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Paracetamol poisonings and liver injury on the rise 

 
 

There are rising concerns about paracetamol poisoning and liver injury with a new study 
finding that overdoses of the drug have increased by more than 44 per cent in the last 
decade.  
 
The national study, led by researchers at the NSW Poisons Information Centre and The 
University of Sydney was published in the Medical Journal of Australia today. 
 
The research found the increase in paracetamol overdoses have led to more than 95,000 
hospitalisations, and as a result have seen more than 200 people die from excessive dosing 
of paracetamol between 2007/08 and 2016/17. 
 
In addition to this, the instances of toxic liver injuries from paracetamol poisoning has more 
than doubled, up 108 per cent on the past decade.  
 
Lead researcher Dr Rose Cairns, Director of Research at the NSW Poisons Information 
Centre and Lecture in Pharmacy at the University of Sydney, said the results were 
concerning and would require a multi-layered response to address the issue. 
 
“Our study has really highlighted some problems in terms of access to paracetamol. One of 
the biggest issues we found was with large pack sizes, which increase the likelihood of both 
intentional and unintentional medication misadventure.” 
 
“The different strengths of paracetamol available, including for specific conditions like 
osteoarthritis or cold and flu, are also becoming a growing problem and increasing the risk of 
harm, with many people confused about dosage sizes and the effects of combining these 
medications,” Dr Cairns said.  
 
“We really urge people to read the dosage instructions on the pack to ensure they are taking 
the correct dose of paracetamol and to avoid preventable harm.” 
 
“In addition to this, access restrictions, including reduced pack sizes, could reduce 
paracetamol overdoses, and should be considered, together with other policy changes, to 
stem the increasing number of overdoses.” Dr Cairns said. 
 
The Therapeutic Goods Administration recently announced up-scheduling of modified 
release paracetamol to behind the pharmacist’s counter, which will take effect in June 2020.  
 
“The up-scheduling of paracetamol will mean a pharmacist will be able to consult with 
patients about the best treatment for their individual circumstances, helping to reduce the 
risk of inappropriate use from self-selection of paracetamol and hopefully helping to reduce 
the number of overdoses we are seeing.” 
 
For advice on any poisoning, people are encouraged to call the Poisons Information Centre 
hotline on 13 11 26. The hotline is available 24/7 Australia wide. 
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