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CONDITION

Caulking compound poisoning

Learn how caulking compounds can affect the eyes, skin, lungs, and digestive system, and

what to do after a possible exposure.

WHAT IT IS

Poisoning from caulking compound exposure

BODY SYSTEM

Eyes, skin, lungs, digestive and nervous systems

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Burning or irritation, coughing, nausea or vomiting, dizziness

WHAT CAUSES IT

Exposure to caulking chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Clinical exposure assessment and examination

MAIN TREATMENT

Decontamination and supportive care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - limited exposures often resolve

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - severe trouble breathing

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often good after limited exposure, with possible lasting injury after severe exposure

Overview

Caulking compounds are sealants used to close gaps around windows, doors, sinks, bathtubs,

pipes, roofs, and building joints. They come as pastes or liquids and then harden, or "cure."

Caulking compound poisoning can occur when someone swallows a product, breathes its

fumes, or gets uncured caulk in the eyes or on the skin.

Caulk is not one chemical. Products may be made from acrylic, latex, silicone, polyurethane,

polysulfide, butyl rubber, or other materials. Some contain petroleum-based solvents, alcohols,

acids, plasticizers, or chemicals called isocyanates. As a result, the effects of an exposure

depend heavily on the exact product.

A brief skin contact with a water-based household caulk may cause only mild irritation. In

contrast, concentrated fumes in a poorly ventilated area, caulk containing strong solvents, or
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caulk swallowed in a large amount can cause more serious problems. Polyurethane products

containing isocyanates can irritate the lungs and, after repeated exposure, may cause

allergic-type asthma.

Uncured caulk usually presents a greater chemical risk than fully cured material. However, a

piece of hardened caulk can still be a choking hazard, particularly for a young child. Old building

sealants may also contain chemicals that are no longer commonly used, so the age and

location of the material may matter.

Because formulations differ, do not rely only on the word "caulk" when assessing an exposure.

Keep the container or take a photo of its label. In the United States, contact Poison Help at

1-800-222-1222 for case-specific guidance. The service is available at all times and connects

callers with a local poison center.

Symptoms

Symptoms may begin during the exposure or develop over the next several hours. The route of

contact often determines which symptoms occur.

Breathing fumes or spray may cause:

Fumes may be stronger while caulk is curing. Risk increases when someone works in a small

room, enclosed crawl space, or other area with little fresh air. People with asthma or previous

sensitivity to isocyanates may react to lower levels of certain products.

Eye contact may cause:

Skin contact may cause:

Swallowing caulk may cause:

Vomiting after swallowing a solvent-containing product can allow material to enter the lungs.

This is called aspiration and can cause chemical pneumonitis, which is inflammation and injury

in the lungs.

Call emergency services immediately if the person has severe trouble breathing, collapses, has

a seizure, cannot be awakened, or has blue or gray lips. Choking or inability to swallow saliva is

also an emergency.

- Burning or irritation of the nose and throat

- Coughing, headache, dizziness, or nausea

- Chest tightness, wheezing, or shortness of breath

- Sleepiness or poor coordination after significant solvent exposure
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- Burning, pain, tearing, or redness

- Eyelid swelling

- Blurred vision or sensitivity to light

- Injury to the eye's surface if the product is not removed promptly

- Redness, itching, dryness, or a rash

- Burning or pain

- Blistering or a chemical burn with some formulations

- Allergic contact dermatitis, an itchy rash caused by sensitivity to an ingredient

- Irritation or burning of the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, or abdominal pain

- Coughing or choking

- Drowsiness, dizziness, or confusion from certain solvents

Causes and risk factors

Most exposures happen during home repairs, construction, manufacturing, or cleanup.

Children may be exposed when an open tube is left within reach. Adults may be exposed while

applying caulk without enough ventilation or while using chemicals to remove it.

Factors that can increase risk include:

Repeated workplace exposure is different from a one-time household spill. Some workers

exposed to isocyanates can become sensitized. Once sensitization develops, even a smaller

later exposure may trigger wheezing, cough, or breathing difficulty.

Removing old caulk may create additional concerns. Some sealants installed decades ago

contained polychlorinated biphenyls, or PCBs. These are persistent industrial chemicals that

can contaminate dust. This is generally an environmental and occupational exposure issue

rather than a typical acute household poisoning. Old commercial-building caulk should be

assessed and removed using appropriate safety procedures.

- Using a solvent-based or polyurethane product in an enclosed area

- Heating, sanding, grinding, or spraying a product in a way that creates fumes or airborne
particles

- Mixing caulk with cleaners, solvents, or other chemicals
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- Leaving uncured material on the skin or in the eyes

- Swallowing a large amount or a product containing petroleum distillates

- Working repeatedly with isocyanate-containing products

- Having asthma or a prior reaction to isocyanates

- Not using ventilation or protective equipment listed on the label

Diagnosis

There is no single test for "caulk poisoning." A clinician or poison specialist evaluates the

product, route of exposure, amount involved, timing, symptoms, and the person's medical

history.

Useful information includes:

Bring the container to the hospital if it can be transported safely. Do not delay emergency care

while searching for it.

A medical evaluation may include checking heart rate, blood pressure, breathing, oxygen level,

temperature, and alertness. The eyes, skin, mouth, and lungs may be examined. Depending on

the product and symptoms, clinicians may use blood tests, an electrocardiogram, or a chest

X-ray. Lung testing may be considered after ongoing breathing symptoms or suspected

work-related asthma.

People with significant eye pain or vision changes may need a detailed eye examination.

Persistent pain after swallowing a corrosive product may require specialist assessment of the

throat or digestive tract.

- The product name, manufacturer, and intended use

- Ingredients shown on the label or Safety Data Sheet

- Whether the product was uncured, cured, heated, sprayed, or mixed with something else

- How the exposure occurred and how long it lasted

- The person's age, approximate weight, symptoms, and relevant conditions such as
asthma

Treatment and management

Immediate care depends on how the exposure happened. Contact a poison center for
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instructions tailored to the exact product.

For inhaled fumes , move to fresh air without entering an unsafe enclosed space. Open doors

or windows if this can be done safely. Stop using the product and avoid smoking, flames, or

sparks around flammable vapors. Seek prompt medical help for wheezing, chest tightness,

confusion, severe dizziness, or symptoms that do not improve in fresh air.

For eye exposure , remove contact lenses if they come out easily. Rinse the eye gently with

clean, lukewarm running water for 15 to 20 minutes. Do not use eye drops, solvents, or

chemical neutralizers unless a clinician or poison specialist directs you to do so. Persistent

pain, blurred vision, or redness needs urgent medical assessment.

For skin exposure , remove contaminated clothing and rinse the skin thoroughly with running

water. Mild soap may help remove residue. Do not scrub aggressively or use gasoline, paint

thinner, acetone, or other solvents on the skin. These can worsen irritation and may be

absorbed or inhaled.

For swallowed caulk , do not make the person vomit. Wipe visible material from the mouth and

contact Poison Help promptly. Do not give food, drink, or home remedies to someone who is

drowsy, vomiting repeatedly, having a seizure, or having difficulty swallowing.

Hospital treatment is usually supportive, meaning it focuses on breathing, circulation, comfort,

and preventing further injury while the body clears the chemical. Treatment may include

oxygen, medicines that open narrowed airways, intravenous fluids, skin or eye irrigation, and

observation. There is no single antidote that treats every caulking product.

Someone exposed at work should stop further contact until the product and workplace

controls have been reviewed. Ventilation, safer product substitution, protective gloves, eye

protection, and correctly selected respiratory protection may reduce future exposure.

Respirators must be chosen and used under an appropriate workplace safety program.

Complications

Many limited exposures resolve after the material is removed and the person reaches fresh air.

Possible complications depend on the ingredients and severity of exposure.

Aspiration of a petroleum-based ingredient can cause chemical pneumonitis. Symptoms such

as coughing, fever, chest discomfort, or shortness of breath may appear or worsen after the

initial event.

Severe eye exposure can injure the cornea, the clear surface at the front of the eye. Prompt

rinsing lowers the chance of lasting damage. Significant skin exposure may cause burns, while

repeated contact can lead to ongoing dermatitis.
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Solvent-rich products can affect the brain and nervous system, causing marked sleepiness,

confusion, poor coordination, or loss of consciousness after substantial exposure. Serious

effects on the heart, liver, kidneys, or other organs are possible with certain ingredients and

high-level exposure, but they are not expected from every caulk product.

Repeated isocyanate exposure can lead to occupational asthma. Symptoms may occur at

work, several hours after a shift, or with later low-level exposures. Continued exposure after

sensitization can make breathing problems harder to control.

Follow up

Follow the poison center's or treating clinician's instructions about observation and follow-up.

Mild irritation that completely resolves after rinsing or fresh air may not require routine

medical testing.

Arrange non-emergency follow-up if cough, rash, eye irritation, headache, or digestive

symptoms continue. Breathing symptoms linked to work should be discussed with a clinician

and the workplace health or safety team. Keep a record of the product, exposure dates, tasks

performed, and when symptoms appeared.

Seek urgent medical care for worsening cough, wheezing, chest tightness, repeated vomiting,

increasing eye pain, vision changes, a spreading burn, unusual drowsiness, or confusion.

Call emergency services for severe breathing difficulty, collapse, seizure, inability to wake, blue

or gray lips, or choking. Do not drive yourself if fumes have caused dizziness, confusion, or poor

coordination.
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- U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Polychlorinated Biphenyls in Building Materials .
Guidance on PCBs in caulk and other building materials.
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