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What Is It?

Hives, also called urticaria, are rounded or oval bumps (swellings) on the skin that often are itchy. Sometimes they are red, but they don't have to be. Hives happen when the cells in the skin called mast cells release histamine, a chemical that causes tiny blood vessels (capillaries) to leak fluid. When this leaking fluid accumulates in the skin, it forms the small swellings that we recognize as hives. 

When people get hives, they often think it is an allergic reaction. But hives can be triggered by physical factors such as heat, cold, exercise, sunlight, stress, sustained pressure on a skin area (such as from a belt or shoulder strap), a sudden increase in body temperature (from a fever or a hot bath or shower) or from an irritating chemical, cosmetic or soap applied to the skin. Hives also can be one symptom of a whole-body (systemic) allergic reaction to something that was: 

· Inhaled — Pollens, animal dander, molds 

· Injected — Insect stings or bites, especially bee stings, or injected medication 

· Ingested — Foods (tree nuts; fish and shellfish; dairy products; legumes, especially peanuts), food additives, medications such as penicillin or aspirin

Hives probably affect about 20% of people in the United States at some time in life, with the greatest number of episodes occurring in people aged 20 to 30. In rare cases, allergic reactions that trigger hives set off a chain reaction throughout the body, resulting in a life-threatening condition called anaphylaxis. Sometimes, hives last for six weeks or more, a condition called chronic (or idiopathic) urticaria. Often, no cause is found for this chronic condition, and it usually goes away on its own after several weeks. 

Symptoms

Hives appear as raised whitish or flesh-colored bumps on the skin, sometimes surrounded by a red blotch. Typically round or oval, hives often itch. Hives vary in size, and some may blend to form larger areas of swelling. Hives can affect skin on any area of the body, but appear most often on the arms and legs. Most individual hives fade quickly, but new crops may appear every 24 to 72 hours if the person continues to be exposed to the environment or substance that triggered the hives.

If hives are an early sign of a whole-body reaction, other symptoms to look for include swelling of the tongue, lips or face; wheezing; dizziness; chest tightness; and breathing difficulties. If these symptoms occur, get immediate medical attention. You could be developing anaphylaxis, a life-threatening condition.

Diagnosis

Your doctor will ask about your history of allergic reactions, and about your recent exposure to pets, plants, insects or new foods or medications. During a physical examination, your doctor usually can distinguish between hives and other types of skin rashes. Also, he or she will check for other signs of a serious allergic reaction. 

If the condition occurs frequently, your doctor may order blood tests or perform skin testing for allergies. If your doctor suspects that you are undergoing anaphylaxis, he or she will begin treatment immediately and closely monitor your blood pressure and breathing.

Expected Duration

Individual hives usually fade within eight to 12 hours, but recurrent hives can continue to reappear for weeks or months.

Prevention

You can prevent hives by identifying and avoiding the particular circumstance or substance that triggered your skin reaction. If your doctor determines that you are allergic to insect venom, you may be advised to keep an epinephrine kit for emergency injections to prevent anaphylaxis. Keep the medicine in a convenient place if you work outside or play a sport. Keep an antihistamine in your medicine cabinet and take it the first signs of hives or itching. Older adults and people with heart disease should double check with their doctor before buying or taking antihistamines. 

Treatment

To relieve most uncomplicated episodes of hives, your doctor may suggest that you apply calamine lotion and/or take a nonprescription antihistamine medication, such as chlorpheniramine (Chlor-Trimeton), clemastine (Tavist) or diphenhydramine (Benadryl). It is critical to relieve the itching because scratching can stimulate more hives and itching. 

If these medications are not effective, you may be given a prescription medication such as cyproheptadine (Periactin), azatadine (Optimine) or hydroxyzine (Atarax or Vistaril). For people who have significant side effects from those medications, non-sedating antihistamines can be used, including loratadine (Claritin), cetirizine (Zyrtec) and fexofenadine (Allegra). For cases that are even more resistant to treatment, H2 receptor blockers might be added. These include ranitidine (Zantac), nizatidine (Axid), famotidine (Pepcid) or cimetidine (Tagamet). Doxepin (Adapin, Sinequan) is particularly helpful for people having a hard time sleeping at night. When other options fail, corticosteroids may be used to suppress the immune system in chronic urticaria or for frequently recurring episodes. 

When To Call A Professional

Call your doctor immediately if hives appear after you have started taking a new medication or after you have been stung by an insect. Get emergency treatment if hives occur with wheezing, dizziness, chest tightness, breathing difficulties or swelling of the tongue, lips or face.

If your hives are accompanied by any of the symptoms above, you can try an over-the-counter antihistamine pill or apply calamine lotion to the hives. Hives usually go away within several hours even without treatment unless you are still in contact with the substance that caused the reaction. Consult your doctor if hives persist for several days or if itching interferes with your ability to sleep or perform normal daily activities. 

Prognosis

Most simple cases of hives fade quickly, and the affected skin returns to normal within hours. Even when you have episodes that recur over several weeks, without a known cause, they often stop coming back after a few months. 

Additional Info

American Academy of Allergy, Asthma, and Immunology (AAAAI)
611 East Wells St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202 
Toll-Free: (800) 822-2762 
E-Mail: info@aaaai.org
http://www.aaaai.org/
The Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Network
10400 Eaton Place
Suite 107 
Fairfax, VA 22030 
Toll-Free: (800) 929-4040 
Fax: (703) 691-2713 
E-Mail: faan@foodallergy.org
http://www.foodallergy.org/
