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CONDITION

Window cleaner poisoning

Window cleaner poisoning is illness or injury caused by swallowing, breathing, or

contacting a window-cleaning product.

WHAT IT IS

Harmful effects after swallowing, breathing, or contacting window cleaner

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive, breathing, eyes, skin, and nervous system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Eye irritation, coughing, nausea, drowsiness

WHAT CAUSES IT

Exposure to ammonia, alcohols, surfactants, or other ingredients

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, and targeted blood or imaging tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Decontamination, monitoring, and supportive medical care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - most recover after exposure stops and symptoms are treated

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - trouble breathing, collapse, seizures, or severe drowsiness

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Most minor exposures resolve; severe injuries may persist

Overview

Window cleaner poisoning means harmful effects from swallowing a window-cleaning product,

breathing its mist or fumes, or getting it in the eyes or on the skin.

The effects depend on the product's ingredients, concentration, amount, and route of

exposure. Household window cleaners often contain water, detergents called surfactants,

alcohols, fragrances, or small amounts of ammonia. Commercial products may be more

concentrated.

A small accidental taste may cause only mouth irritation or an upset stomach. Larger

exposures, concentrated products, or cleaner entering the lungs can be more serious.

Window cleaner is not the same as windshield washer fluid. Some windshield fluids contain
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methanol, a toxic alcohol that can cause blindness, organ damage, or death. If the product

might be windshield fluid, seek urgent poison advice even if there are no symptoms.

Symptoms

Symptoms often begin soon after exposure, but some breathing or solvent-related effects can

develop over several hours.

After swallowing window cleaner, possible symptoms include:

Vomiting increases the risk that cleaner will enter the lungs. This is called aspiration and can

cause chemical inflammation of the lungs.

Cleaner in the eyes may cause stinging, redness, watering, blurred vision, or sensitivity to light.

Concentrated products can injure the clear surface at the front of the eye, called the cornea.

Breathing spray or fumes may cause irritation of the nose and throat, coughing, wheezing,

headache, or shortness of breath. The risk is greater in an enclosed space or when a cleaner

containing ammonia is mixed with bleach.

Skin contact usually causes dryness or mild irritation. Longer contact with a concentrated

product may cause redness, pain, or a chemical burn.

- Burning or irritation of the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain

- Coughing or choking

- Drowsiness, dizziness, confusion, or poor coordination

Causes and risk factors

Poisoning happens when a window-cleaning product enters the body or damages tissue on

contact. The exact risk cannot be judged from the product name alone because formulas

differ.

Ingredients that may cause harm include:

Risk is higher with concentrated or industrial cleaner, a large amount, prolonged exposure, or

use in a space without enough fresh air. Young children may swallow cleaner stored within

reach or transferred into a drink bottle.

Never mix window cleaner with bleach. If the cleaner contains ammonia, the mixture can

release chloramine gases that injure the lungs.
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Intentional swallowing carries a higher risk because the amount may be larger or unknown. It

needs immediate medical and mental health support.

- Ammonia , which can irritate or burn the eyes, skin, airways, and digestive tract

- Alcohols or glycol ethers , which may cause vomiting, dizziness, drowsiness, or other
effects after a significant exposure

- Surfactants , which loosen dirt but can irritate tissue and produce foam that is easy to
inhale during vomiting

- Fragrances, dyes, and preservatives , which may irritate the skin, eyes, or airways

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every case of window cleaner poisoning. Diagnosis is

based mainly on what happened, the exact product, symptoms, and an examination.

The product container, label, or safety data sheet can help a poison specialist identify the

ingredients. Useful details include the time of exposure, possible amount, route of exposure,

and whether the product was concentrated or mixed with anything.

In hospital, monitoring may include oxygen level, heart rate, blood pressure, temperature, and

alertness. Blood tests may check salts, acidity, blood sugar, and kidney or liver function. An

electrocardiogram may be used to check heart rhythm.

A chest X-ray may be needed for ongoing coughing, low oxygen, or suspected aspiration. An

eye examination can look for corneal injury. If a toxic alcohol or severe chemical burn is

suspected, specialist tests and assessment may be required.

Treatment and management

Get product-specific advice from a poison centre rather than waiting for symptoms. In the

United States, Poison Control is available at 1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, contact your local

poison information service or emergency service.

Immediate first aid depends on the exposure:

Take the container or a clear photograph of its label when seeking care. Do not delay

emergency help while looking for packaging.

Medical treatment is based on the symptoms and ingredients. It may include oxygen, airway

support, intravenous fluids, treatment for nausea, and medicines that open narrowed airways.

Eye injuries may need continued irrigation and examination by an eye specialist.
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Activated charcoal and procedures to empty the stomach are not routine treatments for

window cleaner exposure. They may increase aspiration risk and should only be considered by

poisoning specialists in unusual circumstances.

If testing identifies a toxic alcohol, specialist treatment may include an antidote and, in severe

cases, dialysis to remove the chemical from the blood. This is more relevant to some

windshield washer fluids than to ordinary household window cleaner.

- If swallowed: Remove any product left in the mouth. Do not make the person vomit. Do
not give food, drink, charcoal, or a home remedy unless a poison specialist advises it.

- If in the eyes: Remove contact lenses if this is easy. Rinse with clean, lukewarm running
water for 15 to 20 minutes. Do not put other chemicals or eye drops in the eye unless
advised.

- If on the skin: Remove contaminated clothing and rinse the skin thoroughly with running
water.

- If inhaled: Move into fresh air without entering an unsafe or poorly ventilated area
yourself.

Complications

Most minor household exposures do not cause lasting harm. Possible complications after a

more serious exposure include:

Severe injury is more likely after a large or concentrated exposure. Breathing problems may

worsen over several hours, even if the person initially seems better.

- Chemical inflammation or infection-like injury in the lungs after aspiration

- Swelling or burns of the airway

- Corneal damage and lasting changes in vision

- Burns of the mouth, food pipe, or stomach

- Abnormal blood acidity or organ injury from certain solvents

Prevention

Window cleaner poisoning can usually be prevented.

Keep cleaners in their original labelled containers. Store them locked away and out of sight and

reach of children. Child-resistant packaging reduces risk but is not childproof.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 4 of 7



sofidex sofidex.com

Do not transfer cleaner into cups, water bottles, or food containers. Keep window cleaner

separate from windshield washer fluid and automotive products.

Use cleaners with ventilation, especially sprays or ammonia-containing products. Follow the

label about gloves, eye protection, and dilution. Avoid spraying toward your face.

Never mix cleaning products. In particular, do not mix ammonia-containing cleaner with bleach.

At work, follow the safety data sheet and workplace procedures for concentrated products.

Clean spills promptly, and wash your hands after use. Return the container to secure storage

before leaving the area.

Living with it and what to expect

Mild eye, throat, skin, or stomach irritation often improves within hours after the exposure

ends and the affected area is rinsed. A poison specialist may still recommend observation at

home because the product and amount matter.

After a significant exposure, observation in an emergency department may be needed until

breathing, alertness, and vital signs remain stable. Some people need hospital treatment,

particularly after aspiration, airway swelling, or exposure to a concentrated product.

Recovery from lung irritation may take days or weeks. A severe chemical lung injury can leave

an ongoing cough, shortness of breath, or reduced exercise tolerance. Serious eye or digestive

tract burns may need follow-up over weeks or months.

Attend recommended follow-up if symptoms persist or tests showed lung, eye, kidney, liver, or

digestive tract injury. New difficulty swallowing, repeated vomiting, worsening breathlessness,

or vision changes should not wait for a routine appointment.

An intentional exposure should also lead to compassionate mental health support and a plan to

reduce the chance of another poisoning.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services now if someone has:

Move someone who inhaled fumes into fresh air if you can do so safely. Do not enter a room

with strong fumes without appropriate protection.

Contact a poison centre promptly after any swallowed window cleaner, significant inhalation,

or exposure to a concentrated or unknown product. Also seek advice if a child was exposed,

symptoms develop, or you are unsure how much contact occurred.
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After eye exposure, begin rinsing immediately. Urgent assessment is needed if pain, redness,

light sensitivity, or blurred vision continues after thorough rinsing.

Arrange routine follow-up after medical assessment if a cough, stomach symptoms, skin

irritation, or mild swallowing discomfort is not improving as expected. Routine follow-up is not

a substitute for emergency care when breathing, alertness, swallowing, or vision is affected.

- Severe trouble breathing, blue or grey lips, or noisy breathing

- Collapsed, become unresponsive, or had a seizure

- Severe confusion or difficulty staying awake

- Severe chest pain, drooling, or inability to swallow

- Sudden major vision loss

- Swallowed window cleaner intentionally

- Possibly swallowed windshield washer fluid or a product containing methanol

Common questions

Is window cleaner poisonous if swallowed?

It can be. A small accidental taste of ordinary household cleaner may cause irritation, nausea,

or vomiting, while larger amounts and concentrated products can cause more serious effects.

Rinse the mouth, do not cause vomiting, and contact a poison centre with the product details.

Should I make someone vomit after swallowing window cleaner?

No. Vomiting can draw cleaner or foam into the lungs and cause a chemical lung injury. Do not

use salt water, mustard, fingers, or other methods to cause vomiting.

What should I do if window cleaner gets in my eyes?

Start rinsing immediately with clean, lukewarm running water for 15 to 20 minutes. Remove

contact lenses if easy, but do not delay rinsing. Get urgent advice if pain, redness, blurred

vision, or light sensitivity continues.

Can window cleaner fumes make me sick?

Yes. Spray mist and fumes can irritate the eyes and airways, especially in an enclosed area.

Move into fresh air. Trouble breathing, wheezing, chest pain, marked drowsiness, or worsening

coughing needs urgent medical assessment.

Is window cleaner the same as windshield washer fluid?

No. Windshield washer fluid is an automotive product, and some types contain methanol.
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Methanol poisoning may not cause obvious symptoms at first but can later damage vision and

other organs. Suspected swallowing requires urgent poison-centre or emergency advice.

How long do symptoms last?

Minor irritation may settle within several hours. Coughing after aspiration or strong fume

exposure can last longer and may worsen after a delay. Severe lung, eye, or digestive tract

injury can take weeks or months to heal and may need specialist follow-up.

Sources

- MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Window cleaner poisoning , US National Library of
Medicine
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- Medical Management Guidelines for Ammonia , Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease
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- NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards: Ammonia , US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention
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- Overview of Poisoning , Merck Manual Consumer Version
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