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INTRODUCTION

If you wear contact lenses, you have likely asked yourself: Is contact solution saline solution? It
is a common point of confusion, especially for new lens wearers who see the words “saline” on some
bottles and “contact solution” on others. The short answer is no—they are not the same. While both
are  used  in  lens  care,  they  serve  very  different  purposes.  Using  the  wrong  one  can  put  your  eye
health  at  risk.  In  this  article,  we  will  break  down  the  differences,  explain  what  each  product  is
designed  for,  and  help  you  make  informed  choices  for  your  daily  lens  routine.

UNDERSTANDING CONTACT LENS SOLUTIONS

To understand why contact solution is not simply saline, we need to look at the ingredients and
functions of each type of product. The market offers several categories, each with a specific role in
cleaning, disinfecting, rinsing, and storing lenses.

What is Saline Solution?
Saline  solution  is  a  sterile  mixture  of  sodium  chloride  (salt)  and  purified  water,  typically  at  a
concentration of 0.9% salt—similar to the natural salinity of human tears. It is primarily used for
rinsing contact lenses after cleaning and for storing lenses in a case, but only if it is a preserved
saline solution. Unpreserved saline, often sold in single-use vials, is intended for rinsing only and
should not be used for long-term storage because it lacks preservatives to prevent bacterial growth.
Critical fact: Saline solution does not contain any disinfecting agents. It can rinse away loose
debris and dust, but it will not kill bacteria, fungi, or viruses. This is the fundamental distinction
when comparing saline to multipurpose contact solution.

What is Multipurpose Contact Solution?
Multipurpose solution (MPS) is the most common type of contact lens care product. It combines
several  functions  in  one  bottle:  cleaning,  disinfecting,  rinsing,  and  storing.  MPS  contains
preservatives and disinfectants such as polyaminopropyl biguanide (PHMB), polyquaternium‑1,
or aldox. These agents actively kill microorganisms that can accumulate on lenses during wear.
Multipurpose solutions also include surfactants that help remove lipid and protein deposits from the
lens surface. When you rub and rinse your lenses with MPS, you are physically and chemically
removing debris while also disinfecting. After this process, you store the lenses in fresh MPS, which
keeps them sterile overnight.

Hydrogen Peroxide Systems
A separate category is the hydrogen peroxide‑based system (e.g., Clear Care). This solution uses 3%
hydrogen peroxide to  provide a  powerful  disinfecting action—more aggressive  than most  MPS
products. After a required neutralization step (usually with a special case and a catalytic disc), the
solution converts to a gentle saline that is safe for the eyes. Hydrogen peroxide systems should
never be placed directly into the eye without neutralization. They offer an excellent alternative
for people with allergies to MPS preservatives, but they are still a true contact solution, not simply
saline.

KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SALINE AND CONTACT SOLUTION

Now that  you understand what  each product  is,  let’s  compare them head‑to‑head across  the
functions that matter most for lens care.

Cleaning and Disinfecting Ability
The biggest difference is antimicrobial activity. Saline solution has zero disinfection power. It is
merely salt water. If you store lenses in saline alone, bacteria and fungi can multiply rapidly on the
lens surface, leading to serious eye infections such as microbial keratitis. Contact solutions—whether
multipurpose or hydrogen peroxide—are specifically formulated to kill pathogens. The FDA requires
these  products  to  pass  strict  efficacy  tests  against  common  contaminants  like  Pseudomonas
aeruginosa  and  Staphylococcus  aureus.

Storage and Soaking
For overnight storage, you must use a solution that keeps lenses hydrated and sterile. Multipurpose
solutions and properly neutralized hydrogen peroxide systems both maintain sterility. Saline, unless
it  is  a  preserved  version  (which  still  lacks  disinfectants  beyond  a  mild  preservative),  is  not
recommended for storage. Many unpreserved saline products are labeled “for rinsing only” for
this reason. Using them for storage creates a breeding ground for microbes.

Enzyme Removal
Some contacts, especially those with high water content or extended‑wear lenses, can accumulate
protein deposits. Many multipurpose solutions now include low‑level enzymatic activity (e.g., with

agents like hyaluronan or poloxamine) to help break down these deposits. Saline solution does not
contain any enzymatic cleaners. Relying solely on saline may lead to discomfort, blurred vision, and
reduced lens lifespan.

WHY YOU SHOULD NOT USE SALINE AS A SUBSTITUTE

The question “Is contact solution saline solution?” often arises when someone runs out of their
regular product and reaches for a bottle of saline. This is a dangerous shortcut.

Risk of Eye Infections
According  to  the  American  Academy  of  Ophthalmology,  the  most  common  cause  of  contact
lens‑related corneal infections is improper hygiene, including the use of saline for disinfection. A
study published in Eye & Contact Lens found that patients who used only saline for storage had a
significantly  higher  incidence  of  microbial  keratitis.  Symptoms  include  redness,  pain,  light
sensitivity, and discharge. In severe cases, infections can lead to corneal scarring and vision loss.

Ineffective Against Microorganisms
Saline cannot kill amoebae such as Acanthamoeba, which is particularly dangerous for contact lens
wearers who rinse lenses with tap water or homemade saline. Even commercial sterile saline lacks
the  biocides  needed  to  eliminate  these  pathogens.  Multipurpose  solutions,  especially  those
containing PHMB or polyquaternium‑1, are active against Acanthamoeba cysts (though no solution is
100% effective). Using saline as a substitute increases your vulnerability to this rare but devastating
infection.

PROPER USE OF CONTACT LENS SOLUTIONS

To keep your eyes healthy, follow a consistent care routine. Understanding the correct role of each
solution type is essential.

Daily Cleaning Routine
Wash and dry your hands thoroughly before handling lenses.1.
Remove one lens and place it in your palm. Apply a few drops of multipurpose contact2.
solution (not saline).
Rub the lens gently for about 20 seconds on each side using your fingertip. This mechanical3.
cleaning removes debris and biofilm.
Rinse the lens with a stream of fresh multipurpose solution (or with saline if you are4.
following a hydrogen peroxide system’s rinsing step; check the instructions).
Place the lens in a clean case filled with fresh solution. Never “top off” old solution.5.
Repeat for the second lens.6.
Close the case tightly and store it upright at room temperature.7.

Storage and Replacement
Always use the solution recommended by your eye care professional. Multipurpose solutions are
safe for storing lenses for up to 30 days in a sealed case (change the solution daily). Hydrogen
peroxide systems require special cases and a neutralization time of at least 6 hours. Never store
lenses in plain saline. Also, replace your lens case every three months to prevent biofilm buildup.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

“Saline is safer because it has fewer chemicals.” In reality, the lack of chemicals makes
saline unsafe for disinfection. The “chemicals” in contact solution are necessary preservatives
and disinfectants at safe, regulated levels.
“I can use eye drops as a substitute for solution.” Lubricating eye drops (artificial tears)
are not sterile for long‑term storage and do not disinfect. Only use approved lens rewetting
drops.
“Saline is the same as contact solution because both are sterile.” Sterility at the time
of manufacture is not the same as sustained antimicrobial activity. Saline becomes
contaminated quickly once opened.
“Homemade saline is just as good.” Homemade salt water cannot be sterilized reliably
and lacks any preservative. This is extremely dangerous and can lead to serious eye
infections.

CONCLUSION

So,  is  contact  solution  saline  solution?  Definitely  not.  While  saline  solution  is  a  sterile  salt‑water
mixture useful for rinsing certain types of lenses or as part of a hydrogen peroxide system, it does
not clean, disinfect, or safely store contact lenses on its own. Multipurpose contact solutions and
hydrogen peroxide systems are specially formulated to kill microorganisms, remove deposits, and
keep your lenses safe for repeated wear. Using saline as a substitute places your eye health at risk
of  infections  that  can  cause  lasting  damage.  Always  follow  the  guidance  of  your  eye  care
professional and read product labels carefully. When in doubt, remember: for cleaning and storing,
stick with a true contact lens solution—not just saline.
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