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Eye Fatigue and Functional Eye Pain: Coping with Tired Eyes.
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Introduction

In today’s digital age, eye fatigue has become an increasingly
common concern, especially with the growing amount of time
spent on screens. Whether from computers, smartphones, or
other devices, prolonged screen exposure often leads to eye
fatigue, a condition that can trigger or exacerbate functional
eye pain. Functional eye pain is a type of eye discomfort that
occurs without any obvious structural abnormalities, often
associated with hypersensitive nerves or dysfunction in the
nervous system. This article explores the relationship between
eye fatigue and functional eye pain and offers strategies for
coping with tired eyes [1].

Eye fatigue, or asthenopia, is a condition in which the eyes
feel tired, strained, or uncomfortable after extended periods
of visual activity, especially close-up tasks like reading or
working on a computer. Symptoms of eye fatigue can include
blurry vision, difficulty focusing, dryness, and aching around
the eyes. While eye fatigue is often temporary and resolves with
rest, individuals prone to functional eye pain may experience
more severe discomfort. This pain can manifest as a burning
sensation, sharp pains, or an ongoing feeling of irritation in the
eyes, even without any underlying pathology [2].

Eye fatigue and functional eye pain are closely linked.
When the eyes are overworked, the nerves around the eyes
can become more sensitive, leading to pain. Functional eye
pain occurs when the sensory nerves in the eyes are hyper-
responsive, interpreting normal visual tasks as painful stimuli.
Eye fatigue exacerbates this by triggering an overreaction of
these nerves, causing the sensation of discomfort to persist.
People who experience functional eye pain are often more
susceptible to eye fatigue, as their nerves are already more
sensitive than normal [3].

The rise in screen time, especially with digital devices, has
significantly contributed to eye fatigue. People often focus
on screens for extended periods, leading to reduced blinking,
which in turn causes dry eyes and irritation. Furthermore,
digital screens emit blue light, which can cause visual
discomfort and exacerbate eye fatigue. The increased demand
on the eye muscles to focus on small text or images for long
durations also leads to physical strain. For individuals with
functional eye pain, the continuous strain from screen use
can intensify the pain, causing a cascade of discomfort that is
harder to manage [4].

Dry eye syndrome is a common factor in both eye fatigue
and functional eye pain. When the eyes are tired, people
tend to blink less frequently, which results in insufficient tear
production and distribution. This leads to dryness, irritation,
and a feeling of discomfort. For individuals with functional
eye pain, this dryness is not only irritating but also painful.
The corneal nerves, which are responsible for sensing
irritation, become hypersensitive, amplifying the pain
perception. Dry eyes can significantly increase the severity
of functional eye pain, making even short screen sessions
unbearable [5].

While both eye fatigue and functional eye pain share some
common symptoms, functional eye pain is typically more
intense and persistent. Eye fatigue often presents with
symptoms such as heaviness in the eyes, a need to rub the eyes,
difficulty focusing, and visual blurring. However, functional
eye pain involves more severe discomfort, such as burning,
sharp pain, or an ongoing aching sensation in and around the
eyes. This pain is often worsened by activities like reading,
screen use, or exposure to bright lights. Unlike eye fatigue,
functional eye pain may not resolve with rest alone and often
requires specialized treatment [6].

Stress is another factor that can exacerbate both eye fatigue
and functional eye pain. When stressed, individuals tend to
tense up, which can lead to muscle strain around the eyes
and neck. This strain can contribute to feelings of tiredness
and discomfort. Moreover, stress is known to amplify the
body’s pain response, making eye pain feel more intense. This
means that stress not only contributes to eye fatigue but can
also make functional eye pain more difficult to manage, as it
triggers heightened sensitivity in the nervous system and may
disrupt sleep, which is essential for recovery [7].

Poor posture and ergonomics also play a crucial role in the
development of eye fatigue and functional eye pain. Sitting
too close to a screen or failing to adjust the screen to the
correct height can increase the strain on the eye muscles.
Additionally, sitting in a slouched position can affect the
alignment of the head and neck, leading to muscle tension and
added discomfort around the eyes. Proper ergonomics, such as
adjusting screen brightness, using proper lighting, and sitting
at the right distance from the screen, can significantly reduce
the strain on the eyes and help prevent both fatigue and pain

[8].
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There are several practical ways to manage eye fatigue and
prevent it from progressing into functional eye pain. The 20-
20-20 rule is one of the most effective strategies: every 20
minutes, take a 20-second break and look at something 20 feet
away. This allows the eye muscles to relax and reduces the
strain from prolonged focusing on digital screens. Regular use
of artificial tears can help alleviate dryness, while reducing
screen brightness and adjusting the lighting can minimize
strain. Taking breaks to blink fully and consciously hydrate
also helps keep the eyes moist and comfortable [9].

While eye fatigue can often be managed with lifestyle changes
and simple remedies, functional eye pain may require more
comprehensive treatment. Consulting an eye care professional
is essential for proper diagnosis and management. In some
cases, neuropathic pain treatments, such as medications
targeting nerve sensitivity, may be recommended. Topical
anesthetic eye drops or anti-inflammatory medications may
provide temporary relief from functional eye pain, while
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) or stress management
techniques can help address the psychological aspects of
chronic pain. Additionally, managing underlying conditions
like dry eye syndrome or meibomian gland dysfunction is
crucial to alleviate discomfort [10].

Conclusion

Eye fatigue and functional eye pain are often intertwined,
with one condition exacerbating the other. Prolonged screen
time, dry eyes, muscle strain, stress, and poor ergonomics
can all contribute to these issues. While eye fatigue is usually
temporary, functional eye pain can persist and significantly
impact daily life. By adopting strategies to reduce eye strain,
improving posture, managing stress, and seeking professional
care, individuals can effectively cope with tired eyes and
reduce the discomfort associated with functional eye pain.

With a proactive approach, it is possible to maintain eye
comfort and prevent pain from becoming a chronic problem.
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