contact lens care emergency

contact lens care emergency situations can be frightening, especially when you rely on
your lenses for clear vision. Whether it's a torn lens, an unexpected infection, or a sudden
allergic reaction, knowing how to respond promptly and correctly is paramount to
preserving your eye health. This comprehensive guide will walk you through the most
common contact lens emergencies, offering practical advice and crucial steps to take. We’'ll
cover everything from dealing with a ripped lens that’s stuck to identifying the signs of a
serious infection and understanding when to seek immediate professional help.
Understanding these scenarios empowers you to act decisively, safeguarding your vision
and ensuring the well-being of your eyes.
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Understanding Contact Lens Emergencies

Contact lens emergencies are unforeseen events that threaten the health or function of
your eyes, often related to the use or handling of contact lenses. These situations can
range from minor inconveniences, like a lens fragment lodged under the eyelid, to severe
sight-threatening conditions, such as microbial keratitis. Recognizing the urgency of a
situation is the first and most critical step in managing it effectively. Many individuals,
despite diligent care, can find themselves in an unexpected predicament, highlighting the
importance of preparedness and knowledge.

The reliance on contact lenses for vision correction means that any disruption can
significantly impact daily life. When an emergency strikes, panic can set in, making it
difficult to think clearly. This is precisely why understanding the potential issues and having
a clear action plan is so vital. These emergencies aren't just about discomfort; they can
lead to lasting damage if not addressed promptly. We aim to demystify these critical
moments, providing you with the confidence and information needed to navigate them
safely.

Common Contact Lens Care Emergencies

Several scenarios can precipitate a contact lens emergency. These often arise from
improper lens hygiene, accidents during insertion or removal, or unexpected reactions of
the eye to the lens or solutions. Understanding these common culprits helps in prevention
and provides a framework for identifying when an emergency is unfolding. It's a spectrum,
from a simple irritation to a full-blown infection requiring immediate medical attention.



Torn or Ripped Contact Lenses

This is perhaps one of the most frequent issues encountered by contact lens wearers. A
torn lens can occur during insertion, removal, or even while it’'s on your eye. The primary
concern here is that a fragment of the lens might remain in the eye, causing significant
discomfort, irritation, and potentially scratching the cornea. It's a common problem, but
one that needs careful handling to avoid further damage.

Foreign Body Under a Contact Lens

Dust, an eyelash, or any small particle can get trapped between your contact lens and your
eye. This can lead to immediate pain, watering, and a feeling that something is stuck in
your eye. If not removed properly, it can cause abrasions on the cornea or embed itself
further, leading to infection.

Allergic Reactions to Contact Lenses or Solutions

Some individuals develop sensitivities to the materials used in contact lenses or the
chemicals found in cleaning and storage solutions. Symptoms can include redness, itching,
burning, excessive tearing, and blurry vision. These reactions, while not always
immediately sight-threatening, can become serious if they lead to inflammation or
infection.

Eye Infections Related to Contact Lens Wear

This is the most serious category of contact lens emergencies. Poor hygiene is a major
contributor to bacterial, viral, or fungal infections of the cornea, known as keratitis.
Symptoms often include severe pain, redness, discharge, light sensitivity, and decreased
vision. Prompt treatment is crucial to prevent permanent vision loss.

Dry Eyes Aggravated by Contact Lenses

For individuals already prone to dry eyes, wearing contact lenses can exacerbate the
condition, leading to discomfort, blurred vision, and an increased risk of corneal damage. In
severe cases, prolonged dryness while wearing lenses can create an emergency situation if
it compromises the corneal surface.

What to Do in Specific Contact Lens Emergencies

Knowing how to react in the moment is critical. Each type of emergency requires a slightly
different approach, but the overarching principle is to prioritize the health of your eye and
seek professional help when necessary. Don’t try to tough it out; prompt action can make a
world of difference.



Handling a Torn or Ripped Contact Lens

If you suspect your lens has torn, the first step is to remove it immediately, if possible. If
the lens is still in your eye and feels like it’s broken, try to gently flush your eye with sterile
saline solution. If you can’t easily remove the torn lens or a piece of it, or if you experience
significant pain, do not rub your eye. Seek immediate assistance from an eye care
professional. They have specialized tools to safely remove the fragment without causing
further injury.

Never attempt to wear a torn lens. Even if you manage to remove a visible piece, a
microscopic fragment could still be irritating your eye. Always inspect your lenses for any
signs of damage before inserting them, and keep a spare pair handy for such eventualities.
For a ripped lens, the best course of action is to discard it and use a fresh pair after
thoroughly cleaning and rinsing your eye with a doctor-approved solution.

Dealing with a Foreign Body Under a Contact Lens

If you feel a foreign object under your contact lens, stop what you are doing. Do not rub
your eye, as this can cause the object to scratch your cornea or become embedded.
Instead, try to remove the contact lens as you normally would. Once the lens is out,
carefully examine your eye in a well-lit mirror.

You can try flushing your eye with a sterile saline solution or preservative-free artificial
tears. If you can see the foreign object and it's easily dislodged by flushing, great. However,
if the feeling of something being in your eye persists after removing the lens and flushing,
or if you experience pain, redness, or blurred vision, it is crucial to see an eye doctor
immediately. They can safely remove the object and assess any potential damage to your
cornea.

Responding to Allergic Reactions

If you experience symptoms of an allergic reaction - itching, redness, burning, or excessive
watering - while wearing contact lenses, the immediate step is to remove your lenses. Do
not put them back in. Rinse your eyes with a doctor-recommended saline solution or
artificial tears. Avoid any eye makeup or irritants until your symptoms subside.

If symptoms are mild and resolve after removing the lenses, you might be able to switch to
a different type of lens material or solution. However, if symptoms are severe, persist for
more than a few hours after lens removal, or if your vision is affected, consult your eye care
professional. They can identify the allergen and recommend appropriate treatment, which
might include antihistamine eye drops or a temporary switch to glasses.

Recognizing and Reacting to Eye Infections

Eye infections are serious and require immediate medical attention. Signs of infection
include severe eye pain, redness, discharge (pus or thick mucus), increased sensitivity to
light (photophobia), a feeling of something in the eye, and blurred vision. If you experience
any of these symptoms, remove your contact lenses immediately and call your eye doctor
or go to an urgent care facility or emergency room.



Do not attempt to treat a suspected infection yourself or wait for it to clear up. Prompt
diagnosis and treatment with prescription eye drops are essential to prevent serious
complications, including permanent vision impairment or loss. It is imperative to follow your
doctor’s instructions precisely regarding medication and hygiene during treatment. Never
wear your contact lenses until your doctor gives you the all-clear.

Managing Dry Eyes with Contact Lenses

If you have dry eyes and wear contact lenses, you might experience discomfort, dryness,
redness, or fluctuating vision, especially towards the end of the day. If these symptoms
become severe or sudden, it can feel like an emergency. The first step is to remove your
lenses. Try using rewetting drops specifically designed for contact lens wearers.

If your dry eye symptoms persist or worsen, consult your eye doctor. They can assess the
severity of your dry eye condition and recommend strategies such as switching to daily
disposable lenses (which are often more comfortable for dry eyes), using rewetting drops
more frequently, or exploring prescription dry eye treatments. Wearing glasses for a period
can also give your eyes a much-needed break.

Preventing Contact Lens Emergencies

While some emergencies are accidental, many can be avoided with consistent, diligent care
and adherence to your eye doctor's instructions. Prevention is always better than cure, and
in the case of your eyes, it’s especially true.

e Practice Impeccable Hygiene: Always wash your hands thoroughly with soap and
water and dry them with a lint-free towel before handling your lenses.

e Use Fresh Solution: Never reuse or top off contact lens solution. Always discard old
solution from the case and use fresh solution every time you store your lenses.

e Clean Your Lens Case Regularly: Rinse your lens case with fresh solution (not
water) and let it air dry daily. Replace your lens case every 1 to 3 months.

e Follow Wear Schedule Strictly: Do not wear your lenses longer than recommended
by your eye doctor, and never sleep in lenses unless they are specifically approved for
overnight wear.

e Avoid Water Exposure: Never expose your contact lenses to tap water, including
showering, swimming, or using hot tubs. Water can harbor harmful microorganisms
that can cause serious eye infections.

e Carry a Backup Pair: Always have a pair of backup glasses available in case you
need to remove your lenses due to discomfort or an emergency.

e Regular Eye Exams: Attend all scheduled appointments with your eye care
professional. They can detect early signs of problems before they become
emergencies.



When to Seek Professional Help for Contact Lens
Issues

While minor irritations might resolve on their own, certain symptoms demand immediate
professional attention. It's always better to err on the side of caution when it comes to your
eyes. Trust your instincts; if something feels seriously wrong, it probably is.

e Severe eye pain

e Sudden decrease in vision or blurry vision that doesn't improve with blinking or lens
adjustment

 Significant redness or bloodshot eyes

e Discharge from the eye (pus or thick mucus)

¢ Increased sensitivity to light (photophobia)

* A persistent feeling that something is in your eye
e Swelling of the eyelids

e Any trauma to the eye

If you experience any of these symptoms, remove your contact lenses immediately and
contact your eye care professional. If you cannot reach them, go to an urgent care center
or emergency room. Delaying treatment for serious contact lens-related issues can lead to
irreversible damage and vision loss.

Ultimately, your eye health is paramount. Understanding potential contact lens
emergencies and knowing how to respond can protect your vision. Diligent care, regular
check-ups, and prompt action when problems arise are your best defense against serious
complications. Don't hesitate to seek professional advice whenever you are in doubt or
experiencing concerning symptoms.

FAQ

Q: What should | do if my contact lens feels like it's
stuck to my eye?

A: If your contact lens feels stuck, do not force it off. First, try blinking several times and
gently massaging your eyelid. If that doesn't work, try flushing your eye with a sterile saline
solution or preservative-free artificial tears. Allow a few minutes for the solution to lubricate
the lens. If it still won't budge or you experience pain, remove the lens as gently as
possible. If you cannot remove it or if there is pain, redness, or vision changes, seek



immediate professional help from an eye doctor.

Q: Can I sleep in my contact lenses if | feel okay?

A: Only wear your contact lenses overnight if they are specifically approved for extended
wear by your eye doctor. Sleeping in lenses not designed for overnight use significantly
increases your risk of serious eye infections, corneal ulcers, and other complications. It's
always best to remove your lenses before sleeping unless explicitly instructed otherwise by
your eye care professional.

Q: What if | get tap water or saliva on my contact
lenses?

A: Never let your contact lenses come into contact with tap water, saliva, or any other
unsterile liquid. These sources can contain microorganisms like Acanthamoeba, which can
cause severe and sight-threatening corneal infections. If your lenses get wet, discard them
immediately and use a fresh pair. Always use sterile contact lens solution for cleaning and
storing.

Q: | have a red, painful eye and my contact lens feels
uncomfortable. What should | do?

A: This is a red flag for a potential eye infection or serious irritation. Remove your contact
lenses immediately. Do not reinsert them. If the redness, pain, or discomfort persists or
worsens after removing the lenses, or if you develop discharge or light sensitivity, you must
seek prompt professional medical attention from an eye doctor. Delaying treatment for a
suspected infection can lead to significant vision loss.

Q: What are the first signs of a serious contact lens-
related eye infection?

A: The initial signs of a serious contact lens-related eye infection can include severe eye
pain, significant redness, a feeling of having something stuck in your eye, pus-like
discharge, blurred vision, and increased sensitivity to light. If you experience any of these
symptoms, it's crucial to remove your lenses and consult an eye care professional
immediately.

Q: Can | use regular eye drops if my eyes are irritated
while wearing contacts?

A: It is generally not recommended to use over-the-counter eye drops unless they are
specifically approved for use with contact lenses. Many eye drops contain preservatives or
ingredients that can damage contact lenses or cause further irritation. Always consult your
eye doctor about which rewetting drops or artificial tears are safe to use while wearing your
contacts.



Q: What happens if | break a contact lens in my eye?

A: If you break a contact lens in your eye, try to remove the pieces as you normally would.
If you can't see or remove all the pieces, or if you experience pain, redness, or irritation,
flush your eye with sterile saline solution and then seek immediate care from an eye
doctor. They have specialized instruments to safely remove any remaining fragments and
assess for corneal damage.

Q: | ran out of contact lens solution. Can | use saline
solution to store my lenses?

A: No, you should never store your contact lenses in plain saline solution. Saline solution is
designed for rinsing and hydration but does not have the disinfecting properties needed to
kill microorganisms. Storing lenses in saline can lead to serious eye infections. If you run
out of solution, it's best to wear your glasses until you can get more proper cleaning and
disinfecting solution.
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