
49%
of people in the 

UK have hay fever, 
according to a 

survey by 
Allergy UK .
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Whether your usually mild 
sniffles have become 
a constant runny nose 
and sore eyes, or you’re 

suffering for the first time, it’s not 
unusual for hay fever to get worse 
from year to year. 

Wondering what the cause is? ‘When we 
get hay fever, our body reacts to allergens 
and produces too many histamines that 
trigger the unpleasant symptoms,’ 
explains airborne allergens expert 
Max Wiseberg . 

Here, our experts reveal what could 
trigger a later-in-life flare-up – and how 
to take back control so you can make the 
most of the warmer weather. 

IS YOUR HAY FEVER
GETTING WORSE?
Enjoy a season free from sneezing and itching with the help of our expert advice

The menopause 
effect
‘Due to decreasing oestrogen production 
during the menopause, the immune 
system protects the body by producing 
more histamine. As such, it can feel like 
allergy symptoms are getting worse,’ says 
senior allergy consultant Dr José Costa *. 

Over-the-counter medication can be 
very effective. ‘Medication works by either 

Moved house?
Living in a built-up area 
can have an impact. ‘Urban 
pollutants can interact with 
pollen, making it more 
potent and triggering 
stronger allergic reactions,’ 
says GP Dr Roger Henderson , 
spokesperson at Olbas . What’s more, 
male trees are often favoured by urban 
landscape planners – they’re easier to 
maintain as they don’t shed messy fruit or 
seed pods, unlike female trees. However, 
they do create tons of pollen which is then 
released into the air, causing the pollen 
count to soar for town and city dwellers.

The Covid-19 
connection
If you had the virus – even a mild version 
– it may have caused alterations to your 
immune system, says research by the 
Medical University of Vienna . This could 
explain your allergies seeming to develop 
from nowhere in the last few years.

Better weather
Thanks to climate change, 

the average temperature has 
risen by 1C in the UK over 
the past century, which 
means longer plant-growing 
periods and more intense 

pollen seasons. The result? 
Increasing exposure to 

allergens. ‘Higher temperatures 
and carbon dioxide levels can also 
encourage plants to produce more 
pollen, making symptoms worse,’ says 
Dr Henderson. And windy days can spread 
pollen further, exacerbating hay fever. 
Wrap-around shades will protect your 
eyes from flying pollen, adds Max. Wear 
a brimmed hat for extra coverage, too.

Plant picks
Keen to make the most of the spring 
sunshine in your garden? Your choice of 
flowers could aggravate your allergies. 
Gardening and plants expert Fiona 
Jenkins ** says to avoid planting dahlias, 
sunflowers, chrysanthemums, ryegrass 
and ragweed, as they contain high levels 
of pollen. Hypoallergenic alternatives 
include roses, peonies and tulips.

Lifestyle changes
Making the most of spring with BBQs and 
al fresco tipples? ‘Changes in our diet, 
hydration levels or alcohol consumption 
can influence the levels of histamine in 

our bodies,’ says Dr 
Henderson. In fact, 
eating junk food, 
especially hamburgers, 
has been shown to 
increase symptoms, 
found research 
published in the journal 
Respirology. Fill up on 
antihistamine foods 
instead, such as bell 
peppers, tomatoes, 
squash and kiwi fruit. 
And opt for clear spirits 
instead of wine – 

blocking the allergic response, or by 
reducing inflammation (as in the case of 
nasal steroids),’ says Holly Shaw , nurse 
advisor at Allergy UK. Speak to your GP 
or pharmacist – and avoid driving if the 
medication makes you drowsy.

especially red. Stick to the NHS 
recommendation of drinking less than 14 
units of alcohol a week – that’s roughly 
seven double measures (50ml) of spirits.
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5 ways to ease symptoms

Try some 
camomile tea to help 
relieve symptoms– 

camomile is a natural
antihistamine.

Health report
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Get ahead of potential triggers 
with these clever tips…

1 STRIP OFF Have a shower and 
change your clothes to remove 
pollen that comes indoors with 

you, says Liz Cooper , technical 
advisor at Bio-Kult . Short on time? 
Simply just washing your hands 
and face can help free you from 
lingering pollen.

2FLIP PILLOWS OVER If you 
do this just before you get into 
bed, you won’t breathe in any 

pollen that’s settled on them during 
the day, says Max.

3PRIORITISE SLEEP Not only 
do many of life’s problems 
seem better after a good 

night’s sleep, but it impacts hay fever 

severity too, so stick to a regular 
bedtime routine. People who get 
at least seven hours of sleep each 
night experience significantly 
milder symptoms than those 
who average just five hours, 
found the National Pollen and 
Aerobiology Research Unit.

4UP YOUR VITAMIN C Immune 
system-boosting vitamin C 
is one of the best natural 

remedies for hay fever, combating 
symptoms such as 
a stuffy nose and 
red eyes. Vitamin C 
cannot be stored in 
the body, but you 
can get all of the 
recommended daily 

intake (40mg) from your diet. Try 
squeezing fresh oranges for breakfast 
and add other vitamin C-rich foods, 
such as broccoli, strawberries and 
potatoes, to your meals.

5 BLOCK POLLEN Barrier balms 
are one of the best natural
hay fever remedies to have in 

your toolkit. They help to block the 
pollen spores from attacking the 
system by trapping them before they 
enter your nose. Try HayMax Pure 

Organic Drug-Free 
Allergen Barrier 
Balm (£8.49 for 
5ml, Boots). 
Simply apply 
around the rim 
of your nostrils.
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