
 

 

Corneal abrasion  
 

Information for patients 

 
This leaflet answers common questions about corneal 
abrasions. If you would like further information, or have 
any particular worries, please do not hesitate to ask your nurse or doctor. 
 
What is a corneal abrasion? 
A corneal abrasion is a scratch on the cornea, the clear window on the front of 
the eye. 
 
What are the symptoms of a corneal abrasion? 
A corneal abrasion is very painful because there are many nerves in this part 
of the eye. With a corneal abrasion: 
 

 your eye is often watery, red and sensitive to light 

 your eyelids may become swollen  

 your vision may be blurry. 
 
What causes a corneal abrasion? 
Scratches to the cornea are common. The cornea could be scratched by a 
hairbrush, a fingernail or a tree branch. It may be scratched when a small 
piece of grit becomes lodged under your eyelid.  
 
What treatments are available for a corneal abrasion?  
The following treatments may be recommended by your doctor: 
 

 Antibiotic eye drops or ointment to prevent any infection developing.  

 Use of an eye pad to keep the eye closed – this allows the cornea to 

heal without being interrupted by blinking.  

 Lubricants at night to prevent the eyelid from sticking to the cornea 

while sleeping and tearing the healing eye skin. These lubricants may 

need to be continued for several weeks.  

 Pupil dilating drops to enlarge the pupil and help to relieve the pain. 

Your vision will be blurred for at least 12 hours after the drops have been 

used. 

 
If you are able to take over the counter painkillers such as paracetamol or 
ibuprofen, these can be used to help relieve the pain.  
 
 



 

 

Other advice 
 Sunglasses may help reduce light sensitivity. 

 Avoid rubbing or touching your eye. 

 Do not drive if you have been given eye drops that could blur your vision, 
or if you are given an eye pad. 

 If you wear contact lenses, please do not use them until your eye is 
completely healed. 

 
What happens if I do not get treatment? 
The eye can be very painful, but in most cases the cornea heals and all 
symptoms pass. In some cases, inflammation and infection can occur and 
may cause permanent damage.  
 
When to seek advice? 
In most cases, you will not need to return for a further check-up. However, 
should you experience any of the following, please contact the emergency eye 
service at the Royal Free Hospital: 
 

 your eyesight becomes more blurred over time 

 the pain and redness in your eye continues to worsen  

 you wake up in the morning with a feeling that the discomfort has 
returned even though you have been free from the corneal abrasion pain 
for weeks or months. 

 
How to contact us 
Emergency eye nurse (Monday to Friday, 9am-5pm): 
Please call the Royal Free London switchboard on 020 7794 0500 and ask for 
the emergency eye nurse on bleep 1931. 
 
At weekends or in emergency:  
Please call the Royal Free London switchboard on 020 7794 0500 and ask for 
the on call ophthalmologist. 
 
If you have any feedback on this leaflet, please email: 
rf.communciations@nhs.net.  
 
This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need this leaflet in 
another format – for example Braille, a language other than English or 
audio – please ask a member of staff. 
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