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Understanding Functional Eye Pain: Causes, Symptoms, and Diagnosis.
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Introduction

Functional eye pain is a condition where individuals
experience discomfort or pain in their eyes without an
identifiable physical cause. Unlike structural eye conditions
such as glaucoma or corneal ulcers, functional eye pain often
stems from non-ocular factors, including neurological or
psychological origins. While it can be perplexing for patients
and healthcare providers, understanding the underlying
causes, symptoms, and diagnostic approaches is essential for
effective management and relief. This article delves into the
nature of functional eye pain, exploring its causes, symptoms,
and diagnostic strategies [1].

Functional eye pain is characterized by discomfort or pain in
the absence of significant clinical findings or eye pathology.
Unlike eye diseases that can be diagnosed through imaging
or clinical tests, functional eye pain may not be linked to any
visible damage or inflammation of the eye structures. This
can make it challenging to diagnose and manage, as standard
ophthalmic evaluations often yield normal results. However,
the pain is real and can be debilitating, affecting the quality of
life for those experiencing it [2].

The causes of functional eye pain can be multifactorial,
involving a combination of neurological, psychological, and
environmental factors. One potential cause is neuropathic
pain, where damage to the nerves involved in sensory
perception may result in pain even in the absence of actual
injury. Conditions such as trigeminal neuralgia, which
affects the nerve responsible for eye sensation, can lead to
functional eye pain. Psychological factors, such as stress,
anxiety, or depression, can also contribute to the development
of functional eye pain. Emotional distress often manifests as
physical symptoms, including eye discomfort [3].

One of the most common contributors to functional eye pain is
dry eye syndrome (DES). While DES itself is a diagnosable
condition, its symptoms can often mimic functional pain,
making it difficult to distinguish between the two. Patients with
dry eye syndrome often report a sensation of grittiness, burning,
or aching in the eyes, which may persist despite treatment aimed
at improving tear production or quality. This overlap suggests
that in some cases, functional eye pain could be exacerbated by
undiagnosed or poorly managed dry eye [4].

The symptoms of functional eye pain can vary widely among
individuals but commonly include sensations of burning,

stinging, aching, or a feeling of pressure in or around the eyes.
Some patients may describe their pain as a deep, throbbing
sensation, while others report sharp or shooting pains that
come and go. These symptoms are often chronic, persisting
for weeks or months, and are usually not associated with
redness, swelling, or other visible signs of inflammation.
Visual disturbances, such as light sensitivity or blurred vision,
may also accompany the pain [5].

One of the challenges in diagnosing functional eye pain is
distinguishing it from other eye conditions that can cause
similar discomfort. For instance, patients with  migraine-
associated eye pain may experience visual disturbances
and eye discomfort as part of their migraine aura. Similarly,
individuals with sinusitis may report pain around the eyes
due to pressure from inflamed sinuses. Careful evaluation and
exclusion of such conditions are critical in making an accurate
diagnosis of functional eye pain [6].

A growing body of research suggests that functional eye
pain may have a significant  neurological component

Neuropathic pain can result from dysfunction in the way the
brain processes sensory information, leading to pain even in
the absence of a direct cause. Central sensitization, a condition
where the central nervous system becomes hypersensitive
to pain signals, is thought to play a role in functional pain
disorders, including functional eye pain. In this context, the
pain experienced by patients is real, but it is generated by the
nervous system rather than by tissue damage or inflammation

[7].

The relationship between mental health and functional eye
pain is increasingly recognized. Individuals suffering from
chronic stress, anxiety, or depression may be more prone
to experiencing physical symptoms, including eye pain.
Psychosomatic eye pain  occurs when emotional distress
manifests in the body, often without a physical cause.
Patients may experience heightened pain perception due to
psychological factors, making it essential to consider mental
health in the assessment and management of functional eye
pain [8].

Diagnosing functional eye pain requires a thorough evaluation
to rule out other potential causes of eye discomfort. A
comprehensive eye exam is essential to exclude structural
issues such as infections, inflammations, or injuries.
Additional tests, such as optical coherence tomography
(OCT) or corneal topography, may be performed to assess
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the health of the eye’s internal structures. If no physical
abnormalities are found, further investigation into the
patient's neurological and psychological health may be
necessary. Referrals to a neurologist or mental health
professional can help in cases where neuropathic or
psychosomatic pain is suspected [9].

Managing functional eye pain often requires a multidisciplinary
approach that addresses both the physical and psychological
aspects of the condition. For neuropathic pain, medications
such as gabapentin or tricyclic antidepressants may
be prescribed to reduce nerve sensitivity and alleviate
discomfort. In cases where dry eye syndrome is a
contributing factor, treatment with artificial tears, anti-
inflammatory eye drops, or punctal plugs may help reduce
symptoms. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and stress
management techniques can also be beneficial, especially
for patients whose pain is exacerbated by emotional or
psychological stress [10].

Conclusion

Functional eye pain is a complex and often misunderstood
condition that can significantly impact the lives of those
affected. While it may not have an obvious physical cause,
the pain is real and can be debilitating. Understanding the
neurological, psychological, and environmental factors
that contribute to functional eye pain is crucial for accurate
diagnosis and effective treatment. By taking a holistic
approach that addresses both the mind and body, healthcare
providers can help patients find relief and improve their
quality of life.
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