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Help us keep our services free

Glaucoma UK is the UK’s only charity solely focused on 
ending preventable vision loss from glaucoma. Everyone 
who needs help and information about glaucoma should 
be able to get it for free. That’s why there’s no charge for 
our booklets and services. We rely on donations, and every 
contribution truly matters.

If you’d like to contribute to the cost of this booklet or help 
fund our services, please go to www.glaucoma.uk/donate 
or call 01233 648 164. We really could not continue without 
our amazing supporters. Thank you.

Glaucoma UK helpline
If you have questions about anything to do  
with glaucoma, contact our helpline on: 

01233 648 170 
Monday to Friday 9.30am to 5.00pm 
Calls are charged at your standard network cost.

Other ways to find out more
Email: helpline@glaucoma.uk
Visit our website: glaucoma.uk
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Key points
Dry eye disease is a common condition 
where your eyes do not make enough 
tears or your tears dry up too quickly.

When your eyes are dry, a reflex 
reaction causes you to make more 
tears. That’s why it’s called dry eye even 
though your eyes may water a lot.

Your eyes may feel sore, look red  
or water a lot. 

Your vision may be blurry. This may get 
worse at certain times or when you do 
certain things.
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There’s no cure, but there are things  
you and your eye doctor can do to 
reduce symptoms.

Talk to your eye doctor about any 
symptoms you have and how best to 
manage them.

To soothe your eyes, try:

•	 Lubricating eye drops,  
ointments or gels

•	 Warm compresses

Sometimes your dry eye disease may  
be worse than at other times. 
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What is dry 
eye disease?
Dry eye disease is a 
common condition where 
your eyes do not make 
enough tears, or your 
tears dry up too quickly.
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Signs and symptoms of dry eye  
disease include:

•	 Watery eyes

•	 Heavy, tired eyes

•	 Sandy or gritty eyes

•	 Stinging or burning eyes

•	 Sore or red eyes

•	 Blurry vision

•	 Discomfort or difficulty focusing when you’re doing 
visually intense tasks like reading or using a computer

•	 Discomfort when you’re wearing contact lenses

Symptoms of dry eye disease range from mildly 
uncomfortable to painful and distressing. You will probably 
have times when your symptoms are worse and times 
when they are better. For example, you may find your 
symptoms are worse at some times of the year or when 
you do certain activities.

Dry eye disease is a long-term (chronic) condition. There’s 
no cure, but there are things that can help. Ask your eye 
doctor, optometrist, GP or pharmacist for advice. And 
remember that your eyes will sometimes feel better and 
sometimes feel worse.
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Dry eye 
disease and 
blepharitis
Blepharitis is a common 
condition that affects the 
edges of your eyelids, 
close to your eyelashes. 
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Many people with dry eye disease also  
have blepharitis. This is because the causes 
are similar.

Signs and symptoms of  
blepharitis include:

•	 Red or swollen eyelids

•	 Crusty or flaky skin around your eyelids

•	 Sticky eyes

•	 Itchy, dry, sore or burning eyes

•	 Watery eyes

•	 Light sensitivity
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Dry eye 
disease and 
glaucoma
Glaucoma is a group of 
common eye diseases 
where your optic nerve  
has become damaged. 
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Up to 6 in 10 people on treatment 
for glaucoma have dry eye disease. 

This is because glaucoma treatments can damage 
the surface of your eye and cause dry eye. For 
example, using eye drops for a long time, laser 
treatment and glaucoma surgery can all lead to 
dry eye disease.

Your optic nerve connects your eye to your brain, so 
damage to this nerve affects your vision. How glaucoma 
affects vision is different for each person, but most 
people keep good vision.
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Even if your dry eye symptoms bother 
you more, treating your glaucoma usually 
takes priority. That’s because glaucoma 
can lead to irreversible vision loss.

If your glaucoma eye drops make your eyes sting or red, 
talk to your eye doctor. They may suggest changing to a 
different eye drop or using preservative-free drops.

Some people find that all glaucoma eye drops make their 
dry eye disease worse. If you find this, your eye doctor 
may suggest other treatment such as laser treatment or 
surgery. You need to talk to your eye doctor and decide 
if for you it’s best to keep using eye drops or try these 
other treatments.

Both dry eye disease and glaucoma are long-term 
(chronic) conditions. Treating glaucoma helps prevent 
future vision loss. Treating dry eye disease reduces its 
symptoms. Treating them together can be harder than 
treating just one.
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This can be difficult to come to terms with. Our helpline 
is there for you to talk through how you're feeling as well 
as the practical side of things.

01233 648 170
Monday to Friday, 9.30am to 5.00pm

helpline@glaucoma.uk

The link only goes one way. Glaucoma treatments 
can cause dry eye disease. Dry eye disease does not 
cause glaucoma.
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What 
causes dry 
eye disease?
You make tears all the 
time, not just when  
you’re crying. 
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Tears form a layer of liquid (called the tear film) that 
protects the surface of your eye. 

When you blink, your eyelids spread the tear film across 
the surface of your eyes.

Tears drain into your tear ducts. These are small tubes in 
the corners of your upper and lower eyelids.

The tear film keeps your eyes comfortable and helps 
with clear vision. If it has patchy dried out areas, light 
scatters, making things look unfocused and your eyes feel 
uncomfortable and irritated.

	ɗ Important parts of the eye and eyelid for dry eye disease
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Your tear film has three layers:

•	 The innermost layer of your tear film is mucous. Your 
eye is covered by a thin clear skin called the conjunctiva. 
Your conjunctiva makes the mucous layer of tears.

•	 The middle layer of your tear film is watery. There are 
glands above your eyes called lacrimal glands. Your 
lacrimal glands make the watery layer of tears.

•	 The outer layer of your tear film is oily. There are 
glands in your eyelids called meibomian oil glands.  
Your meibomian oil glands make the oily layer of tears. 
This oily layer acts like a waterproof barrier to stop the 
watery tears drying up.
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The most common cause of dry eye disease is problems 
with the meibomian glands. The glands get blocked or 
damaged. They make too little of the oily outer layer of 
tears, so the watery tears dry up too quickly.

Another cause of dry eye disease is problems with the 
lacrimal glands that make the middle watery layer of 
tears. As you get older, your lacrimal glands make less  
of this watery layer. This is particularly common after  
the menopause.
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Who gets 
dry eye 
disease?
Anyone can get dry eye 
disease, but some things 
make it more likely or 
make it worse.
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You’re at increased risk of getting dry eye disease if:

•	 You're female

•	 You’re aged over 60 years

•	 You have an autoimmune disease like rheumatoid 
arthritis, lupus or Sjögren’s syndrome

•	 You wear contact lenses

•	 You’ve had refractive laser treatment  
(for example for long or short sight)

•	 You’ve had cosmetic eye surgery

Things that may make dry eye disease worse include:

•	 Blinking less when doing visually intense tasks  
(such as reading, using screens, doing crosswords, 
sewing or watching sports live or on screen)

•	 Lack of sleep

•	 Excessive stress

•	 Certain medicines (such as medicines for depression 
and allergies, as well as oral contraceptives)

•	 Drinking alcohol

•	 Eating very spicy foods

•	 Wearing makeup (particularly thick foundation, 
eyeliner and mascara)

tel://01233 648 170
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What can I 
do at home 
to help my 
dry eyes?
There are several things 
you can do to help make 
tears, stop tears drying  
up and make your eyes 
feel better.
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Try the suggestions below to find what helps you.

•	 Drink lots of water.

•	 Blink lots.

•	 Use moisturisers and eyelid skin sprays.

•	 Use the 20/20/20 rule: every 20 minutes, look at 
something 20 feet away for 20 seconds. Try this 
especially when you’re doing visually intense tasks  
like reading or using a screen.

•	 Get enough sleep each night.

•	 Avoid alcohol or spicy foods if they make your dry  
eyes worse.

•	 Avoid smoking or smoky areas.

•	 Wear glasses or sunglasses on windy days to protect 
your eyes. If you still find going out makes your dry 
eyes worse, you can get special glasses to help. Talk 
to your eye doctor or local high street optician about 
these if you think they may help.

•	 Avoid air-conditioned buildings and draughts near  
your face.

•	 Use a humidifier, especially when you have central 
heating on.

tel://01233 648 170
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•	 Eat a diet rich in omega-3 oils or take tablet 
supplements. Good sources of these oils include seeds 
(for example flaxseeds), and oily fish (for example 
salmon or sardines).

•	 If you use makeup, try a different brand or one for 
sensitive skin. Clean eye makeup away carefully and 
have at least one makeup-free day each week.

•	 If you wear contact lenses, wear them less often. For 
example, you could try wearing them only for some 
social situations rather than all day every day.

•	 Use warm compresses.  

Using warm compresses 

Warm compresses help 
soften the meibomian gland 
oil and get it onto your eye. 

You can make warm compresses at home or buy heat 
masks or eye bags at a pharmacy. 

If you buy a heated eye mask or bag, always read the 
instructions before using it.

22 For more information visit glaucoma.uk

What can I do at home to help my dry eyes?

http://glaucoma.uk


Some heat masks and bags you heat in a microwave, 
others you plug in and others are self-heating.  

In general:
•	 Heat your eye mask or bag according to  

the instructions.

•	 Close your eyes and put the eye mask or bag  
over them for about 10 minutes. 

To make your own warm compress at home:
•	 Boil some water and let it cool a little. Use it as hot  

as you’re comfortable with. Be careful not to make it 
too hot.

•	 Soak a small, thin, clean, folded flannel in the hot water.

•	 Close your eyes and put the heated flannel over them 
for about 10 minutes. Reheat the flannel frequently.
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Eyelid massage
If your eye doctor agrees, you can also try eyelid massage. 
This can help get oily tears out of the glands onto your eye. 
If you’re too rough with this you could hurt your eye or 
damage the surface of your eye.

The idea is to gently squeeze the oil glands open, but it takes 
some practice. Be gentle, and keep your eyes closed the 
whole time.

•	 Push gently backwards on your upper eyelids for 10 
seconds. Start below the ridge of your brow, about 
1cm above the edge of your eyelid. Slowly move down 
towards your eyelashes. You can either move in a straight 
line, a circle or a mix of both.

•	 Do a similar movement on your lower eyelids. Start 
above your cheekbone, or about 1cm below the edge  
of your eyelid. Move up towards your eyelashes.
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	ɗ Massage of the upper eyelids

Talk to your eye doctor before trying 
eyelid massage for the first time.
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What 
treatment 
might an 
eye doctor 
suggest?
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When you talk to an eye doctor about 
dry eye disease, they’ll do three things. 

The eye doctor will try to find out whether your eyes are 
dry because you do not make enough watery tears, oily 
tears or both.

They’ll also try to find out what’s causing your dry eyes,  
so they can try to remove or reduce these causes. 

They may suggest:

•	 Changing your glaucoma treatment (for example 
trying other eye drops or having laser treatment  
or surgery)

•	 Stopping or changing medicines you take for  
other conditions 

•	 Wearing contact lenses less often or wearing  
a different kind of contact lens

They’ll choose the best treatment options to reduce 
symptoms of your dry eye disease.

tel://01233 648 170
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Lubricating eye drops, 
ointments and gels
Lubricating eye drops, ointments and gels work like your 
watery tears and soothe your eye. 

Ointments and gels are thicker than eye drops. They last 
longer in your eye, so you put them in less often. But they 
blur your vision more.

Ask your eye doctor, GP, pharmacist or optometrist for 
advice about lubricating eye drops, ointments or gels.

You can get lubricating eye drops, ointments and gels 

•	 Over the counter at your local high street optician  
or pharmacy

•	 On prescription

You can use lubricating eye drops, ointments or gels 
as often as you need to. 

It’s best to use preservative-free eye drops if:

•	 You’re using eye drops more than four times a day

•	 You wear contact lenses
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If you wear contact lenses, you can usually put preservative-
free eye drops in while you’re wearing your contact lenses. 
But, contact lenses can make dry eyes worse. So it’s a 
good idea to give yourself a contact lens break.

1. Take your contact lenses out.

2. Put in your eye drops.

3. Wait 15 minutes.

4. Put your contact lenses in.
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Steroid or cyclosporin  
eye drops
Eye drops with steroids or cyclosporin reduce 
inflammation (soreness and redness). Your eye doctor 
may prescribe these for you.
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Blocking your tear ducts
If your eyes do not make enough watery tears, your eye 
doctor may put plugs in to your tear ducts to:

•	 Stop tears draining away

•	 Keep tears on the surface of your eye for longer

The first part of your tear ducts are called the puncta, 
and the plugs are known as punctal plugs. 

Sometimes punctal plugs fall out. If this happens, your eye 
doctor may do a simple operation to permanently block 
your tear ducts. They call this operation punctal cautery.
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Top tips for 
living with 
dry eye 
disease
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Talk to your eye doctor, optometrist, 
GP or pharmacist about symptoms of 
dry eye disease. They can help. Do not 
suffer in silence.

Use warm compresses and lubricating 
eye drops, ointment or gels as often as 
you need to make your eyes feel better.

Try to find ways to reduce or avoid 
things that make your dry eye disease 
worse. It’s important to keep doing the 
things that you enjoy and matter to you. 
Always talk to your eye doctor before 
stopping eye drops for glaucoma.

When your dry eye disease is bad, 
remember that there will be times  
it’s better.
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Further help and 
information from 
Glaucoma UK
We offer other free information booklets 
on a range of topics, including:

•	 Different types of glaucoma

•	 Treatments such as eye drops,  
laser treatments and surgery

•	 Driving and glaucoma

For a full list of available booklets and  
to order or download them, visit our 
website or contact our helpline.
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As well as our information booklets, 
helpline and website, there are lots of 
other ways we can help you to live well 
with glaucoma. 

Some examples of our services are:

•	 Buddy scheme  
If your eyecare professional recommends laser 
treatment or surgery, we can pair you up for a chat 
with someone who’s already had the treatment.

•	 Glaucoma support groups  
Find out more about glaucoma, share information, and 
ask questions. Visit our website or call our helpline to 
see if there’s a group near you and to find out about 
online groups.

•	 Health Unlocked  
Join our online forum and talk to other people with 
glaucoma. Visit healthunlocked.com/glaucoma-uk 
to get involved.

For more information, to get involved 
or to give us feedback contact our 
helpline, visit www.glaucoma.uk/
more or scan the QR code. 
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About  
Glaucoma UK
Glaucoma UK is the charity for people 
with glaucoma. We raise awareness of 
the risks of glaucoma, and offer help and 
support to people living with the disease. 

We fund high-quality research into prevention, 
diagnosis, treatment and, hopefully one day, a cure. 
We also work with professionals to influence policy 
and practice with the goal of improving services.  
Our aim is to end preventable glaucoma vision loss.
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Raising awareness 
Helping people understand 
why they may be at risk of 
glaucoma.

Providing support 
Ensuring people can access 
reliable help and advice 
when and how they need it.

Supporting research 
and development 
Funding high-quality research 
into glaucoma prevention, 
diagnosis, treatment and cure.

Influencing policy and 
professional practice 
Advocating for glaucoma 
patients with those who 
develop policy, commission 
services and deliver care.
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Keep in touch
We’d love to keep in touch. 

Visit our website to sign up for our email newsletter to 
hear more about our work and how we can help you.

Join Glaucoma UK
Join Glaucoma UK and become  
a member of our supportive  
glaucoma community. 

You’ll receive exclusive benefits, including our magazine 
full of news and information about glaucoma. 

Find out more at www.glaucoma.uk/membership  
or call 01233 648 164.
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Disclaimer
The information in this booklet was 
correct at the time of last review and  
is intended as a general guide only.  
Always ask an eyecare professional or  
doctor for advice specific to you.

A list of sources is available on request.

Last reviewed August 2025.  
Next review due August 2028.
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Glaucoma UK
Kent House
81 Station Road
Ashford
Kent TN23 1PP

Phone: 01233 648 164
Email: info@glaucoma.uk
Website: glaucoma.uk

Glaucoma UK is the operating name of the International 
Glaucoma Association. Charity registered in England and 
Wales No. 274681 and Scotland No. SC041550

01233 648 170 
Monday to Friday 9.30am to 5.00pm

Email: helpline@glaucoma.uk

Glaucoma UK helpline
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