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Once it has been established by history and physical that a person may be allergic, the next logical step is to back up that impression with some objective form of testing.  Such testing may be done in a variety of ways but the absolute gold standard of allergy tests are allergy skin tests.  This is true because allergy skin tests are the most accurate and the most sensitive of all the known reproducible forms of allergy testing.

Contrary to some people's fears, skin testing is not painful and can be tolerated by almost all individuals.  On the other hand, blood testing, for the most part, can only serve as a screen for the possibility of allergies.  In fact, blood tests are almost always followed up by skin tests.

Skin tests are usually done using three different techniques.  There are scratch tests which are just like they sound, tiny scratches by tiny plastic points that do not draw blood.  Second, there is what are called Multi tests® which press the testing material into the skin and also don't draw blood.  Finally the third form of skin testing is called intra-dermal which is done by inserting the tiniest of needles parallel to the skin and just below the surface layer and then injecting the test material there.  These tests taken together are virtually infallible, take only minutes to perform. They are sensitive and very accurate.  Not all tests have to be done on every person since once they turn positive at any stage in the process further testing is not needed.  These tests can be done quickly in the office and are quite impressive to the patient as well as easy to understand.  

Allergy skin tests are not only diagnostic but are also highly specific.  Not only can they demonstrate what types of substances the patient is allergic to, but more importantly, they identify what specific members and subtypes of those substances are the offending agents.  This kind of information can be very helpful when seeking to avoid or sometimes even eliminate certain exposures.  Such strategies are sometimes referred to collectively as environmental control and are occasionally of importance in the treatment of certain allergies.  Food allergy particularly can only be treated by avoidance and specific identification of the offending substances is very important in this regard.

In summary skin testing is accurate, sensitive, quick, reliable (in trained hands) and easily tolerated by even the youngest of patients.  No other allergy tests are comparable or considered equal for the initial diagnosis of allergic diseases.

