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Impact of health education in reducing drug overdosage
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A FOUR year retrospective study into
the possible effect of a substantial
health education programme prom-
oting the home safety of drugs

showed a significant change in
admissions of drug overdosage to
the hospital.
Though the programme was based

on the prevention of accidental
poisoning in children and the elderly,
it also showed a significant drop in
other age groups.

THE aim of this study w as to assess the etfectiBe-
ness of health education rotating to drug oBerdos-
age. The primary source of data has been the
returns on admission of patients to thc accident and
emergency department at Crai~aw~n Arm Hospi-
tal.

Craigavon Area Hospitat is an acute teaching
hospital located 25 mites from Bet fast. It mrws an
urban and rural Reputation of approximated
1 ()(l.()()(). This includes a nm eit_v BBhich has a high
concentration of young, socially. deprived t~an~ilim
BBho have been rehoused from elseBB’here in the

province, For a h~althw’llnl111lllllt~’ it is essential
that the population should be made ~.IBBarl’ of

hrev entahle har~rr~ls.
A health education department for the Southern

Health and Social Services Board wm set up during
)~75-7d. An area health education officer was s

appointed under the guidance of the chief adminis-
trative medical officer. Health education was

disseminated from this ; section through health

1,,Itoi-,,, district nurses, school teachers and the
new media.

’!‘I1~ number of talks serBiced on health educa-
tion increased from 34 l in 1 ~)7~ to 1 .~&dquo;)3() in 1 9(l~().
All these talk,, included the subject of home safety
of drugs. 

&dquo;

Discussion 
’

1 lalth education has coincided BBith a 5ignifir-
ant i~all in the number of children admitted for
aecidentat poisoning, in spite of a rise in the
number of births from l.f,~)() in Il)76 m I.l)&dquo;¡’() in
Il)7l), (’ahlc 2 and 3).

Another major mnt in health education was
the clriw to eolluet unused drugs. This took place in
11)77, w Imo ~ I (,. ~ ~ kilogrammes of drugs were
coilcctc(i for ~lishusal hv the Area Board, Amount
of ~lishmul at home ,,;i; nm know n, A fall in the’
numbers of admissions due to drug owrdusagt in
the over sixtv-five age group follva ecl the colluc-
tioll ut unusml Lil-LilS. (rable ..¡).

~ 

’I’ablc I

Number of drug overdoses admitted to Craigavon Area Hospital
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The result also suggests that health education
had a significant result in lowering the number of
drug overdosagcs in the 16-25 age group. (Table 5).

The drop was more significant amongst the
female group. This may be due to the intensivc

home safety education to this group in their
antcnatal classes.

Conclusion
In 1975 in England and Wales, the DHSS

announccd that all children’s aspirin and

paracctamol should he dispensed in ’child resistant
containers’. Following this there was a 50 per cent
reduction in the admission rate of children under
fivc. Sibcrt. Craft and Jackson (77) have
documented similar evidence in the reduction of

drug overdosage in children. Child resistant
containers are not used in the study area except for
dispensing aspirin tablets. Only one child was

admitted with aspirin overdosage during this study.
There is no evidence of any change in admission

or data collection policy over the period studied.
The vast majority uf ‘drug related’ problems.
particularlv in tcrms of their impact on health
scrviccs. stcm from abusive and accidental con-
sumhtiun of medicine.

It has been estabHshed that a reduction in the

Table 2

Children under fiFe years of ngoshmtwd a steady decline
iii admission to hospital lt’llll cIC’c’!(IC’rltCl! ~)l)1,51)rlfrl~. (P
>0. 00 1)

Table 3

Number of health education talks serviced in Craigavon
Area.

Table 4

Numner of cascs
of over Hs

years uf age
group admitted
BB’ithdrugoBer-doszigc/vcai-. Idosage/year.

’I’able 5

16-25 age group

I’able 6
Health Visitors’ visits
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incidence 0 f accidental drug 0B e nlosage requiring
admission to hospita) has (occurred, this has
coincided with an increased health education
programme and a campaign promoting the disposal I
of unwanted medicines and pills from households.
Other possibte influences such as the use of child
resistant containers and a change of admission and
data collection policy in hospital have been
considered. It is therefore concluded that health
education in Craigavon area has had a significant
effect in reducing accidentat poisoning.

I am indebted to Dr J. Maguire. Dr F, kl.

Fleming and Dr W. McConnell for their invaluable
criticism and advice, and to Miss Nl. McC)e))and

and Mrs ]B1, J one~ of the Medical Administration
department for sc:crctarial services. ! I am also
grateful to Mr V. Turley, Area Health Education
Officer. for his help. 
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