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CONDITION

Wood stain poisoning

Wood stain poisoning is illness caused by swallowing, breathing, or absorbing harmful
chemicals from wood stain.

WHATITIS
Harmful effects from exposure to wood stain chemicals

BODY SYSTEM
Lungs, nervous system, digestive tract, skin, and eyes

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Coughing, nausea, dizziness, drowsiness

WHAT CAUSES IT
Swallowed, inhaled, or absorbed stain chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Exposure history, examination, and targeted blood and chest tests

MAIN TREATMENT
Decontamination, breathing support, and symptom-based hospital care

CAN IT BE CURED?
Sometimes - recovery depends on exposure and organ injury

ISIT AN EMERGENCY?
Sometimes - trouble breathing, collapse, seizures, or marked drowsiness

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Most mild exposures resolve; severe lung injury may persist

Overview

Wood stain poisoning means becoming ill after exposure to chemicals in a product used to
colour or protect wood. Exposure can happen by swallowing stain, breathing its vapour,
splashing it into the eyes, or getting a large amount on the skin.

Wood stains are mixtures rather than a single chemical. Oil-based stains commonly contain
hydrocarbon solvents, which are chemicals similar to those found in fuels and paint thinners.
Water-based products may contain less solvent, but they can still irritate the eyes, skin, lungs,
or digestive tract. The exact risk depends on the product, amount, route of exposure, and
symptoms.

One of the most serious risks after swallowing an oil-based stain is aspiration. This means
liquid enters the lungs, often during coughing or vomiting. It can cause chemical pneumonitis,
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which is lung inflammation caused by a chemical rather than an infection.

Brief skin contact or a short exposure to an odour does not always cause poisoning. However,
symptoms after swallowing stain or breathing concentrated fumes need prompt advice froma
poison centre or medical professional.

Symptoms

Symptoms can begin during exposure or within the following hours. Some lung symptoms are
delayed, so feeling well immediately after swallowing stain does not completely rule out a
problem.

Swallowing wood stain may cause:

If stain enters the lungs, you may develop persistent coughing, wheezing, shortness of breath,
chest discomfort, or fever. Breathing may become more difficult over several hours.

Breathing concentrated vapour can irritate the nose, throat, and lungs. Solvents may also
affect the brain and nerves, causing headache, poor coordination, light-headedness, confusion,
or drowsiness. Very high exposure, especially in an enclosed space, can cause loss of
consciousness or seizures.

Eye exposure may cause pain, redness, watering, blurred vision, or sensitivity to light. Skin
exposure can cause dryness, redness, burning, or dermatitis, which is anirritated, inflamed
rash. Some chemicals can be absorbed through the skin, particularly after prolonged or
widespread contact.

Severe poisoning may affect breathing, heart rhythm, blood pressure, kidneys, liver, or brain.
These effects are uncommon after minor exposure but require emergency care when they
occur.

- Burning orirritation in the mouth and throat
- Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain
- Coughing or choking

- Dizziness, headache, confusion, or unusual sleepiness

Causes and risk factors

Wood stain poisoning is caused by the chemicals in the product. Oil-based stains often contain
mineral spirits or related hydrocarbons. Other products may contain alcohols, glycol ethers,
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dyes, pigments, preservatives, or metal compounds.
Risk is higher when stain is:

Young children may swallow a product left within reach. Adults may be exposed through home
projects, workplace accidents, or using stain in enclosed spaces. Deliberately breathing solvent
fumes can cause severe poisoning and may be fatal.

The product label and safety data sheet can help identify its ingredients. Products sold as
wood stain can differ greatly, so one exposure should not be judged only by what happened
with another brand.

- Swallowed, particularly if vomiting or choking occurs
- Usedinasmall, poorly ventilated area

- Sprayed, creating droplets that can be breathed in

- Left onthe skin or soaked into clothing

- Pouredinto an unlabelled drink or food container

- Used repeatedly without suitable workplace controls

Diagnosis

There is no single test for all wood stain poisoning. Assessment is based on the product
involved, how exposure occurred, the estimated amount, the time since exposure, and your
symptoms.

If possible, take the container, label, or a clear photograph of it when seeking care. Do not bring
a leaking or contaminated container into an enclosed vehicle or healthcare building.

A medical assessment may include checking breathing, oxygen level, heart rate, blood
pressure, alertness, skin, and eyes. A chest X-ray may be used when there is coughing,
breathing difficulty, low oxygen, or concern that stain entered the lungs. Early X-rays can be
normal even when lung irritation is developing.

An electrocardiogram, or ECG, records the heart's electrical activity. Blood tests may check
acid levels, salts, kidney or liver function, or specific toxic chemicals when the product
ingredients suggest these are needed.

Treatment and management

Immediate first aid depends on how the exposure happened.
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After swallowing wood stain, do not make yourself vomit. Vomiting increases the chance of
stain entering the lungs. Rinse your mouth gently. Do not give anything by mouth to someone
who is very drowsy, having a seizure, or unable to swallow safely. Contact a poison centre
promptly for product-specific advice.

After breathing fumes, move into fresh air without putting yourself at risk. Do not enter an
enclosed contaminated area to rescue someone unless you have appropriate training and
protective equipment.

For skin exposure, remove contaminated clothing and wash the skin thoroughly with soap and
running water. For eye exposure, rinse the eye continuously with lukewarm running water for
at least 15 to 20 minutes. Remove contact lenses if they come out easily.

Hospital treatment is mainly supportive, meaning it protects breathing and other body
functions while the chemicals clear. It may include oxygen, medicines to open narrowed
airways, intravenous fluids, heart monitoring, or assisted breathing.

There is no single antidote for wood stain. Treatment may change if testing identifies a
particular toxic ingredient. Activated charcoal is not routinely used for hydrocarbon products
because it may increase vomiting and aspiration risk. It should only be considered by
professionals who know the exact product and circumstances.

People who remain well after a small exposure may only need observation and poison-centre
follow-up. Coughing, choking, drowsiness, or breathing symptoms usually require in-person
assessment.

Complications

The main serious complication is chemical pneumonitis after stain enters the lungs. This can
reduce oxygen levels and, in severe cases, lead to respiratory failure.

Other possible complications include abnormal heart rhythms, seizures, coma, kidney or liver
injury, and skin or eye damage. The exact risks depend on the product's ingredients.

Prolonged lack of oxygen can injure the brain. Severe lung inflammation may leave continuing
shortness of breath or reduced exercise tolerance, although many people recover without
lasting effects.

Repeated workplace or hobby exposure to solvents may contribute to ongoing dermatitis,
headaches, concentration problems, or nerve symptoms. These concerns are different froma
single brief exposure and should be assessed over time.
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Prevention

Most accidental wood stain poisoning can be prevented. The products themselves cannot be
made harmless, so safe storage, ventilation, and careful handling matter.

Read the label before opening the container. Use the product outdoors or in a well-ventilated
space, as directed. Keep away from flames, cigarettes, heaters, and sparks because many
solvent-based stains are flammable.

Wear the gloves and eye protection recommended on the label or safety data sheet. A cloth or
dust mask does not filter solvent vapours. If respiratory protection is required for work, it must
be the correct type and properly fitted.

Keep stain in its original labelled container. Never pour it into a cup, bottle, food jar, or other
container that might be mistaken for something safe to drink. Store it locked away from
children and pets.

Close containers when they are not being used. Dispose of leftover stain and stained materials
according to local instructions. Oil-soaked rags can heat up and catch fire if stored incorrectly,
so follow the product's disposal directions.

Living with it and what to expect

A minor exposure that causes no symptoms or only brief irritation often settles after the
exposure stops and the area is washed or ventilated. Headache, nausea, or dizziness from
limited vapour exposure may improve over hours in fresh air.

After aspiration, coughing or breathing problems may appear or worsen during the first several
hours. Recovery from chemical pneumonitis may take days or weeks. Follow-up may include
checking symptoms, oxygen levels, or lung function if breathing problems continue.

Severe poisoning can require intensive care and longer rehabilitation. Lasting effects are more
likely after major lung injury, prolonged low oxygen, or damage to organs such as the brain,
kidneys, or liver. No single recovery timeline applies to every product or exposure.

A mild, fully resolved exposure does not usually become a lifelong condition. However,
repeated symptoms while using stain may indicate continuing exposure. Review ventilation,
protective equipment, and product handling before using it again.

When to get medical help
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Call emergency services now if someone exposed to wood stain:

Move away from fumes if this can be done safely. Do not enter a contaminated enclosed space
without proper protection.

Contact a poison centre promptly after any swallowing of wood stain, even if there are no
symptoms yet. In the United States, Poison Help is available at 1-800-222-1222 or through
webPOISONCONTROL. Elsewhere, use your local poison information service. Have the
product label available.

Seek urgent medical assessment for coughing or choking after swallowing, repeated vomiting,
unusual drowsiness, wheezing, shortness of breath, persistent eye pain, or blurred vision.

Arrange routine follow-up if a cough, wheeze, rash, headache, concentration problem, or
reduced exercise tolerance continues after the initial exposure. Repeated symptoms linked to
work or home projects also need review, even when each episode seems mild.

- Isstruggling to breathe or has blue, grey, or unusually pale lips
- Collapses, has a seizure, or cannot be awakened

- Isseverely confused or unable to walk normally

- Has serious chest pain or rapidly worsening breathing

- Was exposed in an enclosed space and has reduced consciousness

Common questions

What happens if | swallow wood stain?

It may irritate your mouth and stomach and cause nausea, vomiting, dizziness, or drowsiness.
The greatest immediate concern with many oil-based stains is liquid entering the lungs. Do not
induce vomiting. Contact a poison centre for advice based on the exact product.

Can wood stain fumes make me sick?

Yes. Concentrated vapour can cause headache, nausea, dizziness, poor coordination, throat
irritation, or drowsiness. Move into fresh air. Seek urgent help if symptoms are severe, do not
improve, or include confusion, collapse, or breathing difficulty.

Should | make myself vomit after swallowing wood stain?

No. Vomiting can draw stain into the lungs and cause chemical pneumonitis. Rinse your mouth
and contact a poison centre. Do not give food or drink to someone who cannot swallow safely.

How long do wood stain poisoning symptoms last?

Mild irritation or dizziness may improve within hours after exposure ends. Lung inflammation
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can worsen during the first several hours and may take days or weeks to settle. Severe organ
injury can cause longer-lasting effects.

Is water-based wood stain poisonous?

Water-based does not mean harmless. These products may contain solvents, preservatives,
pigments, or other irritating chemicals. They may pose a lower aspiration risk than some
oil-based stains, but the label and product ingredients still matter.

Can wood stain poisoning cause permanent damage?

It can, particularly after severe lung injury, prolonged lack of oxygen, or damage to the brain or
other organs. Many mild exposures resolve completely. Early poison-centre advice helps
identify which exposures need observation or treatment.
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