worried about allergy season 

because it means a mountain  
of tissues and endless sniffing  

and sneezing?

Remember that the best way to 
control allergy symptoms is to avoid 

the allergen. When that’s not enough, 
ask your healthcare professional 

for help. He or she will be able to 
advise you on products to prevent, 
reduce, and relieve even your most 

bothersome symptoms.
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familiprix.com/myfamiliplus

Download 
My Familiplus

The free app that
REWARDS
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AND EARN 
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Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the 
pharmacy practice. They use various tools such as the PSST!  
(Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.


