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CONDITION

Rubber cement poisoning

Rubber cement poisoning is illness caused by swallowing, breathing, or prolonged contact

with the solvents in rubber cement.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic effects from exposure to rubber cement solvents

BODY SYSTEM

Nervous system, lungs, heart, eyes, and skin

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Dizziness, headache, nausea, breathing trouble

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing, inhaling, or contacting chemical solvents

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, and targeted heart and lung tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Supportive care, fresh air, decontamination, and monitoring

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - severe exposure may leave lasting damage

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - breathing trouble, collapse, confusion, or intentional inhalation

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Brief exposures often resolve; repeated inhalation may damage nerves

Overview

Rubber cement poisoning means harmful effects from the chemicals in rubber cement.

Exposure can happen by breathing its fumes, swallowing the liquid, or getting it in the eyes or

on the skin.

Rubber cement is usually made from rubber mixed with fast-drying chemical solvents. The

exact solvents differ by product and may include heptane, hexane, toluene, acetone, or related

chemicals. The product label or Safety Data Sheet can help a poison specialist identify the

ingredients.

A small accidental exposure may cause only temporary irritation or dizziness. Larger exposures

can affect the brain, lungs, heart, and other organs. Swallowing is especially concerning if the

liquid enters the lungs during choking or vomiting. This is called aspiration , and it can cause
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chemical inflammation of the lungs.

Repeated intentional inhalation, sometimes called glue sniffing or huffing, is particularly

dangerous. It can cause loss of consciousness, abnormal heart rhythms, nerve damage, and

substance use problems. Serious effects may occur even without a long history of use.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on the product, amount, route of exposure, and how long the exposure

lasted.

Breathing rubber cement fumes may cause:

Swallowing rubber cement may cause nausea, vomiting, stomach discomfort, coughing, or

choking. If some enters the lungs, coughing and breathing problems may begin quickly or

develop over several hours.

Eye exposure can cause burning, redness, pain, and watering. Skin contact may cause dryness,

redness, or irritation because solvents remove protective oils from the skin.

Repeated exposure to some solvents, especially n-hexane, can damage peripheral nerves.

These are the nerves outside the brain and spinal cord. Symptoms may include tingling,

numbness, weakness, reduced grip strength, or trouble walking. They usually develop

gradually rather than after a brief accidental smell.

- Headache, dizziness, or feeling light-headed

- Nausea or vomiting

- Drowsiness, confusion, or poor coordination

- Slurred speech or unusual behavior

- Cough, chest discomfort, or shortness of breath

- Fainting, seizures, or unconsciousness after severe exposure

Causes and risk factors

Rubber cement poisoning is caused by exposure to its solvents rather than the dried rubber

itself. Fresh liquid cement and concentrated vapors present the greatest risk.

Exposure is more likely when rubber cement is used in a small, poorly ventilated space. Vapors

can build up near the floor because many solvents are heavier than air.

Other factors that raise the risk include:
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Some solvents can make the heart more sensitive to stress hormones such as adrenaline.

Running, struggling, or being suddenly frightened during intentional inhalation may add to the

risk of a dangerous heart rhythm.

- Swallowing the product, especially in young children

- Intentionally breathing concentrated fumes

- Using large amounts without adequate ventilation

- Working with rubber cement regularly without following label precautions

- Mixing it with other solvent-containing products

- Smoking or using flames near the product

- Storing it in a drink bottle or another unlabelled container

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every case of rubber cement poisoning. Diagnosis is

usually based on what happened, the product involved, symptoms, and a physical examination.

If possible, take the container, label, or a photo of the ingredients when seeking help. Do not

delay emergency care to find it.

A healthcare team may check oxygen levels, breathing, alertness, heart rate, blood pressure,

coordination, and muscle strength. An electrocardiogram, or ECG, records the heart's electrical

activity and may be used after a significant inhalation or when heart symptoms are present.

A chest X-ray may be needed if rubber cement was swallowed and there is coughing, choking,

low oxygen, or breathing difficulty. Lung changes from aspiration may not appear immediately,

so observation can be important even when an early test is normal.

Blood tests are chosen according to the exposure and symptoms. Routine drug screening

does not reliably identify all rubber cement solvents. Long-term numbness or weakness may

require nerve conduction studies, which measure how well nerves carry electrical signals.

Treatment and management

There is no general antidote that reverses rubber cement poisoning. Treatment removes the

person from exposure, limits further contact, and supports breathing, circulation, and other

body functions while the chemicals clear.

Immediate first-aid steps include:
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Do not give food, drink, or home remedies to someone who is very drowsy, vomiting, having a

seizure, or unable to swallow safely.

In hospital, treatment may include oxygen, airway support, heart monitoring, intravenous fluids,

and medicines for specific complications. People with possible aspiration may be watched for

worsening cough, fever, low oxygen, or breathing difficulty. Antibiotics like amoxicillin or

doxycycline do not routinely treat the initial chemical irritation itself, although they may be

used if a separate bacterial infection is later identified.

Someone with repeated intentional exposure may benefit from confidential substance use and

mental health support. Treatment can address cravings, triggers, housing or social pressures,

and other substance use. Physical therapy or occupational therapy may help if nerve damage

has affected strength, balance, or daily activities.

- Move away from fumes and into fresh air without entering an unsafe space

- Remove contaminated clothing and wash exposed skin with soap and water

- Rinse an exposed eye promptly with plenty of lukewarm water

- Do not make someone vomit after swallowing rubber cement

- Contact a poison center for advice based on the exact product and exposure

Complications

Many brief exposures do not cause lasting harm, but severe or repeated exposure can lead to

complications.

Aspiration can cause chemical pneumonitis, meaning inflammation of the lungs caused by

chemicals rather than infection. This may produce worsening cough, low oxygen, fever, or

breathing difficulty.

Concentrated inhalation can severely slow brain activity. Possible results include

unconsciousness, choking on vomit, seizures, injury from falls, or brain damage if oxygen levels

remain low.

Certain solvents can contribute to abnormal heart rhythms. These may cause palpitations,

chest pain, collapse, or sudden cardiac arrest.

Repeated exposure to n-hexane can cause peripheral neuropathy, or damage to the nerves in

the arms and legs. Recovery may take months after exposure stops, and severe damage may

not fully reverse.

Frequent solvent exposure can also affect memory, concentration, mood, work, school, and
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relationships. The specific long-term risks depend on the ingredients and pattern of exposure.

Prevention

Most rubber cement poisoning can be prevented by controlling access and limiting exposure

to the liquid and its fumes.

Use the product only as directed on its label. Work outdoors or in a well-ventilated space, and

close the container when it is not being used. Do not deliberately smell the container or use

rubber cement to become intoxicated.

Keep rubber cement in its original labelled container, away from children and pets. Do not

transfer it into cups, bottles, or food containers. Choose a lower-solvent or solvent-free

adhesive when it is suitable for the task.

Rubber cement vapors can catch fire. Keep the product away from cigarettes, sparks, flames,

heaters, and other ignition sources. Follow workplace safety instructions when exposure is

part of a job.

If intentional inhalation is happening, simply removing one container may not address the

reason for use. Early, nonjudgmental help for inhalant use can reduce repeated exposure and

connect the person with appropriate support.

Living with it and what to expect

After a mild, brief inhalation, headache or dizziness often improves after reaching fresh air. Eye

and skin irritation usually settles after the chemical has been rinsed away, although persistent

pain or redness needs assessment.

Symptoms after swallowing or aspiration can change over the next several hours. Someone

who initially seems well may later develop coughing or breathing trouble. Follow the

observation and follow-up instructions provided by the poison center or healthcare team.

Recovery from a severe exposure may take longer, especially after lung injury, loss of

consciousness, or low oxygen. Follow-up may include checking breathing, heart symptoms,

memory, concentration, or physical function.

Nerve damage from repeated n-hexane exposure usually develops over weeks or months.

Symptoms may continue to worsen for a period after exposure stops because injured nerves

recover slowly. Improvement may take months, and some people are left with weakness or

altered sensation.
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People recovering from inhalant use can return to school, work, relationships, and usual

activities, but the course is not the same for everyone. Ongoing support may be useful

because cravings, stress, or contact with inhalants can lead to renewed use.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services now if someone exposed to rubber cement:

Do not enter a space with concentrated fumes unless trained and properly equipped.

Emergency responders can manage the rescue without creating another exposure.

In the United States, call Poison Help at 1-800-222-1222 after any swallowing exposure,

concerning inhalation, or uncertain exposure. It is available 24 hours a day. Elsewhere, contact

your local poison information service. Have the product container or ingredient list available if

possible.

Arrange routine follow-up if cough or irritation persists, or if numbness, weakness, balance

problems, memory changes, or repeated inhalant use develops. Routine follow-up is also

appropriate after emergency treatment when the discharge instructions recommend another

lung, heart, or nerve check.

- Has trouble breathing, blue or grey lips, or severe choking

- Collapses, cannot be awakened, or has a seizure

- Has severe confusion, agitation, or loss of coordination

- Develops chest pain, a racing or irregular heartbeat, or faints

- Is in an enclosed area filled with fumes

Common questions

Is smelling rubber cement once dangerous?

A brief accidental smell in a ventilated area is less likely to cause serious poisoning than

concentrated or prolonged inhalation. Move to fresh air if you develop headache, dizziness,

nausea, or irritation. Seek poison-center advice if symptoms continue or the amount of

exposure is uncertain.

What should I do if my child swallowed rubber cement?

Remove the container and gently clear any product from the mouth. Do not cause vomiting.

Call a poison center promptly with the product name and ingredients. Call emergency services
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if the child coughs repeatedly, has trouble breathing, becomes very sleepy, or has a seizure.

Why shouldn't I make someone vomit?

Vomiting increases the chance that the liquid will enter the lungs. Even a small amount in the

airways can cause significant chemical inflammation. Poison specialists can advise whether

observation or medical assessment is needed.

Can rubber cement fumes damage the brain?

A severe exposure can reduce oxygen or strongly suppress brain activity, which may cause

lasting injury. Repeated solvent inhalation may also affect memory, attention, mood, and

coordination. A brief exposure that causes no symptoms is less likely to produce these effects.

Can nerve damage from rubber cement improve?

It can improve after exposure stops, but nerves heal slowly. Recovery may take months, and

severe damage may be incomplete. New tingling, numbness, weakness, or difficulty walking

should be medically assessed.

Is dried rubber cement still poisonous?

Dried cement generally releases much less solvent than fresh liquid cement. Risk is greatest

while it is wet, during drying, or when the container is open. Continue to ventilate the area and

follow the product label because drying times and ingredients differ.
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