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Poison ivy is a plant that can cause a 
skin rash called Allergic Contact  
Dermatitis when it touches the skin. 
The red, uncomfortable, and itchy 
rash often shows up in lines or streaks 
and is marked by fluid-filled bumps 
(blisters) or large raised areas (hives). 
It is the most common skin problem 
caused by contact with plants. 

S y m p t o m s  

 Itchy skin where the plant touched your 
skin. 

 Red streaks or general redness where the 
plant brushed against the skin. 

 Small bumps or larger raised areas (hives). 
 Blisters filled with fluid that may leak out. 

The rash usually appears 8 to 48 hours after  
contact with the urushiol. But it can occur from 5 
hours to 15 days after touching the plant. The 
rash usually takes more than a week to show up 
the first time you get urushiol on your skin. But 
the rash develops much more quickly (within 1 to 
2 days) after later contacts. The rash will  
continue to develop in new areas over several 
days but only on the parts of your skin that had 
contact with the urushiol or those parts where 
the urushiol was spread by touching. 
 
The rash is not contagious. You cannot catch or 
spread a rash after it appears because the     
urushiol will already be absorbed or washed off 
the skin. The rash may seem to be spreading, but 
either it is still developing from earlier contact or 
you have touched something that still has  
urushiol on it. 

 

 
 

H o w  I s  T h e  R a s h   
D i a g n o s e d ?  

 
The  ra s h  u su a l l y  i s  d ia g n ose d  dur i n g  
a  p hy s i ca l  e xa m.  Y o ur  d oc t or  w i l l  
ex ami n e  t he  r a s h  an d  a s k  qu e s t i o n s  
t o  f i n d  o ut  wh e n  y ou  were  ex p ose d  
t o  th e  p l a nt  a n d  h ow l o n g  i t  t o o k  
t he  r a s h  t o  dev e l op .  I f  you  a r e  n ot  
su re  w h et h er  y ou  w er e  ex po se d  t o  a  
p l ant ,  h e  or  sh e  w i l l  a s k  ab ou t  y our  
ou t d o or  a c t iv i t i e s ,  w or k ,  a nd   
h ob b i e s .  
 

H o w  I s  I t  T r e a t e d ?  
 
Mos t  p o i s on  iv y ,  o a k ,  o r  sum ac   
ra s he s  c a n  b e  t r ea te d  s uc ce s s fu l l y  a t  
h ome .  I n i t i a l  t r ea tm e n t  c o ns i s t s  o f  
was h i n g  t he  a re a  w i th  wat er   
imm ed i at e ly  a f t e r  c on t ac t  w i t h  th e  
p l an t s .  T o  r e l i ev e  s ym p t oms ,  u s e  w et  
c ompr e s s e s  a nd  ta ke  c oo l  b a th s .  
No npr e s c r ip t i o n  a n t ih i s t am in e s  a n d  
ca l am in e  l o t i o n  a l s o  m ay  h e lp   
r e l i ev e  s ym pt o ms .  Mo d era te  o r   
s ev ere  c a s e s  o f  t he  r a s h  m ay  re q u i re  
t r e a tm en t  by  a  d oc t or ,  wh o  m ay  
p re s c r ib e  c or t i c o s t e r o i d  p i l l s ,  c r e ams ,  
o i n t me n t s ,  o r  i n j ec t i o n s .  
 

H o w  I s  I t  P r e v e n t e d ?  
 
The  be s t  way  t o  p rev e nt  th e  r a s h  i s  
t o  l e ar n  t o  id e nt i fy  a n d  av o id  t he  
p l an t s .  Wh e n y ou  c a n n o t  av o id   
c o n ta c t  w i t h  t he  p la n t s ,  h eav y   
c lo t h i ng  ( l o ng  pa n t s ,  l o n g - s l eev e d  
sh i r t ,  a n d  v i ny l  g l ov e s )  a nd  b ar r i e r  
c r e ams  or  lo t i o n s  may  he lp  p r o te c t  
you .  

What Is Poison 
Ivy? 

What Causes Poison 
Ivy? 

The rash is caused by contact with an 
oil called urushiol found in poison ivy. 
The oil is present in all parts of the 
plants, including the leaves, stems, 
flowers, berries, and roots. Urushiol is 
an allergen, so the rash is actually an 
allergic reaction to the oil in these 
plants. Indirect contact with urushiol 
can also cause the rash. This may  
happen when you touch clothing, pet 
fur, sporting gear, gardening tools, or 
other objects that have come in  
contact with one of these plants. Not 
everyone is allergic to urushiol. 
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