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INTRODUCTION: CLEARING UP A COMMON
CONFUSION

If you wear contact lenses, you have likely stood in front of a
pharmacy  shelf  wondering,  "Is  contact  solution  the  same  as
saline solution?" At first glance, both liquids appear similar: clear,
watery,  and  packaged  in  plastic  bottles.  However,  using  the
wrong  one  can  lead  to  discomfort,  eye  infections,  or  even
permanent damage to your lenses. This article will explain the
fundamental  differences  between  these  two  types  of  solutions,
helping you make an informed choice for your eye health. We will
explore their ingredients, purposes, and safety protocols so that
you never have to second-guess again.

WHAT IS CONTACT LENS SOLUTION?

Contact  lens  solution,  often  called  multipurpose  contact  lens
solution, is a specialized liquid designed to clean, disinfect, rinse,
and store  soft  contact  lenses.  Most  modern contact  solutions
contain a blend of  surfactants,  preservatives,  and disinfecting
agents that work together to remove debris,  kill  bacteria and
fungi,  and keep lenses hydrated. Common ingredients include
polyaminopropyl  biguanide,  polyquaternium-1,  and  hydrogen
peroxide  (in  some  formulations).  These  components  actively
break down protein deposits from tears and eliminate pathogens
that can cause eye infections.
Multipurpose solutions are the go-to choice for daily lens care.
They are formulated to be gentle on the eye while providing
effective  antimicrobial  protection.  Some  brands  also  offer  “no-
rub” formulas, although optometrists often recommend a gentle
rub-and-rinse  step  for  optimal  cleaning.  Unlike  simple  saline,
contact  lens solution is  a  complete care system that  handles
multiple tasks in one bottle.

WHAT IS SALINE SOLUTION?

Saline solution is a sterile mixture of salt (sodium chloride) and
purified  water,  typically  with  a  concentration  of  0.9%  sodium
chloride. Its primary purpose is to rinse and store contact lenses,
but it does not clean or disinfect them. Saline solution is often
used for rinsing lenses after cleaning with a separate disinfecting
solution,  or  for  storing  lenses  in  a  case  during  short  periods
without wear. It can also be used as a rewetting drop for dry
eyes, as long as it is preservative-free and labeled for ophthalmic
use.
Importantly, saline solution lacks the antimicrobial agents found
in contact lens solution. While it is sterile when first opened, once
the bottle is exposed to air, it can become contaminated with
bacteria. Using saline as a disinfectant is a dangerous mistake
that many people make, especially when traveling or running out
of their regular solution.

KEY DIFFERENCES: CONTACT SOLUTION VS. SALINE
SOLUTION

Understanding  the  differences  between  these  two  products  is
crucial  for  safe  lens  wear.  Below  we  break  down  the  major
contrasts  in  terms  of  ingredients,  purpose,  sterilization,  and
usage.

Ingredients and
Formulation
Contact  lens  solution  contains  disinfectants,  surfactants,  and
preservatives, while saline solution contains only salt and water.
The  preservatives  in  contact  solutions  keep  the  liquid  effective
against  microbes  for  a  longer  period  after  opening.  Saline
solution, especially preservative-free versions, has a very short
shelf life once opened (often 24 hours for single-use vials). Some
saline solutions contain preservatives like sorbic acid, but even
these do not provide the level of disinfection required for safe
overnight lens storage.

Purpose and Function
Contact solution: Cleans, disinfects, rinses, and stores
lenses. It removes protein buildup and kills pathogens.
Saline solution: Only rinses and stores. It does not clean
or disinfect. It is ideal for rinsing after a separate cleaning
step or for short-term storage when disinfection is not
needed.

Sterilization and Safety
Both are initially sterile, but contact solution maintains a sterile
environment  inside  the  bottle  due  to  preservatives.  Saline
solution, once opened, can quickly harbor bacteria. Using saline
solution instead of contact solution to disinfect lenses can lead to
serious eye infections,  including microbial  keratitis,  which can
cause  vision  loss.  The  FDA  and  optometrists  strongly  advise
against using saline as a replacement for multipurpose contact
solution.

WHY YOU SHOULD NEVER USE SALINE SOLUTION FOR
DISINFECTION

The most common misconception is that saline solution is “safer”
because  it  contains  fewer  chemicals.  In  reality,  the  lack  of
disinfectants makes it dangerous for cleaning contacts. Bacteria
and fungi can survive and multiply in saline, and when you place
your lenses in that environment, you transfer those organisms
directly  onto  your  eyes.  Even  if  you  rinse  lenses  with  saline
before inserting them, the microbes can cling to the lens surface.
Symptoms  of  an  eye  infection  include  redness,  pain,  blurred
vision, and sensitivity to light. Never use saline to “clean” your
lenses – it simply won’t work.

CAN YOU USE CONTACT SOLUTION AS A SALINE
RINSE?

In most cases, yes. Multipurpose contact lens solution can be
used to rinse and store lenses – that is exactly what it is designed
for.  However,  some people  prefer  to  use  separate  saline  for
rinsing because contact solution may leave a slight residue or
cause stinging in sensitive eyes. If your optometrist recommends
a two-step system (cleaner  + saline rinse),  then using saline
separately is appropriate. But if  you are using a multipurpose
solution  alone,  you do  not  need an  extra  saline  rinse.  Using
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contact solution as a saline substitute is safe, but using saline as
a contact solution substitute is not.

RISKS OF CONFUSING THE TWO SOLUTIONS

Mistaking one for the other can lead to several problems:

Infection: As discussed, using saline to disinfect can1.
introduce bacteria.
Lens damage: Some high-Dk silicone hydrogel lenses may2.
be sensitive to certain preservatives, but generally, contact
solution is safer than saline for lens material.
Dryness and discomfort: Saline lacks the wetting agents3.
that keep lenses hydrated during wear. Using only saline
may cause lenses to dry out faster.
Corneal ulcers: In severe cases, prolonged misuse can4.
cause corneal ulcers – painful sores on the eye that require
medical treatment.

WHEN IS SALINE SOLUTION APPROPRIATE?

Saline solution has legitimate uses in  contact  lens care.  It  is
perfect for:

Rinsing lenses after cleaning with a separate enzymatic or
protein remover.
Storing lenses for a few hours (but not overnight unless the
saline is specifically labeled for storage).
Wetting lenses before insertion if you have sensitive eyes.
Flushing debris from the eye itself (as an eyewash).

Always read the label. If the bottle says “for rinsing only,” do not
use it for disinfection. Some saline products are labeled “for all
contact lens care,” but these are actually multipurpose solutions
– check the active ingredients.

PROPER USAGE GUIDELINES FOR CONTACT LENS
CARE

To keep your eyes healthy, follow these simple rules:

Use fresh solution every time. Never reuse or “top off”1.
old solution.
Clean your case daily. Rinse with fresh contact solution2.
(not tap water) and let it air dry.
Replace your case every three months.3.
Follow the rub-and-rinse method even if your solution4.
says “no rub.” Rubbing helps remove debris.
Never use water, saliva, or homemade solutions on5.
your lenses.
Discard contact solution after the expiration date or 306.
days (check label).

If you ever run out of contact solution, do not substitute with
saline alone. Instead, temporarily remove your lenses and store
them dry (if they are approved for that) or use a sterile saline
rinse  followed by  your  usual  disinfecting  solution  as  soon  as
possible.

COMMON MYTHS DEBUNKED

Myth: Saline solution is just
diluted contact solution.
Fact: No. Contact solution contains many additives that saline
lacks. They are fundamentally different products.

Myth: You can use saline to
store lenses overnight if
you rinse them in the
morning.
Fact:  Even  a  few  hours  in  non-disinfecting  saline  can  allow
microbes to colonize.  Always use a multipurpose or hydrogen
peroxide solution for overnight storage.

Myth: Preservative-free
saline is safer for sensitive
eyes.
Fact: While it may be gentler, it does not disinfect. Sensitive eyes
are  even  more  susceptible  to  infections,  so  do  not  skip
disinfection.

WHAT ABOUT HYDROGEN PEROXIDE SYSTEMS?

Some people use hydrogen peroxide–based contact lens solutions
(e.g., Clear Care). These are not the same as either multipurpose
solution or saline. They require a special case that neutralizes the
peroxide  over  several  hours.  Never  use  hydrogen  peroxide
solution directly in the eye, and never confuse it with saline. If
you use such a system, you still need saline for rinsing after the
disinfection cycle.

CONCLUSION: KNOW THE DIFFERENCE, PROTECT
YOUR EYES

So, is contact solution the same as saline solution? The answer is
a clear no. While both are sterile liquids used in contact lens care,
they  serve  very  different  purposes.  Contact  lens  solution  is  a
complete  cleaning,  disinfecting,  and  storage  medium,  while
saline solution is only a rinse and temporary storage aid. Using
saline as a substitute for contact solution puts your eyes at risk of
infection and discomfort. Always read labels carefully, follow your
eye care professional’s advice, and never compromise on lens
hygiene. Your eyes are worth the extra caution.


