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Allergy tests
When you need them—and when you don’t

A

llergy tests may help find allergies to things
you eat, touch, or breathe in. They are usually
skin or blood tests.

However, allergy tests alone are generally not
enough. It is important to have a doctor’s exam
and medical history first to help diagnose allergies.
If the exam and medical history point to allergies,
allergy tests may help find what you are allergic to.
But if you don’t have symptoms and you haven’t had
a medical exam that points to an allergy, you should
think twice about allergy testing. Here’s why:
Allergy tests, without a doctor’s exam, usually
are not reliable.
Many drugstores and supermarkets offer free
screenings. And you can even buy kits to test for
allergies yourself at home. But the results of these
tests may be misleading.
• The tests may say you have an allergy when you
do not. This is called a “false positive.”
• These free tests and home tests for food allergies
are not always reliable.

unnecessary worries and frustration, or extra food
costs. If the test says you are allergic to cats or dogs,
you may give up a loved pet.

Unreliable test results can lead to unnecessary
changes in your lifestyle.
If the test says you are allergic to some foods, such
as wheat, soy, eggs, or milk, you may stop eating
those foods. You may end up with a poor diet,

And tests for chronic hives—red, itchy, raised areas
of the skin that last for more than six weeks—can
show something that may not look normal but is
not a problem. However, this can lead to anxiety,
more tests, and referrals to specialists.

		

The wrong test can be a waste of money.
Allergy tests can cost a lot. A skin allergy test can
cost $60 to $300. A blood test can cost $200 to
$1,000. A blood test for food allergies can cost
hundreds of dollars, and testing for chronic hives
can cost thousands of dollars. Your health insurance
may not cover the costs of these tests. And without
a doctor’s exam, the test may not even tell you what
is causing your symptoms or how to treat them.
So, when should you have allergy tests?
If you have allergy symptoms, you may get relief
from self-help steps and over-the-counter drugs.
We talk about these in the blue section. If these
steps do not help your symptoms, then it is time to
see your doctor.
The doctor should ask you about your medical
history and make sure you get the right tests. If
your medical history suggests that you have an
allergy, your doctor might refer you to an allergist or
immunologist (doctors who specialize in allergies)
for testing.
• A skin test is the most common kind of allergy 		
test. Your skin is pricked with a needle that has
a tiny amount of something you might be
allergic to.
• If you have a rash or take a medicine that could 		
affect the results of a skin test, you may need a
blood test.
• For chronic hives, you usually do not need an
allergy test. However, your doctor might order
tests to make sure that the hives are not caused
by other conditions, such as thyroid disease,
lymphoma, or lupus.
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Advice from Consumer Reports

How should you manage
allergies and hives?
Food allergies. The
only treatment for
food allergies is to
avoid the foods you
are allergic to.

• Read the ingredients
list on packaged and
canned foods. When
you eat out, ask about
ingredients in dishes.
• If you have had a serious reaction to certain
foods, wear a medical alert bracelet and carry
a prescription of epinephrine that you can use
if you have a reaction.
Outdoor and indoor allergies.
• If you have hay fever, you can check pollen
counts in your area at the National Allergy
Bureau website: www.aaaai.org. Try to stay
indoors when pollen counts are high.
• For indoor allergies, use an air-conditioner or
dehumidifier. Regularly vacuum and wash
rugs and bedding.
• For both indoor and outdoor allergies, consider
an over-the-counter antihistamine, such as
cetirizine, loratadine, or diphenhydramine.
Or ask your doctor about a prescription steroid
nasal spray.
Chronic hives.
• See a doctor if you have chronic hives. The
doctor may recommend high doses of antihistamines. The doctor may prescribe famotidine
or ranitidine, which are usually used to treat
heartburn but are also antihistamines. If those
drugs do not help, ask about prescription drugs
such as generic montelukast or zafirlukast.
• Avoid alcohol, aspirin, and drugs such as
generic ibuprofen or naproxen. These drugs
can make hives worse.

