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SALINE VS. CONTACT SOLUTION: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

If you wear contact lenses, you have likely faced a moment of panic: you run out of your usual
multipurpose solution and spot a bottle of simple saline solution in your medicine cabinet. The
question that immediately springs to mind is, is saline solution the same as contact solution?
It  is a common confusion, especially since both liquids look similar and are used for eye care.
However, using the wrong type of liquid can compromise your eye health, lead to infections, or even
damage  your  lenses.  This  article  provides  a  clear,  comprehensive  breakdown  of  the  differences,
uses,  and  dangers  of  confusing  these  two  products.

Understanding the Basics: What is Saline
Solution?
Saline  solution  is  a  sterile  mixture  of  sodium  chloride  (salt)  and  purified  water.  Its  composition  is
carefully balanced to match the salinity of human tears, making it gentle and compatible with the
eyes. You can find saline solution in pharmacies, typically used for:

Rinsing contact lenses before insertion
Storing lenses in certain types of cases for short periods
Eye washes to flush out dust, debris, or irritants
Medical applications like wound cleaning or nasal irrigation

While saline solution is excellent for rinsing and hydrating, it lacks any cleaning or disinfecting
properties. This is the most critical distinction to understand. If you use plain saline to "clean" your
lenses overnight, you are essentially leaving them in a saltwater bath that does not kill bacteria,
fungi, or other microorganisms.

What is Contact Solution?
Contact  solution  (often  called  multipurpose  solution  or  MPS)  is  a  chemically  complex  formula
designed  to  do  much  more  than  just  rinse.  It  typically  contains  disinfectants,  surfactants,
preservatives,  and  buffering  agents.  When  you  ask,  is  saline  solution  the  same  as  contact
solution? the answer becomes clear when you examine the functions of a true contact solution:

Disinfection: Kills harmful bacteria, viruses, and fungi that accumulate on lenses throughout1.
the day.
Cleaning: Removes protein deposits, lipids, and other debris that cloud vision and cause2.
discomfort.
Rinsing: Washes away loosened debris and residual disinfectants.3.
Storage: Maintains lens hydration and shape while preventing microbial growth in the case.4.
Conditioning: Some solutions include wetting agents to make lenses more comfortable upon5.
insertion.

Without  these  active  ingredients,  your  contact  lenses  become  a  breeding  ground  for
pathogens.  Studies  have  shown  that  improper  lens  care  is  a  leading  cause  of  corneal
infections, which can sometimes lead to vision loss.

Key Differences at a Glance
To simplify the comparison, here are the fundamental differences between the two products:

Cleaning Power: Saline has none. Contact solution has disinfectants and surfactants.
Safety: Saline is safe for rinsing but not for disinfecting. Contact solution is safe for all
steps if used correctly.
Enzymatic Cleaning: Contact solutions often contain agents to break down proteins
from tears. Saline does not.
Preservatives: Saline may be preservative-free (suitable for sensitive eyes). Contact
solutions usually contain preservatives.
Storage: You can store lenses in some salines for a few hours, but they will not be
disinfected. Contact solutions are designed for overnight storage.

Can You Use Saline Solution Instead of
Contact Solution?
The short answer is: only for rinsing, never for disinfecting or overnight storage. Many
people wonder, "Is saline solution the same as contact solution?" and mistakenly believe they
are interchangeable. This is a dangerous misconception. If you place your lenses in saline
overnight, you risk developing a serious eye infection, including microbial keratitis. Symptoms
of an infection include redness, pain, blurred vision, sensitivity to light, and discharge.
There is one exception: hydrogen peroxide-based cleaning systems.  These require a
special saline rinse after the neutralization step. However, the saline used here is for rinsing
only, not for storing. Always follow the specific instructions for your lens care system.

Can You Use Contact Solution as Eye
Drops?

While  contact  solution  is  technically  sterile  and  compatible  with  the  eyes,  it  is  not
recommended  as  a  substitute  for  rewetting  drops  or  artificial  tears.  Many  multipurpose
solutions  contain  preservatives  that  can  irritate  the  eyes  if  used  frequently  or  in  large
amounts.  Additionally,  the  disinfectants  in  contact  solution  can  disrupt  the  natural  tear  film
and  cause  stinging.  If  you  need  to  rewet  your  lenses,  use  a  product  specifically  labeled  as
"contact lens rewetting drops" or "lubricating drops for contacts." These are formulated to be
gentle and moisturizing without interfering with lens material.

When is Saline Solution the Right
Choice?
Saline solution has legitimate uses in contact lens care. It is ideal for:

Rinsing lenses after cleaning to remove residue.
Flushing the lens case before refilling with fresh solution.
Emergency rinsing if a lens dries out or has debris.
People with sensitive eyes who react to preservatives (use with caution and a proper
disinfection system).
Use with hydrogen peroxide systems as a final rinse (again, not for storage).

Remember, saline should never be your primary cleaning or storage solution. Always keep a
bottle of proper contact solution on hand for daily use.

Tips for Safe Contact Lens Care
To keep your eyes healthy and your vision clear, follow these best practices:

Always use fresh solution. Never reuse or "top off" old solution in the lens case.
Clean your lens case daily with solution and air dry it upside down.
Replace your lens case every month or as recommended.
Never use tap water, distilled water, or saliva on your lenses. These can introduce
harmful microorganisms.
Follow the recommended wear schedule for your lenses (daily, bi-weekly, or
monthly).
If you experience discomfort, remove your lenses immediately and consult your
eye doctor if symptoms persist.
Carry a travel-sized bottle of proper contact solution or rewetting drops when you are
away from home.

Common Myths Debunked
Let us address a few persistent myths regarding the question, "Is saline solution the same as
contact solution?"
Myth 1: "Saline is just as good because it is salt water, and salt kills bacteria."
Fact: The concentration of salt in saline is not high enough to kill bacteria. In fact, many
bacteria can survive and thrive in saline solutions. True disinfection requires specific chemical
agents.
Myth 2: "I can mix saline with a few drops of contact solution to make it work."
Fact: Diluting contact solution reduces its effectiveness. You are better off using a full-strength
multipurpose solution for cleaning and storage.
Myth 3: "Saline is safer because it has no chemicals."
Fact: While saline is gentler for rinsing, it lacks the essential antimicrobial protection your eyes
need. The "chemicals" in contact solution are thoroughly tested and approved by regulatory
bodies for safety and efficacy.

What to Do If You Run Out of Contact
Solution
If you find yourself without contact solution and your lenses are due for cleaning, do not panic.
Here are safe steps to follow:

If possible, dispose of the lenses and wear glasses until you can get proper solution.1.
If you must keep the lenses, place them in a clean case and cover them with a generous2.
amount of saline solution (not water). This will keep them hydrated for a few hours.
As soon as you obtain proper contact solution, thoroughly clean and disinfect the3.
lenses using the recommended rub-and-rinse method before wearing them again.
If you cannot get proper solution within 24 hours, it is safer to discard the lenses and4.
use a fresh pair.

The Bottom Line
So, is saline solution the same as contact solution? Absolutely not. While both are sterile
and safe for  contact  with the eyes,  their  purposes are distinct.  Saline is  for  rinsing and
hydration only. Contact solution is a comprehensive product that cleans, disinfects, stores, and
conditions your lenses.  Using the wrong one can lead to discomfort,  infection,  and even
permanent eye damage. Always read labels carefully, follow the instructions from your eye
care professional, and never improvise when it comes to your vision. Your eyes are worth the
extra few dollars for the right product.
Keep a backup bottle of proper contact solution in your bag, desk, and car. When in doubt,
remember: rinsing is fine, disinfecting is mandatory.
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