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CONDITION

Cuticle remover poisoning

Cuticle remover poisoning is harmful exposure to the caustic chemicals found in some

products used to soften or remove nail cuticles.

WHAT IT IS

Caustic chemical injury from cuticle remover exposure

BODY SYSTEM

Skin, eyes, mouth, throat, and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Burning pain, redness, drooling, vomiting

WHAT CAUSES IT

Exposure to caustic chemicals in cuticle remover

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, sometimes endoscopy or imaging

MAIN TREATMENT

Decontamination, supportive care, and treatment of chemical burns

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - severe burns can leave permanent scarring

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - breathing trouble or severe burns need emergency care

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Minor exposures heal; deep burns may cause lasting damage

Overview

Cuticle remover poisoning happens when a cuticle-removing product is swallowed, gets into

the eyes, remains on the skin, or is inhaled as spray or mist. Many products contain alkaline

chemicals such as potassium hydroxide or sodium hydroxide. These caustic chemicals can

burn living tissue.

The injury depends on the ingredients and concentration, the amount involved, and how long

the chemical remains in contact with tissue. A brief skin splash may cause irritation, while

swallowing a concentrated product can burn the mouth, throat, food pipe, or stomach.

The mouth may look normal even when there is a deeper injury. Significant swallowing

exposures should therefore be discussed promptly with a poison centre or healthcare

professional rather than judged by visible burns alone.
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Cuticle remover poisoning is not contagious. It is usually accidental, although suspected

intentional swallowing requires urgent medical and mental health support.

Symptoms

Symptoms often begin soon after contact, but the full extent of a caustic burn may take time

to appear.

After swallowing cuticle remover, symptoms may include:

Do not assume vomiting will remove the product safely. It can expose the mouth and throat to

the chemical again.

Eye exposure may cause intense stinging, redness, watering, swollen eyelids, light sensitivity,

or blurred vision. Strong alkaline products can damage the cornea, the clear front surface of

the eye.

Skin exposure may cause redness, pain, swelling, skin colour changes, blisters, or an open burn.

Alkaline chemicals can continue penetrating tissue, so damage may worsen after contact ends.

Inhaled spray or mist may cause coughing, throat irritation, chest tightness, wheezing, or

shortness of breath.

- Burning pain in the lips, mouth, throat, chest, or abdomen

- Red or swollen lips and mouth

- Drooling, painful swallowing, or difficulty swallowing

- Nausea, vomiting, or vomiting blood

- Coughing, choking, noisy breathing, or a hoarse voice

- Chest or abdominal pain

Causes and risk factors

The direct cause is contact with a harmful ingredient in cuticle remover. Sodium hydroxide and

potassium hydroxide are strong alkalis that break down tissue. Formulas vary, so keep the

product label or container available when seeking advice.

Risk is higher with concentrated products, large amounts, or delayed rinsing. Swallowing and

eye exposure generally need more urgent assessment than a small skin splash that is rinsed

promptly.

Situations that increase risk include:
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Children may swallow a product out of curiosity. Adults may be exposed through spills, unsafe

storage, workplace use, or misunderstanding the instructions.

- Leaving the product within reach of children

- Storing it outside its original labelled container

- Mistaking it for another liquid

- Using too much or leaving it on too long

- Applying it to cracked or inflamed skin

- Using a spray in an enclosed space

- Failing to wash it off after handling

Diagnosis

Diagnosis begins with determining what happened. A healthcare professional or poison

specialist may ask for the product name, ingredients, strength, amount, exposure time,

symptoms, and first aid already given. Keep the container or take a clear photograph of the

label if safe.

Examination may check for mouth burns, swallowing problems, breathing changes, abdominal

tenderness, skin damage, or eye injury. Eye assessment may use dye and a special light to

reveal corneal damage.

Blood tests may be used after significant exposure to check for dehydration, inflammation,

bleeding, or organ effects. Chest or abdominal imaging may be needed if a deep injury or

perforation-a hole in the food pipe or stomach-is suspected.

After a concerning ingestion, doctors may perform endoscopy by passing a flexible camera

through the mouth to examine the food pipe and stomach. It is not required for every minor

exposure; the decision depends on the product, symptoms, examination, and specialist advice.

Treatment and management

Contact a poison centre promptly after exposure. In the United States, call Poison Help at

1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, use the local poison information service. Call emergency services

if the person has trouble breathing, collapses, has a seizure, or cannot be awakened.

For skin contact, remove contaminated clothing and rinse with plenty of room-temperature

running water. Do not scrub damaged skin or apply another chemical to neutralise the product.
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For eye exposure, rinse immediately with clean, lukewarm running water. Remove contact

lenses if they come out easily, but do not delay rinsing. Caustic material may remain around the

eye, so poison specialists often recommend prolonged irrigation. Persistent pain, redness, or

vision changes require urgent eye assessment.

If cuticle remover was swallowed, do not cause vomiting. Do not give vinegar, lemon juice,

baking soda, or anything else to neutralise it; the reaction may produce heat and worsen injury.

Give nothing by mouth to someone who is drowsy, vomiting, having a seizure, or struggling to

swallow. A poison specialist can advise whether a small amount of water or milk is appropriate.

Hospital care may include continued washing, pain relief, intravenous fluids, breathing support,

and monitoring. Eye burns may need specialist treatment, and serious skin burns may require a

burn service.

Activated charcoal does not reliably absorb caustic alkalis and may interfere with examination,

so it is not routinely used. Surgery may be necessary if a deep burn causes perforation.

Complications

Many small exposures settle after proper rinsing and observation. Deeper burns can cause

serious complications.

Throat swelling may narrow the airway. Material entering the lungs during choking or vomiting

can cause inflammation or infection. Deep digestive tract burns may lead to bleeding or

perforation, allowing contents to leak into the chest or abdomen and cause severe infection.

During healing, scar tissue may narrow the food pipe, forming a stricture. Signs include food

sticking, painful swallowing, weight loss, or repeated vomiting. Treatment may involve

procedures to widen the narrowed area and nutritional support.

Eye complications include infection, corneal scarring, and lasting vision loss. Deep skin burns

may become infected or leave discoloration and scars.

Risk depends on the chemical concentration, exposure route, amount, contact time, and depth

of injury.

Prevention

Keep cuticle remover in its original labelled container, close the cap after use, and store it

where children cannot see or reach it. Never transfer it into a cup, drink bottle, or unlabelled

container.
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Follow instructions for the amount to use and how long to leave it on. Do not apply it to broken

or inflamed skin. Wash your hands afterward and clean spills promptly while protecting your

skin and eyes.

Do not mix cuticle remover with household cleaners or other nail products. Mixing may

produce heat, splashes, or irritating fumes. Use sprays only as directed and in a well-ventilated

space.

Living with it and what to expect

A mild skin exposure rinsed quickly may improve within hours or days. Seek follow-up if pain,

swelling, blistering, or skin breakdown does not improve.

Minor mouth irritation may settle without lasting effects, but the mouth's appearance does not

reliably show whether the food pipe is injured. Follow the observation and review plan provided

by the poison centre or healthcare team.

Recovery from a deep caustic burn can take weeks or months. Eating may be uncomfortable,

and temporary dietary changes or nutritional support may be needed under professional

guidance. Because healing tissue can narrow later, new or worsening difficulty swallowing

needs assessment even after initial improvement.

Severe eye or skin burns may require repeated appointments, wound care, or rehabilitation.

Follow-up may assess healing, swallowing, nutrition, skin movement, or vision.

Stable symptoms and planned reviews can usually be managed through scheduled

appointments. Breathing trouble, severe pain, bleeding, or sudden deterioration require

immediate help.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison centre promptly after swallowing cuticle remover, getting it in the eyes,

inhaling significant spray, or having a skin exposure that causes more than mild irritation. Do

not wait for symptoms if a child swallowed or may have swallowed the product.

Get urgent medical assessment for:

Call emergency services now for trouble breathing, severe throat swelling, collapse, a seizure,

confusion, or inability to wake the person. Severe chest or abdominal pain after swallowing a

caustic product also needs emergency care.

Intentional exposure requires urgent medical assessment even without symptoms, together
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with immediate emotional and safety support.

- Ongoing eye pain, redness, light sensitivity, or blurred vision after rinsing

- Blistering, whitening, darkening, or worsening skin pain

- Drooling, repeated vomiting, or difficulty swallowing

- Chest or abdominal pain

- Coughing, wheezing, or a hoarse voice

- Blood in vomit

Common questions

What should I do if I swallowed a small amount of cuticle remover?

Rinse your mouth gently and contact a poison centre promptly with the container available. Do

not cause vomiting or try to neutralise the product. Advice depends on its ingredients and

strength, the amount swallowed, symptoms, and ability to swallow.

Can cuticle remover burn my skin?

Yes. Strong alkalis can cause chemical burns, particularly when left on too long or applied to

damaged skin. Remove contaminated clothing and rinse thoroughly. Worsening pain, blisters,

or skin colour changes need assessment.

Should I drink milk or water after swallowing it?

Do not force fluids. A poison specialist may recommend a small amount of water or milk in

some cases, but this is unsafe for someone who is vomiting, drowsy, having a seizure, or unable

to swallow normally. Never use an acidic drink to neutralise the chemical.

Can I wait if I feel fine?

Contact a poison centre after swallowing or eye exposure. Caustic injury may not be obvious at

first, and visible mouth burns do not reliably show whether deeper tissue is affected.

How quickly do symptoms appear?

Burning, redness, coughing, or vomiting may start immediately. Swelling and deeper damage

can become clearer over several hours. Scarring that narrows the food pipe may develop later

during healing.

Can cuticle remover poisoning be fatal?

Severe exposure can be life-threatening if it blocks the airway, deeply burns the digestive

tract, causes perforation, or leads to shock. Prompt poison advice and emergency care for
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serious symptoms reduce treatment delays.

Sources

- MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Cuticle remover poisoning , U.S. National Library of
Medicine

- Poison Control: First aid guidelines , National Capital Poison Center

- America's Poison Centers: Get help , national poison centre information and emergency
guidance

- MSD Manual Consumer Version: Caustic substance poisoning , Merck & Co.

- Royal Children's Hospital Melbourne: Corrosives - caustic poisoning , clinical practice
guideline

- StatPearls: Caustic Ingestions , National Center for Biotechnology Information Bookshelf
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