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CONDITION

Hair dye poisoning

Hair dye poisoning is harmful illness caused by swallowing or substantial exposure to

chemicals in hair-colouring products.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic illness after harmful exposure to hair dye

BODY SYSTEM

Airway, muscles, kidneys, heart, and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Face swelling, breathing trouble, vomiting, dark urine

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing or substantial exposure to dye chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, blood, urine, and heart tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Urgent supportive care and airway protection

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - many recover after prompt treatment

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - swallowing, breathing trouble, or facial swelling

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often full recovery; severe poisoning may damage organs

Overview

Hair dye poisoning happens when chemicals in a hair-colouring product enter the body in an

amount that causes harm. It is most often linked to swallowing hair dye. Serious effects can

also follow heavy skin exposure, eye exposure, or breathing in fumes in a poorly ventilated

space.

Hair dyes are not all the same. Permanent and darker dyes may contain chemicals such as

para-phenylenediamine, usually called PPD. Other possible ingredients include hydrogen

peroxide, ammonia, resorcinol, alcohols, fragrances, and detergents. The effects of an

exposure therefore depend on the product, amount, route of exposure, and time since it

happened.

PPD poisoning can cause rapid swelling around the face, mouth, tongue, or throat. It may also
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damage muscles. Damaged muscle releases substances into the blood that can injure the

kidneys and disturb the heartbeat.

Poisoning is different from the more common skin irritation or allergic reaction caused by hair

dye. However, an allergy can also become an emergency if it causes breathing difficulty or

swelling of the mouth or throat.

Swallowing hair dye needs immediate advice from a poison centre or emergency medical

service, even if the person initially feels well. Do not wait for symptoms to appear.

Symptoms

Symptoms may begin quickly, but some muscle, kidney, or heart problems develop over the

following hours. The exact pattern differs between products.

Possible early symptoms include:

Severe PPD poisoning may damage muscle tissue, a condition called rhabdomyolysis .

Symptoms can include severe muscle pain, weakness, swelling, or dark brown urine. Dark urine

may come from a muscle protein called myoglobin rather than from blood.

Kidney injury can lead to much less urine than usual, swelling, nausea, confusion, or abnormal

levels of salts in the blood. These salt changes can affect the heart.

Other serious effects may include an abnormal heartbeat, low blood pressure, seizures, loss of

consciousness, or inflammation of the heart muscle. These complications are not expected

after every exposure, but they require urgent hospital care.

A small amount of dye on intact skin is more likely to cause irritation or allergy than whole-body

poisoning. Broken skin, prolonged contact, a large spill, or exposure to a concentrated product

may increase absorption.

- Burning or pain in the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain

- Swelling of the lips, tongue, face, or neck

- Hoarse voice, noisy breathing, or difficulty swallowing

- Coughing, choking, wheezing, or shortness of breath

- Skin redness, blistering, itching, or burning

- Eye pain, redness, watering, or blurred vision
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Causes and risk factors

The main cause is swallowing a hair-colouring product. This may happen accidentally,

particularly if dye has been poured into an unlabelled drink container. Some exposures are

intentional.

Poisoning risk is influenced by:

Permanent dark hair dyes containing PPD have been associated with severe poisoning after

ingestion. Product labels may use names such as p-phenylenediamine,

para-phenylenediamine, or 1,4-benzenediamine.

Using hair dye normally can still cause contact dermatitis, an itchy and inflamed skin reaction.

Previous reactions to hair dye or temporary "black henna" tattoos can increase the chance of

PPD allergy. Allergy is not the same as toxic poisoning, but severe swelling or breathing

symptoms need the same emergency response.

People who work regularly with hair dyes may develop repeated skin irritation or allergy.

Gloves and careful handling reduce skin contact, but occupational exposure does not usually

cause the severe whole-body effects associated with swallowing dye.

- The ingredients and concentration of the product

- The amount swallowed or absorbed

- Whether the product was mixed with another chemical

- Contact with broken or inflamed skin

- Delayed removal of contaminated clothing

- Delayed access to medical care

Diagnosis

Hair dye poisoning is diagnosed from the exposure history, symptoms, examination, and test

results. There is usually no single routine test that identifies every hair dye chemical.

If possible, take the container, packaging, ingredient list, or a clear photograph of the label to

the hospital. Do not delay emergency care to look for it. Useful details include when the

exposure happened, how it occurred, and approximately how much product was involved.

The medical team may assess breathing, oxygen level, heart rate, blood pressure, temperature,

and urine output. Swelling around the tongue and throat may require repeated checks because

it can worsen.

Blood and urine tests may look for:
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An electrocardiogram, or ECG, records the heart's electrical activity. Additional heart

monitoring or imaging may be needed if there is chest pain, an abnormal heartbeat, low blood

pressure, or evidence of heart injury.

- Muscle injury, including a raised creatine kinase level

- Kidney function and urine abnormalities

- Changes in potassium and other blood salts

- Acid buildup or other changes in blood chemistry

- Liver injury

- Signs of heart muscle damage

Treatment and management

There is no specific antidote that reverses PPD poisoning. Treatment supports breathing and

circulation while the body clears the chemicals and injured organs recover.

If hair dye has been swallowed, contact a poison centre immediately. In the United States,

Poison Help is available at 1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, use the local poison information or

emergency service. Do not make the person vomit, because this can cause choking or further

damage to the throat.

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

seizure, cannot be awakened, or develops swelling of the tongue, mouth, face, or neck.

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

water. For eye exposure, remove contact lenses if this is easy and rinse the open eye gently

with clean, lukewarm water. Urgent assessment is appropriate for continuing pain, reduced

vision, severe redness, or chemical burns.

Hospital treatment may include:

Some people need care in an intensive care unit. Airway swelling can make placing a breathing

tube difficult, so early assessment is important rather than waiting until breathing becomes

severely restricted.

- Early airway support if throat swelling threatens breathing

- Oxygen and close monitoring

- Fluids given into a vein

- Treatment of muscle breakdown and blood-salt disturbances
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- Medicines for seizures, abnormal heart rhythms, or allergic symptoms

- Kidney support, including dialysis when severe kidney failure develops

Complications

The most immediate complication is blockage of the upper airway from swelling around the

tongue and throat. This can develop rapidly.

Rhabdomyolysis can release large amounts of muscle protein and potassium into the blood.

This may lead to acute kidney injury or dangerous heart rhythm changes.

Other possible complications include:

Severe poisoning can be fatal, especially when breathing becomes blocked or several organs

are affected. Prompt supportive care improves the chance of recovery but cannot guarantee a

particular outcome.

- Chemical burns of the mouth, throat, skin, or eyes

- Aspiration, meaning vomit or liquid enters the lungs

- Severe blood-salt or acid-base disturbances

- Heart muscle inflammation or abnormal heart rhythms

- Liver injury

- Seizures or reduced consciousness

- Lasting kidney, heart, muscle, eye, or airway damage

Prevention

Many accidental hair dye exposures can be prevented.

Keep hair dye in its original, labelled container. Never place it in a cup, water bottle, soft-drink

bottle, or food container. Store it locked away from children and from anyone who may mistake

it for a drink.

Follow the product instructions, wear the recommended gloves, and use dye in a ventilated

area. Do not mix products unless the manufacturer specifically instructs you to do so. Do not

use scalp hair dye on the eyelashes or eyebrows, because accidental eye exposure can cause

serious injury.

A skin alert or patch test may help identify an allergic reaction when the product instructions
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recommend one. It does not show whether swallowing the product would be safe and cannot

prevent toxic poisoning.

People who handle dye at work should avoid repeated bare-skin contact, replace damaged

gloves, wash splashes off promptly, and follow workplace chemical-safety procedures.

If an exposure was intentional, safe storage alone may not address the underlying risk. Mental

health assessment, emotional support, and a practical safety plan may help reduce the chance

of another episode.

Living with it and what to expect

Hair dye poisoning is usually a sudden event rather than a long-term condition. What happens

over the following days and weeks is shaped by the chemical involved and whether the airway,

muscles, kidneys, or heart were injured.

People with mild skin or eye irritation may improve after the chemical is removed and the

affected area is treated. A serious swallowed exposure may require days or longer in hospital.

Muscle tests and kidney function can remain abnormal after the first symptoms settle.

Many people who receive prompt care recover without permanent organ damage. Severe

kidney injury may require temporary dialysis, while a smaller number of people may have

continuing kidney problems. Heart, eye, airway, or muscle follow-up may be needed when

those areas were affected.

Keep planned follow-up appointments and complete any requested blood, urine, heart, eye, or

breathing tests. Seek earlier review if symptoms return, urine output falls, muscle weakness

worsens, or new chest or breathing symptoms develop.

After an allergic reaction to PPD, future exposure can cause another reaction and may be more

severe. An allergy specialist or dermatologist can help identify the chemical involved and

discuss suitable alternatives. Labels still need careful checking because related dyes may

appear under different names.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison centre or urgent medical service immediately after any swallowed hair dye

exposure. Do this even when there are no symptoms. Have the product label available if

possible.

Call emergency services now for:
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Routine follow-up is different from emergency care. Arrange routine review after hospital

treatment if advised, particularly to recheck kidney function, muscle injury, heart health, or

healing chemical burns. Ongoing itchy rashes after normal hair dye use can usually be assessed

through routine primary care or dermatology unless breathing or facial swelling develops.

- Trouble breathing, noisy breathing, choking, or blue-grey lips

- Swelling of the tongue, mouth, face, or neck

- Collapse, fainting, severe confusion, or inability to wake

- A seizure

- Chest pain or a very fast, slow, or irregular heartbeat

- Severe weakness, dark urine, or very little urine

- Serious eye pain or sudden loss of vision

Common questions

Can hair dye poison you through your skin?

Small splashes on healthy skin more often cause irritation or allergy than whole-body

poisoning. Risk may be greater with prolonged contact, concentrated products, large areas of

exposure, or broken skin. Remove contaminated clothing and rinse the skin thoroughly.

What should I do if I swallow even a small amount of hair dye?

Contact a poison centre immediately. Do not make yourself vomit or wait for symptoms. Call

emergency services if there is swelling, breathing difficulty, collapse, a seizure, or reduced

consciousness.

How long does hair dye poisoning take to show symptoms?

Mouth irritation, vomiting, or facial swelling may appear quickly. Muscle breakdown, dark urine,

kidney injury, or heart problems can develop over several hours. A lack of immediate

symptoms does not make a swallowed exposure safe.

Is hair dye allergy the same as hair dye poisoning?

No. Allergy is an immune reaction, often causing itching, rash, blistering, or swelling. Poisoning

is direct harm from the chemicals, usually after swallowing a substantial amount. Both can

become emergencies if breathing is affected.

Is black henna hair dye safer?

Natural henna is different from PPD, but products described as black henna may contain
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added PPD or other chemicals. They can cause skin burns and strong allergic sensitisation. The

label and actual ingredients matter more than the marketing name.

Can I colour my hair again after hair dye poisoning?

That requires individual advice based on the product and type of reaction. If PPD allergy is

suspected or confirmed, re-exposure may cause another serious reaction. Keep the ingredient

list and discuss alternatives during follow-up before using another dye.
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