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Allergy Treatment: Medications

What medications are available to treat allergies?
Fortunately, numerous effective medications are available to treat allergies.  These medications include nasal steroid sprays, 
antihistamines, decongestants, anticholinergic agents, eye drops and mast cell stabilizers.  Investing your time in learning the 
difference between these allergy products will allow you to use them more effectively. 

What are nasal steroid sprays?
Steroids are the most effective medications for the relief of allergic symptoms.  Unfortunately, prolonged or recurrent courses of 
steroids taken by mouth or by injection have potentially worrisome side effects. Fortunately, nasal steroid sprays effectively combat 
allergies in multiple ways while minimizing the risks associated with steroids given by other routes.  As such, nasal steroid sprays are 
the best treatment option for patients with frequent or severe allergy symptoms.  Due to their importance in allergy management, 
we have a separate handout that gives additional information regarding nasal steroid sprays. 

How do antihistamines work?
Histamine is one of the chemicals the body releases into the nose during an allergy attack.  It causes increased drainage and swelling 
inside the nose.  Antihistamines work by blocking histamine’s ability to do its dirty work.  As such, antihistamines help dry up the 
nose, reduce itching and sneezing, and decrease bothersome eye symptoms.  One helpful way to remember the primary function of 
antihistamines is to think of them as anti-”mist”-amines (i.e. they dry you up).

How effective are antihistamines?
None of the antihistamines are as effective as nasal steroid sprays.  On the other hand, antihistamines have a quicker onset of action, 
which means they can be used on an as-needed basis.  As such, they are most helpful for patients with sporadic or mild symptoms.

What are the available antihistamines?
Antihistamines are divided into two groups based on their ability to cause drowsiness.  Sedating antihistamines include those 
available without a prescription such as Benadryl and Dimetapp.    Even without causing drowsiness, they can impair your ability to 
concentrate and perform tasks.

Non-sedating antihistamines include Allegra, Claritin, Clarinex, and Zyrtec. In actuality, Zyrtec can potentially cause sedation, but less 
frequently than Benadryl. Claritin is now available over-the-counter while Allegra, Clarinex, and Zyrtec require a prescription.

Isn’t there an antihistamine in the form of a nasal spray?
Yes.  Astelin is an effective antihistamine that is sprayed into the nose instead of being swallowed as a pill.  It can be used twice a 
day on an as-needed basis.  Some patients are bothered by its taste, while others experience some sedation with it.  If you use this 
medication, remember that it is an antihistamine and not a steroid spray or a decongestant spray.   

What are decongestants?
Decongestant pills and nasal sprays help reduce nasal obstruction.  They do so by shrinking the lining inside the nose.  One way to 
remember the function of decongestants is to imagine them reducing the “traffic congestion” inside your nose to allow more air to 
pass through. 



What is the difference between decongestants and antihistamines?
One difference is the type of symptoms they relieve.  As noted above, antihistamines help dry up your secretions as well as reduce 
sneezing and itching; however, they generally do not help improve breathing through your nose like decongestants do. 

Another difference is that antihistamines work on symptoms caused by allergies. Decongestants, on the other hand, shrink the 
lining inside the nose and reduce nasal obstruction regardless of the cause of the swelling.  In other words, decongestants may help 
breathing through the nose even if you do not have allergies. 

Overall, antihistamines dry up the “mist” of allergies, while decongestants reduce nasal “traffic congestion” and obstruction 
regardless of the cause. 

Which products contain decongestants?
Pseudoephedrine is the only available oral decongestant.  Those little red Sudafed pills contain nothing but pseudoephedrine.  
Many other non-prescription products include pseudoephedrine as one of their multiple ingredients.  If the product indicates “non-
drowsy” or if it ends in a “-D” (ex: Tavist-D), then it likely contains pseudoephedrine. The “-D” of Allegra-D, Claritin-D and Zyrtec-D 
refers to the combination of their antihistamine with the decongestant pseudoephedrine.  Finally, several prescription medications 
(ex: Entex PSE) combine pseudoephedrine with the mucus thinning agent guaifenesin.   

What are the possible side effects from decongestants? 
While antihistamines, especially non-prescription antihistamines, can cause drowsiness, decongestants can potentially cause the 
opposite effect (i.e. inability to sleep).  In addition, decongestants cause some people to be bothered by jitteriness and nervousness 
during the daytime. Older men may find that they cause difficulty urinating.  While decongestants can worsen uncontrolled high 
blood pressure, well-controlled hypertension generally is not affected by this medication. 

What about decongestant nasal sprays?
In addition to oral pseudoephedrine, decongestants are also available as a non-prescription spray.  Examples include oxymetazoline 
found in Afrin and phenylephrine found in Neo-Synephrine. Although they are effective with minimal side effects, they cannot be 
used on a regular basis. Decongestant nasal sprays are the one type of nasal spray that can be habit-forming.  While these sprays are 
a reasonable option for an acute nasal flare-up, they are not appropriate for long-standing nasal and sinus problems.  

What is Singulair?
In addition to histamine, leukotrienes are released inside the nose during an allergic attack. Singulair acts on leukotrienes and 
reduces the symptoms caused by them.    While Singulair may have similar efficacy to antihistamines, it is not as effective as nasal 
steroid sprays.  Singulair is beneficial for asthma, so it is a worthwhile consideration for asthmatics who also have nasal allergies.  
Singulair has no major safety concerns and can be used on an as-needed basis.

What is Nasalcrom nasal spray? 
Nasalcrom, a mast cell stabilizer, is another type of nasal spray that can help with allergies.  Its advantages are its availability at 
drugstores without a prescription and its safeness, even during pregnancy.  Its disadvantages are that it is not as effective as some 
other allergy medications, such as nasal steroid sprays, and it has to be used three or four times a day.   

Nasalcrom is more effective when used prior to exposure to an allergen.  As such, it is a good option to use before doing any 
activity that you know will provoke your symptoms. For example, if doing yard work or vacuuming the house brings on your allergy 
symptoms, then use Nasalcrom before doing those activities.

What is Atrovent nasal spray? 
Atrovent, an anticholinergic nasal spray, is extremely effective at drying the watery nasal secretions caused by allergies.   Unlike 
decongestant sprays, Atrovent is not habit-forming.  Unlike nasal steroid sprays, it can be used on an intermittent basis.  
Unfortunately, it can cause some stinging in the nose and lead to some nosebleeds.  While it is effective at drying, Atrovent has no 
effect on nasal obstruction, itching or sneezing.  In other words, it will dry you up, but not open you up. 

What can I use for my itchy, watery eyes? 
Antihistamine pills and, to a lesser extent, nasal steroid sprays reduce bothersome eye symptoms. If they do not provide adequate 
relief, then topical eyedrops should be used.  While most of the over-the-counter eyedrops simply address eye redness, a few 
non-prescription eyedrops (ex. Visine-A), also contain an antihistamine to help relieve itchy and watery eyes.  Certain prescription 
eyedrops (ex. Patanol) are more effective.


