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Letter to the Editor

Media Influence on Poison Center Call Volume After 11 September 2001

Although the media have profound, widespread effects on
all facets of society, including medicine, these effects have
been minimally studied in the medical literature. With the
emerging threat of bioterrorism and its undying media cov-
erage, the impact can and will be felt in many public are-
nas. As a result, the regional poison center not only must
understand key influences upon societal behavior, but be
able to adapt to them as well.

In 2001, Pfefferbaum et al showed that children experi-
enced a more severe stress response with longer or more
intense exposure to a disaster or its media coverage.1 It has
been suggested that not only limiting intrusion of the
media in survivors' lives, but protecting them from media
coverage as well, lessens the risk of post-traumatic stress
disorder.2'3 Studies have demonstrated an association
between media exposure of violence and increased societal
aggression.4 These conclusions suggest a link between the
news and the behavior of those it serves.

We believe that the anthrax threat after 11 September
2001 exemplifies the effect of the media on society, instill-
ing not only fierce patriotism, but fear and paranoia as well.
To test this hypothesis, we performed a search of our poi-
son center database (> 70,000 calls per year) during the
years 2000-2002 using the words: anthrax, white powder,
unknown substance and exposure.

During the year 2000 and before 11 September 2001,
no calls were recorded regarding anthrax information or
potential exposure. During September 2001, one call was
made without obvious exposure. Interestingly, in October
2001, 201 calls were recorded with 42 potential exposures.
The first anthrax death occurred 06 October 2001.5

Seventy-nine calls with 13 possible anthrax exposures were
recorded in November 2001. Ten calls with two potential
exposures were made to the poison center in December
2001. During the entire year of 2002, however, only 10
calls were recorded regarding anthrax with three potential
exposures. The anthrax agent was not identified in any of
teh potential exposures (48 samples tested negative by the
state Health Department).

Mass psychogenic illness or epidemic hysteria refers to
"widespread subjective symptoms thought to be associated

with environmental exposure to a toxic substance in the
absence of objective evidence of an environmental cause."
Intense media coverage is thought to be one of its causes.6

The increased media coverage following the anthrax
attacks heightened municipal concern, causing, in essence,
epidemic hysteria. Because a biological toxin was at issue,
the Poison Center felt the Shockwaves eminating from an
epicenter of public fear.

The aforementioned Poison Center data suggest that
the incessant media coverage of the anthrax threat during
the months of October and November 2001 likely con-
tributed to the sharp increase in Poison Center calls
regarding anthrax. This may have implications in terms of
increasing Poison Center staff and education during such
times of increased media reporting.
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