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What is carbon monoxide?  

Carbon monoxide is an odorless and colorless gas that is generated from the burning of oil, 

wood, natural gas, and other fuels. The polar structure of carbon monoxide molecules causes 

them to have a high affinity for hemoglobin, a protein found in red blood cells that is 

responsible for transporting oxygen throughout the body. If there are dangerous levels of 

carbon monoxide in the air, then carbon monoxide begins to replace oxygen in one’s red blood 

cells. This lack of oxygen in the bloodstream can cause serious tissue damage or even be fatal if 

there is significant and prolonged carbon monoxide exposure. 

 

Signs and Symptoms 

Some common symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning include: 

- headache, dizziness, or weakness 

- nausea or vomiting  

- shortness of breath and chest tightness 

- confusion 

- sleepiness 

- loss of muscle control 

- visual changes such as blurred vision 

 

Many of these symptoms can be conflated with symptoms of the common flu. However, an 

important sign of carbon monoxide poisoning is if multiple people in the home are experiencing 

these symptoms and they feel better when they move away from the affected area.  

 

 



Risk Factors 

There are various risk factors that can lead to carbon monoxide poisoning. Many fuel-burning 

household appliances such as fireplaces, stoves, dryers, charcoal grills, etc. can contribute to 

carbon monoxide exposure. Improper maintenance of chimneys can also be potentially 

dangerous. Another significant risk factor is vehicle emissions. Noxious gas from automobiles 

has been proven to be harmful and can undoubtedly cause carbon monoxide poisoning if the 

vehicle has not been turned off after use. Those working as welders, firefighters, mechanics, 

etc. are at a greater risk for carbon monoxide exposure. Carbon monoxide exposure can be 

even more harmful and fatal for children and babies, older adults, and those with chronic heart 

disease.  

 

Prevention 

Fortunately, there are many preventative steps you can take to avoid carbon monoxide related 

disasters. First, a carbon monoxide detector should be installed on each floor where people 

sleep. It is a good idea to replace the batteries in these devices when you replace smoke 

detector batteries-- twice a year. The detectors and batteries can be found in most department 

stores such as Target or Home Depot and online.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is also important to properly ventilate and inspect household appliances. Specifically, 

fireplaces should be cleaned every year and chimney and vents should be unblocked. You can 

ask your utility company about yearly checkups for all gas appliances. Most towns and villages 

also have building inspectors who can perform these inspections. Lastly, if a carbon monoxide 

poisoning incident has occurred in your home, make all the necessary repairs before returning 

to the site of the incident.  



 

In an Emergency… 

If you suspect carbon monoxide poisoning, immediately leave your current area (home, car, 

etc.) and get some fresh air. If possible, try to turn off all appliances in the home. Call 911 or 

poison control (800) 222-1222) to determine next steps of action. You may be advised to go to 

the emergency room to receive oxygen treatment.  
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