
 
 
 
 

What is "Pink Eye"? 
 

"Pink eye" is the descriptive term for a medical condition called "conjunctivitis". 
Conjunctivitis is an inflammation of the conjunctiva which is the thin transparent lining of the white 
part of our eyes and the inside of our eyelids. This inflammation causes our eyes to appear reddened 
or pink –hence the term "pink eye". 
Conjunctivitis can be caused by many things including infection, allergy, irritations, or, rarely, more 
serious eye problems. 
Most of the rest of this pamphlet will discuss conjunctivitis caused by infection. 
 
Common infective conjunctivitis 
Most cases of infective conjunctivitis are caused by common bacteria and viruses –often the same 
viruses that cause coughs and colds. 
  
Conjunctivitis commonly develops when you have a cold or cough. Sometimes it occurs alone. In 
the vast majority of cases, infective conjunctivitis is not serious and clears within a week or so 
without any damage to the eye. 
  
Symptoms 

 One or both eyes look inflamed, and red or pink. 

 Eyes feel gritty and/or itchy 

 Watery discharge may form crusts and cause eyelids to stick together (especially after sleep) 

 Eyelids may be somewhat swollen 

 Vision is usually not affected 
Treatment 

 Bathing the eyes with cool water or compresses may be soothing. 

 Lubricant eye drops may reduce eye discomfort. These are available over the counter 
without a prescription –an example is "artificial 
tears".  

 Most infections will not require antibiotic eye drops as the vast majority of infective 
conjunctivitis is caused by viruses. The tears contain chemicals that fight off bacteria. 
Without treatment, most cases of infective conjunctivitis clear on their own within 1-2 
weeks, and often 
within 2-5 days. Antibiotic eye drops are only helpful if the infection is caused by bacteria, 
which usually causes a much more severe case of conjunctivitis. 

Other advice 

 Do not wear contact lenses until your symptoms have completely gone 

 Use warm wet cloths to wipe off secretions and crustiness 

 Infective conjunctivitis is contagious and to keep from passing this to others you should: 
try to avoid touching eyes except to cleanse them; wash hands frequently; do not share 
towels, cosmetics, pillows with others 



Reasons to be concerned and to seek medical care 
You should seek evaluation if your symptoms have worsened, do not improve within a few days, or 
you are concerned this may be different from a common conjunctivitis. In particular, you should 
seek an evaluation if: 

 You develop very noticeable eye pain 

 Light starts to hurt your eyes 

 Spots or blisters develop on the skin next to the eye 

 Your vision becomes affected 

 You develop swelling around the eye 
Other considerations 

 Most persons with conjunctivitis should be able to go to school or work. 

 If you work at a facility that requires you to be evaluated, you can certainly seek medical care. 

 There may be some restrictions on working in certain settings. 

 Good hand washing in any setting is very important in minimizing the spread of the disease. 
 


