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HEALTH BASICS

Tea tree oil

Teatree oil is a plant-derived essential oil used in some skin, scalp, and nail products.

WHATITIS
A concentrated essential oil used mainly on skin

WHERE IT COMES UP
Skin-care, scalp, and foot-care product labels

WHY IT MATTERS
Possible skin effects and poisoning risk if swallowed

WHATITISNOT
Not a disease or proven cure

WHO TO ASK
A pharmacist, dermatologist, or poison information service

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Product label; no medical test

Overview

Teatree oil is an essential oil made from the leaves of Melaleuca alternifolia, a tree native to
Australia. It is also called melaleuca oil. "Essential” describes the plant's concentrated aromatic
chemicals; it does not mean the oil is essential for health.

Teatree oil is found in some acne gels, shampoos, soaps, foot products, and nail products. Itis
also sold as a concentrated oil. The concentration and other ingredients differ between
products.

Teatree oil is not a disease, diaghosis, medicine for every skin problem, or substitute for
medical care. Laboratory research suggests that some of its chemicals can affect bacteria and
fungi. However, an effect in a laboratory does not prove that a product will safely treat an
infection or other condition in people.

Some small clinical studies have examined tea tree oil for acne, dandruff, athlete's foot, and
nail fungus. Results have been mixed, and the evidence is limited. Different studies used
different formulations, so their results cannot automatically be applied to every product sold in
shops or online.

Tea tree oil should not be swallowed. Even small amounts of concentrated essential oil can
cause serious poisoning, especially in children.
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How it works

Tea tree oil contains many plant chemicals. One of the main studied chemicals is terpinen-4-ol.
In laboratory experiments, tea tree oil can damage the outer membranes of certain bacteria
and fungi. This may limit their growth.

Skin products need to reach the right area at a useful concentration without causing irritation.
That balance is difficult. A product strong enough to affect microbes in a laboratory may
irritate human skin, while a milder cosmetic product may not treat an infection.

Tea tree oil also evaporates and changes when exposed to air, heat, and light. Older or poorly
stored oil can oxidize, meaning that oxygen changes its chemical components. Oxidized oil
may be more likely to trigger an allergic skin reaction.

There is no blood test that shows whether tea tree oil is "working." If a clinician suspects an
allergy to it, a dermatologist may use patch testing. During this test, small amounts of possible
allergens are placed on the skin under patches and checked over several days.

Why it matters for your health

Tea tree oil is widely available, but "natural” does not mean harmless or proven to work.
Concentrated oils can have stronger effects than the plant itself.

For acne, limited research suggests that certain formulated tea tree oil gels may reduce some
inflamed spots. They can also cause dryness, itching, burning, or redness. Evidence for
commercial products with different concentrations or ingredients may not be the same.

Some research has examined tea tree oil shampoos for dandruff. Dandruff can have several
causes, and improvement with one shampoo does not confirm the cause. Persistent scaling
may instead relate to seborrhoeic dermatitis, psoriasis, eczema, or a fungal infection.

For athlete's foot, tea tree oil may improve scaling or itching in some people, but it has not
consistently cleared the fungus. Nail fungus is particularly difficult to treat because products
must pass through the nail. A discoloured or thickened nail is not always fungal, so testing may
be useful before committing to long-term treatment.

Tea tree oil is not an appropriate treatment for deep wounds, burns, spreading bacterial
infections, or severe acne. Using it while delaying effective care may allow the underlying
condition to worsen.

Safety information during pregnancy and breastfeeding is limited. Safety also cannot be
assumed for babies or young children. A pharmacist, midwife, or relevant clinician can help you
review a specific product and how you plan to use it.
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What can go wrong

Irritant contact dermatitis is direct skin irritation. The treated area may burn, sting, become dry,
or turn red. This is more likely with concentrated oil, frequent application, or use on damaged
skin.

Allergic contact dermatitis is an immune reaction to an ingredient. It can cause an itchy,
swollen, blistered, or spreading rash. A reaction may appear after previous uses without a
problem. Tea tree oil that has oxidized may be more likely to cause allergy.

Poisoning can occur when tea tree oil is swallowed. Reported effects include drowsiness,
confusion, poor coordination, weakness, and loss of consciousness. Concentrated oil should be
stored securely and separately from food, drinks, and oral medicines.

Eye exposure can cause pain and irritation. Oil placed in an ear may also cause harm,
particularly if the eardrum is damaged. Do not use it in the eyes, mouth, or ears unless a
suitable regulated product specifically directs you to do so.

Delayed diagnosis or treatment is another risk. Ring-shaped rashes, scaling feet, thick nails,
scalp flakes, and facial spots have several possible causes. Tea tree oil cannot confirm which
conditionis present.

Seek routine medical advice if a rash continues after you stop the product, keeps returning, or
is interfering with daily life. Arrange assessment for persistent acne, scalp scaling, or
suspected fungal infection. Foot problems deserve earlier review if you have diabetes, reduced
circulation, reduced feeling in your feet, or a weakened immune system.

Contact a poison information service promptly if tea tree oil has been swallowed, even if there
are no immediate effects. Do not make the person vomit unless the service specifically
instructs you to do so.

Call emergency services for collapse, a seizure, severe difficulty breathing, or inability to wake
the person. Rapidly spreading facial or throat swelling also needs emergency care.

What you cando

Read the complete label before using a product. Check whether it is a ready-to-use skin
product or a concentrated essential oil. Follow the product's directions rather than assuming
that more will work better.

Do not swallow tea tree oil. Keep it in its original container, close the lid tightly, and store it out
of sight and reach of children. Do not transfer it into a drinking bottle or an unlabelled
container.
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Avoid applying undiluted oil directly to your skin. Mixing it with water does not reliably dilute it
because oil and water separate. If you want to try tea tree oil, choose a product formulated for
the intended body area.

Stop using the product if it causes burning, swelling, blistering, or a new itchy rash. Wash off
any remaining product gently. Keep the container or take a photograph of the ingredient list in
case a pharmacist or clinician needs to review it.

If it gets into an eye, remove contact lenses if this is easy and rinse the eye with clean
lukewarm water. Contact a poison information service or urgent eye-care service if pain,
redness, or blurred vision continues.

Useful questions to ask include:

There is no useful routine test for tea tree oil levels in a healthy person. The practical checks
are the product label, how it has been stored, and whether your skin reacts.

- What condition might be causing this skin, scalp, or nail change?
- Isthere atest, such as a fungal sample or allergy patch test?
- Does this product contain other ingredients that may irritate my skin?

- What evidence supports using it for my specific concern?

Common questions

Can | take tea tree oil by mouth?

No. Tea tree oil can be poisonous when swallowed. Products described as "therapeutic grade"
or "pure" are not made safe by those labels.

Is undiluted tea tree oil more effective?

Not necessarily. Higher concentration can increase irritation and allergy risk. Evidence from a
formulated product does not show that undiluted oil is safer or more effective.

Can tea tree oil cure acne or fungal infections?

It has not been shown to be a reliable cure. Certain formulations may help some mild problems,
but acne and suspected fungal infections can require other treatments or testing.

Can |l use it on broken skin?

Avoid concentrated oil on cuts, burns, ulcers, or inflamed skin. Damaged skin may absorb
ingredients differently and is more easily irritated. Wounds that are deep, contaminated, slow
to heal, or becoming increasingly painful need appropriate assessment.

Does tea tree oil interact with medicines?
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Important interactions from normal topical use have not been well established. Other
ingredients in a combination product may still matter. Ask a pharmacist about the exact
product if you use prescription skin treatments or plan to apply several products to the same
area.

When should | throw it away?

Follow the expiry and storage instructions. Discard oil that is past its expiry date or has been
stored open, in heat, or in strong light. Do not use a product if its appearance or smell has
changed unexpectedly.
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