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Is Contact Solution the Same as Saline Solution?

When you first pick up a bottle of contact lens solution, you might wonder whether it’s the same as the saline

solution you use for rinsing your eyes or cleaning surfaces. The answer is not straightforward. While both products

are water-based and serve to keep your eyes and lenses clean, they are formulated for different purposes, contain

distinct ingredients, and have varying safety profiles. In this comprehensive guide, we’ll break down the differences,

explain how each works, and help you choose the right product for your eye health.

What Is Saline Solution?

Definition and Common Uses

Saline solution is a sterile mixture of sodium chloride (salt) and water. The typical concentration is 0.9% sodium

chloride, which closely matches the salt concentration in human tears. Because of its isotonic nature, saline is

gentle and safe for a wide range of applications:

•  Eye irrigation – flushing out foreign bodies or chemicals from the eye.

•  Contact lens cleaning (optional) – rinsing lenses before applying a dedicated solution.

•  Wound care – cleaning minor cuts or scrapes.

•  Medical equipment cleaning – rinsing instruments and tubes.

•  Household cleaning – a mild disinfectant for surfaces.

Key Properties

•  Isotonicity: Matches the osmolarity of tears (around 300 mOsm/L), preventing irritation.

•  pH neutrality: Generally around 7.0, which is close to the eye’s natural pH.

•  No preservatives or surfactants: Reduces the risk of allergic reactions.

•  Limited antimicrobial activity: Does not kill bacteria, fungi, or viruses.

What Is Contact Lens Solution?

Definition and Purpose

Contact lens solution is a specialized product designed to clean, disinfect, and store contact lenses. Unlike plain

saline, it contains a blend of ingredients that work together to remove protein deposits, kill microorganisms, and

preserve lens integrity.

Common Types of Contact Lens Solution

•  Multipurpose solutions (MPS): Clean, rinse, disinfect, and store lenses in one bottle.

•  Hydrogen peroxide systems: Use a two-step process (neutralization and rinsing) for high-level disinfection.

•  Single-use solutions: Pre-moistened lenses that require no additional solution.

•  Storage solutions: Maintain lenses after disinfection.

Key Components

•  Surfactants: Reduce surface tension, helping to lift debris.

•  Preservatives: Prevent bacterial growth in the solution.



•  Antimicrobial agents: Kill bacteria, fungi, and viruses.

•  Buffering agents: Maintain a stable pH (usually 6.5–7.5).

•  Humectants: Keep lenses moist.

Key Differences Between Saline and Contact Lens Solution

1. Purpose

Saline is a neutral rinse; it’s meant to flush out irritants and clean surfaces. Contact lens solution is a multi-step

cleaning system that not only removes debris but also disinfects and preserves lenses.

2. Composition

Saline contains only sodium chloride and water. Contact lens solutions contain a complex mixture of surfactants,

preservatives, buffers, and sometimes antimicrobial agents.

3. Antimicrobial Activity

Saline has no antimicrobial properties. Contact lens solutions actively kill microbes to reduce the risk of eye

infections.

4. pH and Osmolarity

Both solutions are isotonic, but contact lens solutions often have a slightly different pH range to optimize lens

compatibility and microbial control.

5. Safety and Irritation

Because saline is free of surfactants and preservatives, it’s less likely to cause irritation or allergic reactions.

Contact lens solutions can cause discomfort if not rinsed properly or if you have sensitivities.

Composition Deep Dive

Saline Solution Ingredients

•  Sodium chloride (0.9%): Provides isotonicity.

•  Distilled water: Sterile base.

Contact Lens Solution Ingredients

•  Surfactants (e.g., cocamidopropyl betaine): Remove protein deposits.

•  Preservatives (e.g., benzalkonium chloride): Prevent microbial growth.

•  Antimicrobial agents (e.g., hydrogen peroxide): Disinfect lenses.

•  Buffers (e.g., phosphate): Stabilize pH.

•  Humectants (e.g., glycerin): Keep lenses hydrated.

•  Optional additives (e.g., amino acids, vitamins): Enhance lens comfort.

How Each Solution Is Used

Using Saline Solution

1.  Eye irrigation: Hold the bottle upright, tilt your head back, and pour the solution over the eye.

2.  Lens rinsing (optional): Rinse lenses with saline before applying a multipurpose solution.

3.  Wound cleaning: Gently dab the area with a clean saline-soaked gauze.

Using Contact Lens Solution

1.  Cleaning: Swirl the lens in the solution for 30–60 seconds.



2.  Rinsing: Rinse the lens in fresh solution to remove surfactant residues.

3.  Disinfection: Place lenses in a new bottle of solution and let them soak for the recommended time (usually 4–

6 hours).

4.  Storage: Keep lenses in the same solution until you’re ready to wear them again.

Safety Tips for Contact Lens Care

•  Always wash your hands before handling lenses.

•  Follow the manufacturer’s instructions for soaking times.

•  Replace solution bottles every 3–6 months, depending on usage.

•  Do not use tap water to rinse lenses.

•  Seek medical advice if you experience redness, itching, or pain.

Choosing the Right Solution for You

Consider Your Lens Type

Hydrogel lenses often require a different solution than silicone hydrogel lenses due to varying oxygen permeability.

Allergies and Sensitivities

If you have a history of eye irritation, look for preservative-free or low-preservative solutions.

Convenience vs. Cost

Multipurpose solutions are convenient but can be more expensive. Hydrogen peroxide systems are cost-effective

but require a neutralization step.

Professional Guidance

Consult your eye care professional to determine the best solution for your lifestyle and eye health.

Common Myths About Saline and Contact Lens Solution

•  Myth: Saline can replace contact lens solution. Reality: Saline lacks antimicrobial properties and can leave 

protein deposits on lenses.

•  Myth: All contact lens solutions are the same. Reality: Different formulations suit different lens materials and 

user needs.

•  Myth: Using more solution improves cleanliness. Reality: Overuse can irritate the eye; follow the 

recommended soaking time.

•  Myth: You can reuse the same bottle for months. Reality: Solutions degrade over time; replace them as 

instructed.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is it safe to rinse lenses with saline?

Yes, you can rinse lenses with saline before applying a multipurpose solution, but it’s not a substitute for

disinfection.

Can I use saline for overnight lens wear?

Saline is not designed for overnight storage; it lacks preservatives and antimicrobial agents.

What happens if I accidentally swallow contact lens solution?

Most solutions are non-toxic but can cause mild irritation. Seek medical attention if you experience discomfort.



Do I need to use a specific type of saline for eye irrigation?

Use a sterile, isotonic saline solution. Non-sterile or hypertonic solutions can cause irritation.

Can I mix saline and contact lens solution?

Mixing is not recommended. Use each product as intended to avoid compromising lens integrity or eye safety.

Conclusion

While saline solution and contact lens solution share the common trait of being water-based and isotonic, they

serve distinct purposes and contain different ingredients. Saline is a gentle rinse ideal for eye irrigation and surface

cleaning, whereas contact lens solution is a specialized, multi-component product that cleans, disinfects, and

preserves lenses. Understanding these differences helps you maintain optimal eye health, prevent infections, and

ensure your lenses stay comfortable and safe. Always follow your eye care professional’s guidance, use the right

product for the right task, and keep your lenses and eyes clean and healthy.
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