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CONDITION

Poison ivy - oak - sumac

Poison ivy, oak, and sumac cause an itchy skin rash after contact with their oily sap.

WHAT IT IS

Allergic skin rash from urushiol plant oil

BODY SYSTEM

Skin

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Intense itching, redness, swelling, fluid-filled blisters

WHAT CAUSES IT

Delayed immune reaction to urushiol oil

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Skin examination and exposure history

MAIN TREATMENT

Skin washing, itch relief, and corticosteroid medicines

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - rash clears after oil exposure ends

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - breathing trouble or severe facial swelling

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually clears completely within several weeks

Overview

Poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac contain an oily sap called urushiol . When this oil

touches the skin, it can cause allergic contact dermatitis. This is an immune reaction that leads

to an itchy, inflamed rash.

The plants are different, but they cause the same type of reaction. Poison ivy and poison oak

usually have groups of three leaflets. Poison sumac is a shrub or small tree with rows of several

leaflets. Their appearance can change with the season and location.

Urushiol can transfer directly from a plant or indirectly from clothing, gloves, tools, camping

equipment, or a pet's fur. The oil can remain on objects until they are cleaned.

The rash itself is not contagious. You cannot catch it by touching another person's rash or

blister fluid. The rash spreads only if urushiol is still present on the skin or another surface.
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Most reactions clear without lasting harm. Treatment can reduce itching, protect the skin, and

control severe inflammation.

Symptoms

Symptoms usually begin within several hours to a few days after contact. A first reaction may

take longer because the immune system has not reacted to urushiol before.

Common symptoms include:

The rash may look different on darker skin. Redness can be less obvious, while swelling,

bumps, or changes in skin color may be easier to see.

Different areas may break out at different times. This does not usually mean the rash is

spreading through the body. Skin that received more oil may react first, while skin exposed to

less oil may react later. Repeated contact with contaminated clothing or tools can also cause

new areas of rash.

Blisters may open and release clear fluid. This fluid does not contain urushiol and does not

spread the reaction. Scratching can damage the skin and increase the chance of infection.

Smoke from burning poison ivy, oak, or sumac can irritate the eyes, skin, and breathing

passages. Breathing problems after smoke exposure need urgent attention.

- Intense itching

- Red or inflamed patches

- Swelling

- Small bumps or fluid-filled blisters

- Streaks or lines where the plant brushed the skin

Causes and risk factors

The condition is caused by contact with urushiol. The immune system recognizes the oil as a

threat and produces a delayed allergic reaction in the skin.

Contact can happen through:

A pet usually does not develop a rash because its fur protects the skin, but the oil can remain

on its coat and transfer to people.

Not everyone reacts on their first exposure. Sensitivity can develop after repeated contact,

and a person who previously had no rash may react later. People who work or spend time
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outdoors, including gardeners, forestry workers, firefighters, and hikers, have more

opportunities for exposure.

The rash is not caused by infection, poor hygiene, or poison entering the bloodstream.

- Touching the leaves, stems, roots, flowers, or berries

- Brushing against damaged or cut plants

- Handling contaminated gardening or outdoor equipment

- Touching clothing, footwear, or gloves carrying the oil

- Touching a pet whose fur has picked up the oil

- Being exposed to smoke from burning plants

Diagnosis

A healthcare professional can usually identify this condition from the rash's appearance, where

it is located, and the possibility of plant or contaminated-object exposure. Linear streaks can

be a useful clue, but they are not always present.

There is no routine blood test or imaging test for poison ivy, oak, or sumac. Patch testing, in

which small amounts of allergens are placed on the skin under medical supervision, is rarely

needed. Direct testing with plant material should not be attempted because it can cause a

strong reaction.

Other conditions can resemble this rash. These include reactions to soaps or cosmetics,

eczema, insect bites, shingles, and some skin infections. An examination may be helpful if the

cause is uncertain, the rash is painful rather than itchy, or it is not following the expected

course.

Treatment and management

If exposure may have happened recently, wash the skin promptly with soap and plenty of

lukewarm or cool water. Clean under the fingernails as well. Avoid harsh scrubbing, which can

irritate the skin.

Wash clothing separately with detergent. Clean shoes, tools, phones, walking poles, and other

objects that may carry the oil. Wear disposable gloves while cleaning them, then discard the

gloves safely. A pet that may have contacted the plant can be washed carefully with pet-safe

shampoo while you protect your own skin.
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Once a rash appears, mild cases can often be managed at home. Helpful measures include:

Keep fingernails short and try not to scratch. Do not deliberately open blisters. If a blister

breaks, gently wash the area and cover it with a clean, non-stick dressing if needed.

Oral antihistamines may help with sleep when itching is severe, especially if they cause

drowsiness. They do not directly control the main skin inflammation. Follow the label and

consider whether drowsiness could affect driving, work, falls, or other medicines. Topical

antihistamines and numbing products can sometimes cause another skin reaction.

Do not apply bleach, gasoline, solvents, or other harsh chemicals. They do not remove an

established rash and can injure the skin.

A clinician may prescribe a stronger corticosteroid cream for a more inflamed local rash.

Corticosteroid tablets or injections may be considered when the reaction is extensive, severely

swollen, or affects sensitive areas such as the face or genitals. These medicines reduce

immune inflammation. The treatment course needs to be long enough to limit rebound

symptoms, so it should not be shortened or changed without medical advice.

Antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline do not treat the allergic reaction. They are used only

if a bacterial skin infection develops.

- Cool, wet compresses

- Calamine lotion

- Colloidal oatmeal baths

- A nonprescription corticosteroid skin cream used as labeled

- Loose clothing that does not rub the affected skin

Complications

Most cases heal without complications. Possible problems include:

Scarring is uncommon unless the skin has been deeply damaged by scratching, infection, or

inappropriate chemical treatments.

- Skin infection: Scratching or open blisters can allow bacteria into the skin. Increasing pain,
warmth, pus, fever, or redness that keeps expanding may suggest infection.

- Severe swelling: Swelling around the eyes, lips, face, or genitals can interfere with normal
function and may need prompt treatment.

- Sleep disruption: Persistent itching can make sleep, school, and work difficult.
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- Temporary skin-color changes: Lighter or darker marks may remain after the
inflammation settles. They often fade gradually.

- Breathing irritation: Smoke from burning plants can affect the throat and lungs. This can
be serious, especially for someone with asthma or another lung condition.

Prevention

The allergic tendency cannot be reliably prevented once the immune system is sensitive to

urushiol. Exposure can often be avoided or reduced.

Learn what the plants look like in your area. Poison ivy and poison oak often have three

leaflets, but their size, color, edges, and growth pattern differ. Poison sumac commonly grows

in wet or swampy ground and has several paired leaflets with one at the tip. Do not rely only on

leaf color.

When working near possible plants:

Never burn poison ivy, oak, or sumac. Urushiol can travel in the smoke and irritate the lungs,

eyes, and skin.

Barrier products made for urushiol exposure may provide added protection when used

according to the label. They do not replace protective clothing or washing after contact.

- Wear long sleeves, long trousers, closed shoes, and washable gloves

- Tuck trousers into boots when practical

- Avoid touching your face or exposed skin

- Wash skin and equipment after outdoor work

- Launder exposed clothing before wearing it again

Living with it and what to expect

A typical rash improves gradually over one to three weeks. A severe reaction can last longer.

Itching and new blisters are often most noticeable during the early part of the reaction,

followed by drying, peeling, and healing.

The condition does not usually cause permanent skin damage or long-term illness. Temporary

changes in skin color can remain after the rash has cleared, especially after strong

inflammation.

Future exposure can cause another reaction. It may begin faster or feel more intense because
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the immune system already recognizes urushiol, although reactions are not identical every

time. Sensitivity can also change over the years.

During recovery, continue checking clothing, tools, and pet fur for possible contamination if

new spots appear. Once all urushiol has been removed, the rash cannot spread through blister

fluid or casual contact.

If outdoor exposure is common in your life, learning local plant identification and keeping

washable protective clothing available can make future reactions less likely.

When to get medical help

Seek emergency help if you have:

Get prompt medical advice if the rash:

Routine follow-up is reasonable for a mild rash that is improving as expected. A pharmacist can

also help you choose an appropriate nonprescription product and check whether it is safe with

your other medicines or health conditions.

- Trouble breathing, wheezing, or throat tightness

- Severe swelling of the tongue, lips, or throat

- Fainting or difficulty staying awake

- Breathing symptoms after smoke from burning plants

- Involves the eyes, mouth, face, or genitals

- Causes severe facial swelling or swollen-shut eyes

- Covers a large area of the body

- Produces severe itching that prevents sleep or normal activity

- Shows possible infection, such as pus, fever, worsening pain, or spreading warmth

- Is not starting to improve after about a week

- Continues beyond several weeks

- Has an uncertain cause or looks different from previous reactions

Common questions

Is poison ivy rash contagious?
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No. Touching the rash or fluid from its blisters does not spread urushiol. However, unwashed oil

on skin, clothing, tools, or pet fur can transfer to someone else and cause a new reaction.

Why does the rash keep spreading days later?

Different skin areas can react at different speeds, depending on how much oil touched them

and how quickly it was absorbed. New patches can also result from touching an object that still

has urushiol on it.

How long does poison ivy last?

Many reactions settle within one to three weeks. More extensive or severe rashes may last

longer. Ongoing exposure to contaminated objects can lead to new areas.

Can I get poison ivy from my dog or cat?

You can get urushiol from a pet's fur if the animal has brushed against the plant. The pet may

not have a visible rash. Wash the animal with a pet-safe product while wearing protective

gloves.

Should I pop poison ivy blisters?

No. The blister covering protects the skin underneath. If a blister opens on its own, gently clean

it and use a non-stick dressing if it is likely to rub against clothing.

Does scratching make poison ivy spread?

Scratching does not spread the rash through blister fluid. It can damage the skin, worsen

discomfort, and raise the risk of infection. Urushiol under the fingernails can cause new

exposure if it has not been washed away.
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