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Allergy Glossary

Allergen

Any substance or antigen that causes hypersensitivity or an allergic reaction. Common allergens include pollen, grass, house-dust mite, animal dander, feathers, cow’s milk, eggs and peanuts.

Allergenic

A predisposition of a substance to trigger allergies or allergic symptoms, in an allergic individual.

Allergic asthma

See asthma 

Allergic rhinitis

A common and distressing inflammatory condition affecting the upper airways and the membranes of the nose and eyes, caused by an allergic reaction to an allergen. Symptoms include a blocked or running nose, sneezing, itching and watering eyes. This condition is sometimes associated with asthma.

Allergic rhinoconjunctivitis 

An allergic inflammation in the nose and eyes.  See also allergic rhinitis and conjunctivitis
Allergy

A hypersensitive and inappropriate reaction by the body’s immune system to an allergen (a substance to which an individual has become hypersensitive) e.g. pollen or house-dust mites.

Anaphylaxis 

A rapid, severe and potentially life threatening, allergic reaction that can cause respiratory swelling, breathing problems, shock and circulatory collapse (anaphylactic shock).

Antibodies

Also referred to as immunoglobulins, these are an essential component of the immune system, which attach to foreign substances (antigens), such as viruses and bacteria, in order to destroy them (via an immune-mediated response). The antibody primarily involved in allergic reactions is immunoglobulin E (IgE).

Antigen

A substance, usually a protein, that causes the formation of an antibody and reacts specifically with that antibody.

Antihistamines

Medicines that relieve allergic symptoms, secondary to histamine release.  Antihistamines block histamine from binding to various cells in the body thus from triggering the allergic reaction.

Antigen

A substance, usually a protein, that causes the formation of an antibody. In the particular case of allergy, this antigen is called an allergen. Following exposure to an antigen, antibodies specific to the antigen develop which target and neutralise the antigen. 

Anti-allergy medication

Medicines that help prevent and treat symptoms of allergy. These are available as nasal and eye drops, inhalers, and in oral formulations.  For severe cases immunotherapy may be an option.

Anti-inflammatory medication

Medicines that reduce inflammation in the tissues.

Atopy / Atopic

A personal and / or familial tendency to develop allergic reactions, such as asthma, atopic dermatitis (eczema) and allergic rhinitis in response to low doses of allergens.  Atopy is generally considered to be hereditary.

Asthma

A commonly occurring and potentially life-threatening illness where the respiratory airways become inflamed and swollen, thus causing breathing difficulties (e.g. dyspnea, tight chest, cough or bronchospasm).  Asthma has many causes, one of which is allergy (allergic asthma). 

Auto-antibodies

‘Rogue’ antibodies that have turned their action against their host’s body, instead of attacking external antigens.

Conjunctivitis

Inflammation of the conjunctiva (the outer membrane of the eyeball) caused by an allergic reaction to an allergen.  Symptoms include red and itchy eyes with inflamed eyelids.  Conjunctivitis often accompanies allergic rhinitis, which is known as allergic rhinoconjunctivitis.

Corticosteroid

Medicines used to relieve patients from symptoms of allergic diseases or asthma by reducing inflammation. Oral, intra-nasal or inhaled corticosteroids are available.

Dander

Tiny particles of skin shed by animals that can cause an allergy e.g. from dogs and cats.

Decongestant

A medicine that unblocks a blocked nose by reducing congestion and swelling. 

Dermatitis

An inflammatory condition characterised by red, inflamed and intensely itching skin. Dermatitis can result from allergic reactions, e.g. atopic dermatitis (eczema) and contact dermatitis, e.g. from a reaction to a chemical such as latex, infection or be a secondary condition of other illnesses.

Dermatographic urticaria

The appearance of wheals or hives after just stroking or scratching the skin firmly, in otherwise healthy people. See urticaria.

Eczema 

An inflammatory condition characterised by dry, itching, flaking, inflamed and red skin. One type of eczema is called atopic eczema/dermatitis syndrome and is the result of an allergic reaction.

Enantiomer

Two identical molecules which differ only in spatial orientation. 

Gland

An organ that secretes chemical substances such as hormones or biochemical substances, e.g. lachrymal glands in the eyes secrete tears.

Hay fever

A common term used to describe certain types of seasonal allergic rhinitis.  

Histamine

A chemical released mainly from mast cells (found in connective tissue e.g. in the membranes of the nose, lungs and skin) during allergic reactions and causing inflammation of tissues affected by an allergen among other things.

Hives

A common name for the red, intensely itching wheals on the skin, which are a common symptom of urticaria.

Hypersensitivity

A hypersensitive person can react just like an allergic person with symptoms like nettle-rash, hay fever and asthma. The difference is that the immune system does not generally produce anti-bodies and is not involved, rather the patient experiences a pathologically heightened sensitivity in one or more of the body's organs.

Immunoglobulin

A type of antibody that enables the destruction of various foreign and potentially harmful substances (antigens).  Each immunoglobulin specifically targets a specific antigen. Different types of immunoglobulins are involved in different types of immune reaction. See antibodies.
Immunoglobulin E (IgE)

E class immunoglobulins (IgE) are involved in rapidly occurring immune responses, including allergy.  Abnormally acting IgE antibodies trigger the release of histamine from the mast cells on which they are found, which sets off an allergic reaction.

Immunotherapy   

Treatment for severe allergies, which aims to desensitise patients and to prevent further symptoms. Treatment involves a course of injections or sprays containing tiny amounts of the allergen to which patients are sensitive.

Inhaled allergen

An airborne allergen that is breathed in (inhaled).

Intermittent allergic rhinitis

Allergic rhinitis lasting for less than 4 days per week, or less than 4 weeks in total.

Intolerance

Intolerance means that the body does not tolerate a specific substance and this produces a reaction - common intolerances include gluten and lactose intolerance.

Kinins

Chemical mediators (messengers) predominantly released from white cells including mast cells, and involved in the inflammatory process which takes place during an allergic reaction.

Leukotrienes

Chemical mediators released from the membranes of several types of white blood cells, including mast cells. They are involved in the inflammatory process that occurs during allergic reactions.

Lymphocytes

White blood cells that play a key part in the immune response, defending the body against disease.  B cell lymphocytes produce antibodies (immunoglobulins).

Mast cells

A type of cell found in connective tissues, e.g. in the membranes of the nose, lungs or skin that releases histamine and other chemical mediators, once the immunoglobin IgE has been triggered by an allergen.
Mildew

A mould that releases fungal spores which can cause allergic reactions in susceptible individuals.  

Nasal blockage

Severe nasal congestion where it is almost impossible to breath through one or both nasal passages.

Perennial allergic rhinitis

A past classification for allergic rhinitis that can occur anytime throughout the year, and which is commonly caused by allergy to animal dander, dust or mildew spores.  

Persistent allergic rhinitis

Allergic rhinitis lasting for at least 4 days per week, and at least 4 consecutive weeks.

Prostaglandins

Chemical mediators predominantly released from white cells around the body, including mast cells.  They are involved in the inflammatory process which takes place during an allergic reaction.

Pruritis

Itching leading to the urge to scratch. 

Racemate

See enantiomer.

Rebound nasal congestion

Congestion that occurs from continued use of decongestants.

Rhinitis

See allergic rhinitis
Rhinorrhoea

A running nose (watery rhinitis).

RAST test

Radioallergosorbent (RAST) testing is used to determine antibodies in the blood.  A RAST test can identify and quantify IgE in a patient’s serum with up to 45 known antigens.    

Seasonal allergic rhinitis

A previous classification denoting allergic rhinitis which occurs at a particular time of the year, e.g. to season specific antigens, in particular pollens.

Skin prick test

An allergy test that involves placing a small amount of suspected allergen to a scratch on the skin.   

Sinusitis

Inflammation of the sinuses that causes significant discomfort and pain.

Steroids

See corticosteroids.
T-cells

White blood cells, also known as T-lymphocytes, produced in the bone marrow, which mature in the thymus where they multiply. T-cells mediate cellular immune responses by recognising antigens (or allergen) and binding to them.

Trigger or trigger factors

The common term for an allergen or event which results in a reaction.

Urticaria

Intensely itchy wheals (hives) on the skin, which can result from an allergic reaction, e.g. from exposure to sunlight, heat, cold, pressure, chemicals or exercise (physical urticaria). For some patients, especially those who have chronic urticaria (lasting more than six weeks), no specific cause can be identified.

Wheals

See hives and urticaria.
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