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URTICARIA (HIVES)
The medical term, urticaria, refers to itchy and raised skin lesions which are often called welts or hives. Urticaria is often accompanied by swelling or "angioedema." Approximately one third of the population will develop urticarial lesions at some point in time.

The natural course and treatment of urticaria makes it a frustrating disease to patients and physicians alike. Hive lesions are aggravating to patients because of the extreme itch which can interrupt the daily routine. The underlying cause of hives is difficult for the physician to diagnose, and treatment often requires multiple drugs. Contrary to popular belief most cases of urticaria are not related to an allergic reaction although symptoms often mimic allergy.

Urticaria is defined as acute or chronic depending on the duration of symptoms. Acute urticaria refers to hive lesions which occur on a near daily basis for less than six weeks in dura​tion. Most cases of acute urticaria are caused by either immune responses to infections, allergic reactions to medicines, allergic reactions to food, unrecognized insect stings, or non-allergic reactions to medicines. Most allergic causes of acute urticaria occur within fifteen minutes to two hours after exposure, so diagnosis is usually straightforward. Aspirin and non-steroidal drug allergy, however, can occur eight to twelve hours after exposure which can make diagnosis more difficult.

Chronic urticaria is defined by hive lesions which occur on a near daily basis for greater than six weeks in duration. The chronic urticarias are further subdivided into the physical urticarias and "idiopathic urticaria." The physical urticarias occur following physical stimula​tion including exposure to cold, pressure, vibration, exercise, wavelengths of light, and water.

Approximately 0.5% of patients with chronic urticaria have an underlying medical ill​ness such as liver disease, kidney disease, thyroid disease, and abnormalities of the blood count. The vast majority of patients with chronic urticaria have idiopathic urticaria. Idiopathic is a teen that literally means that the cause is unknown. However, the cause of most cases of chron​ic urticaria is now thought to be an autoimmune disease. This means the body makes an immune response against itself.

The treatment of urticaria depends upon the cause. Avoidance of the offending allergen is important if symptoms are caused by an offending food, insect sting, or medicine. Treatment of the underlying infection and control of itch can often cure symptoms. Long-term treatments include antihistamine therapy, the judicious utilization of corticosteroids, and various experimental therapies.
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