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Poison exposure calls carry particular risk, as
injury from the exposure can occur. Wisconsin
Poison Center staff identifies the product, the
amount involved and the general condition of
the exposed individual to determine if signifi-
cant medical risk exists.

An exposure case typically involves a “victim”
and a “caller.” This may or may not be the
same individual. For example, a parent may
call about a child who has ingested glue
or an emergency department nurse can call
about a teen experiencing seizures from
dextromethorphan abuse.

Origin of calls
Calls most often originate from individual
residences, hospitals, work sites, emergency
personnel in the field and schools. The site
of the call and the site of exposure may be
the same or different locations. Tracking the
exposure site is important for identifying ways
to prevent unintentional poisoning and for
assessing how medication errors occur.
(See Figure 2.)

An adult male calls from home after
developing a rash while working with solvents
all day at his job. Here the exposure site is
a workplace, and the call site is a residence.
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2008 Facts
• 51,527 calls were completed.
• Nearly 87 percent of the calls were

regarding a poison exposure.
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How poisonings occur
Poisonings can be either unintentional (accidental)
or intentional. The majority occur without intent
and often are preventable.

How poison enters the body
Most individuals think poisoning occurs when a
harmful substance is swallowed. In general, 8 out
of 10 poison exposures do occur through ingestion.
However, severe injury also can occur through
inhalation, absorption of chemicals through the
skin or injection into the skin, splashes into the eyes,
venomous bites and stings, and through contact
with other body areas. Some poisonings involve two
or more routes of exposure. (See Figure 3.)

Consider two scenarios: In each case, liquids or
droplets in the mouth, eyes, nose or skin and inhaled
vapors all deliver toxic chemicals into the body. Skin,
eyes and lungs can be extremely efficient in absorbing
toxic chemicals. In the first scenario, a 2-year-old child
opens and spills a plastic bottle of weed killer while
trying to take a drink. In the second scenario, a
32-year-old pesticide applicator stands in the drift of
a farm pesticide being sprayed by a tractor. In both
scenarios, failure to remove contaminated clothing
or thoroughly wash products off the head and body
will prolong chemical absorption and risk cross
contamination of rescuers and treatment areas.

Substances most often
involved in poisoning
Substances commonly found in the home are the
most likely agents to be involved in a poison exposure.
Toxic products located in the home account for more
than 90 percent of poison exposures. Here are some
examples:

SUBSTANCES FOUND IN THE HOME

Origin of calls in 2008

Workplace
1,080

Health Care Facility
6,626

School
349

Other
8,209

Residence
35,148

Figure 2 Figure 3
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How poison enters the body

CATEGORY PRODUCT TOXIN EFFECT(S)
Personal care products Cologne/perfume Ethanol Coma, seizures and intoxication
Analgesics Non-aspirin pain relievers Acetaminophen Liver failure
Cleaning agents Sanitizers and toilet bowl cleaners Corrosives Internal and external burns

AGE OF POISON EXPOSED
VICTIMS IN 2008
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2008 top ten substances involved
in poisoning
AGE 5 AND YOUNGER

1. Cosmetics/personal care products
2. Over-the-counter analgesics
3. Household cleaning substances
4. Topical preparations
5. Foreign bodies/toys/miscellaneous
6. Vitamins
7. Plants
8. Over-the-counter cough and cold medications
9. Pesticides

10. Gastrointestinal medications

AGES 6 TO 19
1. Over-the-counter analgesics
2. Sedatives
3. Over-the-counter cough and cold medications
4. Antidepressants
5. Stimulants and street drugs
6. Foreign bodies/toys/miscellaneous
7. Cosmetics/personal care products
8. Antihistamines
9. Household cleaning substances

10. Food poisoning

AGES 20 AND OLDER
1. Analgesics
2. Sedatives
3. Antidepressants
4. Household cleaning substances
5. Cardiac medications
6. Alcohols
7. Food poisoning
8. Pesticides
9. Anticonvulsants

10. Gases

Managing phone calls
Registered nurses, who have completed a compre-
hensive training program in clinical toxicology and
telephone assessment skills, handle calls received
at Wisconsin Poison Center.

During a call, questions are asked detailing
specifics of the exposure. Based on those answers,
Poison Center staff determine whether or not a
significant risk of harm due to the exposure may
occur. If so, the staff member will recommend that
the individual be evaluated in a medical facility,
usually an emergency department. Most exposures
pose minimal risk of harm, and therefore do not
require that the individual be taken to an emergency
department.

Often, a call regarding a poison-exposed patient can
be handled over the phone by staff. This eliminates
the need for emergency department treatment. For
these types of exposures, staff may recommend simple
decontamination and observation. Individuals may
receive a follow-up call from staff to further evaluate
his or her well-being.

The Poison Center follows a comprehensive quality
assurance process, which ensures prompt, reliable,
accurate and consistent interventions for all
individuals who use the services.

Managing low-risk poison exposures on-site is a
valuable and safe method to reduce the use of
expensive resources such as ambulance transports
and emergency department care. Health care costs
are reduced significantly through the telephone
interventions of U.S. poison centers. Twenty-four
hour access to a poison center guarantees that
individuals with drug and poison exposures can
reach caring and experienced individuals who
provide sound assessment and advice. The Poison
Center has a language service allowing quick access
to translators when needed. The expanding ability
of Poison Center staff to provide on-site management
of cases is a necessary intervention in ensuring proper
health care resource utilization. If each on-site
managed case saves a minimum of $150 in
emergency department costs, annual savings would
exceed $25 million.

Patient confidentiality
Medical records are kept on all calls made to
Wisconsin Poison Center. Recorded data includes
demographics, contact information, substances,
symptoms, interventions and outcomes. All data is
maintained in a secure program used only by center
staff. Only patients (or their guardians) can request
copies of their record.

Health Insurance Portability and Accessibility Act
(HIPAA) regulations have resulted in a nationwide
reluctance by health care staff to discuss cases with
Poison Center staff. HIPAA is not designed to stifle
consultations between hospitals and clinics with
poison centers. Health care providers who require
assistance from a poison center should not hesitate
to seek consultation.

Providing patient information to the center allows for:

• Proper and patient-specific advice.

• The staff to assess interventions and outcomes so
that best practices are identified and incorporated
into toxicology care.

• State and national ability to provide toxic-surveillance
trends in poison exposure and in the early identifica-
tion of potential outbreaks in poisoning.

2008 Facts
• Of the 44,772 exposure calls, approximately 76 percent were

managed at home. This saved Wisconsin residents more than
$5 million in hospital emergency charges.

• Most poisonings are unintentional (accidental) in nature.
• Common household products account for more than 90 percent

of poison exposures.
• Most accidental poisonings occur in the home.
• Types of substance exposure varies by age.

Teen prescription drug abuse –
an alarming trend
There is a disturbing trend among teens that parents
need to know. Teens are raiding medicine cabinets
looking for prescription drugs.

Teens are looking for painkillers, sedatives and stimulants
they can sell or trade for other “more desirable medica-
tions.” They share, sell or trade the drugs at “pharming”
parties. When combined with alcohol or marijuana, this
can be a deadly mix. Teens think these medications can’t
hurt them because they’re “legal.”

In the last few years, there has been a decrease in
the use of illegal drugs such as heroin or marijuana, but
a 212 percent increase since 1992 in the use of
prescription drugs in teens ages 12-17.

Teens also are using these drugs in unsafe ways. For
example, Oxycontin is supposed to be a sustained
release product, which slowly enters the bloodstream
over time. However, if the pills are crushed, they can
give a quicker and more dangerous high. About
75 percent of prescription drug abusers also drink
alcohol with these medications, exacerbating the
sedative effect. Teens who abuse prescription drugs are:

• Twice as likely to use alcohol.

• Five times more likely to use marijuana.

• Twelve times more likely to use heroin.

• Fifteen times more likely to use ectasy.

• Twenty-one times more likely to use cocaine.

Wisconsin Poison Center receives phone calls from
across the state from emergency departments asking
for treatment advice for teens who have been abusing
prescription medications.

WHAT PARENTS SHOULD DO
Be aware of the medications you have in your household
and who has access to them.

Dispose of unused or outdated prescription medications
properly. Many counties across the state hold medication
collection days. Call your local health department to
find out when one is happening in your area or how best
to dispose.

Keep the Poison Center phone number programmed
in your cell phone for any kind of poison emergency,
1-800-222-1222.

2008 Facts
• Poisonings involving adults older than 20 accounted for

31 percent of Wisconsin Poison Center’s exposure cases.
• Accidental poisoning in the home accounted for 3 out

of 4 cases reported to the Poison Center.
• Health care facilities and emergency medical services on

the scene accounted for almost 15 percent of the calls.
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U.S. poison centers play an important role in providing toxicology consultation to health care providers. They have
been given federal mandates and support from the Centers for Disease Control in providing regional and national
surveillance of poisoning. The operations of U.S. poison centers as health care consultants and public health entities
do not violate rules of patient confidentiality as described in HIPAA.

At Wisconsin Poison Center, everyone is trained and updated on matters regarding HIPAA compliance and patient
confidentiality. Personal identification data never is released or discussed outside the Poison Center.

Find out more about Wisconsin Poison Center
The Poison Center maintains a Web site at www.wisconsinpoison.org. The site contains a wealth of information for
parents, care providers, teachers and health care professionals.

Topics include how to make your home or school safer for small children; how to avoid unintentional poisoning
as an adult (taking the wrong medication, carbon monoxide poisoning, etc.); and how to teach poison prevention
to people of all ages. The Poison Center also has some materials available in Spanish and Hmong.

BROCHURES AVAILABLE FOR DOWNLOAD INCLUDE:
• Mr. Yuk brochure (English and Spanish).

• Poison prevention flier (English and Hmong).

• Poisonous plant list (English).

• Carbon monoxide safety brochure (English, Spanish and Hmong).

• Inhalant abuse information (English).

• Cough/cold medication abuse information (English).

• Pesticide safety for urban or rural environments (English).

• Poison prevention for seniors (English).

• Preschool games: How to teach poison prevention to preschoolers (English).

• Rural and farm safety (English).

Contact information
To arrange presentations or order poison prevention
materials, please contact:

DAVID GUMMIN, MD, FACEP, FACMT
Medical director
E-mail: dgummin@chw.org
(414) 266-6724
(Professional organizations, hospital grand rounds
and medical/professional education)

MARK KOSTIC, MD, FAAEM
Associate medical director
E-mail: mkostic@chw.org
(414) 266-1722
(Professional organizations, hospital grand rounds
and medical/professional education)

CATHY SMITH
Poison Center manager
E-mail: csmith@chw.org
(414) 266-2630
(Legislators and legislative issues, media interviews,
community organizations, public education and
statewide materials distribution)

DONNA LOTZER
Poison education coordinator (Madison, Wis.)
E-mail: dlotzer@uwhealth.org
(608) 265-8160
(Media interviews, community organizations,
professional/public education and materials
distribution – Dane County area)

David Gummin, MD,
FACEP, FACMT,
Medical director

Mark Kostic, MD,
FAAEM, Associate
medical director

Cathy Smith, Poison
Center manager

Donna, Lotzer, Poison
education coordinator
(Madison, Wis.)

2008 Facts
• Anyone can call Wisconsin Poison Center toll-free at 1-800-222-1222.
• Poisoning affects sall age groups. Children most often are the victims of poisoning,

yet behaviors of teens and adults also result in exposures.
• The Poison Center provides 24-hour, toll-free poison information for all Wisconsin residents

and can manage calls in other languages.



Number of calls placed to Wisconsin Poison Center by county
Total calls in 2007: 52,834
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PO Box 1997
Milwaukee, WI 53201-1997
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www.wisconsinpoison.org

© 2009 Children’s Hospital and Health System. All rights reserved.
TJ 500 tcd 0509

This report is supported by funds received through grant #H4BMC00005-04-00
awarded by the Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and
Services Administration. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and
do not necessarily represent the official views of the Health Resources and Services
Administration, Division of Healthcare Prepardeness, Healthcare Systems Bureau.

In cooperation with the funding of
Wisconsin Department of Health & Family Services - Programs & Services.




