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CONDITION

Petroleum jelly overdose

Petroleum jelly overdose is swallowing enough petroleum jelly to cause digestive
symptoms or allow it to enter the lungs.

WHATITIS
Excess petroleum jelly swallowed or inhaled into lungs

BODY SYSTEM
Digestive system and lungs

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Loose stools, stomach upset, coughing, breathing difficulty

WHAT CAUSES IT
Accidental or intentional swallowing

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Exposure history, examination, chest X-ray when needed

MAIN TREATMENT
Supportive care and breathing support when needed

CAN IT BE CURED?
Yes - most people recover fully

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?
Sometimes - coughing or breathing trouble after swallowing

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Usually excellent unless significant lung injury occurs

Overview

Petroleum jelly is a thick, oily substance used to protect dry orirritated skin. It is also called
petrolatum. Plain petroleum jelly has low toxicity, meaning it is not usually poisonous when a
small amount is swallowed.

An overdose means swallowing more than intended. The most common effects are loose
stools, diarrhea, nausea, or mild stomach discomfort. Petroleum jelly can act like a laxative
because the digestive system absorbs very little of it.

The main medical concern is aspiration. This means the jelly enters the airway and lungs
instead of traveling down the food pipe into the stomach. Aspiration can happen while
swallowing or vomiting. Because petroleum jelly is oily and difficult for the lungs to clear, it may
cause inflammation called lipoid pneumonia.
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A small accidental taste, such as a child licking petroleum jelly from their fingers, is unlikely to
cause serious poisoning. A large amount, repeated swallowing, or any coughing and breathing
trouble needs more careful assessment.

Products made with petroleum jelly may also contain medicines, fragrances, or other
ingredients. Their risks may be different from those of plain petroleum jelly.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on how much was swallowed, whether other ingredients were present, and
whether any jelly entered the lungs.

Digestive symptoms may include:

These symptoms are usually mild after an isolated exposure. Vomiting matters because it
increases the chance that the oily material will enter the airway.

Symptoms of aspiration or lung inflammation may include:

Lung symptoms can begin soon after aspiration, but inflammation may also become noticeable
later. A person who initially seems well should still be watched for coughing, fever, or breathing
changes if aspiration may have occurred.

Petroleum jelly in the eye may cause temporary blurred vision or irritation. Ordinary use on
intact skin does not cause an overdose, although some people develop local irritation or an
allergic skin reaction to a product.

- Loose, oily, or frequent stools

- Diarrhea

- Nausea

- Stomach discomfort

- Vomiting

- Coughing or choking during or after swallowing
- Wheezing or noisy breathing

- Shortness of breath

- Chestdiscomfort

- Fever developing after the exposure

- Unusual sleepiness or reduced alertness
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Causes andrisk factors

Most petroleum jelly overdoses are accidental. Young children may eat it because the
container is within reach. An adult may swallow it by mistake, use it as a home remedy, or
confuse it with another product.

Aspiration is more likely when someone has difficulty swallowing or cannot protect their
airway normally. Risk may be higher in people with:

Applying petroleum jelly inside the nostrils over a long period may allow tiny amounts to reach
the lungs, especially when lying down. This is uncommon, but repeated exposure can
contribute to lipoid pneumonia.

Intentional swallowing in an attempt to cause self-harm requires urgent support, even if
petroleum jelly itself is unlikely to cause severe poisoning. The amount swallowed may be
uncertain, and other substances may also have been taken.

- Aswallowing disorder

- Reduced alertness from illness, alcohol, or sedating medicines
- Aneurological condition affecting swallowing

- Frequent vomiting or reflux

- Afeeding tube

- Repeated use of oily products inside the nose or mouth

Diagnosis

There is no routine blood test that confirms petroleum jelly overdose. Diagnosis is usually
based on what happened, the product involved, the amount that may have been swallowed,
and the symptoms.

A healthcare professional may ask to see the container or ingredient list. This helps distinguish
plain petroleum jelly from a medicated ointment or cosmetic product containing additional
substances.

The examination may include checking breathing rate, oxygen level, heart rate, temperature,
and alertness. The lungs may be listened to for wheezing or other unusual sounds.

Someone who has no symptoms after a small accidental exposure may not need medical tests.
If coughing, fever, low oxygen, or breathing difficulty develops, a chest X-ray may be used to
look for lung inflammation. Changes caused by aspiration may not always appear immediately.
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Further tests caninclude blood tests, repeated oxygen measurements, or other chest imaging
when symptoms are significant or persistent. In selected cases, specialists may examine the
airways using bronchoscopy, in which a thin camera is passed into the lungs. This is not
routinely needed after a simple ingestion.

Treatment and management

Do not make someone vomit after swallowing petroleum jelly. Vomiting may draw the oily
material into the lungs.

Remove any remaining jelly from the mouth. A poison information service can advise whether
home observation is appropriate or an assessment is needed. Keep the product container
available so its ingredients can be checked.

Treatment is mainly supportive. This means monitoring and treating symptoms while the body
clears the material. Mild digestive symptoms often settle without specific treatment.

People with repeated vomiting, dehydration, or significant diarrhea may need assessment and
fluids. A clinician may monitor oxygen levels and breathing if aspiration is possible.

Hospital treatment for lung symptoms can include oxygen and other breathing support.
Antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline do not treat the chemical inflammation caused
directly by petroleum jelly. They may be considered only if clinicians find evidence of a
separate bacterial infection.

Activated charcoal and stomach emptying are not routine treatments for petroleum jelly
ingestion. These measures may increase aspiration risk or provide little benefit. Treatment
may differ if the product contains another potentially harmful ingredient.

If swallowing was intentional, care also includes a compassionate mental health and safety
assessment.

Complications

Most small, one-time ingestions do not cause complications.

The most important complication is aspiration into the lungs. Oily material can interfere with
normal lung function and trigger lipoid pneumonia. "Lipoid" means related to fat or oil. This
condition may cause cough, fever, shortness of breath, and abnormal areas on chest imaging.

Severe aspiration can reduce the amount of oxygen reaching the body. Some people require
hospital monitoring or breathing support. Serious lung injury is uncommon after a small taste
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without coughing or choking.

Repeated aspiration can lead to longer-lasting inflammation. In uncommon cases, this may
leave areas of lung scarring or make someone more prone to ongoing cough and
breathlessness.

Vomiting and diarrhea can lead to dehydration, particularly in a young child, an older adult, or
someone who is already unwell. Medicated products can cause additional complications
related to their active ingredients.

Prevention

Accidental petroleum jelly ingestion can often be prevented. Keep containers closed and
stored out of sight and reach of children. Do not transfer petroleum jelly into food jars, cups, or
unlabeled containers.

Use the product only as directed on its label. Avoid placing large amounts deep inside the nose
or mouth. Ask a healthcare professional about safer ways to manage ongoing nasal dryness,
particularly if you have a swallowing problem or reduced alertness.

Do not use petroleum jelly as a swallowing aid, laxative, or internal home remedy unless a
qualified healthcare professional has specifically advised its use.

Before using a medicated ointment, check its active ingredients. Products that look like plain
petroleum jelly may contain pain relievers, antiseptics, or other medicines.

People with swallowing difficulties may benefit from a formal swallowing assessment. This
does not prevent every aspiration event, but it can identify safer ways to eat, drink, and use
oral products.

Living with it and what to expect

A small accidental ingestion usually causes no symptoms or only temporary digestive upset.
Once the petroleum jelly has passed through the digestive system, ongoing problems are not
expected.

If diarrhea occurs, it commonly improves as the substance leaves the body. Follow-up is
appropriate if digestive symptoms continue, fluids cannot be kept down, or signs of
dehydration appear.

Recovery from aspiration is less predictable. Mild irritation may settle with observation and
supportive care. More significant lipoid pneumonia can require follow-up over weeks or
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months, including symptom checks and repeat chest imaging. Imaging changes may take
longer to clear than the cough or breathing symptoms.

A single event does not usually lead to permanent lung disease. However, repeated aspiration
or severe inflammation may cause lasting breathing problems in some people. Preventing
further exposure is an important part of recovery.

After an intentional ingestion, emotional support and follow-up are as important as treatment
of physical symptoms. Recovery may include a safety plan and ongoing mental health care.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison information service promptly if more than a small taste was swallowed, the
amount is unknown, or the product contains other active ingredients. Seek routine medical
advice if diarrhea, nausea, or stomach discomfort does not improve.

Get urgent medical help if the person:

Call emergency services now for severe trouble breathing, blue or grey lips, collapse, a seizure,
inability to wake, or rapidly worsening symptoms.

Do not wait for symptoms if a person is unconscious or cannot protect their airway. Do not give
food or drink to someone who is not fully alert.

In the United States, Poison Control can be reached at 1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, use your
local poison information service or emergency number.

- Coughed, choked, or vomited during the exposure

- Develops a persistent cough, wheezing, fever, or chest discomfort

- Has trouble keeping fluids down

- Shows signs of dehydration, such as very little urine or unusual drowsiness
- Has a condition that makes swallowing difficult

- Swallowed the product intentionally

Common questions

Is petroleum jelly poisonous if swallowed?

Plain petroleum jelly has low toxicity. A small accidental taste usually causes no harm or mild
digestive symptoms. Larger amounts may cause diarrhea or vomiting, and any amount can be
concerning if it enters the lungs.
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How much petroleum jelly is an overdose?

There is no single amount that defines an overdose for everyone. The person's age, symptoms,
swallowing ability, product ingredients, and whether coughing occurred are more useful than
the amount alone. A poison information service can assess the specific exposure.

Should | make myself or my child vomit?

No. Making someone vomit can cause petroleum jelly to enter the lungs. Wipe out any jelly still
in the mouth, check the product label, and contact a poison information service for advice.

What should | do if my child ate petroleum jelly?

Take the container away and remove visible jelly from the child's mouth. Check whether it was
plain or medicated. If the child only tasted a small amount and has no symptoms, serious
poisoning is unlikely. Contact Poison Control for case-specific advice, especially if the amount
is uncertain. Coughing, choking, vomiting, or breathing changes need urgent assessment.

Can petroleum jelly stay in the lungs?

Yes. The lungs have difficulty clearing oily substances. Aspirated petroleum jelly may cause
lipoid pneumonia, and changes on chest imaging can last for weeks or longer. This does not
happen when the jelly remains in the digestive tract.

Is medicated petroleum jelly the same as plain petroleum jelly?

No. Some ointments use petroleum jelly as a base but also contain medicines or other
chemicals. Those ingredients may create different risks. Use the product name and ingredient
list when contacting a poison information service.

Sources

- MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Petroleum jelly overdose, U.S. National Library of
Medicine

- Poison Control: Petroleum jelly , National Capital Poison Center
- Clinical Practice Guideline: Hydrocarbon poisoning , Royal Children's Hospital Melbourne
- Aspiration Pneumonitis and Pneumonia , Merck Manual Professional Edition

- Lipoid Pneumonia, StatPearls, National Center for Biotechnology Information
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