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Hay Fever: Causes & Symptoms
 
Hay fever occurs when a person’s immune system identifies a 
harmless airborne substance as something harmful. The immune 
system starts producing antibodies to deal with the harmless 
substance, so that the next time you come into contact with it, 
your immune system is signaled to release chemicals into your 
bloodstream. This is what causes the reaction that leads to the 
signs and symptoms of hay fever. 

Seasonal triggers are prevalent during the warmer months. 
Allergy season begins in spring when tree pollen counts are at 
their peak, and continues throughout the summer until the fall. 
Some people react to year-round triggers, such as dust mites or 
dander (dried skin flakes and saliva) from pets. 
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Hay fever signs and symptoms may include any of the following:

• Runny nose and nasal congestion

• Watery or itchy eyes

• Sneezing/coughing

• An itchy nose, roof of mouth or throat

• Sinus pressure and facial pain

• Decreased sense of smell or taste

A Word from Best Doctors
 
Summer brings lazy days at the cottage, weekend bike rides with 
the kids, and evenings whiled away at your favourite local patio. 
But for many Canadians, the season also brings watery eyes, an 
itchy nose and relentless fits of sneezing. The summer months 
are when things kick into high gear for many allergy sufferers – 
grass pollen allergies peak in June and July, and moulds that 
cause reactions also bloom in July. This is followed by ragweed 
season, which begins in August and lasts until October. 

It’s estimated that 20-25% of Canadians suffer from allergic 
rhinitis1, an inflammation of the nasal airways triggered by indoor 
or outdoor allergens. Asthma, which causes a narrowing of the 
breathing airways, is one of the most prevalent chronic condi-
tions affecting Canadians; an estimated 8.5% of the population 
(ages 12 and over) suffers from the condition2.

1 Allergy Asthma Information Association, http://www.aaia.ca/en/media_sta-
tistics.htm

2 Asthma Society of Canada, http://www.asthma.ca/corp/newsroom/pdf/
asthmastats.pdf

According to experts, allergy and asthma rates are on the rise in 
Canada, with new research pointing to a link between climate 
change and increased risks to respiratory health. More than just 
an unpleasant nuisance, allergies and asthma entail serious costs 
to individuals, workplaces, and our healthcare system. Consider 
this: in 2010, the Conference Board of Canada estimated that 
chronic lung diseases, including asthma, cost $12 billion, including 
$3.4 billion in direct healthcare costs and $8.6 billion in indirect 
costs3. 

Thankfully, when it comes to allergies and asthma, not all the 
news is bleak. While there is no cure, sufferers can take steps to 
manage their condition, and many treatment options are 
available to help ease symptoms. 

3 Lung disease imposes major costs on Canada’s Economy. The Conference 
Board of Canada, New Release. March 15. 2012, as cited by the Asthma Society 
of Canada, http://www.asthma.ca/corp/newsroom/pdf/asthmastats.pdf



Living with Allergies

If you suffer from seasonal allergies, here are some ways you 
can limit your exposure to allergens:

• Close doors and windows during pollen season

• Avoid outdoor activity in the early morning when pollen 
counts are the highest

• Wear a dust mask during outdoor activities such as  
gardening

• Use air conditioning in your house and car and use a 
dehumidifier to reduce indoor humidity

• Avoid mowing the lawn or raking leaves – this stirs up 
pollen and moulds

Although avoiding allergens that trigger a reaction is the 
best way to manage hay fever, this isn’t always possible or 
practical. Thankfully, a range of over-the-counter and 
prescription medications are available and can help tremen-
dously. For asthma sufferers, continuous medical care is 
usually needed given the chronic nature of this condition. 
Long-term treatment is aimed at controlling the underlying 
inflammation associated with asthma and preventing 
symptoms and attacks, while short-term medications help 
relieve symptoms if they do occur.

If you suffer from allergies or asthma, your physician or an 
allergist can help determine which treatment options are 
most suitable for you.

What is Asthma?

Severe allergic symptoms can sometimes lead to asthma, a 
chronic inflammatory disease of the airways. While allergic 
asthma is triggered by dust mites, pollen, mould spores or other 
allergens, non-allergic (intrinsic) asthma is caused by factors 
such as exercise, smoke, viruses or other irritants. Asthma 
symptoms include shortness of breath, tightness in the chest, 
coughing and wheezing. 

Asthma has become increasingly prevalent among Canadians 
over the last 20 years4, however, researchers have yet to pinpoint 
the exact reasons for this. Risk factors for developing asthma 
include a family history of asthma and/or allergy, exposure to 
tobacco smoke or chemical irritants and exposure in infancy to 
toxins or foreign substances such as house dust mites.

4 Asthma Society of Canada, http://www.asthma.ca/corp/newsroom/pdf/
asthmastats.pdf

•	 Asthma	is	the	leading	cause	of	absenteeism	from	school	
and	the	third	leading	cause	of	work	loss.

•	 Asthma	kills	more	than	500	Canadians	a	year;	asthma	
attacks	are	responsible	for	146,000	emergency	room	
visits	per	year.

•	 According	to	a	survey,	55	percent	of	Canadians	claim	
their	allergies	cut	into	their	productivity,	and	more	than	
25	percent	say	they	limit	outdoor	time	to	prevent	the	
onset	of	symptoms.

*Sources:	Asthma	Society	of	Canada	(http://www.asthma.ca/corp/
newsroom/pdf/asthmastats.pdf)	and	the	CBC	(http://www.cbc.ca/
news/health/seasonal-allergies-something-to-sneeze-at-1.930532)	

How Best Doctors Can Help

If you think you have seasonal allergies, getting a proper diagnosis is crucial and will help ensure you’re placed on a 
suitable treatment plan. Proper medical care will not only help reduce unpleasant symptoms – in some cases, the right 
treatment may help prevent more serious allergic conditions, such as eczema or asthma. Likewise, if you have asthma, 
an appropriate treatment protocol will go a long way towards helping you manage your condition. If you suspect you 
or a loved one has seasonal allergies or asthma, Best Doctors can help by confirming a diagnosis, providing  
recommendations for specialists, and helping ensure you are on the right treatment plan.
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