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F A C T  S H E E T

Recognizing and Managing Allergy Symptoms 

This WorkCare Fact Sheet discusses allergy symptoms and how to relieve them.  
A related table compares symptoms associated with COVID-19, allergy, cold  
and flu symptoms.

Spring is the time of year when people seem to complain the most about allergy 
symptoms, although about two-thirds of U.S. adults have them year-round. 
With the COVID-19 pandemic, common allergy symptoms may be causing 
unnecessary concern about potential viral infection. 

Allergies are an immune system overreaction to allergens such as pollen, 
mold spores, dust mites and animals. Common symptoms of allergic rhinitis 
include sneezing, runny or stuffy nose, fatigue, and itchy, watery eyes. Unlike the 
temporary effects of a cold or the flu, allergy symptoms can linger for weeks.

In some cases, allergic reactions can trigger or exacerbate asthma, result in a 
sinus infection or cause skin eruptions such as eczema or hives. Symptoms also 
interfere with sleep and cause daytime sleepiness, in turn affecting concentration 
and increasing risk for errors, accidents and injuries.

Allergic Rhinitis
Allergy symptoms may be seasonal or perennial. Seasonal symptoms can 
occur in spring, summer and early fall, usually in response to airborne pollens or 
microscopic mold spores. There are seasonal variations in the way grasses,  
trees and plants pollinate. Year-round allergies are typically caused by mold, dust  
mites or pet dander. Underlying or hidden food allergies rarely cause perennial  
nasal symptoms.

Some people may have year-round symptoms that get worse during certain 
seasons. Irritants such as cigarette smoke, perfumes, cleaning products and 
other strong odors may also aggravate symptoms. Common symptoms of 
allergic rhinitis include sneezing, itchy/watery eyes, runny nose, post-nasal drip, 
sore throat and itchy palate.

Mold, Dust and Animals
Mold spores: There are about 1,000 species of mold in the U.S. Mold thrives in 
damp places and humid climates. Allergy experts recommend keeping track of 
symptoms and where you have been over a two-week period in order to identify 
and avoid or eliminate the source.

Dust mites: These microscopic organisms feed off of dust, dead skin and 
moisture. Dust mite particles are often encountered when cleaning closets and 
cupboards, bedding and mattresses, carpeting and upholstered furniture. In 
addition to allergic rhinitis, a dust mite allergy can trigger asthma or a flare-up of 
eczema (atopic dermatitis), a chronic skin condition that causes an itchy rash. 

Animals: Protein that causes allergies is found in an animal’s dander, saliva and 
urine. The fur of a dog, cat or horse can collect additional allergens, such as 
pollen and mold spores. Cats seem to be more allergenic than dogs. Dander is 
the most common cause of an allergic reaction to horses.
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Hives, Asthma and Sinusitis
Hives: Also known as urticaria, hives usually start as an itchy patch of skin 
that turns into welts, or raised red bumps. Hives may be triggered by seasonal 
allergies or any number of other factors including bacterial infections, certain 
foods, medications, insect stings or bites, sun exposure, extreme temperatures, 
exposure to latex and stress.

Asthma: This potentially disabling lung disease is characterized by difficulty 
breathing. Symptoms include chest tightness, wheezing, cough and shortness of 
breath. Asthma is caused or exacerbated by inhaling or touching allergens and 
irritant substances. An estimated 1 in 12 people in the general U.S. population 
have asthma, including many who also have seasonal allergies. 

Sinusitis: Nose cavities and sinuses can get inflamed and swell up while trying 
to flush out allergens. When mucus becomes trapped, pressure builds up and 
causes sinus pain. In some cases an infection develops. In addition to common 
allergy symptoms, signs of sinusitis include congestion; thick, discolored mucus; 
feeling puffy around the forehead, eyes and cheeks; headache, jaw or tooth pain; 
post-nasal drip; bad breath; cough; sore throat and low fever.

Seasonal Allergy Remedies
When allergy symptoms affect quality of life and productivity, it’s time to consult 
a medical professional. An allergy test may be recommended to identify the 
source(s) so a targeted response can be developed. Some people get allergy 
shots to reduce symptoms and desensitize themselves to allergens over time.

For seasonal allergies, a doctor may recommend starting medications to 
alleviate symptoms two weeks before they are expected to begin. In such cases, 
it’s important to inform the provider about job responsibilities, especially if safety-
sensitive duties are involved. A doctor or pharmacist can provide advice about 
over-the-counter nasal spray, pain relievers, antihistamines or decongestants 
that will not cause drowsiness. 

The following are some additional recommendations for symptom relief:

• Rinse nose with a saline solution using a bulb syringe 

• Inhale steam vapors in the shower or from a warm bowl of water

• Apply a warm, wet face towel to relieve nasal pressure

• Drink plenty of water and avoid alcohol (it increases swelling)

• Use over-the-counter drops to reduce eye discomfort 

Prevention
The best way to prevent an allergic reaction is to avoid known allergens. When 
that’s not possible, there are ways to help reduce exposure to pollen, mold 
spores, dust mites and animal allergens:
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• Plan ahead. Check the local weather and daily pollen counts.  
Limit outdoor exposure to the extent feasible, especially in the morning.

• Frequently wash face and hands; avoid bringing allergens inside  
on clothing. 

• Keep windows and doors closed during peak allergy times. 

• Consider installing high-efficiency media filters in heating and cooling 
systems to remove particulates. Use HEPA filters in vacuums. 

• Wear a NIOSH-rated N-95 mask to reduce inhalation of small particles.

• Lower indoor relative humidity to discourage mites and mold growth.

To learn more:
American Academy of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology (pollen count)

American College of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology

Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America 

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases

See the next page for a comparison of COVID-19, cold, flu and seasonal  
allergy symptoms.

https://www.aaaai.org/
https://acaai.org/
https://www.aafa.org/
https://www.niaid.nih.gov/
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