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CONDITION

Mouthwash overdose

Mouthwash overdose is poisoning caused by swallowing more mouthwash than the body

can safely process.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic effects after swallowing too much mouthwash

BODY SYSTEM

Brain, breathing, digestive system, and body chemistry

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Nausea, vomiting, dizziness, drowsiness

WHAT CAUSES IT

Excess exposure to alcohol or other mouthwash ingredients

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Product history, examination, and targeted blood tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Poison advice, monitoring, and supportive hospital care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - most acute effects resolve with care

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - drowsiness, breathing trouble, seizures, or large ingestion

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Full recovery is common after promptly managed exposure

Overview

Mouthwash overdose happens when someone swallows enough mouthwash to cause harmful

effects. It may follow one large swallow or repeated swallowing over a short period.

Mouthwash is made to be rinsed around the mouth and spat out, not swallowed.

Different products contain different ingredients. Some contain a substantial amount of alcohol.

Others may contain fluoride, chlorhexidine, hydrogen peroxide, essential oils, cetylpyridinium

chloride, or methyl salicylate. These ingredients can affect the stomach, brain, breathing, heart,

or the balance of chemicals in the blood when enough is swallowed.

A small accidental sip is different from a large or unknown amount. The risk depends on the

product, the amount swallowed, the person's body size, and whether medicines, alcohol, or

other substances were also taken. Children can become unwell from smaller amounts because
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of their lower body weight.

Most mild exposures settle without lasting harm. Larger overdoses can be serious and need

prompt advice from a poison centre or medical assessment.

Symptoms

Symptoms may begin within minutes or over the next few hours. Alcohol-containing

mouthwash can cause effects similar to drinking alcoholic beverages.

Possible early symptoms include:

A very large exposure may cause slow or irregular breathing, low body temperature, seizures,

loss of consciousness, or coma. Blood sugar can fall, particularly in young children. Some

ingredients can also disturb the body's acid balance, heart rhythm, or mineral levels.

Vomiting creates an additional risk if the person is very sleepy. Mouthwash or vomit can enter

the lungs instead of the stomach. This is called aspiration and can interfere with breathing or

inflame the lungs.

Symptoms alone cannot show how serious an exposure is. Someone may initially seem well

after swallowing a potentially harmful amount.

- Burning or irritation in the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain

- Dizziness or headache

- Slurred speech or poor coordination

- Unusual sleepiness or confusion

Causes and risk factors

The immediate cause is swallowing mouthwash. Common situations include an accidental

swallow during rinsing, a child drinking from an accessible bottle, deliberate ingestion for its

alcohol content, or an overdose related to self-harm.

The amount that causes poisoning is not the same for every product. Factors that can increase

risk include:

Alcohol-free mouthwash is not necessarily safe to swallow. Although it may not cause alcohol

intoxication, other active ingredients can still cause vomiting, irritation, or more serious effects

in a large exposure.
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- A large or uncertain amount

- A highly concentrated product

- Young age or low body weight

- Drinking on an empty stomach

- Taking sedatives, opioid pain medicines, alcohol, or other substances

- Health conditions that affect breathing, blood sugar, or alcohol processing

- Repeated intentional use of mouthwash as an alcohol substitute

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every mouthwash overdose. Assessment begins with the

product name, its ingredients, the amount that may have been swallowed, and the time of

exposure. The bottle or a clear photograph of its label can help.

A healthcare professional may check alertness, breathing, heart rate, blood pressure,

temperature, and coordination. Blood glucose may be measured, especially in a child or anyone

who is drowsy.

After a larger or symptomatic overdose, blood tests may check alcohol levels, salts and

minerals, kidney function, and the acidity of the blood. Tests for salicylates or other ingredients

may be needed when the product contains them or when the exact product is uncertain.

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

concerns about heart rhythm, a severe exposure, or other substances being involved. A chest

X-ray may be considered if aspiration is suspected.

Treatment and management

If mouthwash has just been swallowed, spit out anything still in the mouth and rinse the mouth

gently. Do not make the person vomit. Do not give food, drinks, or home remedies unless a

poison specialist or healthcare professional recommends them.

Contact a poison centre promptly if more than a small accidental sip was swallowed, the

amount is unknown, a child was involved, or any symptoms develop. In the United States,

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

service or urgent medical advice line.

Have the container nearby when calling. Useful details include the product name, bottle size,
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approximate amount missing, time of exposure, age and weight of the person, symptoms, and

any other substances taken.

Mild cases may need observation and advice only. Hospital treatment is supportive, meaning it

protects the body's vital functions while the ingredients are cleared. This may include:

There is no single antidote for mouthwash overdose. Treatment is based on the ingredients

and the effects they are causing.

If the ingestion was deliberate, care should also include a supportive mental health assessment

after immediate medical needs have been addressed. Repeated use for intoxication may need

help for alcohol dependence or another substance-use condition.

- Monitoring breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, and blood sugar

- Oxygen or help with breathing when necessary

- Fluids through a vein

- Treatment for low blood sugar or abnormal body chemistry

- Medicines to control seizures or severe vomiting

- Ingredient-specific treatment when laboratory results show it is needed

Complications

Most small exposures do not cause complications. Possible complications after a significant

overdose include:

Complications are more likely after a large exposure, delayed treatment, or ingestion with

other substances that cause sleepiness or slow breathing. Severe poisoning can be

life-threatening, but prompt monitoring and supportive care improve the chance of recovery.

- Aspiration and lung inflammation

- Slow or stopped breathing

- Very low blood sugar

- Seizures or coma

- Abnormal acid, salt, or mineral levels

- Heart rhythm disturbances

- Injuries from falls while intoxicated

- Kidney or other organ injury after severe poisoning
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Prevention

Mouthwash overdose is usually preventable. Keep mouthwash in its original container so that

the ingredients and safety information remain available. Close the cap after each use and store

the bottle out of children's sight and reach. A child-resistant cap reduces risk but does not

make a product childproof.

Supervise children who are old enough to use mouthwash. They should be able to rinse and

reliably spit it out. Follow the product label about the ages for which it is intended.

Use only the amount marked on the label or measuring cap. Do not drink directly from the

bottle, transfer mouthwash into a drink container, or treat it as a substitute for an alcoholic

beverage.

Choosing an alcohol-free product may reduce the risk of alcohol intoxication, but it does not

make swallowing mouthwash safe. All types should be stored carefully.

If someone is repeatedly swallowing mouthwash to become intoxicated, restricting access

may help in the short term, but medical and substance-use support is also important.

Living with it and what to expect

A mouthwash overdose is usually a single acute event rather than an illness that continues for

months or years. Mild stomach upset or dizziness may improve over several hours as the

product leaves the body. A person who has been medically assessed may still need

observation until they are alert, walking safely, and maintaining normal breathing and blood

sugar.

Recovery from a more serious overdose may take longer. Aspiration can lead to cough, chest

discomfort, fever, or breathing problems that need further treatment. Organ injury is

uncommon but can lengthen recovery.

Most people who recover from an uncomplicated overdose do not have lasting effects. The

outlook is less certain after prolonged unconsciousness, severe breathing problems, or major

disturbances in blood chemistry.

Routine follow-up is not usually required after a minor exposure has fully resolved and a poison

specialist has given reassurance. Follow-up may be recommended after hospital treatment,

persistent breathing or stomach symptoms, a deliberate overdose, or repeated ingestion.

Support for alcohol use or mental health concerns can reduce the risk of another episode.
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When to get medical help

Call a poison centre promptly if:

Do not wait for symptoms after a large or deliberate ingestion.

Call emergency services now if the person has trouble breathing, cannot be awakened

normally, has a seizure, collapses, becomes severely confused, or has blue, grey, or unusually

pale lips or skin. Place an unconscious but breathing person on their side if it is safe to do so.

Do not put anything in their mouth.

Any suspected overdose taken for self-harm needs urgent help, even if there are no

symptoms. Stay with the person if you can do so safely and contact emergency services or a

crisis service.

New cough, wheezing, chest pain, fever, or shortness of breath after vomiting needs prompt

medical assessment because it may indicate aspiration.

- More than a small accidental sip was swallowed

- The amount or product is unknown

- A child swallowed mouthwash

- The product was concentrated or contained a high alcohol level

- Medicines, alcohol, or other substances were also taken

- Nausea, vomiting, dizziness, confusion, or unusual sleepiness develops

Common questions

What happens if I accidentally swallow a little mouthwash?

A small accidental sip often causes no symptoms or only mild nausea or stomach irritation.

Rinse your mouth and follow the product label. Contact a poison centre if a child was involved,

symptoms develop, or you are unsure how much was swallowed.

How much mouthwash is dangerous?

There is no single dangerous amount for every product or person. Risk depends on the

ingredients, concentration, amount, body weight, age, and other substances taken. A poison

centre can assess these details without relying on guesswork.

Can mouthwash make you drunk?

Alcohol-containing mouthwash can cause intoxication if enough is swallowed. It can also

contain ingredients not found in alcoholic drinks, making its effects less predictable. Drinking it
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as an alcohol substitute can cause serious poisoning.

Is alcohol-free mouthwash safe to swallow?

No. Alcohol-free products may still contain fluoride, antiseptics, peroxide, essential oils, or

other ingredients that can cause harm in large amounts. They should also be rinsed and spat

out.

Should I make myself vomit after swallowing mouthwash?

No. Making yourself vomit can cause choking or allow mouthwash to enter the lungs. Rinse the

mouth and contact a poison centre for advice tailored to the product and amount.

How long does a mouthwash overdose last?

Mild effects may settle over several hours. Larger overdoses can require longer observation or

hospital treatment. The course is influenced by the ingredients, amount swallowed, symptoms,

and whether complications such as aspiration occur.
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