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CONDITION

Wax poisoning

Wax poisoning describes harmful effects after swallowing, inhaling, or contacting wax or a

wax-containing product.

WHAT IT IS

Harmful exposure to wax or wax-containing products

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive system, airways, skin, and eyes

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Nausea, abdominal pain, coughing, burns

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing, inhaling, or contacting wax products

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, and imaging for suspected complications

MAIN TREATMENT

First aid, observation, and supportive medical care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes, most mild exposures resolve fully

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes, with choking, breathing trouble, or severe burns

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually full recovery after a minor exposure

Overview

Wax poisoning describes illness or injury caused by exposure to wax or a product containing

wax. It most often involves candle wax, paraffin wax, beeswax, crayons, wax melts, furniture

wax, or cosmetic wax.

Most plain candle wax and crayon wax is considered to have low toxicity. A small accidental

swallow often causes no symptoms or only mild stomach upset. Wax is not easily digested and

usually passes through the digestive system.

The word "poisoning" can still be appropriate because not every wax product is made from

wax alone. Fragrances, dyes, solvents, essential oils, lamp fuel, or other chemicals may be more

harmful than the wax itself. Large solid pieces can also cause choking or, rarely, block the

intestines.

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



sofidex sofidex.com

Hot wax can burn the skin or eyes. Heated or burning products may release irritating fumes.

Smoke inhalation during a fire is a separate and potentially serious emergency.

Paraffin wax should not be confused with liquid paraffin lamp oil, kerosene, or other liquid

hydrocarbons. These liquids can enter the lungs if swallowed or vomited and may cause

serious lung inflammation.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on the product, amount, route of exposure, and whether the wax was hot.

After swallowing a small amount of plain wax, there may be no symptoms. Possible digestive

symptoms include:

A large piece may cause gagging or choking. Rarely, a large amount can collect in the digestive

tract and cause a blockage. Warning signs include worsening abdominal pain, repeated

vomiting, a swollen abdomen, or being unable to pass stool or gas.

Wax or wax-containing liquid entering the airway may cause coughing, wheezing, chest

discomfort, or shortness of breath. Symptoms can develop after choking or vomiting.

Hot wax may cause red, painful, blistered, or peeling skin. An eye exposure may cause pain,

tearing, redness, blurred vision, or sensitivity to light.

Fumes from overheated scented wax, wax melts, or burning candles can irritate the eyes, nose,

throat, or lungs. Headache, coughing, and nausea may occur, especially in a poorly ventilated

space. Severe symptoms around a fire may be caused by smoke or other combustion gases

rather than wax itself.

- Nausea, vomiting, or loose stools

- Mild abdominal discomfort

- Reduced appetite

- Constipation after a larger amount

Causes and risk factors

Wax exposure is often accidental. Young children may bite candles, crayons, or wax melts

because they are colourful or scented. Adults may be exposed while making candles, waxing

skin, using industrial products, or cleaning up heated wax.

The risk is higher when:
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Products sold as waxes or polishes may contain substantial amounts of other chemicals.

Furniture wax, automotive wax, floor wax, and depilatory products should not be assumed to

have the same low toxicity as plain candle wax.

Ear candling is another source of injury. It involves placing a hollow burning candle near the ear.

It has not been shown to remove earwax and may cause burns, blocked ear canals, or damage

to the eardrum.[3]

- A large amount is swallowed

- The exact product or its ingredients are unknown

- The product contains solvents, fuels, essential oils, or concentrated fragrance

- Wax enters the airway during choking or vomiting

- The wax is hot enough to burn

- Exposure happens in a small, poorly ventilated area

- The person has swallowing problems or reduced alertness

Diagnosis

There is no single blood test that confirms wax poisoning. Diagnosis usually comes from

identifying the exposure and checking for symptoms or complications.

Useful information includes the product name, ingredient list, amount involved, time of

exposure, and whether the wax was swallowed, inhaled, or spilled on the skin or eyes. Keep the

packaging or take a clear photograph of the label if it is safe to do so.

A healthcare professional may examine the mouth, breathing, abdomen, skin, or eyes. Oxygen

levels and other vital signs may be monitored.

Most small, symptom-free exposures do not require testing. Tests may be needed when a

complication is suspected. A chest X-ray can help assess persistent breathing symptoms after

material may have entered the lungs. Abdominal imaging may be considered if there are signs

of a blockage. Eye examination may be needed after hot wax or chemical ingredients contact

the eye.

Testing is guided by the full product rather than by the word "wax" on its label.

Treatment and management

First aid depends on how the exposure happened.
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For swallowed wax, remove any remaining material from the mouth. Do not make yourself or

another person vomit. Vomiting can increase the chance of material entering the lungs.

Contact a poison information service for advice based on the exact product, especially if the

amount or ingredients are uncertain.[1][2]

Do not give food or drink to someone who is drowsy, having a seizure, choking, or struggling to

swallow.

Move into fresh air after inhaling fumes, but do not enter an unsafe or smoke-filled space.

Ongoing cough, wheezing, chest pain, or breathlessness needs medical assessment.

For wax on the skin, remove clothing or jewellery that is not stuck to the burn. Cool a thermal

burn under cool running water. Do not use ice, butter, or oily creams. Do not pull hardened wax

from blistered or damaged skin; this may remove skin with it.[5]

If wax or another ingredient enters the eye, rinse gently with clean lukewarm water. Remove

contact lenses if they come out easily. Persistent pain, blurred vision, or redness needs urgent

assessment.

Medical treatment is mainly supportive, meaning it treats symptoms while the body recovers.

It may include monitoring, fluids, burn care, oxygen, or treatment for airway irritation. A

digestive blockage may require removal with an endoscope-a flexible camera passed into the

digestive tract-or surgery, but this is uncommon.

Hydrocarbon-containing products need different assessment because liquid can enter and

injure the lungs. Activated charcoal and stomach emptying are generally not routine

treatments for hydrocarbon ingestion because they can increase aspiration risk.[4][6]

Complications

Most small exposures to plain wax do not cause lasting harm. Complications are more likely

with hot wax, large amounts, choking, inhalation, or products containing other chemicals.

Possible complications include:

Aspiration means material has entered the breathing passages instead of travelling down the

food pipe. A persistent cough after swallowing or vomiting can be a sign of this problem.

An allergic reaction is possible but uncommon. Fragrances, dyes, or other additives are more

likely triggers than purified wax.

- Choking from a solid piece

- Lung inflammation after aspiration into the airway
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- Intestinal blockage after swallowing a large amount

- Skin burns, scarring, or infection

- Eye or corneal injury

- Toxic effects from solvents, fuels, or concentrated oils

- Smoke inhalation injury during a fire

Prevention

Many accidental wax exposures can be prevented, although not every accident is avoidable.

Keep candles, wax melts, crayons, polishes, lamp oils, and candle-making supplies out of

children's reach. Store products in their original labelled containers. Do not transfer melted

wax, lamp fuel, or cleaning products into cups, bottles, or food containers.

Check the label before heating a wax product. Use it only for its intended purpose and provide

ventilation as directed. Never leave burning candles or heating wax unattended.

Keep scented wax melts away from children and pets. Their smell and appearance can make

them easy to mistake for sweets or food.

Use care with cosmetic wax. Follow the product's heating instructions and test the

temperature before applying it to a larger area. Avoid carrying open containers of hot wax.

Do not use ear candles. They do not safely remove earwax and can cause burns or leave candle

material inside the ear.[3]

Living with it and what to expect

Wax poisoning is usually a one-time exposure rather than a long-term condition. After a small

swallow of plain candle or crayon wax, most people remain well or have brief digestive

symptoms. The material generally passes without treatment.

A minor skin burn may stay tender while it heals. Deeper burns can take longer and may leave

changes in skin colour or scarring. Eye injuries and breathing complications may also need

follow-up until symptoms and examination findings have resolved.

If wax entered the lungs, coughing or chest symptoms may continue after the first event.

Follow the recommended monitoring plan and seek reassessment if symptoms worsen rather

than improve.

Recovery from an exposure involving solvents, lamp oil, or another additive depends on that
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ingredient and whether the lungs or other organs were affected. The product label is therefore

important even when "wax" appears to be the main ingredient.

Once a mild exposure has resolved, ongoing restrictions are not usually needed. Repeated

workplace exposure, recurrent breathing irritation, or repeated accidental ingestion should be

discussed during routine medical follow-up so the source can be identified and reduced.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services now if someone:

Get urgent medical or poison-service advice if there is repeated vomiting, increasing

abdominal pain, abdominal swelling, inability to pass stool or gas, persistent coughing,

wheezing, chest pain, or shortness of breath.

Urgent advice is also appropriate after swallowing a large or unknown amount, or when the

product contains lamp oil, kerosene, solvents, concentrated essential oils, or unidentified

ingredients.

Eye pain, blurred vision, continuing redness, or wax stuck in the eye needs prompt assessment.

A deep, blistered, infected, or slow-healing burn should also be examined.

A small swallow of plain candle or crayon wax without symptoms can often be managed with

poison-service advice and observation at home. In the United States, Poison Control is

available at 1-800-222-1222 or through webPOISONCONTROL. Elsewhere, use your local

poison information service.[2]

Routine follow-up is reasonable if mild digestive, skin, or breathing symptoms are not settling

as expected, even when no emergency signs are present.

- Is choking or cannot breathe normally

- Has blue, grey, or unusually pale lips or skin

- Collapses, has a seizure, or cannot be awakened

- Has severe breathing difficulty after inhaling fumes or smoke

- Has a major burn, an electrical or chemical burn, or a burn involving the face or airway

Common questions

Is candle wax poisonous if swallowed?

Plain candle wax has low toxicity. A small accidental bite usually causes no symptoms or mild
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stomach upset. The ingredients matter, however. Scented products, wax polishes, lamp

products, and craft supplies may contain additional chemicals.

What should I do if my child ate candle wax?

Remove any wax left in the mouth and check that the child is breathing and swallowing

normally. Do not cause vomiting. Keep the product packaging and contact a poison

information service for advice based on the amount and ingredients. Call emergency services

for choking, breathing trouble, collapse, or a seizure.

Will swallowed wax pass through the body?

A small amount usually passes through the digestive tract because wax is not easily digested.

Large pieces or large amounts can rarely cause constipation or a blockage. Increasing pain,

repeated vomiting, abdominal swelling, or inability to pass stool or gas needs urgent

assessment.

Are crayons poisonous?

Most crayons intended for children are made from low-toxicity wax and pigments. A small bite

is unlikely to cause poisoning, although it can be a choking risk. Products not intended as

children's crayons may use different ingredients, so check the label and seek poison-service

advice if uncertain.

Can candle fumes make me sick?

Fragrance, smoke, or overheated wax may irritate the eyes and airways, particularly in an

enclosed room. Move to fresh air and stop using the product. Persistent coughing, wheezing,

chest pain, dizziness, or breathing difficulty needs medical attention. Symptoms during a fire

should be treated as possible smoke inhalation.

Is paraffin wax the same as paraffin lamp oil?

No. Solid paraffin candle wax has low toxicity. Liquid paraffin lamp oil and similar hydrocarbon

fuels can cause serious lung injury if swallowed and inhaled into the airway. A lamp-oil

exposure needs prompt poison-service or medical advice, even if the person initially appears

well.[4][6]
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