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Food-dependent cold urticaria: A new
variant of physical urticaria
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Clinical Implications
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� This is the first report of food-dependent cold urticaria.
Patients with cold urticaria should be additionally asked
whether their signs and symptoms are linked to the
intake of food.
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TO THE EDITOR:

Cold urticaria (ColdU) is a chronic inducible urticaria
(CIndU) characterized by wheals, angioedema, or both at skin
sites of cold exposure, typically within minutes.1 ColdU is
diagnosed by cold provocation testing, that is, by the exposure of
forearm skin to 0�C to 4�C for 5 minutes.1,2 Here, we report the
first case of food-dependent ColdU (FDColdU). FDColdU is a
novel variant of physical urticaria, the most prevalent form of
CIndU.

A 37-year-old Thai man developed ColdU, 11 months after
moving to the United Kingdom. Notably, whealing occurred
only and whenever he was exposed to cold weather (nearly 0�C)
shortly after eating beef steak (more than 300 g, independent of
whether the steak was rare, medium, or well done). Other foods
nt with FDColdU
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FIGURE 1. Oral food challenge and cold provocation test. A, Half an hour after the ingestion of 350 g of cooked beef steak, the patient
immersed his left hand and forearm in a tray filled with ice, salt, and water (2�C) for 5 minutes. B, Fifteen minutes after the end of
provocation, the cold-exposed skin of his left hand and forearm developed multiple itchy wheals, whereas his right arm (control) had no
wheals. C, The wheals became largely confluent within the following 5 minutes. D, Half an hour later, some wheals gradually developed
on his trunk and upper torso, without angioedema and systemic symptoms.
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including cow’s milk and alcoholic beverages were not linked to
ColdU. He was otherwise healthy, did not use any medication,
and did not recall ever having tick bites.

His physical examination was unremarkable. Results for all
investigations as presented in Table I were normal. We per-
formed cold provocation tests, first with an ice cube and then
with TempTest4.0.1,2 The TempTest provides a continuous
temperature gradient along its length from 4�C to 44�C. Both
test results were negative. We then immersed his left and right
hand/forearm in 4�C cold water (ice in water) and 1�C to 2�C
cold water (ice and salt in water) for 5 minutes, respectively.3

Results for both these tests were, again, negative.
Next, we performed cold provocation testing preceeded by a

food challenge. After 12 hours of fasting, our patient ingested
350 g of cooked beef steak. Half an hour later, we first tested
with TempTest4.0 for 5 minutes (with a negative result), and we
then immersed his left hand/forearm in 2�C water for 5 minutes
(Figure 1). Fifteen minutes after the end of provocation, the
cold-exposed skin of his left forearm developed multiple
itchy wheals that became largely confluent within the following
5 minutes. Half an hour later, some wheals gradually developed
on his trunk and upper torso, without angioedema and systemic
symptoms. All urticarial lesions gradually disappeared within
3 hours.

We also performed ice water and salt-based cold provocation
tests after the patient had ingested pork, chicken, sea bass, or
salmon. All showed positive results. In contrast, ice water and
salt-based cold provocation after eating a large portion of rice and
vegetables with only little beef and after eating a large amount of
peanuts showed a negative result.

Additional provocation tests demonstrated that the shortest
and longest time between a relevant meal and a positive response
to cold provocation was 20 minutes and 150 minutes, respec-
tively. Additional skin prick testing with food allergens on pre-
cooled skin (2�C water for 5 minutes) produced negative results.
We advised our patient to avoid cold exposure after eating any
kind of meat or fish and to use desloratadine (5 mg) 1 to 2 tablets
when the condition occurs (which he does with a good response).

To our knowledge, this is the first case of FDColdU ever
reported. Of note, 2 key features of the FDColdU in our patient
have previously been described in patients with “food-dependent
exercise-induced anaphylaxis (FDEIA).” First, our patient with
FDColdU develops cold-induced wheals only after the ingestion
of certain foods, not all foods. This is similar to some cases of
FDEIA, where exercise-induced symptoms, in some patients,
occur only when preceded by the intake of wheat, eggs, chicken,
shrimp, shellfish, nuts, fruits, or vegetables, but not other foods.4

Second, cold-induced whealing in our patient is linked to the
amount of meat or fish consumed. Small portions do not lead to
whealing, large portions reproducibly do. The occurrence and/or
severity of symptoms of FDEIA, in some patients, is also
dependent on the amount of food eaten.5

Our studies clearly demonstrate that both the ingestion of
food and skin exposure to cold temperatures are required for
wheal development. Notably, FDColdU symptoms in our pa-
tient developed only with temperatures below 4�C (critical
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temperature threshold of <4�C); that is, testing with TempTest
4.0 or 4�C cold water with ice gave negative results, whereas
provocation with 1�C to 2�C cold water, produced by adding
salt in water with ice, showed a positive result.3

The pathophysiology of FDColdU remains to be elucidated.
Our patient reported that beef was the culprit food.Our diagnostic
workup confirmed that beef, more precisely, at least 300 g of beef
eaten between 20 and 150 minutes prior, results in cold-inducible
whealing. However, our tests also showed that beef is not the only
food that is relevant. Other high-protein meals with other meats or
fish also resulted in cold-inducible whealing, whereas low-protein
meals with little or no fish ormeat did not.One explanation for this
is that certain food antigens ingested may become allergens when
the skin is exposed to cold temperatures. Interestingly, treatment
with anit-IgE (omalizumab) has recently been reported to be
effective in ColdU.6,7 Clearly, however, our patient is not food
allergic, based on the extensive diagnostic workup performed. The
fact that our patient shows cold-inducible whealing after some
meals, but not allmeals,may point to nonimmunologic underlying
mechanisms, including effects of high-protein meals on plasma
osmolality and pH, blood flow redistribution, tissue enzyme ac-
tivity, and altered gastrointestinal permeability.8

In summary, we report the first case of FDColdU. Patients
with ColdU are rarely asked if their signs and symptoms are
linked to the intake of food. Doing so may help to identify
additional patients with FDColdU, which may improve the
management of their disease and may help to gain an under-
standing of the prevalence and pathogenesis of this novel
condition.
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