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Hives — those red, itchy, swollen welts — can make anyone miserable, but they can be especially

difficult for people who suffer from hives long-term.

Also known as chronic urticaria, chronic hives last six weeks or longer, according to the Asthma and

Allergy Foundation of America. Hives are trigged when histamine is released by the body’s immune

system. Sometimes this is a reaction to a particular allergen, but in other instances the cause is

unknown. Hives with no known trigger are called chronic idiopathic urticaria.
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Chronic hives can mean different things to different people. For some, it can be constant hives or new

hives that develop daily, while for others it can be intermittent flares over a period of days or weeks

with symptom-free periods mixed in, says Tsippora Shainhouse, MD, a dermatologist with Rapaport

Dermatology of Beverly Hills, California.

Symptoms of chronic hives can often be managed with medications, but effective treatment depends

on finding and avoiding the cause when possible, Dr. Shainhouse says. Keeping a diary can help you

and your doctor with this identification.

“Although not always the case, recurrent hives can arise in response to an allergic reaction,” says

Maria Garcia-Lloret, MD, an associate professor of pediatrics in the Division of Allergy and

Immunology at the David Geffen School of Medicine at the University of California, Los Angeles.

“Many substances can cause an allergic reaction that leads to hives. A diary with a detailed account

of potential exposures can help sort out the most likely candidate.”

How to Keep a Chronic Hives Diary

Any type of notebook, journal, or calendar can be used to record information in a chronic hives diary,

Shainhouse says. For tech-lovers, a spreadsheet or app could also work well. Online trackers such as

Symple — a free Symptom Tracker & Health Diary for the iPhone and iPad — may also be useful.

Be sure to include the date and approximate time of each new episode of hives along with how long it

lasted, Shainhouse says. Note the location of the spots and if they spread, as well as any associated

symptoms like swelling or difficulty breathing. Log any type of treatment you used as well as whether

it helped or not, how long it took to work, and if the hives recurred (and if so, how long after

treatment).

Most important, note any possible triggers around the time of the flare — such as food, medications,

stress, contact with an airborne allergen, or a bug bite, Shainhouse says. Also include any changes in

health, such as an illness or recent infection. And log possible physical triggers, such as exposure to

sun, cold, water, exercise, vibration, or pressure.

Finally, don’t be afraid to think outside the box — and make a note of it. For example, include

pertinent positive information as well as the negative, like “today I skipped this and I did not break

out,” says Tien Q. Nguyen, MD, a dermatologist at Orange Coast Memorial Medical Center in

Fountain Valley, California.

For best results, keep the diary over a period of time to get the most information. This may help both

you and your doctor identify patterns of repetitive exposures that bring on flares of hives, says

Delphine J. Lee, MD, PhD, a dermatologist and director of the Carolyn Dirks and Brett Dougherty

Laboratory for Cancer Research and Department of Translational Immunology at the John Wayne

Cancer Institute at Providence Saint John’s Health Center in Santa Monica, California.

Although sometimes the cause of a person's chronic hives can’t be found, keeping a diary, particularly

with hives that come and go, can be key to unraveling the mystery.


