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PREVALENCE, SYMPTOMS
AND DIAGNOSIS OF 
ALLERGIC CONJUNCTIVITIS

Terrence P. O’Brien, MD:Terrence P. O’Brien, MD:  An estimated
40 million Americans suffer from seasonal and 

perennial allergies to common allergens such 
as pollen, mold, dust and pet dander.1 About 
half of these allergy sufferers have allergic 
conjunctivitis.2 So while allergy may not be the 
most sight-threatening condition we deal with, 
it certainly is one of the most common chronic 
diseases patients suffer with that we are called 

Today’s Strategies for 
Managing Allergic Conjunctivitis:

Meeting Patient Demand for 
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upon to treat. How prevalent is allergic conjunc-
tivitis in your patient population? 

Douglas Katsev, MD:Douglas Katsev, MD:  During the devas-
tating fi res we had a couple years ago in 
Santa Barbara, the burning vegetation 
and smoke exacerbated allergic conjunc-
tivitis for many patients. Then we had a 
quiet period, but now it is worse again, as 
the vegetation is rapidly re-growing and 
producing a heavy allergen load. During 
fall 2010, nearly one-quarter of our patient 
visits were for allergic conjunctivitis, which 
is unusually high.   

Barry A. Schechter, MD:Barry A. Schechter, MD: As Dr. O’Brien 
and I both know, South Florida’s warm cli-
mate and long blooming season contribute 
to a very high rate of allergic conjunctivitis. 
I myself suffer from some seasonal allergic 
conjunctivitis (SAC) and I have several staff 
members with perennial pet allergies, so 
I’m very attentive to my patients’ concerns 
about allergy.  

Not only are we seeing an overall increase 
in the rate of allergy, but the impact of ocular 
allergy is greater in today’s technology-based 
economy. Looking at a computer for an extend-
ed period of time is much more challenging 
when your eyes are itchy, and uncomfortable.

Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien:  We know that itching is the 
hallmark clinic symptom, but let’s talk about the 
differential diagnosis of allergic conjunctivitis. 
Clearly there’s an overlap of infl ammatory 
conditions that affect the ocular surface that can 
create a diagnostic challenge.

Dr. Katsev:Dr. Katsev:  Allergic conjunctivitis can certain-
ly be misdiagnosed. The patient may actually 
have dry eye (which is compounded by taking 
an oral antihistamine), blepharitis or meibomi-
tis, or some combination of various conditions.  

Michael Ehrenhaus, MD:Michael Ehrenhaus, MD:  I have seen a lot of 
patients who are being treated for dry eye and 
blepharitis but are still uncomfortable because 
the allergic conjunctivitis component hasn’t 
been treated. The reality is that when there are 
multiple underlying conditions, that hallmark 
itching of allergic conjunctivitis can be harder 
to sort out, and that is something we need to be 
looking for and treating.

Dr. Schechter: Dr. Schechter:  It is important to perform a 
complete evaluation of the ocular surface. We 
stain with fl uorescein and lissamine green 
dye to identify any pathology of the cornea or 
conjunctiva. It is important to distinguish dry 
eye or blepharitis from allergic conjunctivitis 
and then treat those conditions appropriately. 
Once we’ve confi rmed a diagnosis of allergic 
conjunctivitis, it is useful, whenever possible, to 
identify the allergen because it helps patients 
to practice avoidance, which is the best way of 
treating any allergic condition. 

Dr. O’Brien:  Dr. O’Brien:  We can’t underestimate the 
importance of differentiating these common 
clinical diagnoses and guiding the patient to 
specifi c therapy. Even though there are many 
over-the-counter (OTC) options, patients may 
be completely mistreating their disease when 
they don’t seek clinical expertise for specifi c 
diagnosis. And when they do come 
to us, we shouldn’t be cavalier 
and suggest they try whatever 

“During fall 2010, nearly
one-quarter of our patient

visits were for allergic 
conjunctivitis ...”

Douglas Katsev, MD
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works for them. That is disappointing to the 
patient who is suffering and seeking expert 
recommendations for the management of 
their condition.

THERAPEUTIC OPTIONS

Dr. O’Brien: Dr. O’Brien:  We have quite a few options 
for the management of itching associated 
with allergic conjunctivitis, including system-
ic anti-allergy medications, topical cortico-
steroids and nonsteroidal anti-infl ammatory 
drugs (NSAIDs), and topical antihistamines 
and mast cell stabilizers. First, let’s discuss 

the advantages and disadvantag-
es of oral antihistamines.

Dr. Schechter:Dr. Schechter:  Many of our allergic 
conjunctivitis patients take systemic anti-al-
lergy medications for their general allergy 
symptoms. However, oral medications may 
have a negative impact on mucous mem-
brane and ocular surface hydration. And of 
course, we can also see rebound hyperemia 
from misuse of topical vasoconstrictors.

Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien:  With all the direct-to-con-
sumer promotions of OTC products, many 
patients don’t even think of them as medica-
tions, so we have to be careful to specifi cally 
inquire about OTC oral antihistamine and 
vasoconstrictor use in the patient history. 

Dr. Katsev:Dr. Katsev:  Helping patients understand 
how these agents may actually worsen their 
ocular symptoms is a major role for us in 
dealing with itching associated with aller-
gic conjunctivitis. My preference is to stop 
the oral medication and move to a topical 
agent for the itching.

Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien:  I certainly agree. I particular-
ly dislike oral agents for children because of 
the potential for central nervous system side 
effects, such as sedation or drowsiness.

How about NSAIDs and corticosteroids? 
What are the pros and cons of their use in 
the acute management of itching associated 
with allergic conjunctivitis?

Dr. Katsev:Dr. Katsev:  Although some NSAIDs are 
approved for allergic conjunctivitis, I follow 
current practice and do not use them fi rst 
line. I do use topical steroids, but I tend to 
reserve them for more severe forms of ocu-
lar allergy.

Dr. Schechter:Dr. Schechter:  NSAIDs can be benefi cial 
in controlling itching associated with aller-
gic conjunctivitis. I have my patients utilize 
them for brief periods when symptoms are 
particularly irksome. Steroids work very 
quickly but may have potential side ef-
fects such as elevated intraocular pressure, 
lowered immunity, vulnerability to fungal 
pathogens, recurrence of latent herpetic 
keratitis, and cataract formation.

Dr. Ehrenhaus:Dr. Ehrenhaus:  A large proportion of my 
patient population is already at high risk 
for glaucoma due to hereditary and lifestyle 
factors, so they are vulnerable to steroid-
induced glaucoma. Steroids will make 
them feel more comfortable very quickly 
but if overused can lead to problems in a 
relatively short period of time, so I prefer to 
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“ It is important to distinguish 
dry eye or blepharitis from 
allergic conjunctivitis and 

then treat those conditions 
appropriately.”

Barry A. Schechter, MD
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stay away from this drug class when I have 
other options that are safe and effective.

Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien:  Corticosteroids can play an 
important role in addressing infl ammation 
when they are pulsed for those patients 
with more severe or breakthrough symp-
toms. For most patients, however, we can 
manage ocular itch associated with allergic 
conjunctivitis with an agent that has a sig-
nifi cant antihistaminic effect combined with 
mast cell stabilization. Fortunately, over 
the last few years we have seen the de-
velopment of newer topical antihistaminic 
compounds.

FAST, EFFECTIVE RELIEF OF 
OCULAR ITCHING WITH
BEPOTASTINE BESILATE 1.5%

Dr. Schechter: Dr. Schechter:  One of those is BEPREVE®

(bepotastine besilate ophthalmic solution) 1.5% 
[ISTA Pharmaceuticals]. Although primarily a 
highly selective antihistamine, BEPREVE also 
stabilizes mast cells to prevent histamine re-
lease, contributing to its effectiveness through-
out the allergic cascade.3 Animal and clinical 
studies have provided additional support for the 
activity of bepotastine in both the early and late 
phases of the allergic reaction that produces the 
itching associated with allergic conjunctivitis.4

BEPREVE LABEL SUMMARY

INDICATIONS AND USAGE

BEPREVE is a histamine H1 receptor antagonist indicated for the treatment of 
itching associated with signs and symptoms of allergic conjunctivitis.

DOSAGE AND ADMINISTRATION
Instill one drop of BEPREVE into the affected eye(s) twice a day (BID).

WARNINGS AND PRECAUTIONS
To minimize contaminating the dropper tip and solution, care should be taken not 
to touch the eyelids or surrounding areas with the dropper tip of the bottle. Keep 
bottle tightly closed when not in use.
Patients should be advised not to wear a contact lens if their eye is red. BEPREVE 
should not be used to treat contact lens-related irritation. BEPREVE should not 
be instilled while wearing contact lenses. Remove contact lenses prior to instilla-
tion of BEPREVE. The preservative in BEPREVE, benzalkonium chloride, may be 
absorbed by soft contact lenses. Lenses may be reinserted after 10 minutes fol-
lowing administration of BEPREVE.
BEPREVE is for topical ophthalmic use only.

ADVERSE REACTIONS
The most common reported adverse reaction occurring in approximately 25% of 
subjects was a mild taste following instillation. Other adverse reactions occurring 
in 2-5% of subjects were eye irritation, headache, and nasopharyngitis.

Please see full prescribing information for BEPREVE on the last page.
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Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien:  I agree that the bi-phasic ac-
tion of bepotastine is really important. The 
rapid onset of action provides signifi cant 
relief of ocular itch. What has the clinical 
trial experience been with this agent in the 
treatment of ocular itch associated with al-
lergic conjunctivitis?

Dr. Katsev:Dr. Katsev:  The BEPREVE clinical trial data 
showed that within three minutes, 95 percent 
of subjects experienced a clinically signifi -
cant reduction in itching.5 That quick relief 
is absolutely key. And the effect doesn’t go 
away for hours—the data also show that 90 
percent of patients have sustained relief over 
at least 8 hours5 (see Figure 1). The best part 
is that this effi cacy is achieved with minimal 

drying and no drowsiness. The 
most common adverse event 
with bepotastine is mild taste in 
about 25 percent of patients.6 My 
experience is similar to the clini-
cal trials in that I am not aware 
of any of my patients discontinu-
ing use of BEPREVE because of 
this effect. BEPREVE has be-
come my fi rst-line treatment for 
ocular itching associated with 
allergic conjunctivitis. In my 

hands, the rapid onset and long 
action of this drop have been a 
very effective combination. 

Dr. Ehrenhaus:Dr. Ehrenhaus:  BEPREVE 
is also very effective against 
severe itching associated with 
allergic conjunctivitis. In the 
BEPREVE clinical trials, 68 per-
cent of patients with more severe 
symptoms (rated at least 3.0 on 
a 0 to 4 scale) experienced total 
elimination of itching within 3 
minutes, compared to just 3 per-

cent of patients on placebo7 (see Figure 2). 

Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien: How do you feel about the twice-
daily dosing of BEPREVE, given that we also 
have once-daily allergy medications available?

Dr. Katsev: Dr. Katsev: Sorting out the 
ideal dosing for allergy therapy 

Figure 1. Rapid, long-lasting clinical relief with bepotastine besilate 
1.5%. Clinical signifi cance is at least a 1-unit reduction in itching score.5
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“... the bi-phasic action
of bepotastine is really 

important.”

Terrence P. O’Brien, MD

Figure 2. Percentage of “severe” patient eyes with no ocular itch at 3 
minutes.7
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has been a little bit challenging. Initially, I 
thought less frequent dosing would be my 
preference, but I’ve actually moved away 
from once-daily dosing to twice-daily dos-
ing because I think it’s more helpful to tell 
patients to use the eyedrop in 
the morning and then again 
at night if they need it. 
Dealing with break-
through symptoms 
is challenging if 
the medication says 
“once daily.” Telling 
patients they can use 
a once-daily product 
a second time creates 
confusion. It sets a 
bad precedent when 
we want patients to 
adhere closely to our instructions and to the 
labeling for so many other drugs.

Dr. O’Brien:Dr. O’Brien:  In other therapeutic catego-
ries, there are very good reasons to limit the 
number of drops. With pre- or post-surgical 
NSAIDs and glaucoma drops we want to 
maximize compliance and minimize incon-
venience, but with a symptomatic, often 
seasonal complaint such as itching associ-
ated with allergic conjunctivitis, I am much 
less concerned about these issues. I agree 
that twice-a-day dosing for a symptomatic 
condition is really benefi cial for allowing 
that additional dosing as the symptoms 
break through.

Dr. Ehrenhaus:Dr. Ehrenhaus:  What’s also important to 
me is that the vehicle be very comfortable. 
That’s particularly important with kids. I 

thought q.d. dosing was really the answer 
for pediatric patients, but in fact these 
young patients often have breakthrough 
symptoms so I fi nd that once daily just isn’t 
enough. It is nice to have something like 
BEPREVE that gives them quick relief and 
doesn’t sting so they aren’t fi ghting their 
parents on instilling drops.

Dr. Katsev:Dr. Katsev:  The 
other thing I’ve 
found is that patients 
like the size of the 
BEPREVE bottle. At 10 
mL, it is bigger than 
other allergy drops, 
so most patients can 
get two months of 
therapy with one co-

pay. And for those who waste a lot of drops 
because of diffi culty with instillation, it’s also 
helpful not to run out before they are eligible 
for a re-fi ll. Bottle size may seem like a minor 
factor, but it’s one of the things I consider in 
making a treatment decision because it is a 
tangible benefi t to patients.
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“ In the BEPREVE clinical trials, 
68 percent of patients with more 
severe symptoms experienced 

total elimination of itching within 
3 minutes ... ”

Michael Ehrenhaus, MD
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