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 To investigate the big data characteristics and trend changes of patients with allergic rhinitis (AR) 
who sought medical attention at our hospital before (from 2018 to 2019) and after (from 2020 to 
2023) COVID-19, and provide reference basis for the treatment of AR.  This study used a descriptive 
epidemiological method to analyze the big data and trend changes of AR patients.  A total of 62,196 
AR patients were collected, of whom 32,874 were male and 29,322 were female, with an age range 
of 1–89 years. The monthly change trend of AR patients showed a marked seasonality. The number 
of AR patients increased year by year. There was no significant difference in the number of patients 
between different genders. There was a significant difference in the number of patients between 
different age groups.  The number of AR patients increased markedly from 2018 to 2023, and COVID-19 
seems to have accelerated this process. There is a clear seasonal pattern. The number of boy patients 
is significantly higher than that of girl patients, and the change in female hormones may affect the 
incidence of AR. Therefore, it is necessary to update management measures and formulate relevant 
policies in response to the changing trend of AR since the COVID-19 epidemic.
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Allergic rhinitis (AR) is a non-infectious inflammatory disease of the nasal mucosa, which occurs after the body 
is exposed to allergens and is mainly mediated by immunoglobulin E (IgE). The main clinical manifestations 
are nasal itching, nasal congestion, sneezing, clear nasal discharge, and often accompanied by conjunctival 
congestion, eye itching and other symptoms. AR has become a global health problem, affecting 10–40% of 
the world’s population, and usually lasts for a lifetime1. The prevalence of allergic diseases has been steadily 
increasing in recent decades2. Allergic diseases can develop at a relatively young age, reduce quality of life, and 
the socioeconomic burden is increasing worldwide3. Therefore, there are many studies on the epidemiology of 
AR in the past. In 2019, a new strain of human coronavirus emerged and caused an epidemic. The virus was 
named Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) by the International Committee on 
Taxonomy of Viruses (ICTV). The disease was named “coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)” by the World 
Health Organization (WHO)4. In addition to the direct pathogenic effect of the virus on host cells, COVID-19 
can induce excessive immune response to damage the body by interacting with the immune system5,6. In order 
to prevent the spread of pandemic COVID-19 infection7, countries have taken active measures, which have 
changed people’s lifestyles and affected the spread of AR8. However, there is relatively little research on the 
change of AR prevalence trend before and after the spread of COVID-19 in 2019 and its end in 2022. Therefore, 
we conducted a study on the epidemiological characteristics of AR from 2018 to 2023. This study examined the 
impact of COVID-19 on the trend of allergic rhinitis, and provided reference for the diagnosis and treatment 
of AR.

Literature and methods
All methods were performed in accordance with the relevant guidelines. AR is a non-infectious chronic 
inflammatory disease of the nasal mucosa mainly mediated by immunoglobulin E (IgE) in atopic individuals 
after exposure to allergens. The main clinical manifestations are nasal itching, nasal congestion, sneezing, clear 
nasal discharge, and often accompanied by conjunctival congestion, eye itching and other symptoms. Exclusion 
criteria: patients without a clear diagnosis of allergic rhinitis.The outpatient system of our hospital was utilized 
to collect big data on patients diagnosed with AR from January 2018 to December 2023. The data of AR patients 
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collected in the outpatient department were analyzed by descriptive epidemiological method. The age, gender 
and visiting time of the patients were recorded in detail for retrospective analysis, and the change trend of AR 
before (2018–2019), during (2020–2022) and after (2023) the COVID-19 epidemic was analyzed. (1) The time 
distribution and trend changes of AR patients in our hospital were analyzed. The seasonal index was used to 
reflect the changes in the number of visits in different months.(2) The trend changes of AR patients in different 
gender and age groups were analyzed. T test and rank sum test were used to test the statistical difference(test 
level P = 0.05).

Ethical considerations
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Hangzhou Normal University Affiliated Hospital. Consent 
for this study was obtained from the relevant personnel and signed consent forms. This study has obtained the 
consent of the relevant personnel and signed informed consent. (A20220403)

Result
The time distribution of patients with allergic rhinitis
Monthly trend of AR patients
The monthly trends in the number of AR patients showed obvious seasonality (Fig. 1). The annual number of 
patients began to rise from March, peaked in April, gradually decreased from May to June, gradually increased 
in July, and reached the peak in October. The seasonal index was 139.63%. The number of patients decreased 
significantly from January to February of the next year, and the lowest rate was 53.52% in February.

Fig. 1.  Prevalence of AR from 2018 to 2023. Note seasonal index = mean value of the same month (or season)/
total mean value of each month (or season) in each year ×100%.
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Annual trend of patients with AR
From 2018 to 2023, the number of AR patients in our hospital increased year by year. The number increased 
from 7737 to 13,723, an increase of 77.37%, with an average annual growth rate of 12.14%, as shown in Table 1. 
The specific analysis found that the annual growth rate increased from 2018 to 2021. The annual growth rate 
reached the highest 25.19% in 2021, and the growth rate decreased to only 1.82% in 2022. However, the number 
of patients still increased, and the growth rate returned to 17.31% in 2023, as shown in Fig. 2.

Distribution characteristics of AR patients
 (See Table 1; Fig. 2 for details).

AR patients gender annual trends
From 2018 to 2023, the number of male and female patients will basically increase year by year. The former 
increased by 82.78%, with an average annual growth rate of 12.82%, and the latter increased by 71.67%, with an 
average annual growth rate of 11.41%. Although the annual growth rate of the former (4.77%) slowed down and 
the latter showed a negative growth rate (-1.43%) in 2022, the annual growth rates of the two groups (14.99% 
and 20.02%) basically returned to the same level in 2023.The number of female patients was relatively small 
compared with the number of male patients attending the clinic. However, the Mann-Whitney rank sum test 
showed that there was no significant difference in the total number of patients per year between different genders 
from 2018 to 2023 (Z=-0.961, P = 0.337).

The annual change trend of AR patients in different age groups
From 2018 to 2023, the number of patients (≥ 45 years old) in our hospital would increase year by year. The 
number of patients in the children group (< 15 years old ) and the young and middle-aged group (30–44 years 
old) decreased slightly in 2022, and basically recovered in 2023.The elderly group (≥ 60 years old) had the largest 
annual growth rate of 229.31%, with an average annual growth rate of 26.92%.Preschool children (< 7 years 
old) had the smallest annual growth rate of 27.41%, with an average annual growth rate of 6.57%.The results of 
Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test showed that there were significant differences in the number of patients in different 
age groups (X2 = 601.812, P < 0.05).The largest number was found in young and middle-aged people, while the 
smallest number was found in preschool children and the elderly. Further analysis found that the number of 
patients by gender was different in different age groups. The number of female patients was higher than that of 
males in the 15–49 years old age group, and the number of children and elderly male patients was higher than 
that of females. There were significant differences between children with different gender (P < 0.05), as shown 
in Table 2.

Discussion
China has a vast territory and diverse topography, environment and climate conditions in different regions. 
Therefore, AR has significant regional differences and regional seasonal differences9. This study showed that 
the monthly variation trend of the number of AR patients in the region showed obvious seasonality, starting 
to increase in March in spring, reaching the peak in October in autumn, and the lowest in February in winter. 
Reasons to consider: (1) Spring and autumn are recognized as pollen seasons, and pollen can be used as an 
allergen to induce the onset of AR10. In addition, the climate is relatively hot in summer and autumn, and air 
conditioning is often used, which is easy to cause dry indoor air, leading to blood circulation disorders in the 
nasal mucosa, and then causing AR11. (2) The proportion of AR caused by pets is increasing year by year12. It 
will continue to affect the changes of AR allergen spectrum in China. (3) Although previous studies showed that 
the peak of medical visits in this region was in September and began to decline in October9, COVID-19 has 
affected the living habits and health status of patients13. In order to reduce the spread of the epidemic, prevention 
and control measures were implemented to reduce the behavior of going out and working from home. These 

Year 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 Growth rate Average annual growth rate

Total number 7737 8372 9177 11,489 11,698 13,723 77.37% 12.14%

 Sex

 Men 3967 4464 4867 6019 6306 7251 82.78% 12.82%

Women 3770 3908 4310 5470 5392 6472 71.67% 11.41%

Age

 < 7s 842 1002 1061 1452 982 1157 27.41% 6.57%

 7∼14s 1192 1449 1609 1620 1617 2066 73.32% 11.62%

 15∼29s 1445 1554 1528 2061 2155 2519 74.33% 11.75%

 30∼44s 2371 2337 2658 3327 3178 3346 41.12% 7.13%

 45∼59s 1225 1258 1364 1770 2077 2455 100.41% 14.92%

 ≥ 60s 662 772 957 1259 1689 2180 229.31% 26.92%

Table 1.  Analysis of patients in different genders and age groups from 2018 to 2023. Note Growth rate (%) 
=(b-a)/a ×100; Average annual growth rate (%) = ( n

√
b /a-1) ×100, n = number of years – 1, a = The number 

of AR patients in the last year, b = The number of AR patients in the first year.
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measures may result in increased patient exposure to indoor allergens14. In addition, a global systematic review 
of psychological outcomes among the public during the COVID-19 pandemic15. It found relatively high rates 
of post-traumatic stress disorder and psychological stress. Acute symptoms of COVID-19 overlap with those of 
allergic rhinitis (AR), which may affect mental health and disease management. All these will further affect the 

Age < 7s 7∼14s 15∼29s 30∼44s 45∼59s ≥ 60s

Sex Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

2018 527 315 750 442 672 773 1078 1293 584 641 356 306

2019 641 361 953 496 768 786 1058 1279 645 613 399 373

2020 671 390 1073 536 772 756 1223 1435 622 742 506 451

2021 881 571 1109 511 988 1073 1535 1792 823 947 683 576

2022 620 362 1076 541 1102 1053 1552 1626 1015 1062 941 748

2023 749 408 1379 687 1221 1298 1607 1739 1182 1273 1113 1067

Aggregate 4089 2407 6340 3213 5523 5739 8053 9164 4871 5278 3998 3521

Sum total 6496 9553 11,262 17,217 10,149 7519

t 4.561 5.756 -0.285 -1.348 -0.467 0.467

p 0.001* 0.00018* 0.781 0.207 0.651 0.650

Table 2.  Analysis of patients in different gender and age groups from 2018 to 2023. Note *P < 0.05.

 

Fig. 2.  Changes in annual growth rates by gender and age groups from 2018 to 2023. Note TAGR: total annual 
growth rate.
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peak hours of outpatient visits for AR patients, so it is necessary to arrange outpatient visits reasonably to meet 
the changing trend of patient demand.

This study showed that the prevalence of AR increased year by year, which is consistent with previous 
studies16. And COVID-19 appears to have accelerated the annual increase in prevalence. The possible reasons 
are as follows. 1) COVID-19 may increase the diagnosis rate of allergic rhinitis17,18. However, a study in South 
Korea did not find significant changes in the prevalence and diagnosis of chronic allergic diseases before and 
after the COVID-19 epidemic, but observed changes in physical activity and sleep quality19. More studies 
are needed to further confirm the relationship between COVID-19 and AR. At the same time, medical staff 
should consider lifestyle changes in the treatment of AR patients. 2) COVID-19 affects the health of individuals, 
including physical, mental, and social health. This is related to the uncertainty of infection associated with 
COVID-19 and changes in dietary and exercise habits due to quarantine measures20. At the same time because 
of COVID − 19 pandemic, people’s physical activity is restricted, sleep and circadian rhythm and negative effects 
of stress. It causes the “asynchrony” of the internal biological clock and the external biological clock, resulting 
in biological rhythm disorder, which may aggravate the occurrence and development of respiratory allergic 
diseases21. Animal experiments have confirmed that intervention of circadian clock gene activity can help 
maintain the minimum inflammatory response state of nasal mucosa and inhibit the temporal onset of AR22. 
3) COVID-19 caused dysbacteriosis in AR patients. Human nasal epithelial cells show the highest expression of 
angiotensin-converting enzyme II (ACE2) among all studied cells in the upper and lower airways23, and SARS-
CoV-2 infection can also increase ACE2 expression in human nasal epithelial cells24. ACE2 is the receptor-
binding domain of SARS-CoV-225. It is an important organ for SARS-CoV-2 entry and COVID-19 development. 
The symbiotic flora will be unbalanced with the combination of SARS-CoV-2 virus and ACE2 receptors present 
in the nasal mucosa26. It can cause inflammation, induce allergy, and increase the prevalence of AR. 4) Because 
SARS-CoV-2 virus and COVID-19 mRNA vaccines have relatively large protein sequences homologous to grass 
pollen, dust mite and mold. Therefore, infection with SARS-CoV-2 virus and vaccination against COVID-19 may 
promote T cell cross-reactivity with allergens that affect allergic rhinitis27. Animal studies have also confirmed 
that previous influenza infection in mice alleviates future allergic airway reaction28. Therefore, in 2022, all the 
people in China will be basically immunized after the popularization of the vaccine, and the corresponding 
annual growth rate will decrease. However, after the full liberalization at the end of 2022, all living and working 
habits will change again, and the annual growth rate of AR prevalence will basically return to the same.

This study found that compared with other age groups, the number of elderly patients increased year by year, 
especially the growth rate was obvious, and the annual growth rate of preschool children (< 7 years old group) 
was the least. This is different from previous studies29. The possible reasons are as follows. (1) COVID − 19 elderly 
patients over 55 affected is larger, the majority of cases tend to be critical to the critically ill30. This will lead to longer 
persistence of the COVID-19 virus and more and longer use of drugs to treat it. Studies have shown that frequent 
exposure to viral infections stimulates the development of standard Th1 immune responses31. These activated 
immune cells initiate a cascade of local and systemic inflammatory responses. Many signs and symptoms of AR 
are caused by uncontrolled inflammation32. In addition, long-term and extensive use of antibiotics may lead to 
ecological dysbiosis in the body33. It may induce, amplify and maintain immunopathological phenomena related 
to allergic rhinitis34, and then cause allergy. Studies have confirmed that the use of paracetamol at least once a 
month is considered a positive correlation factor for the occurrence of AR, and different studies have confirmed the 
presence of intestinal and nasal dysbiosis in AR patients35. (2) The impact of environmental factors aggravates the 
infertility of Chinese people36. The COVID-19 epidemic affects the economic development, population mobility 
and people’s happiness, which will further affect the low fertility rate in China37. Therefore, at this stage, the birth 
rate of our country is declining, and the trend of national population aging is more and more serious. With the 
increase of the elderly population base, the prevalence rate will further increase. In addition, elderly patients have 
more chronic diseases, and their immune system changes significantly, leading to atypical clinical manifestations 
of AR. The daily life and health problems of elderly AR patients have become a topic of widespread concern in 
Chinese society. The diagnosis and treatment of AR in the elderly has its own particularity, which needs to be paid 
enough attention.

This study showed that the young and middle-aged group (30–44 years old) had the largest number of AR 
patients, while preschool children and the elderly were relatively the least. This is consistent with the results 
of previous studies. Compared to adults, the development of immune system function in children undergoes 
significant changes at different stages of growth. With advancing age, there is a gradual increase in prevalence 
until reaching its peak during the 11–13 years old period, after which it starts declining38,39. It increased with the 
increase of age and reached the peak in young adults (19–49 years old group)38, and then showed a downward 
trend with the increase of age40. Moreover, individuals aged 0–18 years are less likely to develop severe or critical 
illness during COVID-1933. They usually have an effective and active innate immune response, less respiratory 
exposure, and often few or no comorbidities. Therefore, the impact of COVID-19 on preschool children is less. 
The above shows that age is a key factor affecting sensitization. Therefore, this study carried out a research 
investigation design for different ages of AR. It is better to guide medical staff to take active and effective 
prevention and treatment for AR in different populations.

From 2018 to 2023, there would be a consistent annual increase in the total number of male and female 
patients. The prevalence of male patients surpasses that of females, particularly among children (< 15 years 
old). A significant gender disparity exists among patients. The number of individuals aged 15–59 years exceeds 
that of males, while elderly patients (≥ 60 years old) are predominantly male; however, this difference is not 
statistically significant. These findings align with the outcomes reported in a global systematic review41. Due 
to the complexity of allergy-related diseases, the reasons and associated factors explaining this phenomenon 
are not well defined. 1)Genetic differences Studies have suggested that there may be genetic differences in the 
sensitivity of boys and girls to environmental exposure42. Studies have shown that IgE sensitivity declines in 
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girls from childhood to early adulthood and that multiple IgE sensitization is more common in boys than 
in girls43,44. This also accounts for the significantly more AR in boys than in girls. However, there does not 
appear to be a difference between females and males in terms of IgE multiple sensitization in adulthood45. 2) 
Hormone differences Allergic rhinitis is a type 2 inflammatory reaction. Estrogen and progesterone enhance 
type 2 inflammation and inhibit type 1 inflammation, while testosterone inhibits type 2 inflammation in men46. 
Estrogen and its receptors in inflammatory cells are involved in allergic reactions47. Estrogen affects mast cell 
activation and enhances IgE-mediated mast cell degranulation, which can amplify neurogenic inflammatory 
responses. This results in changes in allergen dose response and different nasal symptoms48. Other studies have 
also shown that estrogen increases Muc5AC and Muc5B mucin expression and mucus production, whereas 
progesterone decreases ciliary retraction and mucociliary clearance49. People with allergic diseases experienced 
a higher negative psychological impact during COVID-1950. In particular, female adults diagnosed with allergies 
and asthma by doctors are more likely to report stress, depression, loneliness and hopelessness51, which affects 
patients’ psychological state and sleep. This will also increase the risk of developing AR in female patients. But 
men have a higher allergy index than women52. Therefore, with the menopause of women, the AR patients are 
mainly male patients.

Conclusion
This study collected data on outpatient visits from 2018 to 2023 to investigate the impact of COVID-19 on the 
prevalence of allergic rhinitis. The results showed that the prevalence of AR increased year by year with obvious 
seasonality, and COVID-19 seemed to accelerate the process. The increased number is especially reflected in 
the elderly, but the young and middle-aged people are still the main population. There are gender differences 
in different age groups of AR patients, mainly reflected in preschool children. COVID-19 seems to highlight 
more clearly the impact of changes in estrogen levels on AR prevalence. This relationship has not been fully 
demonstrated. These results provide important information for understanding the changes in the prevalence 
of chronic allergic diseases after the COVID-19 pandemic. It also provides direction for prevention and 
management. The strength of this study is the use of raw data from a representative survey. However, this study 
has limitations. We use self-report scale, and the lack of relevant variables to assess the patients psychological and 
lifestyle changes. The prevalence of AR also shows great regional differences. The findings may provide valuable 
insights to other countries facing similar situations. Further research is also needed to better understand the 
relationship between COVID-19 and chronic allergic diseases.

Data availability
The original data can be obtained from the corresponding author by email upon reasonable request. (tianrrall@
yeah.net).
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