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With summer approaching we will be hearing a lot 
about allergies. The increase in pollen, ragweed, and 
other things in the air cause many of us to have downright 
miserable days. Two out of every ten Americans suffer 
from allergies. 

But what are allergies? According to Webb MD (April 
10, 2003, Medical information from Cleveland Clinic on 
Allergies), allergies are an overreaction of the immune 
system. The immune system is hyper-alert and reacts very 
strongly to substances in the environment called allergens. 
Pollen, a normally harmless substance, triggers the 
immune system to act as if a very harmful substance has 
invaded the body. 

A person whose immune system is hyper-alert has an 
allergic reaction when exposed to pollen or whatever 
other allergen causes the reaction. The body produces an 
antibody to fight the allergen. The antibodies come 
together to form a blood cell called a mast cell. The mast 
cells become very numerous in the airways and GI tract 
where most allergens enter the body. The mast cells 
explode and release chemicals like histamine. Histamines 
cause itchiness, runny nose, and various other uncomfort-
able symptoms. 

This allergic reaction can occur in the eyes, nose, 
lungs, mouth, stomach or intestines. Sometimes the 
reaction is so strong that the entire body will break out in 
a rash. The most severe allergic reaction is called anaphy-
laxis, which can result in things like decreased blood 
pressure and shock. 

The symptoms of allergies range from mild to severe. 
Mild reactions affect one area of the body such as watery 
eyes or congestion. Mild cases do not spread to other 
parts of the body. 

Moderate reactions have symptoms in more than one 
area. They may manifest themselves by causing itchiness 
and difficulty breathing. 

A severe allergic reaction can begin with sudden 
itching of the eyes and face and then progress to 
swelling in the throat area that causes breathing and 
swallowing problems. Dizziness, confusion, abdominal 
pain, vomiting, diarrhea or drop in blood pressure can 
also occur in an anaphylactic reaction. 

Who gets allergies? The portion of the population 
who suffer from allergies usually inherit the condition. If 
one parent has allergies there is a fifty percent chance that 
their child will inherit the tendency to be allergic and the 
risk is seventy-five percent if both parents have 
allergies. A child does not necessarily inherit an allergy to 
the same substance as their parent but only the tendency 
to be allergic to something in the environment. 

Its important for families to try and figure out what 
causes an allergic reaction. Experiment by keeping close 
track of what is in the air or environment when such a 
reaction occurs. Please check with your physician for 
recommendations on how to alleviate the discomfort of 
allergies. Hopefully there is a medication that can help to 
make the summer an enjoyable season even if you or your 
child has allergies. 


