Wisconsin combines data from
ESSENCE into a secure, web-based
automated overdose alert system

for partners across the state

Syndromic Surveillance

Throughout Wisconsin, from the most rural to the most urban areas, partners in overdose
prevention report a need for reliable, timely data to better understand and respond to
overdose spikes. Through the creation of the Wisconsin Overdose Alerts for Rapid Response

(WiSOARR) application, public health and partners can better detect and respond to suspected

overdoses.

The “What”

More than 1800 Wisconsinites died from
drug overdoses in 2022, driven in part by
polysubstance overdoses and an
unpredictable, rapidly-changing drug supply.
Evidence from other projects suggests that
prior hospitalizations for non-fatal overdose
are a predictive risk factor for fatal
overdose. However, given the ever-evolving
drug supply, timely overdose data is
paramount to mobilizing localized, rapid
response to overdose spikes in
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To address this need, Wisconsin Department of Health Services (DHS)
launched Wisconsin Suspected Overdose Alerts for Rapid Response
(WiSOARR), an automated overdose alert system. WiSOARR is a
secure, web-based application. One strength of this system is that it
integrates near real-time data from emergency department visits
(syndromic surveillance data) and emergency medical encounters
(EMS data) to create a system that alerts public health and partners
to suspected overdose events in the community. It also provides maps
and summary data analytics to create a more holistic picture of
suspected overdose information in the state to promote timely and
data-driven public health action.
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Note: Above screenshot from WiSOARR contains synthetic data
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Since its launch, more than 140
organizations have been
onboarded to WiSOARR,
supporting more than 400
active individual users.

The “So What”

While it is still too early to evaluate the impact of
WiSOARR on reducing non-fatal overdoses, the
feedback from the initial external beta testing and
launch of the system has been overwhelmingly positive.
Since its launch, more than 140 organizations have
been onboarded to the system, supporting more than
400 active individual users.

Recently, an overdose spike occurred in a rural county,
which involved four overdoses in one day in a single
county (a county that sees an average of <1 daily
overdose). WiSOARR automatically disseminated

The “Now What”

Timely data is often appropriately stated as a
critical need by state partners in overdose
prevention, and Wisconsin’s syndromic surveillance
program has facilitated their ability to support their
partners to this end. However, expressed need for
timely data is often not accompanied by
commensurate aptitude for data literacy and
understanding of syndromic surveillance data.

an alert for the county, which catalyzed a state- and
local-level response (e.g., public health communications,
increased naloxone availability, etc.). Using WiSOARR
and the associated syndromic surveillance dataq,
investigators were able to determine that the spike was
likely the result of a “bad batch,” with multiple
substances involved, and that three of the four
overdoses occurred from the same event within one
hour of each other. Because these overdoses were
treated in local emergency departments,
epidemiological investigation of and follow-up
communication to local stakeholders following this event
relied heavily on the robust, high-quality syndromic
surveillance system.

The Wisconsin team also recently showcased the system
during an ESSENCE user’s group meeting, leveraging
presentations from external system users to
demonstrate the utility of syndromic surveillance data in
overdose spike response. This meeting initiated the
formation of a web of new partnerships among
external users, exponentially expanding the
engagement and interest in using data-driven
strategies for real-time overdose prevention activities
statewide. WiSOARR'’s launch has also promoted the
coordination of several county-level, cross-sector
overdose spike response teams, which are provided
ongoing technical support, tailored guidance, and
subject matter expertise on best practices and
appropriate use of WiSOARR data.

Through WiSOARR and NSSP ESSENCE, the
syndromic surveillance team and subject matter
experts have been actively involved in a growing,
highly collaborative network of data-driven public
health decision-makers in Wisconsin. They hope their
contributions to the development of WiSOARR and
ongoing engagement with it will set a precedent for
other department initiatives currently underway.

Key contributors to this project include Ruth Koepke, Syndromic Surveillance Data
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of the Division of Public Health at the Wisconsin Department of Health Services.
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