
Ouch! Avoiding, treating yellowjacket stings

Insect stings, mostly honeybee stings, are the leading cause of death from venomous animals. People who die from yellowjacket or bee stings are those who either have been stung many times at once or have had an extreme allergic reaction to the venom. Half of all sting-related deaths occur in people stung for the first time.

One of the best ways to handle yellowjacket stings is to teach children how to avoid them in the first place. Explain to children that it is in their best interests to adhere to these guidelines:


Quick, jerky movements, i.e. those typical of a frightened child, are more likely to incite the insect to sting. If yellowjackets are nearby, it is smart to remain calm and move slowly, so as not to threaten them.


If a yellowjacket lands on you, the best method to remove it is to carefully brush it off or simply wait for it to fly away. Hitting it may cause it to sting.


Avoid smashing yellowjackets because when they are crushed, they emit an alarm pheromone that sends a signal to other yellowjackets in the area to attack.


Before you have a drink, look inside cups or containers of fruit drinks or sodas. Yellowjackets are attracted to the sugary liquids, and it is not uncommon to find one sampling your drink outdoors. During times when yellowjackets are in peak season, it would be a good idea to stop having drinks and snacks outside. At the very least, drinks should have a secured lid with a straw to drink through.

First aid for stings

If the sting is in the mouth or throat, call 911 immediately and apply ice. Swelling in those areas can cause suffocation.

Hypersensitive people require special attention. Anyone who experiences dizziness, respiratory reactions or color changes as a result of a sting should be treated by the school nurse and taken to an emergency room right away. Other symptoms include fever, chills, hives, joint and muscle pain, and swelling of the lymph glands or small air passageways. A severe case might include a sudden drop in blood pressure and loss of consciousness.


School nurses should have an emergency kit on hand with syringes of epinephrine for hypersensitive people.


An antihistamine, such as Benadryl, can slow symptoms if it is given to the victim immediately.


Keep the part of the body that was stung above the heart.

General first aid principles apply to all others. Nonallergic reactions to stings include pain, itching, redness and swelling for up to a day or two afterward.


Wash the area around the sting and apply antiseptic. Washing can reduce pain and swelling because it removes some of the venom.


Apply ice or commercial products designed to relieve the pain of stings. You can also apply a paste of meat tenderizer and water, which breaks down the venom, easing pain and swelling.


Antihistamines can offer some relief from pain and swelling, as well.


After treatment, the victim should rest. Do not use sedatives.

For more information on yellowjackets, please visit the University of Florida’s School IPM Web site (http://schoolipm.ifas.ufl.edu). Click on Technical Information - Pests, then select “IPM for Yellowjackets and Hornets in Schools.” Follow the link under the heading “Nest Disturbance” for tips on how to avoid and treat stings. 


