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CONDITION

Lacquer poisoning

Lacquer poisoning is illness caused by breathing, swallowing, or contacting harmful
chemicals in lacquer products.

WHATITIS
Toxic effects from lacquer chemicals

BODY SYSTEM
Brain, lungs, skin, eyes, liver, and kidneys

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Headache, dizziness, coughing, nausea

WHAT CAUSES IT
Inhaled, swallowed, or absorbed lacquer chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Exposure history, examination, and chemical-specific testing

MAIN TREATMENT
Decontamination, breathing support, and symptom-based care

CAN IT BE CURED?
Sometimes - acute effects often resolve with treatment

ISIT AN EMERGENCY?
Sometimes - breathing trouble, seizures, collapse, or severe confusion

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Most brief exposures recover; severe exposures can cause lasting harm

Overview

Lacquer poisoning means harmful effects from chemicals in lacquer, lacquer thinner, or related
finishing products. Lacquers form a hard coating on wood, metal, furniture, vehicles, and other
surfaces. The liquid product may release strong chemical vapours while it is applied or drying.

There is no single lacquer chemical. Products may contain different solvents, including toluene,
xylene, alcohols, ketones, or petroleum-based hydrocarbons. Some products may contain
methanol or other particularly toxic substances. Water-based products may have fewer
solvent vapours, but they should not automatically be treated as harmless.

Poisoning can happen after breathing vapours, swallowing the liquid, or getting it in the eyes or
on the skin. Risk is higher in an enclosed or poorly ventilated area. Deliberately inhaling
concentrated vapours is especially dangerous.
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The exact effects depend on the product, the amount, how the exposure happened, and how
long it lasted. A brief exposure may cause temporary headache or irritation. A larger exposure
can affect breathing, heart rhythm, consciousness, vision, or internal organs.

If an exposure has just happened, the product label and container are important. A poison
centre or emergency team can use this information to identify the ingredients and choose
appropriate care.

Symptoms

Breathing lacquer vapours commonly irritates the eyes, nose, throat, and lungs. Solvents can
also slow brain activity in a way that resembles alcohol intoxication.

Early symptoms may include:

More serious exposure may cause confusion, unusual behaviour, severe weakness, fainting,
seizures, or coma. Breathing may become slow or difficult. Some solvents can disturb the
heart's electrical rhythm, causing palpitations or collapse.

Swallowing lacquer may burn or irritate the mouth, throat, and stomach. Vomiting creates
another risk: liquid may enter the lungs. This is called aspiration. It can cause chemical
inflammation of the lungs, with coughing, choking, shortness of breath, fever, or chest pain.
Lung symptoms may appear or worsen over several hours.

Eye exposure can cause pain, redness, tearing, blurred vision, or damage to the eye's surface.
Prolonged skin contact may cause a chemical burn or dermatitis, meaning inflamed, cracked,
or itchy skin.

Certain ingredients have additional effects. Methanol, when present, can cause serious
poisoning with blurred vision, loss of vision, or a dangerous build-up of acid in the blood. These
problems can be delayed. The product's ingredients therefore matter even when the person
initially feels well.

- Headache, dizziness, drowsiness, or poor coordination
- Burning or watering eyes

- Cough, sore throat, or chest discomfort

- Nausea, vomiting, or abdominal pain

- Skinredness, dryness, or irritation
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Causes and risk factors

Lacquer poisoning is caused by toxic ingredients entering the body. Vapours are absorbed
through the lungs. Liquid may be swallowed or absorbed in smaller amounts through damaged
skin.

Common situations include using lacquer or thinner in a closed room, spilling a large amount,
transferring the product into a drink container, or working without the protective equipment
listed on the label. Children may swallow an improperly stored product. Workplace exposure
can happen during spraying, furniture finishing, vehicle repair, or manufacturing.

Spraying can create a fine mist as well as vapour. This may increase the amount reaching the
lungs. Heat can increase vapour levels, while flames, cigarettes, switches, and other ignition
sources create a separate fire or explosion risk.

Deliberately inhaling lacquer or thinner to feel intoxicated can cause sudden, severe poisoning.
Repeated exposure may also damage the brain and nervous system. There may be no safe
warning period before collapse or a dangerous heart rhythm develops.

Risk is affected by the specific formulation, concentration, ventilation, exposure time, and
route of contact. Lung disease may make inhaled exposure harder to tolerate. Young children
and people who cannot quickly move away from the source may receive a larger dose.

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every case of lacquer poisoning. Diagnosis begins with
what happened, the symptoms, and the product ingredients. Bring the container or a clear
photograph of its label if this can be done safely. Do not bring a leaking or contaminated
container into a vehicle or healthcare building.

A healthcare team may check breathing rate, oxygen level, blood pressure, temperature,
alertness, and heart rhythm. The skin, eyes, mouth, and lungs may also be examined.

Testing is chosen according to the exposure. It may include an electrocardiogram, which
records the heart's electrical activity, and blood tests for oxygen, acid balance, salts, blood
sugar, kidney function, or liver function. A chest X-ray may be needed if there is coughing,
choking, low oxygen, or concern that liquid entered the lungs.

Some ingredients require specific blood tests. For example, suspected methanol exposure
may lead to tests for toxic alcohols and changes in blood acidity. Treatment may need to begin
before these results are available.
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Treatment and management

The first step is to stop further exposure without putting anyone else at risk. Move into fresh
air if vapours were inhaled, but do not enter an enclosed contaminated space to rescue
someone unless you are trained and properly equipped.

Remove contaminated clothing and place it away from other people. Wash exposed skin with
running water and mild soap. If lacquer enters an eye, remove contact lenses if this is easy and
rinse the eye with clean, lukewarm running water for 15 to 20 minutes.

Do not make someone vomit after swallowing lacquer. Do not give food, alcohol, medicine, or a
home remedy unless a poison specialist or healthcare professional advises it. Vomiting can
draw the product into the lungs. Call a poison centre promptly for instructions specific to the
product and exposure.

Medical treatment is mainly supportive, meaning it protects breathing, circulation, and other
body functions while the chemical is cleared. Care may include oxygen, intravenous fluids,
monitoring of the heart, treatment for seizures, or help with breathing. Eye or skin burns may
need further irrigation and specialist assessment.

There is no universal antidote for lacquer poisoning. A product containing methanol or another
specific toxin may require an antidote chosen by a toxicology or emergency team. Activated
charcoal and stomach-emptying procedures are not routine for many lacquer products
because of the aspiration risk.

People with significant inhalation, swallowing, or neurological symptoms may be observed in
hospital. This allows the team to watch for delayed lung inflammation, heart rhythm problems,
or changes in blood chemistry.

Complications

Aspiration is one of the main complications after swallowing a solvent-containing product.
Chemical inflammation of the lungs can reduce oxygen levels and may require hospital
treatment. Symptoms can develop after an initially mild period.

Severe poisoning can cause respiratory failure, seizures, coma, or abnormal heart rhythms.
Some chemicals can injure the liver, kidneys, optic nerves, or other parts of the nervous
system. The risk and pattern of injury depend on the product.

Repeated occupational or deliberate solvent exposure may be linked with ongoing headaches,
problems with memory or concentration, mood changes, poor coordination, altered colour
vision, hearing problems, or nerve symptoms. Skin contact over time can lead to chronic
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dermatitis.

Not every exposure causes lasting damage. Serious complications are more likely after
concentrated, prolonged, swallowed, or repeated exposure, or when treatment is delayed.

Prevention

Many accidental exposures can be prevented, although every exposure cannot be predicted.

Use lacquer only as directed on its label. Work outdoors or with ventilation designed to remove
vapours from the work area. A simple dust mask does not protect against solvent vapours. If
respiratory protection is required for work, it must be selected and fitted for the specific
chemical and task.

Keep lacquer and thinner in their original, labelled containers. Never store them in cups, drink
bottles, or food containers. Close containers after use and store them locked away from
children and pets.

Follow the product's safety data sheet for gloves, eye protection, ventilation, storage, and spill
response. Avoid skin contact and wash before eating or drinking. Keep products away from
flames, cigarettes, hot surfaces, and equipment that could create a spark.

Workplaces should control vapours at their source and monitor exposure when required.
Persistent headaches, dizziness, skin problems, or concentration difficulties associated with
work should be reported through workplace health channels.

Living with it and what to expect

After a small, brief exposure, irritation, headache, or dizziness often improves after reaching
fresh air and stopping contact. Recovery may take several hours or days, depending on the
chemical and symptoms. A poison centre can help decide whether home observation is
appropriate.

A cough after swallowing or inhaling lacquer needs attention because lung symptoms can be
delayed. Follow any observation instructions carefully, even if the person initially seems better.

Recovery after severe poisoning may take longer. Hospital care can range from short
monitoring to intensive support. Lung injury may take days or weeks to settle. Injury to the
brain, nerves, eyes, liver, or kidneys may require follow-up and rehabilitation, and some effects
can be lasting.

After repeated exposure, improvement may occur once the exposure stops, but the course is
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less predictable. Occupational health assessment can help identify the product, review
workplace controls, and arrange hearing, vision, nerve, liver, kidney, or breathing tests when
appropriate.

Routine follow-up is reasonable if headaches, cough, skin irritation, memory problems,
numbness, or reduced exercise tolerance continue after the initial event. Follow-up is different
from emergency care: sudden breathing difficulty, collapse, seizures, or severe confusion
should not wait for a routine appointment.

When to get medical help

Call a poison centre promptly after lacquer has been swallowed, after a substantial inhalation in
an enclosed space, or when the product or amount is uncertain. In the United States, Poison
Control can be reached at 1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, use the local poison information
service.

Call emergency services now if there is:

Do not drive a severely affected person yourself. Keep them away from fumes and flames
while waiting for help. If they are unconscious but breathing, place them on their side if you can
do so safely. Do not give anything by mouth.

Seek urgent advice after eye exposure if pain, redness, or blurred vision continues after
rinsing. Medical assessment is also appropriate for persistent cough, vomiting, headache,
dizziness, skin burns, or worsening symptoms.

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

- Collapse, inability to wake, severe confusion, or unusual behaviour
- Aseizure

- Chest pain, marked palpitations, or sudden severe weakness

- New blurred vision or loss of vision

- Alarge exposure in an enclosed space

- Lacquer around the mouth of someone who is not fully alert

Common questions

What should | do if | breathed in lacquer fumes?

Leave the area and breathe fresh air. Avoid flames or sparks, and do not re-enter a heavily
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contaminated enclosed space. Call a poison centre if symptoms continue, the exposure was
concentrated, or you are unsure which chemicals were present. Breathing difficulty, collapse,
seizures, or severe confusion require emergency help.

What happens if someone swallows lacquer?

Lacquer canirritate the digestive tract and affect the brain, heart, lungs, or other organs. It can
also enter the lungs during swallowing or vomiting. Do not induce vomiting. Contact a poison
centre immediately with the product label available.

How long does lacquer-fume sickness last?

Mild headache, nausea, or irritation may improve within hours after exposure stops. More
concentrated exposure can cause delayed or longer-lasting problems, especially in the lungs.
Symptoms that persist, worsen, or return need medical advice.

Is dried lacquer still poisonous?

Fully cured lacquer usually releases much less solvent vapour than wet lacquer. Drying or
curing time differs by product, temperature, and ventilation. Sanding or heating a coated

surface can create dust or release chemicals, so follow the product and workplace safety
instructions.

Can lacquer poisoning cause permanent damage?

It can, but permanent injury is not expected after every exposure. Severe or repeated
exposure can damage the lungs, brain, nerves, vision, hearing, liver, or kidneys, depending on
the ingredients. Early assessment is important when symptoms are significant.

Is lacquer thinner the same risk as lacquer?

No. Lacquer thinner is a solvent mixture used to thin lacquer or clean equipment, and it may
contain a higher concentration of volatile chemicals. Both can be harmful, but the ingredient
list and exposure determine the risk.

Sources
- MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Lacquer poisoning, U.S. National Library of Medicine

- Poison Control: Paints for indoor use-when should | be worried?, National Capital Poison
Center

- Toxicological Profile for Toluene, Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry,
2017
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- NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards: Toluene, National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health

- NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards: Xylene , National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health

- Merck Manual Consumer Version: Hydrocarbon Poisoning , Merck & Co.
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