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Abstract 

Recurrent idiopathic urticaria (RIU), a chronic condition affecting approximately 1% of the global 

population, remains a significant burden, impairing patients' quality of life and leading to multiple 

comorbidities. Characterized by spontaneous and unpredictable hives and angioedema, RIU can persist 

for weeks or months, often without an identifiable cause. This paper reviews the pathophysiology of RIU, 

its effect on patients' physical and mental health, common comorbidities, and current treatment strategies. 

We also explore recent advances in treatment options and the future of personalized medicine for managing 

RIU, underlining the urgent need for targeted therapies and improved patient care. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Definition and Epidemiology 

When hives or angioedema arise repeatedly over six weeks or more with no apparent cause, the patient is 

said to be suffering from recurrent idiopathic urticaria (RIU). Rare urticaria infections (RUIs) are 

notoriously difficult to anticipate and can last much longer than acute urticaria. Nearly three million 

Americans are impacted, making it a concern for approximately one per cent of the world's population. 

The illness seems to manifest more often in females and those in their 30s to 50s. 

1.2 Impact on Quality of Life 

The unpredictability of RIU significantly diminishes the QoL of those affected. Chronic oedema, burning, 

and itching disrupt patients' sleep and everyday lives, leading to social isolation, anxiety, and despair. 

These symptoms can make it challenging for patients to perform at their best in their personal and 

professional lives, highlighting the substantial burden of RIU on their QoL. 
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1.3 Associated Comorbidities 

RIU is commonly associated with a range of comorbid conditions, particularly autoimmune diseases, 

psychiatric disorders, and allergic conditions. Comorbid autoimmune disorders include thyroid disease 

and systemic lupus erythematosus, while allergic conditions such as asthma and allergic rhinitis are also 

frequently observed. These comorbidities complicate the management of RIU, often requiring a 

multidisciplinary approach to treatment. 

 

2. Pathophysiology 

2.1 Immune System Dysregulation 

We still have an incomplete picture of what causes RIU, but we know that immune system dysregulation 

is a significant factor. Histamine and other inflammatory mediators are released when basophils and mast 

cells are chronically activated, causing hives and angioedema to develop. Research has shown that many 

individuals suffering from RIU have autoantibodies that attack either the high-affinity IgE receptor 

(FcεRI) on mast cells or IgE itself, which in turn causes the immunological response to persist for an 

extended period. 

2.2 Role of Neuroimmune Pathways 

Recent research has highlighted the involvement of neuroimmune interactions in the development of RIU. 

Nerve fibres located near mast cells release neuropeptides like P, which can exacerbate urticaria 

symptoms. This cross-talk between the nervous system and immune cells contributes to the persistence 

and intensity of the itching and pain that patients with RIU experience. Understanding these pathways is 

crucial for developing targeted treatments. 

 

3. Diagnosis 

3.1 Clinical Evaluation 

The diagnosis of RIU is mainly clinical, based on the patient’s history and presentation of symptoms. It is 

essential to exclude other forms of chronic urticaria, such as physical urticaria, which can be triggered by 

external stimuli like heat, cold, or pressure. Physicians must also rule out other potential causes, such as 

underlying infections, thyroid abnormalities, or malignancies. 

3.2 Diagnostic Testing 

While there is no definitive test for RIU, diagnostic workups often include laboratory tests to exclude 

other conditions. Common tests include: 

• Complete blood count (CBC): To rule out infections or hematologic abnormalities. 

• Thyroid function tests: To detect autoimmune thyroid disease commonly associated with RIU. 

• Autoimmune markers: To screen for autoimmune diseases such as lupus or rheumatoid arthritis. 
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Autologous serum skin testing (ASST) is sometimes used to detect the presence of autoantibodies that 

activate mast cells and contribute to the chronic inflammation seen in RIU. This test involves injecting the 

patient's own serum into their skin to see if it triggers a reaction, indicating the presence of 

autoantibodies. 

 

4. Management 

4.1 Antihistamines 

Antihistamines, especially second-generation H1-antihistamines, are the foundation of RIU therapy. 

These drugs reduce inflammation, redness, and itching by blocking histamine receptors. Patients often 

need to take more antihistamines than recommended or a mix of several kinds to get their symptoms 

under control. 

4.2 Corticosteroids 

When antihistamines are ineffective, doctors may prescribe patients brief courses of systemic 

corticosteroids. Although corticosteroids are helpful for short-term relief from inflammation and immune 

response suppression, they are not a good choice for long-term treatment due to the significant risk of 

adverse effects. 

4.3 Biologic Therapies: Omalizumab 

One of the most promising new treatments for people with refractory RIU is omalizumab, a monoclonal 

antibody that targets IgE. Omalizumab reduces inflammatory mediator release by binding to free IgE, 

thus inhibiting mast cell and basophil activation. In individuals with severe and treatment-resistant RIU, 

omalizumab considerably improves quality of life, according to clinical studies. Because of its low-risk 

profile, it is a good choice for chronic care. 

4.4 Immunosuppressants 

For patients who remain unresponsive to antihistamines and biologics, immunosuppressants such as 

cyclosporine may be considered. These drugs help to dampen the immune response and reduce the 

production of autoantibodies, but their use must be carefully monitored due to the risk of 

immunosuppression and other side effects. 

 

5. Comorbidities and Special Considerations 

5.1 Autoimmune Disorders 

Systemic lupus erythematosus and Hashimoto's thyroiditis are two autoimmune disorders that affect many 

RIU patients. Urticaria therapy may become more complicated when these comorbidities are present, 

necessitating a collaborative effort among dermatologists, immunologists, and other experts. 
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5.2 Psychiatric Comorbidities 

Psychiatric conditions, including anxiety and depression, are commonly observed in patients with RIU. 

The chronic nature of the condition and the associated unpredictability of symptoms contribute to a high 

level of psychological distress. Addressing these comorbidities is crucial for improving the overall well-

being of patients. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and other psychological interventions may provide 

relief from the mental health burden associated with RIU. 

 

6. Future Directions in Treatment 

6.1 Novel Therapeutic Targets 

As our understanding of the underlying mechanisms of RIU expands, several novel therapeutic targets 

have been identified. Bruton’s tyrosine kinase (BTK) inhibitors and Siglec-8 antagonists are among the 

new drugs currently under investigation. These agents have the potential to modulate immune cell activity 

more effectively, offering relief to patients with refractory urticaria. 

6.2 Personalized Treatment Approaches 

The future of RIU management lies in personalised medicine, where treatments are tailored to the 

individual’s specific immune profile and disease characteristics. Biomarkers such as autoantibodies, 

cytokine levels, and mast cell activity may help to guide treatment decisions, ensuring that patients 

receive the most effective therapy for their condition. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Recurrent idiopathic urticaria is a complex, chronic condition that significantly impacts patients' quality 

of life and is often associated with multiple comorbidities. While advancements in biological therapies, 

such as omalizumab, have improved treatment outcomes for many patients, there remains a need for more 

targeted therapies and personalised approaches to care. Further research into the pathophysiology of RIU 

and the development of new treatments will be critical in providing better care for patients with this 

challenging condition. 
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