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CONDITION

Lighter fluid poisoning

Lighter fluid poisoning is harmful exposure to the hydrocarbons or gases used in lighter

and fire-starting products.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic exposure to lighter-fluid chemicals

BODY SYSTEM

Lungs, nervous system, digestion, and heart

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Coughing, choking, vomiting, drowsiness

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing, inhaling, or aspirating lighter fluid

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, oxygen testing, and chest X-ray

MAIN TREATMENT

Supportive breathing care and poison-specialist guidance

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - most recover; severe injury persists

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Yes - breathing trouble, drowsiness, collapse, or seizures

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Most recover fully; severe aspiration can be life-threatening

Overview

Lighter fluid poisoning happens when chemicals from a lighter or fire-starting product enter

the body. Exposure may occur after swallowing the liquid, breathing its fumes, getting it in the

eyes, or spilling it on the skin.

Many liquid products contain hydrocarbons, which are chemicals made from petroleum.

Examples include naphtha and other petroleum distillates. Refill canisters may contain gases

such as butane. The exact ingredients and risks differ between products.

The main danger from swallowing liquid lighter fluid is aspiration. This means the fluid enters

the airways and lungs instead of going down the food pipe into the stomach. It can happen

while swallowing, coughing, or vomiting. Even a small amount in the lungs can cause chemical

pneumonitis, which is inflammation and injury caused by the chemical rather than an

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 1 of 8



sofidex sofidex.com

infection.[1,2]

Breathing concentrated vapour may affect the brain, lungs, and heart. Liquefied gas released

from a refill canister can also become extremely cold, causing a cold burn to the skin or eyes.

Anyone exposed to lighter fluid should receive prompt advice from a poison centre or medical

service. Serious symptoms require emergency care.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on the product, how the exposure happened, and how much entered the

body. Coughing or choking soon after swallowing suggests that some fluid may have entered

the airway.

Possible symptoms include:

A person who initially seems well can develop coughing, breathing difficulty, or low blood

oxygen over the following several hours. Lung changes on a chest X-ray may also take time to

appear.[2,3]

Severe exposure may cause marked drowsiness, seizures, loss of consciousness, or

respiratory failure, meaning the lungs cannot provide enough oxygen. Some hydrocarbons and

lighter gases can disturb the heart's rhythm, particularly after concentrated or intentional

inhalation.[4]

- Coughing, choking, wheezing, or shortness of breath

- Chest discomfort or rapid breathing

- Nausea, vomiting, or abdominal pain

- Headache, dizziness, confusion, or unusual sleepiness

- Poor coordination or slurred speech

- Red, painful eyes or irritated skin

Causes and risk factors

Poisoning most often follows accidental swallowing, especially when lighter fluid is stored

within a child's reach or transferred into a drink bottle or unlabelled container.

Aspiration is more likely if the person coughs or vomits after swallowing the fluid. Trying to

make someone vomit increases this risk.

Other routes of exposure include:
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Children may be exposed because the container looks interesting or is easy to open. Adults

may be exposed while lighting a barbecue, refilling a lighter, siphoning fuel, or using the

product in an enclosed space.

Deliberate inhalation is especially hazardous. A concentrated exposure can reduce oxygen,

suppress normal brain function, or trigger an abnormal heart rhythm without much warning.

- Breathing fumes in a closed or poorly ventilated space

- Deliberately inhaling lighter gas or vapour

- Using lighter fluid near an open flame

- Spraying liquefied gas onto the skin or into the eyes

- Repeated workplace exposure without suitable ventilation or protection

Diagnosis

Diagnosis begins with understanding what happened. The product container or label can help

clinicians identify the ingredients, but you should not bring a leaking or contaminated container

into an enclosed vehicle or healthcare building. A photograph of the label may be safer.

The medical assessment may include checking breathing rate, heart rate, alertness,

temperature, and blood oxygen level. A clinician will listen for wheezing or crackling sounds in

the lungs.

A chest X-ray may be needed if there is coughing, choking, breathing difficulty, low oxygen, or

concern about aspiration. Because lung changes can be delayed, imaging may be repeated or

performed after a period of observation rather than immediately.[2,3]

An electrocardiogram, or ECG, records the heart's electrical activity. It may be used after

inhalation, a large exposure, or symptoms such as fainting or an irregular heartbeat. Blood

tests may check oxygen, acid levels, salts, kidney function, or liver function in more serious

cases.

There is usually no routine blood test that directly confirms lighter fluid poisoning. Diagnosis

relies mainly on the exposure history, symptoms, examination, and tests for organ injury.

Treatment and management

First aid depends on how the exposure occurred. Move away from fumes into fresh air if it is

safe to do so. Do not enter a contaminated enclosed space without appropriate protection, and
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keep the product away from flames or sparks.

Do not make the person vomit. Do not give activated charcoal, food, drink, or home remedies

unless a poison specialist specifically advises it. Vomiting or giving substances by mouth may

increase the chance of fluid entering the lungs.[2,4]

For skin exposure, remove contaminated clothing and wash the skin with soap and water. Eyes

exposed to liquid should be rinsed gently with clean, lukewarm water. A poison centre can give

product-specific instructions and advise how long rinsing should continue.

Medical treatment is supportive. This means protecting breathing and treating symptoms

while the body clears the chemical. Care may include:

Emptying the stomach and giving activated charcoal are generally avoided after hydrocarbon

ingestion because they do not reliably help and may raise the risk of aspiration.[2-4]

Antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline do not treat chemical inflammation and are not

routinely given just because lighter fluid entered the lungs. They may be used if there is

evidence of a separate bacterial infection. Corticosteroids like prednisone or hydrocortisone

are also not routinely recommended for uncomplicated hydrocarbon pneumonitis.[2,4]

Someone without symptoms may still need supervised observation because lung problems

can appear later. The poison centre or treating service will decide how much observation and

testing are appropriate.

- Monitoring of oxygen levels, breathing, and heart rhythm

- Supplemental oxygen

- Inhaled medicine for wheezing

- Intravenous fluids when needed

- A breathing tube and mechanical ventilation for respiratory failure

Complications

The main complication is chemical pneumonitis. Fluid in the lungs irritates and damages the

small airways and air sacs where oxygen passes into the blood.

More serious complications can include:

Most complications develop during the early period after exposure. Severe lung injury can

require intensive care. In uncommon cases, inflammation may leave persistent breathing

symptoms or lung scarring.

Repeated aspiration or ongoing inhalation can cause continuing lung and nervous-system
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problems. Intentional inhalation also carries a risk of repeated poisoning unless the underlying

substance use is addressed.

- Low blood oxygen and respiratory failure

- Fluid or inflammation affecting large areas of the lungs

- An abnormal heart rhythm

- Seizures or brain injury following severe oxygen loss

- Cold burns from liquefied lighter gas

- Secondary bacterial pneumonia after lung injury

Prevention

Most accidental lighter fluid poisoning can be prevented. Keep lighter fluid, refill canisters, and

fire-starting products in their original labelled containers. Never pour them into cups, drink

bottles, or food containers.

Store these products locked away from children and separate from food and drinks. Replace

the cap immediately after use and dispose of empty or damaged containers according to local

instructions.

Use lighter fluid outdoors or in a well-ventilated place. Never add it to a flame, hot coals, or a

fire that has already been lit. Vapour can ignite and travel back toward the container.

Avoid breathing vapour deliberately. When a person is using lighter gas to get high, prevention

may require confidential substance-use and mental health support rather than storage

changes alone.

Follow workplace safety instructions if your job involves petroleum products. Suitable

ventilation, safe containers, and protective equipment reduce exposure.

Living with it and what to expect

Lighter fluid poisoning is usually a single acute event rather than a lifelong condition. The

course depends mainly on whether fluid entered the lungs and whether the brain or heart was

affected.

Someone with a minor exposure who remains well during observation may recover without

lasting effects. Mild coughing or throat irritation can settle over several days. Symptoms

should not be ignored if they worsen after going home.
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Chemical pneumonitis may become more noticeable during the first several hours. Recovery

from a significant lung injury can take days or weeks. Tiredness, cough, and reduced exercise

tolerance may continue after leaving hospital, even when oxygen levels have improved.

Severe aspiration can require prolonged breathing support. Some people have persistent lung

damage, although this is not the usual outcome after a mild exposure. Follow-up may include a

symptom review, oxygen measurement, or repeat chest imaging when breathing problems

continue.

After an accidental childhood exposure, safer storage is often the main long-term change

needed. After deliberate inhalation or self-harm, follow-up should also address substance use,

emotional distress, and the chance of another exposure. Support can include primary care,

mental health services, or a substance-use programme.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison centre immediately after lighter fluid is swallowed or inhaled, even if there

are no symptoms. Do not wait for coughing or breathing difficulty to begin. In the United

States, Poison Help is available at 1-800-222-1222 . Elsewhere, use your local poison

information service or urgent medical advice line.[5]

Call emergency services now if the person has:

If the person is unconscious, do not give anything by mouth. Move them away from fumes only

if you can do so safely. Begin CPR if they are not breathing normally and you are able to do it.

Routine follow-up is different from emergency care. Arrange follow-up after discharge if

cough, wheezing, fever, chest discomfort, unusual tiredness, or reduced exercise ability

continues. Seek urgent reassessment if breathing symptoms return or become worse.

- Trouble breathing, blue or grey lips, or rapidly worsening cough

- Severe drowsiness, confusion, collapse, or loss of consciousness

- A seizure

- Chest pain, fainting, or an irregular heartbeat

- Significant burns or a large eye exposure

- Been deliberately exposed as an act of self-harm

Common questions
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What should I do if my child swallowed a small amount of lighter fluid?

Call a poison centre immediately. Do not make your child vomit. A small swallowed amount

may still enter the lungs, especially if there was coughing, choking, or vomiting. The poison

specialist will use the product, symptoms, and circumstances to advise whether observation in

a healthcare setting is needed.

How quickly do symptoms appear?

Coughing and choking may start immediately. Breathing problems and low oxygen can develop

over the next several hours, and chest X-ray changes may be delayed. This is why someone

who looks well at first may still need observation.

Can I give milk or water after lighter fluid is swallowed?

Do not give anything by mouth unless a poison specialist tells you to. Advice can differ

according to the exact product and situation. Making someone drink or vomit can increase the

risk of aspiration.

Does lighter fluid poisoning cause pneumonia?

It can cause chemical pneumonitis, which is lung inflammation caused by the fluid itself. This is

different from pneumonia caused by bacteria. A bacterial infection may occasionally develop

later, but antibiotics are not routinely needed for chemical pneumonitis alone.

Can breathing lighter fluid fumes cause permanent damage?

Brief, low-level exposure may cause temporary irritation or dizziness. Concentrated or

repeated inhalation can injure the lungs, brain, or heart and may have lasting effects. Persistent

cough, shortness of breath, fainting, confusion, or chest symptoms need medical assessment.

Is lighter fluid poisoning fatal?

Most people with minor exposure recover, particularly when aspiration does not occur. Severe

lung injury, oxygen loss, or an abnormal heart rhythm can be life-threatening. Prompt

poison-centre advice and emergency care for serious symptoms improve the chance of

appropriate treatment.
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