
1. DPH poisoning is highly prevalent and can be 
lethal.
2. New literature shows that symptoms vary more 
widely than was previously thought and can be 
confused with other common poisonings. 
3. Rapid tests for DPH in blood or urine can:
• help rule out very similar overdoses and 

syndromes,
• produce timely enough results to inform 

treatment,
• help predict and prevent known complications 

of DPH poisoning. 
4. Making DPH testing more commonplace in local 
emergency departments by incorporating it into 
routine drug screens can accelerate results.
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Comparison between symptoms caused by diphenhydramine poisoning vs. three other common
poisonings and their complications. The figure above shows a huge overlap in symptoms between
these four conditions––and each is commonly seen in the emergency department. It’s a broader range
of symptoms than was previously thought. Without concrete diagnostic testing, a diagnosis can be
difficult or even impossible to determine. ”bp” à blood pressure
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• arrythmias
• dilated pupils
• ↓ bp
• seizures
• tachycardia
• coma
• nausea/emesis
• delirium

• dry mouth/skin
• rhabdomyolysis
• urinary retention
• blurry vision

• agitation
• ↑ bp
• ataxia 
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• diarrhea

• fever
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• Diphenhydramine (DPH) overdose is common due 
to easy access.

• It can lead to serious permanent injury or death.
• Recently, the “Benadryl Challenge” caused many 

teens to overdose on DPH for hallucinogenic effects. 
• In 2016 and 2017, diphenhydramine was one of the 

most frequently used drugs in suicide attempts. 
• The cause of this overdose is often unknown due to 

the patient being unconscious/incoherent and 
unable to self-report DPH intake.

• The approach to diagnosing DPH poisoning can be 
streamlined. 

Objective

I reviewed relevant case studies to create a 
comprehensive list of DPH poisoning symptoms, 
including less commonly recognized signs. I also 
explored the benefits of incorporating DPH testing 
into routine toxicologic/diagnostic tests. 

• Immunoassay “ELISA”
o Blood plasma/urine
o Reliability has yet to improve

• Gas chromatography/mass spectrometry 
o Most common
o Blood plasma 
o Can detect other types of antihistamines
o Research is focused on improving extraction 

methods
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Dose-dependent toxicity of DPH. In this study, 282 participants were given varying dosages of DPH. Their
symptoms were categorized, ranging from mild to severe (from left to right). At lower dosages, severe
symptoms were rare; at increased dosages, mild-moderate symptoms like anticholinergic effects withered
and were replaced with severe symptoms. Anticholinergic effects peaked at moderate dosages. (Data
were adopted from Radovanovic et al., 2000 and modified for clarity).
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