Urticaria – An update
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Urticaria is an acute, chronic or recurrent disorder, characterized by transient weals (hives) lasting less than 48 hours, with or without swellings (angioedema), accompanied by itching and a pricking sensation. Acute urticaria may have an allergic cause, being triggered by a host of known factors including food items and drugs, and may be serious if it is associated with laryngeal oedema. However, in the vast majority of acute and chronic urticaria/angioedema no cause is ever elicited. A small proportion of cases of chronic urticaria are thought to be autoimmune in nature. Physical urticarias, on the other hand, are caused by a variety of physical stimuli, the most common being body heat/sweat (cholinergic) and scratching (dermographic). Urticarial vasculitis presents with weals lasting more than 48 hours. Chronic urticaria may last anything from 6 months to quite a few years. Associated angioedema tends to point to a more chronic course. Non-sedating antihistamines are the cornerstone of treatment for acute and chronic urticaria. Other agents such as sedating antihistamines, tricyclic anti-depressants, and oral immunosupressants may be indicated for more recalcitrant cases. Topical agents are considered ineffective. 
