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How to Get Pen Ink Out of Clothes: A Complete Guide

Accidents happen. Whether you’re a student, a professional, or just enjoying a casual day out, the last thing you 

want is a stubborn pen stain ruining your favorite shirt, dress, or pair of jeans. Pen ink stains can be especially 

tricky because they often set quickly and penetrate deep into the fibers. The good news is that you can usually 

remove them without professional help, and you don’t have to wait for a dry �cleaning appointment. This guide walks 

you through everything you need to know about how to get pen ink out of clothes, from understanding the

science behind ink to using everyday household items and commercial stain removers.

Why Understanding Pen Ink Is Key to Successful Removal

Before you pick up a bottle of stain remover, it’s important to know what you’re dealing with. Pen ink is a complex

mixture of pigments, dyes, solvents, and binding agents. The type of ink—ballpoint, gel, fountain, or permanent

marker—determines how it behaves on fabric and which removal technique works best.

•  Ballpoint ink is water �based with a high pigment concentration. It tends to spread quickly and dries fast.

•  Gel ink contains a higher viscosity, so it clings more firmly and can be thicker.

•  Fountain pen ink often contains a mix of dyes and water, making it slightly lighter but still stubborn.

•  Permanent marker ink is oil �based and highly resistant to water, requiring solvent �based cleaners.

Knowing the ink type helps you choose the right solvent—water for water �based inks, alcohol or acetone for

oil �based inks, and specialized stain removers for the toughest cases.

Step �by �Step: How to Get Pen Ink Out of Clothes

1. Act Quickly—Time Is Your Best Ally

Pen ink is most manageable when it’s fresh. As soon as you notice the stain, follow these steps to prevent it from

setting:

1.  Blot the stain gently with a clean paper towel or cloth to absorb excess ink. Avoid rubbing, as this pushes ink 

deeper into the fibers.

2.  Place a clean, dry towel under the garment to absorb moisture and keep the stain from spreading.

3.  Proceed with the removal method that best suits the ink type.

2. Test on a Hidden Area First

Every fabric reacts differently. Before applying any cleaning solution, test it on a hidden seam or inside the garment

to ensure it won’t cause discoloration or damage.

3. Use the Right Solvent

Choose a solvent based on the ink’s composition. Below are common household solutions that work well for most

pen stains:

•  Isopropyl Alcohol (Rubbing Alcohol) – Effective for both water �based and oil �based inks. It evaporates quickly, 

leaving no residue.



•  Hand Sanitizer (with at least 60% alcohol) – Convenient for on �the �go stain treatment.

•  Acetone (Nail Polish Remover) – Powerful against permanent marker ink, but be cautious with delicate fabrics 

like silk or spandex.

•  Hair Spray (high alcohol content) – Works as a temporary fix but may leave a light residue.

•  Dish Soap + Warm Water – Good for mild, water �based stains.

4. Apply the Solvent with Care

Follow these detailed steps for each solvent:

1.  Pour a small amount onto a clean cotton ball or cotton swab.

2.  Gently dab the stain from the outside toward the center, preventing the ink from spreading.

3.  Continue until the ink starts to lift.

4.  Rinse with cold water and then wash as usual.

1.  Apply a generous amount to the stain.

2.  Let it sit for 5–10 minutes.

3.  Blot with a clean cloth, then rinse with cold water.

4.  Wash the garment according to the care label.

1.  Test on a hidden area first.

2.  Apply a small amount to a cotton ball.

3.  Gently dab the stain, moving from the edges inward.

4.  Wipe away excess liquid with a clean cloth.

5.  Rinse thoroughly with cold water, then launder as usual.

1.  Mix a few drops of dish soap with warm water.

2.  Dip a clean cloth into the solution.

3.  Gently rub the stain in a circular motion.

4.  Rinse with cold water and repeat if needed.

5. Launder Properly

After treating the stain, wash the garment using the hottest water safe for the fabric. Add a booster stain remover or

a cup of vinegar to the wash cycle to help lift residual ink. Avoid putting the garment in the dryer until you’re sure

the stain is gone, as heat can set the ink permanently.

6. Repeat if Necessary

Some stains may require multiple treatments. Patience is key: reapply the solvent, let it sit, then rinse and launder

again. Continue until the stain fades completely.

Household Remedies That Work Wonders

Not all households have a stash of cleaning chemicals, but many common items can help you remove pen ink

effectively. Below are tried �and �true methods that use everyday supplies.

1. Milk Bath

Soaking the stained area in a bowl of cold milk for 30 minutes can help lift ink due to the casein protein binding to

the dye. After soaking, rinse and wash as usual.

2. Baking Soda Paste

•  Mix 2–3 tablespoons of baking soda with enough water to form a thick paste.

•  Apply the paste to the stain.



•  Let it sit for 15–20 minutes.

•  Scrub gently with a soft brush, then rinse and wash.

3. Toothpaste (Non �Gel)

Apply a small amount of whitening toothpaste to the stain, rub gently, let sit for 10 minutes, then rinse. The mild

abrasives help lift the ink.

4. Lemon Juice + Sunlight

Lemon juice’s natural acidity can break down ink molecules. Apply lemon juice, lay the garment in direct sunlight for

an hour, then wash. This works best on light �colored fabrics.

5. Hydrogen Peroxide (3%)

Use sparingly on light fabrics. Apply a small amount, let sit for a few minutes, then rinse. Test on a hidden area first,

as it can bleach darker fabrics.

Commercial Stain Removers That Excel

While household items are great, sometimes you need a specialized product. Below are some top-rated

commercial stain removers known for tackling pen ink:

•  OxiClean Max Force – Contains oxygen-based cleaning agents that lift stains without harsh chemicals.

•  Shout Pen & Pencil Stain Remover – Designed specifically for ink stains on clothing.

•  Zout Pen Stain Remover – A concentrated formula that works on a wide variety of ink types.

•  Woolite Pen Stain Remover – Gentle on delicate fabrics but effective on ink.

Follow the instructions on the product label. Usually, you apply the remover, let it sit for 5–10 minutes, then rinse or

wash. For tough stains, repeat the process.

Preventing Future Ink Stains

Prevention is always better than cure. Here are practical ways to keep ink stains at bay:

•  Use a pen with a retractable tip or a pen that’s less likely to leak.

•  Keep pens in a secure, padded pouch when traveling.

•  Wear a jacket or cardigan when handling ink-heavy tasks.

•  Apply a thin coat of clear nail polish on the fabric’s surface before writing (for high �risk areas). This creates a 

barrier that makes ink removal easier.

•  Keep a small bottle of rubbing alcohol in your bag for quick emergency fixes.

When to Seek Professional Cleaning

Despite your best efforts, some stains may persist. Here are signs that you should take the garment to a

professional cleaner:

•  The stain remains after multiple treatment attempts.

•  The fabric is delicate or labeled “dry clean only.”

•  You notice a chemical residue or odor after washing.

•  The garment has sentimental or monetary value, and you’re worried about damaging it.

FAQs About Removing Pen Ink



Can I use bleach to remove pen ink?

Bleach is not recommended for ink stains, especially on colored fabrics. It can cause discoloration and weaken

fibers. Use oxygen-based bleach (like OxiClean) instead.

Will a permanent marker stain be completely removable?

Permanent marker ink is designed to be stubborn, but with the right solvent (acetone or isopropyl alcohol) and

patience, it can be removed. However, some stains may leave a faint trace on very light fabrics.

Is it okay to use hot water on ink stains?

Hot water can set the stain, especially with water �based inks. Always start with cold or lukewarm water and only use

hot water if the fabric’s care label allows it and the stain is already light.

Can I wash the garment in a dryer before the stain is fully gone?

No. The heat from the dryer can set the ink permanently. Wait until you’re certain the stain is removed before drying.

Conclusion

Getting pen ink out of clothes doesn’t have to be a nightmare. By acting quickly, choosing the right solvent, and

following a systematic approach, you can restore your garment to its former glory. Whether you rely on a simple

household remedy or a specialized commercial product, the key lies in understanding the ink type and treating the

stain gently yet effectively. Remember to test any cleaning solution on a hidden area first and avoid using harsh

chemicals on delicate fabrics. With these strategies in hand, you’ll be equipped to tackle any ink mishap and keep

your wardrobe looking sharp.
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