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HEALTH BASICS

Propyl alcohol

Propyl alcohol is a solvent that can irritate tissues and cause poisoning after significant
exposure.

WHATITIS
A three-carbon alcohol used mainly as a solvent

WHERE IT COMES UP
Workplace products, safety sheets, and contaminated hand sanitizers

WHY IT MATTERS
Exposure canirritate tissues and depress brain function

WHATITISNOT
Not isopropyl alcohol, and not a diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Poison control, emergency services, or occupational health clinicians

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Exposure history; blood testing in selected poisonings

Overview

Propyl alcohol usually means 1-propanol, also called n-propyl alcohol or propan-1-ol . Itis a
clear, flammable liquid used as a solvent and as an ingredient in some industrial, laboratory,
cleaning, cosmetic, and pharmaceutical products.

Propyl alcohol is a chemical, not a disease or diagnosis. Health concerns arise when someone
swallows it, breathes a concentrated amount, gets it in their eyes, or has prolonged skin
contact.

The name can be confusing. Isopropyl alcohol, also called 2-propanol or rubbing alcohol, has
the same types and numbers of atoms but a different chemical structure. The two substances
have some similar effects, but they are not interchangeable.

A product's label or safety data sheet may identify the exact chemical:

This distinction matters when asking about an exposure. If possible, keep the container or take
a photograph of the label. Do not delay urgent help to look for it.

- 1-propanol or n-propyl alcohol: CAS number 71-23-8
- Isopropyl alcohol or 2-propanol: CAS number 67-63-0
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How it works

Alcohols are a family of chemicals. They include beverage alcohol, known as ethanol, as well as
1-propanol, isopropyl alcohol, and other compounds. Being in the same chemical family does
not make them equally safe to drink or use on the body.

Propyl alcohol dissolves oils and other substances, which makes it useful as a solvent. It also
evaporates readily. In an enclosed or poorly ventilated area, its vapour can build up in the air.

Exposure can occur through:

After entering the body, 1-propanol is mainly broken down by enzymes in the liver. One of
these enzymes, alcohol dehydrogenase, also helps process ethanol. The breakdown products
are eventually converted into substances the body can use or remove.

A significant amount can slow activity in the brain and nervous system. This is called central
nervous system depression . The effect is broadly similar to intoxication from other alcohols,
although the chemicals are not medically equivalent.

The health effect of an exposure is shaped by the amount, concentration, route of contact,
duration, ventilation, and whether other chemicals were involved. A brief touch is different
from swallowing the liquid or repeatedly breathing concentrated vapour.

- Swallowing the liquid
- Breathingits vapour
- Splashing it into the eyes

- Contact with the skin, especially over a large area or for along time

Why it matters for your health

Direct contact can remove natural oils from the skin. Repeated exposure may leave the skin
dry, cracked, or inflamed. A splash can irritate or injure the surface of the eye.

Breathing vapour may irritate the nose and throat. Higher airborne concentrations can affect
alertness, coordination, and breathing. Strong odour is a warning to leave the areaif it is safe to
do so, but smell cannot measure whether an exposure is safe.

Swallowing propyl alcohol is more concerning. Possible effects of poisoning include nausea,
vomiting, poor coordination, unusual sleepiness, confusion, low blood pressure, and slowed
breathing. Severe poisoning can lead to unconsciousness.

Products may contain several ingredients. The risks may therefore come from propyl alcohol,
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another chemical, or the mixture as a whole. This is why the exact product name and safety
data sheet are useful.

Propyl alcohol is also highly flammable. Vapour can travel to an ignition source and catch fire.
Health protection therefore includes both exposure control and fire safety.

What can go wrong

Irritant contact dermatitis is inflammation caused by direct damage to the skin. It may follow
repeated or prolonged contact, particularly if contaminated clothing or gloves hold the liquid
against the skin.

Chemical eye irritation or injury can occur after a splash. Ongoing pain, redness, blurred vision,
or sensitivity to light needs prompt medical assessment.

Acute alcohol poisoning can follow swallowing the chemical or breathing a high concentration
of vapour. This can interfere with judgment, balance, consciousness, blood pressure, and
breathing. The person may not be able to judge how unwell they are.

Aspiration pneumonitis is lung inflammation caused when liquid or vomit enters the airways. It
is one reason not to make someone vomit after swallowing a chemical.

Occupational overexposure can happen when propyl alcohol is used without suitable
ventilation, storage, or protective equipment. Repeated headaches, irritation, dizziness, or skin
problems associated with a particular task deserve routine review by occupational health or
another clinician.

Fire and explosion injuries are possible because the liquid and vapour ignite easily. Heat,
sparks, flames, and smoking materials can start a fire.

Trouble breathing, a seizure, collapse, severe confusion, or inability to wake someone are
emergency signs. Call emergency services immediately. Move away from a spill or fire rather
than attempting a rescue in an unsafe area.

What you can do

If exposure has already happened, contact a poison control service for advice based on the
product, route, amount, and time. In the United States, Poison Help is available at
1-800-222-1222 . Elsewhere, use your local poison centre or emergency service.

For swallowed propyl alcohol, do not induce vomiting. Do not give food, drink, or a home
remedy unless a poison specialist or clinician tells you to do so. Call poison control promptly
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even if the person currently feels well.

For an eye splash, begin rinsing with clean, lukewarm water. Remove contact lenses if they
come out easily, and continue rinsing while arranging poison-control or medical advice.

For skin contact, remove contaminated clothing and rinse the skin with water. Seek advice if a
large area was exposed or irritation continues.

After breathing vapour, move to fresh air if you can do so without entering a dangerous space.
Anyone with breathing difficulty, marked drowsiness, confusion, or collapse needs emergency
help.

For routine workplace protection:

There is no useful home test for propyl alcohol exposure. In a suspected poisoning, medical
assessment may include breathing and circulation checks, blood sugar, electrolytes, acid-base
balance, and other tests chosen for the situation. A specific propyl alcohol level is not routinely
available in every laboratory.

- Find the product label and safety data sheet

- Confirm whether it contains 1-propanol or isopropyl alcohol

- Follow the listed ventilation, glove, eye-protection, and storage measures
- Record when symptoms occur and which task or product was involved

- Ask occupational health about repeated exposure or inadequate controls

Common questions

Is propyl alcohol the same as rubbing alcohol?

Usually not. Rubbing alcohol commonly contains isopropyl alcohol, or 2-propanol. Propyl
alcohol generally refers to 1-propanol. Check the ingredient name or CAS number rather than
relying on the word "alcohol."

Is it the same as the alcohol in drinks?

No. Alcoholic drinks contain ethanol. Propyl alcohol is an industrial chemical and should not be
swallowed.

Can |l use 1-propanol as hand sanitizer?

Do not use an industrial or laboratory chemical as a homemade sanitizer. Use a properly
labelled product for its intended purpose. The US Food and Drug Administration has warned
against hand sanitizers contaminated with 1-propanol because swallowing or substantial
exposure can be dangerous.
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Does getting a small amount on the skin mean | have been poisoned?

Brief contact does not automatically mean poisoning. Wash the area and watch for continuing
irritation. Large, prolonged, or repeated exposures need more specific advice from poison
control or occupational health.

Can smell tell me whether the air is safe?

No. Odour does not provide a reliable measurement of concentration. Leave a strongly
affected area if it is safe, and follow workplace spill or ventilation procedures.

Do | need routine blood tests after using products containing propyl alcohol?

Usually, there is nothing to test after ordinary use without a concerning exposure. Testing is
considered when there has been significant swallowing, inhalation, or illness. A poison
specialist or clinician can determine whether assessment is needed.

Sources

- CDC/NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards: n-Propyl Alcohol, National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health

- PubChem Compound Summary: 1-Propanol, National Library of Medicine

- International Chemical Safety Card 0553: 1-Propanol, International Labour Organization
and World Health Organization

- FDA Updates on Hand Sanitizers Consumers Should Not Use , US Food and Drug
Administration
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