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CONDITION

Ethanol poisoning

Ethanol poisoning is dangerous brain and breathing suppression caused by consuming
more alcohol than the body can safely process.

WHATITIS
Dangerous brain suppression after consuming too much alcohol

BODY SYSTEM
Brain, breathing, heart and circulation

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Confusion, vomiting, abnormal breathing, inability to wake

WHAT CAUSES IT
Ethanol consumed faster than the body clears it

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Clinical assessment and blood alcohol testing

MAIN TREATMENT
Airway support, monitoring, and treatment of complications

CAN IT BE CURED?
Yes - with alcohol clearance and supportive care

ISIT AN EMERGENCY?
Yes, especially with reduced consciousness or abnormal breathing

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Full recovery common; oxygen loss can cause lasting disability

Overview

Ethanol poisoning happens when alcohol interferes with the brain functions that keep you
awake, breathing, and able to protect your airway. Ethanol is the type of alcohol found in beer,
wine, spirits, and some household or personal-care products.

The liver can only process alcohol gradually. If alcohol enters the bloodstream faster than it can
be cleared, its effects may progress from poor judgment and coordination to vomiting,
unconsciousness, slow breathing, coma, or death. Coma means a prolonged state of deep
unconsciousness.

Alcohol levels may continue rising after a person stops drinking because alcohol remains in the
stomach and intestines. Someone who appears to be sleeping can therefore become more
unwell.
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Ethanol poisoning is not the same as being drunk or having a hangover. A hangover is
unpleasant but does not usually cause severely reduced consciousness or abnormal breathing.
Suspected poisoning needs emergency assessment.

Symptoms

Early effects may include loud or unusual behaviour, poor judgment, slurred speech, blurred
vision, and difficulty walking. As the level rises, the person may become confused, sleepy, or
unable to respond normally.

Signs of severe poisoning include:

Vomiting is especially dangerous when someone is drowsy or unconscious. Alcohol weakens
the gag reflex, which normally helps prevent material entering the airway. Vomit can then be
breathed into the lungs.

Not everyone shows the same signs at the same blood alcohol level. A person with alcohol
tolerance may look less affected than expected, but tolerance does not remove the risk of
injury, vomiting, or serious poisoning.

- Repeated vomiting

- Inability to stand, speak clearly, or stay awake
- Slow, shallow, or irregular breathing

- Long pauses between breaths

- Seizures

- Pale, bluish, cold, or clammy skin

- Loss of bladder or bowel control

- Unconsciousness or difficulty waking

Causes and risk factors

Ethanol poisoning usually follows drinking a large amount over a short period. Therisk is
affected by how quickly alcohol is consumed, its strength, whether food has been eaten, and
how the person's body processes alcohol.

Situations that increase risk include drinking games, rapidly drinking spirits, unexpectedly
strong mixed drinks, and continuing to drink after judgment has become impaired. Alcohol may
also be swallowed accidentally from mouthwash, hand sanitizer, perfume, cleaning products, or
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other liquids containing ethanol.

Risk is not determined by the number of drinks alone. Body size, age, body composition, liver
health, medicines, and previous alcohol exposure can all affect the response. Children can
become seriously unwell after much smaller amounts and are particularly at risk of low blood
sugar.

Alcohol is more dangerous when combined with substances that also slow the brain and
breathing. These include opioids like oxycodone or morphine, sleeping medicines, anti-anxiety
medicines, and some sedating antihistamines like cetirizine or loratadine . A mixed overdose
may not be obvious from appearance alone.

Head injuries, low blood sugar, stroke, seizures, and poisoning with other types of alcohol can
resemble ethanol poisoning. It is unsafe to assume that alcohol explains every symptom,
particularly after a fall or when the person's history is unclear.

Diagnosis

Diagnosis is based first on the person's breathing, circulation, level of consciousness,
temperature, injuries, and known or suspected alcohol use. Treatment of immediate threats
does not wait for a laboratory result.

A breath or blood alcohol test can confirm recent ethanol exposure. However, the number
does not reliably show how unwell a particular person will be. Health professionals treat the
person's condition rather than relying only on the alcohol level.

Blood glucose is usually checked because alcohol can contribute to dangerously low blood
sugar, especially in children or people who have not eaten. Other blood tests may assess salts,
kidney function, liver function, and the balance of acid in the blood.

An electrocardiogram, or ECG, may be used to check the heart rhythm. Brain imaging may be
needed if there was a fall, a possible head injury, one-sided weakness, or symptoms that
alcohol alone does not explain.

The assessment may also look for opioids, sedative medicines, methanol, or ethylene glycol.
Methanol and ethylene glycol are toxic alcohols found in some industrial or automotive
products. They cause different complications and require specific treatment.

Treatment and management

Ethanol poisoning is treated in an emergency department or hospital. The priorities are
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keeping the airway open, supporting breathing and circulation, checking blood sugar, and
watching for complications while the body clears the alcohol.

A person may receive oxygen and close monitoring of breathing, heart rate, blood pressure,
temperature, and consciousness. A breathing tube and ventilator may be needed if they
cannot protect their airway or breathe adequately.

Fluids may be given through a vein for dehydration or low blood pressure. They do not make
the liver remove alcohol faster. Glucose is given when blood sugar is low. Thiamine, a form of
vitamin B1, may be used when poor nutrition or long-term heavy drinking creates a risk of
deficiency.

There is no routine antidote that reverses ethanol itself. Naloxone can reverse opioid
poisoning, not alcohol poisoning, but emergency teams may use it when opioid exposure is
possible.

Activated charcoal does not absorb ethanol effectively and is not a standard treatment for
alcohol alone. Coffee, cold showers, exercise, and walking do not speed alcohol clearance.
Making someone vomit can increase the risk of choking.

Most treatment is supportive, meaning the body is protected while it removes the alcohol. How
long monitoring is needed is based on breathing, alertness, injuries, blood sugar, possible
mixed poisoning, and whether symptoms are improving safely.

Complications

The most immediate complications come from reduced consciousness and suppressed
breathing. A person may choke or inhale vomit into the lungs. This can cause aspiration
pneumonia, which is lung inflammation or infection after foreign material enters the airways.

Other possible complications include:

Long-term effects are more likely when breathing stops, oxygen levels remain low, or a serious
injury occurs. Repeated poisoning episodes may also be a sign of harmful alcohol use or
alcohol dependence.

- Low oxygen levels and brain injury

- Low blood sugar

- Dehydration and disturbances in body salts
- Abnormal heart rhythms

- Low body temperature
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- Falls, burns, drowning, assault, or traffic injuries
- Muscle and kidney damage after lying unconscious for a long time

- Deathin severe cases

Prevention

Ethanol poisoning can often be prevented by avoiding alcohol or limiting how quickly and how
much is consumed. No drinking limit can guarantee that poisoning will not happen because
drink strength, individual response, medicines, and health conditions differ.

Helpful precautions include eating before and while drinking, pacing drinks, avoiding drinking
games, and checking the strength and serving size of each drink. Eating may slow alcohol
absorption, but it does not prevent poisoning if enough alcohol is consumed.

Do not combine alcohol with opioids, sleeping medicines, anti-anxiety medicines, or other
sedating substances. If a medicine label warns against alcohol, follow that warning. A
pharmacist can explain whether a medicine has a sedating interaction.

Stay with trusted people who can recognise when someone is becoming unwell. A sober
person is better able to seek help, but should not be expected to manage severe poisoning
without emergency services.

Store alcoholic drinks, hand sanitizer, mouthwash, and other alcohol-containing products out
of children's sight and reach. Keep products in their original containers so they are not
mistaken for drinks.

Living with it and what to expect

Ethanol poisoning is usually a single, short-lived event rather than an ongoing condition. With
timely supportive care and no major complications, many people recover as the alcohol is
cleared over several hours. Tiredness, nausea, headache, poor concentration, and gaps in
memory may continue into the following day.

Alcohol clearance cannot be rushed with sleep, food, caffeine, exercise, or a shower. The safe
recovery time is different for each person, especially after very heavy drinking or when other
substances were taken.

A severe episode may require intensive care. Recovery can take longer if there was aspiration
pneumonia, a head injury, very low blood sugar, or a period without enough oxygen. Lasting
problems are possible after significant brain or organ injury, although they do not happen after
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every episode.

Routine follow-up is worthwhile after a serious poisoning episode, repeated blackouts,
recurrent injuries, or concern about losing control over drinking. Support may include
counselling, alcohol treatment services, or medicines intended to reduce alcohol use.

If your body has become dependent on alcohol, suddenly stopping can cause withdrawal,
including seizures or severe confusion. This is separate from ethanol poisoning and may need
medically supervised care.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services now if someone who has been drinking is difficult to wake, cannot
stay conscious, has a seizure, or has slow, shallow, noisy, or irregular breathing. Also call if their
skin or lips look blue or unusually pale, they repeatedly vomit, or you suspect a head injury or
mixed overdose.

Do not assume the person can "sleep it off." Their alcohol level may still rise, and an
unconscious person can choke or stop breathing.

While waiting for help:

If a child swallows alcohol or an alcohol-containing product, contact emergency services or a
poison centre promptly, even if no symptoms are present.

Seek same-day medical advice after persistent vomiting, worsening confusion, a possible
injury, or symptoms that are not settling. Routine follow-up is appropriate if poisoning,
blackouts, or risky drinking have happened more than once.

- Stay with the person and follow emergency instructions
- Ifunconscious but breathing, place them on their side

- Ifthey are not breathing normally, begin CPR if able

- Keep them warm without using a hot bath or shower

- Do not give coffee, food, more alcohol, or a cold shower
- Do not make them walk or try to make them vomit

- Tellresponders what was consumed, when, and how much

Common questions

How long does ethanol poisoning last?
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The strongest effects usually last for hours while the liver clears the alcohol. The time is
influenced by the amount consumed, drinking speed, liver function, other substances, and
complications. Severe poisoning may require longer hospital monitoring.

Can someone with alcohol poisoning sleep it off?

No. A very sleepy person may become unconscious, vomit, or develop abnormal breathing. If
someone is hard to wake or cannot stay awake, call emergency services and remain with them.

Does a high blood alcohol level always mean poisoning?

A high level increases risk, but there is no single result that predicts symptoms in everyone.
Health professionals consider breathing, consciousness, blood sugar, injuries, tolerance, and
possible use of other substances.

What is the difference between alcohol poisoning and a hangover?

A hangover commonly causes headache, thirst, nausea, tiredness, and sensitivity to light or
sound after drinking. Poisoning causes dangerous problems such as reduced consciousness,
repeated vomiting, seizures, or abnormal breathing.

Do IV fluids sober someone up faster?

No. Intravenous fluids can treat dehydration or low blood pressure, but they do not make the
liver clear ethanol faster. Alertness improves as alcohol is naturally processed and
complications are treated.

Can ethanol poisoning cause permanent damage?

It can if breathing is severely suppressed, the brain lacks oxygen, blood sugar becomes
dangerously low, or a major injury occurs. Many people recover fully when poisoning is
recognised and treated before these complications develop.

Sources

- National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism: Understanding the Dangers of
Alcohol Overdose

- NHS: Alcohol poisoning
- Merck Manual Professional Edition: Alcohol Toxicity and Withdrawal

- Morgan MY. Acute alcohol toxicity and withdrawal in the emergency room and medical
admissions unit. Clinical Medicine. 2015;15(5):486-489

- MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Ethanol poisoning

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 7of7



