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Antifreeze poisonings give more insight into copycat behaviour

	Martin J Veysey, specialist registrar, 
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EDITOR—Hawton et al highlight the effect of the media on influencing the incidence of deliberate self poisoning.1 However, they and other authors suggest that the changes noted are the result of spontaneous variation in the patterns of particular overdoses rather than a direct effect of the specific televised incident.2 3 One of the limitations of previous studies has been that the investigators have monitored the total numbers of deliberate self poisoning and, specifically, paracetamol overdoses, which are comparatively common. A clearer picture emerges for agents used less commonly for deliberate self harm, such as antifreeze, which commonly contains ethylene glycol or methanol.

The figure shows the numbers of intentional and accidental cases of poisoning by ethylene glycol reported to the National Poisons Information Service (London) during two specific months and, for comparison, from January 1996 to January 1997. In April 1995 the Independent reported an inquest into an antifreeze poisoning,4 which subsequently received further media coverage. On 15 February 1997 an episode of the BBC television drama Casualty depicted an incident of self harm with ingestion of antifreeze.


Numbers of intentional and accidental cases of ethylene glycol posoning reported to the National Poisons Information Service (London)




The mean number of intentional antifreeze poisonings for 1996 was 2.0 per month (range 1-3 per month). Moreover, the mean number of cases reported during 1995 and 1997, excluding the incident months, was 1.9 and 1.8 respectively. For April 1995 and February 1997 the number of reported cases was 9 and 6—a significant increase (P=0.016) Interestingly, all the cases of intentional ingestion of antifreeze during April 1995 and February 1997 occurred after the announcements in the media. Furthermore, in one specific case not only the agent but also the manner in which the antifreeze was taken (mixed with lemonade and … 
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