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CONDITION

Castor oil overdose

Learn how too much castor oil can cause severe diarrhea, dehydration, and electrolyte

problems, and when to contact Poison Control or seek emergency care.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic effects from too much castor oil

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Diarrhea, abdominal cramping, nausea, vomiting

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing more castor oil than intended

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history and symptoms, no confirmatory test

MAIN TREATMENT

Supportive care and hydration

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes, most recover with fluid management

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes, with breathing difficulty, collapse, seizure, or chest pain

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Most recover without lasting effects

Overview

Castor oil is a vegetable oil made from the seeds of the castor bean plant. It is used in some

stimulant like methylphenidate or lisdexamfetamine laxatives. A stimulant laxative increases

movement in the intestines, which helps stool pass.

A castor oil overdose happens when someone swallows more than the intended amount. Most

effects involve the stomach and intestines. Large amounts may cause intense cramping,

nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea. Severe or prolonged fluid loss can lead to dehydration and an

abnormal balance of electrolytes, such as sodium and potassium.

After castor oil is swallowed, the small intestine breaks it down and releases ricinoleic acid.

This substance stimulates receptors in the intestinal wall, causing the intestines to contract

and release fluid. Taking more oil can make these effects stronger, but the response is not
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always predictable.

Castor oil is not the same as ricin. Ricin is a highly toxic substance found in castor beans and in

waste left from processing them. Properly manufactured castor oil is not expected to contain

ricin. Swallowing castor beans or an unknown homemade castor product should be treated as

a different and potentially more serious exposure.

If an overdose may have occurred, contact Poison Control rather than waiting for symptoms. In

the United States, call 1-800-222-1222 or use the webPOISONCONTROL service. The service

is free and confidential. People outside the United States should contact their local poison

information center or emergency service.

Symptoms

Symptoms usually affect the digestive system. Their severity depends on factors such as how

much was swallowed, the person's age and health, and whether other substances were taken.

Possible symptoms include:

Chest pain, severe weakness, or a rapid or irregular heartbeat may signal a significant

complication and should not be assumed to be a normal laxative effect.

Call emergency services immediately if the person:

Contact Poison Control promptly for any suspected overdose, even if the person currently

feels well. Seek urgent medical care for repeated vomiting or diarrhea, severe or worsening

abdominal pain, blood in vomit or stool, fainting, very little urine, or an inability to keep fluids

down.

- Nausea, vomiting, or abdominal cramping

- Frequent, watery, or urgent diarrhea

- Dizziness, weakness, or fainting

- Thirst, dry mouth, reduced urination, or other signs of dehydration

- Skin rash, throat tightness, or breathing difficulty from an allergic reaction

- Confusion or unusual sleepiness when dehydration or electrolyte changes are severe

- Has trouble breathing or swelling of the face, tongue, or throat

- Collapses, has a seizure, or cannot be awakened

- Has severe confusion, blue or gray lips, or significant chest pain
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Causes and risk factors

The most common cause is taking more castor oil than directed. This may happen because

someone misunderstands the label, repeats a dose too soon, uses a kitchen spoon rather than

the measuring device supplied with the product, or combines several laxatives.

Children may swallow castor oil accidentally if it is stored within reach or kept in an unlabeled

container. Older adults and people who need help managing medicines may also be at greater

risk of dosing errors.

The likelihood of complications can be higher in people who are less able to replace lost fluid.

This includes young children, frail older adults, and people who already have vomiting, diarrhea,

or poor fluid intake. Kidney or heart conditions may make major fluid and electrolyte changes

harder for the body to tolerate.

Other factors that can increase concern include:

The product container matters. A pure castor oil laxative presents a different risk from a

cleaner, lubricant, cosmetic, or homemade preparation containing castor oil. Poison Control

will use the exact product information to assess the exposure.

- Taking other laxatives, diuretics like furosemide or hydrochlorothiazide , or products that
affect fluid balance

- Swallowing an industrial or cosmetic product that contains ingredients besides castor oil

- Having a condition that affects swallowing, increasing the chance that vomit or oil could
enter the lungs

- Using castor oil during pregnancy without medical guidance

- Swallowing castor beans rather than commercially manufactured castor oil

Diagnosis

There is no routine blood test that confirms a castor oil overdose. Diagnosis is based mainly on

what happened and the symptoms that follow.

A poison specialist or healthcare professional may ask for:

Keep the container or take a clear photograph of its label. Do not delay calling for help while

trying to calculate an exact amount.

During a medical evaluation, clinicians may check temperature, blood pressure, heart rate,

breathing, mental alertness, and signs of dehydration. Blood tests may be used to measure
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electrolytes and kidney function when symptoms are substantial or ongoing. An

electrocardiogram, or ECG, may be performed if there is fainting, chest discomfort, an

abnormal pulse, or concern about electrolyte changes.

Other causes may need to be considered. Abdominal pain, vomiting, and diarrhea can also

result from infection, food poisoning, bowel problems, medication effects, or another toxic

exposure. Severe or localized abdominal pain should not automatically be blamed on castor oil.

- The person's age, weight, medical conditions, and current symptoms

- The product name, strength, and list of ingredients

- The estimated amount swallowed

- The time of exposure

- Other medicines, laxatives, alcohol, or substances taken at the same time

- Whether the exposure involved oil, castor beans, or an unknown preparation

Treatment and management

Treatment depends on the amount and type of product swallowed, the symptoms, and the

person's health. Most care is supportive, meaning it focuses on maintaining hydration and

treating symptoms while the body clears the oil.

Do not make the person vomit. Vomiting does not reliably remove the oil and can increase the

risk that it will enter the lungs. Do not give another laxative or an anti-diarrheal medicine unless

a poison specialist or healthcare professional recommends it.

Call Poison Control for instructions specific to the exposure. Be ready to provide the product

label and the information listed above. Follow their advice about fluids, food, home

observation, or medical evaluation. Do not force food or drink on someone who is very sleepy,

actively vomiting, having trouble swallowing, or having a seizure.

A person with mild symptoms may sometimes be monitored at home after consultation with

Poison Control. Care may involve rest, access to a bathroom, and careful attention to

hydration. Children and people with health conditions may need a lower threshold for in-person

evaluation.

In an emergency department or hospital, treatment may include:

There is no specific antidote for castor oil overdose. Activated charcoal and

stomach-emptying procedures are not routine home treatments and should never be

attempted without professional direction.
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If the product contains other chemicals, treatment may be different. This is one reason the

container and ingredient list are important.

- Monitoring of vital signs and urine output

- Blood tests for dehydration, electrolyte changes, and kidney function

- Fluids given through a vein when oral fluids are not enough

- Medicines to control significant nausea or other symptoms

- Heart monitoring if electrolyte problems or abnormal heart rhythms are suspected

- Breathing support or treatment for an allergic reaction when needed

Complications

The main complication is dehydration from diarrhea and vomiting. Mild dehydration may cause

thirst, headache, fatigue, or dizziness. More serious dehydration can lower blood pressure,

reduce blood flow to the kidneys, and cause fainting.

Fluid loss can also disturb electrolytes. These minerals help regulate nerves, muscles, and the

heartbeat. Significant electrolyte changes may cause muscle weakness, confusion, seizures, or

an abnormal heart rhythm. Such complications are not expected from every exposure, but they

require medical care when they occur.

Other possible complications include:

Most people recover without lasting effects when the exposure is recognized and fluid losses

are managed. The expected course may be different if castor beans, an unknown product, or

another substance was swallowed.

- Acute kidney injury caused by severe dehydration

- Falls or injuries related to dizziness or fainting

- Irritation around the rectum after repeated diarrhea

- Aspiration, meaning oil or vomit enters the lungs

- A serious allergic reaction, which is uncommon but can affect breathing

- Delayed treatment of another abdominal illness because symptoms were assumed to be
from the laxative

Follow up

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 5 of 6



sofidex sofidex.com

Follow the monitoring plan given by Poison Control or the treating healthcare professional.

Watch for worsening diarrhea, repeated vomiting, increasing abdominal pain, dizziness when

standing, unusual sleepiness, or reduced urination.

After symptoms settle, regular meals and fluids can usually be resumed as tolerated. Do not

restart castor oil or another laxative until a healthcare professional or pharmacist confirms that

it is appropriate. Ongoing constipation may need a safer long-term plan based on its cause.

Routine follow-up is reasonable if digestive symptoms continue beyond the expected laxative

effect, constipation keeps returning, or the overdose happened because the label was

confusing. A clinician or pharmacist can review all medicines and suggest ways to avoid

repeated dosing errors.

Urgent reassessment is needed if symptoms return after seeming to improve, the person

cannot maintain hydration, or signs of dehydration develop. Emergency care is appropriate for

breathing difficulty, collapse, seizure, inability to awaken, severe confusion, or chest pain.

Store castor oil in its original child-resistant container, separate from foods and household

chemicals. Use the measuring device provided with the product rather than an ordinary kitchen

spoon.
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