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CONDITION

Hair bleach poisoning

Hair bleach poisoning is harmful exposure to chemicals used to lighten hair.

WHAT IT IS

Harmful exposure to chemicals used to lighten hair

BODY SYSTEM

Skin, eyes, lungs, and digestive tract

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Burning, redness, coughing, vomiting

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing, breathing, or contacting bleach chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history and examination; no single confirmatory test

MAIN TREATMENT

Decontamination, symptom support, and emergency airway care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - most exposures recover with prompt care

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - breathing trouble, severe burns, or reduced alertness

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually full recovery; severe burns can cause lasting damage

Overview

Hair bleach poisoning means being harmed by chemicals in a product used to lighten hair.

Exposure may happen after swallowing the product, breathing in powder or fumes, or getting it

on the skin or in the eyes.

Hair bleach is not the same as household chlorine bleach. Many hair-lightening products

contain hydrogen peroxide, persulfate salts, and alkaline chemicals such as ammonia. The

ingredients and their strength differ between products.

These chemicals can irritate or burn body tissues. Bleach powder can also trigger asthma or an

allergic reaction, especially after repeated workplace exposure. The likely effects depend on

the product, its concentration, the amount involved, how contact happened, and how quickly it

was removed.
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Many small skin exposures cause temporary irritation and heal without lasting harm.

Swallowing concentrated bleach, inhaling a large amount, or having serious eye exposure can

require urgent treatment.

Symptoms

Symptoms often begin during exposure or soon afterward. Some breathing problems can

develop or worsen over several hours.

Skin contact may cause:

Bleach in the eye can cause immediate pain, watering, redness, blurred vision, and sensitivity to

light. A more serious injury may damage the cornea, the clear surface at the front of the eye.

Breathing in bleach powder, spray, or fumes may lead to coughing, throat irritation, chest

tightness, wheezing, headache, or shortness of breath. Persulfate powders can trigger asthma,

including in someone who has not previously been diagnosed with it.

Swallowing hair bleach may cause burning in the mouth or throat, stomach pain, nausea,

vomiting, drooling, or difficulty swallowing. Foaming may occur because hydrogen peroxide

releases oxygen as it breaks down.

Rarely, a concentrated or substantial hydrogen peroxide exposure can produce oxygen

bubbles inside blood vessels. This is called a gas embolism and can affect blood flow to organs.

Sudden chest pain, confusion, weakness, seizures, or loss of consciousness after an ingestion

needs emergency care.

- Burning, stinging, itching, or redness

- Dry, cracked, or peeling skin

- Blisters or a chemical burn

- Swelling or an eczema-like rash

Causes and risk factors

Poisoning is caused by contact with one or more chemicals in a hair-lightening product.

Common ingredients include hydrogen peroxide and persulfate salts such as ammonium,

potassium, or sodium persulfate. Products may also contain ammonia or other chemicals that

create the alkaline conditions needed for bleaching.

Exposure may happen when a container spills, powder becomes airborne during mixing, or the
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product splashes into the face. Accidental swallowing may occur if a product is stored in an

unlabelled container or left where a child can reach it.

Risk is higher with:

Someone can become allergic or sensitised after repeated persulfate exposure. Once

sensitised, even a smaller later exposure may trigger wheezing, hives, or swelling.

- Concentrated salon or industrial products

- Poor ventilation during mixing or application

- Repeated exposure in hairdressing work

- Existing asthma, eczema, or sensitive skin

- Mixing products in a way not directed on the label

- Leaving bleach on longer than instructed

- Applying bleach to broken or inflamed skin

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms hair bleach poisoning. Diagnosis is usually based on what

happened, the product involved, the symptoms, and an examination.

If possible, the healthcare team will need the original container, ingredient list, or a clear

photograph of the label. They may ask when the exposure occurred, how much product was

involved, whether it was diluted, and what first aid has already been given.

For breathing symptoms, oxygen levels and lung function may be checked. A chest X-ray or

other imaging may be needed if symptoms are significant or worsening.

An eye examination may include dye that highlights damage to the cornea. Persistent pain,

vision changes, or an abnormal examination may require assessment by an eye specialist.

After a serious ingestion, blood tests and scans may be used to look for complications. A

flexible camera examination of the throat, airways, or digestive tract is sometimes needed

when a deep chemical burn is suspected.

Treatment and management

The first step is to stop the exposure. Contact a poison centre promptly for advice specific to

the product and circumstances. In the United States, Poison Control can be reached at

1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, use your local poison information service or emergency number.
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While getting advice:

Eye rinsing should begin immediately and generally continue for at least 15 to 20 minutes. Do

not delay rinsing while looking for a particular type of water or contact-lens solution.

Do not give food, drink, activated charcoal, or home remedies after swallowing the product

unless a poison specialist or healthcare professional advises it. Someone who is drowsy,

vomiting repeatedly, having a seizure, or struggling to swallow should not be given anything by

mouth.

Medical treatment depends on the route and severity of exposure. It may include continued

washing, pain relief, oxygen, medicines to open narrowed airways, treatment for an allergic

reaction, and fluids. Serious swelling around the airway may require breathing support.

Chemical burns are treated according to their depth and location. An eye injury may need

medicated drops and close specialist follow-up. There is no general antidote that reverses hair

bleach poisoning.

- Move into fresh air after breathing fumes or powder

- Remove contaminated clothing and jewellery

- Rinse affected skin with plenty of lukewarm running water

- Rinse an exposed eye continuously with clean, lukewarm water

- Remove contact lenses if they come out easily during rinsing

- After swallowing, rinse the mouth and spit out the water

- Do not make the person vomit

- Do not try to neutralise the product with another chemical

Complications

Most brief, low-level exposures do not cause complications. More significant exposure can

injure the skin, eyes, lungs, or digestive tract.

Possible complications include:

Damage to the food pipe may not be fully apparent from the appearance of the mouth. New

chest or abdominal pain, repeated vomiting, or difficulty swallowing after ingestion should be

assessed urgently.

- Deep skin burns, infection, or scarring

- Corneal injury and lasting changes in vision
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- Asthma or continued sensitivity to persulfate powders

- Inflammation or fluid in the lungs

- Burns to the throat, food pipe, or stomach

- Scar-related narrowing that later makes swallowing difficult

- Oxygen gas embolism after serious hydrogen peroxide ingestion

Prevention

Hair bleach poisoning is often preventable. Use the product only as directed, including its

mixing instructions, application time, ventilation requirements, and protective equipment.

Wear the gloves supplied or recommended by the manufacturer. Avoid touching your face

while handling bleach, and do not apply it to irritated, broken, or infected skin. Keep powder

close to the mixing container so it is less likely to become airborne.

Do not mix different lighteners, developers, dyes, cleaners, or household bleach unless the

product instructions specifically direct you to do so. Chemical mixtures can release irritating

gases or create unexpected reactions.

Keep products in their original labelled containers. Store them closed and out of the sight and

reach of children. Never transfer bleach into a cup, drink bottle, or food container.

People who work regularly with hair bleach should use effective ventilation and workplace

controls. Repeated coughing, wheezing, hand dermatitis, or symptoms that improve away from

work should be reported and medically assessed.

Living with it and what to expect

Mild skin, eye, or airway irritation often improves after the chemical is removed. Redness or

tenderness may last for hours or several days. A superficial skin burn can take longer to settle

and may need dressing care.

Eye injuries require the follow-up advised by the examining clinician. Pain may improve before

the eye surface has fully healed, so prescribed reviews remain important even if the eye feels

better.

After a substantial inhalation, coughing or chest tightness may continue for several days.

Symptoms that worsen rather than improve need reassessment. People who become

sensitised to persulfates may have recurring asthma or skin symptoms with later exposure.
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Avoiding the triggering chemical may then be important over the long term.

Serious digestive-tract burns can take weeks or months to heal. Scar tissue may narrow the

food pipe and cause delayed swallowing problems. Specialist follow-up can monitor for this

and discuss treatment if it develops.

Most people with a minor, one-time exposure recover fully and return to their usual activities.

The outlook after a severe exposure is shaped by which tissues were injured and how deeply.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services now if there is:

Contact a poison centre immediately after any swallowed hair bleach, a significant inhalation,

or an eye exposure. Do this even if symptoms are mild or have not yet appeared. Continue eye

rinsing while help is arranged.

Prompt medical assessment is also appropriate for persistent vomiting, drooling, difficulty

swallowing, blistering burns, worsening cough, or reduced vision.

Arrange routine follow-up if a rash, cough, wheeze, or eye irritation is not settling as expected.

Repeated symptoms during hairdressing work should also be assessed because they may

indicate occupational asthma or contact dermatitis.

- Trouble breathing, severe wheezing, or blue or grey lips

- Rapid swelling of the lips, tongue, face, or throat

- Collapse, a seizure, confusion, or difficulty waking

- Sudden weakness or severe chest pain after swallowing bleach

- Severe eye pain or sudden loss of vision

- Vomiting blood or severe chest or abdominal pain

Common questions

What should I do if hair bleach gets in my eye?

Start rinsing immediately with plenty of clean, lukewarm water. Hold the eyelids open and

continue for at least 15 to 20 minutes. Remove contact lenses if they come out easily, but do

not interrupt rinsing to struggle with them.

Contact a poison centre. Severe pain, blurred vision, light sensitivity, or continuing redness

needs urgent eye assessment.
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Is hair bleach the same as household bleach?

No. Household bleach usually contains sodium hypochlorite. Hair-lightening products more

often use hydrogen peroxide and persulfate salts, sometimes with ammonia or other alkaline

chemicals. Both can injure tissue, but their ingredients and risks are not identical.

What happens if I swallow a small amount?

A small accidental taste may cause mouth or stomach irritation, but the risk cannot be judged

from taste alone. Product concentrations differ. Rinse the mouth, do not cause vomiting, and

contact a poison centre for product-specific advice.

Can breathing hair bleach powder cause asthma?

Yes. Persulfate powders can irritate the airways and can also cause sensitisation, meaning the

immune system begins reacting to later exposures. Repeated coughing, wheezing, or chest

tightness during or after bleaching work should be medically assessed.

Can hair bleach burn my scalp?

Yes. Irritation is more likely if the product is too concentrated, left on too long, or applied to

damaged skin. Wash it off promptly if there is strong burning or pain. Blistering, open skin,

spreading swelling, or persistent pain needs medical assessment.

Can hair bleach poisoning be fatal?

Severe poisoning can be life-threatening, particularly after a concentrated ingestion, major

inhalation, or airway reaction. This is uncommon in minor accidental exposures. Breathing

difficulty, collapse, seizures, or reduced alertness require emergency help.

Sources

- U.S. National Library of Medicine, MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia. Hair bleach
poisoning

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health. NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards: Hydrogen peroxide

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health. NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards: Ammonium persulfate

- Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry. Medical Management Guidelines for
Hydrogen Peroxide

- National Capital Poison Center. Hydrogen peroxide exposure guidance
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- Olson KR, ed. Poisoning & Drug Overdose , 8th edition. McGraw Hill, sections on
corrosives and oxidising agents
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