Dry Eyes

Dry eyes are an extremely common problem and many people will suffer with dry eye symptoms at some time in their life. There are many different reasons for dry eye symptoms, and several treatments are available to reduce and eliminate the condition.

Dry Eye Symptoms

Symptoms include irritation, gritty sensation, redness, burning sensation, crusting around the eyes on waking, blurring of vision, intolerance of contact lenses, reflex excess tearing, intolerance of using computer monitors and reading for long periods and intolerance of air conditioning.
Tear Film

To help keep your eyes comfortable, the surface of the eye is coated in tears which consist of three layers.
The layer closest to the surface of the eye is a mucous layer which is produced by the surface conjunctival cells on the front of the eye. This layer helps the tear film adhere to the surface of the eye.

The middle layer is the aqueous layer and consists of a dilute salt solution which is produced by the lacrimal gland, a small almond sized structure behind the outermost part of the upper lid.

The outermost layer is the lipid layer, which is produced by the meibomian glands in the lids, just behind the lashes. This layer is essential in preventing excessive evaporation of the tears. If this lipid layer is poor then dry eye symptoms are common.  
Causes of Dry Eyes
The cause of dry eye symptoms can be due to;

1) Decreased tear production

2) Increased tear evaporation

3) An incomplete blink or poor eye lid closure

Decreased Tear Production

Reduced tear production can be caused by aging, hormonal changes and rarely underlying autoimmune conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis. Some medications such as the oral contraceptive pill, anti-depressants and anti-histamines and beta-blockers can cause reduced production of tears.
Increased Tear Evaporation
Excess evaporation of tears is usually caused by an insufficient lipid layer on the surface of the tear film. This is commonly due to meibomian gland dysfunction. There are over 30 tiny meibomian glands situated behind the lashes on the eyelid which secrete oil onto the surface of the eye. These glands can commonly get blocked or irritated by a build up of bacteria or debris around the opening of the gland, which can result in a chalazion or red swollen lump in the lid. This is more common in people with rosacea or redness of the cheeks and nose due to an underlying skin condition. 

Incomplete Blink or Poor Eyelid Closure
The tear film is spread across the surface of the eye and refreshed by blinking of the eyelid. If the eyelid does not close fully then the lower part of the eye becomes dry and irritated. Also the blink rate is reduced whilst concentrating, such as using a computer screen or reading. This is why commonly dry eye symptoms are much more common after using a computer or long periods of reading. 

Some people have worse dry eye symptoms on waking and this typically is due to incomplete closure of the eye whilst sleeping. This can be caused by several problems such as prominent globes, facial palsy, floppy eye lid syndrome or thyroid eye disease, and sometimes botulinum toxin injections around the eye. In other patients there is no underlying cause and the eyes just have a tendency to partially open during sleep. 

