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Classification of urticaria

ÅOrdinary urticaria

ÅAcute (<6 wks duration)

ÅChronic (> 6 wks duration)

- episodic (recurrent)

- persistent

Å50% maybe be associated with angioedema



Acute vs chronic urticaria

ÅAcute urticaria

- Identifiable cause:  Infection > allergy  (foods, drugs)

- IgE- mediated

ïNon-IgE mediated

ï Idiopathic

ÅChronic urticaria (CU)

Non-IgE mediated

- Episodic urticaria maybe due to drug or dietary exposures but often remains

unexplained

- 30% auto-immune



Autoimmune antibodies in CU

40% of cases 

ÅAnti-IgE (5%)

ÅAnti-IgE receptor (35%)

NB. Thyroid antibodies 15-25% (adults) 

(parallel phenomenon)



Other types of urticaria

ÅPhysical urticaria (defined by the triggering stimulus)

ÅContact urticaria (induced by biological or chemical skin 

contact)

Å Urticarial vasculltis (defined by vasculitis as shown by 

skin biopsy specimen)

ÅAngioedema(without wheals) -10% cases may occur in 

isolation



Clinical evaluation of urticaria 

ÅDuration of wheals

ïordinary urticaria < 24 hrs

ïacute / chronic?

ÅFeatures of the rash

ÅIdentify triggering factor (stimulus-

mechanical trauma, temp. change, light and 

water) 



Approach to chronic urticaria

Step 1:

Exclude mimics

(Differential diagnoses)



Differential diagnosis of urticaria

ÅErythema multiforme

ÅBullous skin disease (early stages)

ÅPruritus of other cause (e.g. dry skin, cholestasis, 

malignancy)

ÅScabies

ÅPapular urticaria due to insect bites





Evaluation of chronic urticaria

Step 2:

Exclude urticarial vasculitis



Urticarial vasculitis

ÅFeatures of the rash 

ï> 24hrs duration

ïassociated with tenderness, petechiae, purpura or skin 
staining as lesions fade 

ïmaybe associated with systemic systems (fever, 
arthralgia, arthritis)



Evaluation of chronic urticaria

Step 3

Exclude physical urticaria

- usually appear within 10 min, clear within an hour 

(except delayed pressure urticaria- develops 2-4 hours after stimulus 
and lasts24-48 hrs).



Commonest physical urticaria, affects extremities and face, 
may be induced by cold weather, cold shower or skiing.  
Diagnosisconfirmed by application of ice cube.

Cold urticaria



Cholinergic urticaria

ÅIn association with sweating, maybe be induced by hot bath 

or shower, exercise or emotion.

ÅSmall wheals (2-5mm), variable erythema, lasts 30-60mins.

ÅLesions may become confluent ïlarger wheals



Delayed pressure urticaria (adult)

Å Develops 2-4 hrs after exposure to pressure (tight clothes or shoes; on 
buttocks from sitting)

Å Burning sensation 

Å 24-48 hrs duration

Å Should be distinguished from dermatographism (linear wheals, 10 -15 
mins).


