
Understanding Pink Eye (Conjunctivitis): Causes, Symptoms, and 

Treatment 

 
Pink eye, also known as conjunctivitis, is a common and highly contagious eye condition that 

affects people of all ages. It can be caused by various factors, such as viral or bacterial 

infections, allergens, or irritants. In this comprehensive guide, we'll explore the different 

types of pink eye, their causes, symptoms, and how to treat and prevent this eye ailment. 

 

What Is Pink Eye (Conjunctivitis)? 

 

Pink eye, or conjunctivitis, is an inflammation of the conjunctiva, the thin, transparent 

membrane that covers the white part of the eye (sclera) and lines the inside of the eyelids. 

When the blood vessels in the conjunctiva become inflamed, they cause the characteristic 

pink or reddish appearance of the eye, which gives the condition its common name. 

 

Causes of Pink Eye: 

 

Viral Conjunctivitis: Viruses, such as the adenovirus, are the most common cause of viral 

conjunctivitis. It's highly contagious and often spreads through personal contact, 

contaminated surfaces, or respiratory droplets. 

 

Bacterial Conjunctivitis: Bacterial infections, typically caused by bacteria like Staphylococcus 

or Streptococcus, can lead to bacterial conjunctivitis. This form is also contagious and can be 

transmitted through contact with infected hands or objects. 

 

Allergic Conjunctivitis: Allergens like pollen, pet dander, and dust mites can cause allergic 

conjunctivitis in individuals with allergies. It's not contagious and usually affects both eyes. 

 

Irritant Conjunctivitis: Exposure to irritants such as chemicals, smoke, or foreign objects can 

lead to irritant conjunctivitis. It's not contagious and typically affects only one eye. 

 

Symptoms of Pink Eye: 

 

The symptoms of pink eye can vary depending on its cause: 

 

Common symptoms shared by all types of conjunctivitis include: 

 

Redness in one or both eyes 

Watery or clear discharge 

Itchiness or irritation 
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Gritty or burning sensation 

Sensitivity to light 

Swelling or puffiness 

Symptoms specific to viral conjunctivitis: 

 

Typically starts in one eye and spreads to the other 

May be accompanied by cold or respiratory symptoms 

Symptoms specific to bacterial conjunctivitis: 

 

Thick, yellow or green discharge 

Often begins in one eye but can spread to the other 

Symptoms specific to allergic conjunctivitis: 

 

Usually affects both eyes 

Associated with other allergy symptoms like sneezing and a runny nose 

Symptoms specific to irritant conjunctivitis: 

 

Usually affects one eye 

Begins shortly after exposure to the irritant 

Treatment and Management: 

 

The treatment for pink eye depends on its cause: 

 

Viral Conjunctivitis: There is no specific antiviral medication for viral conjunctivitis. It 

typically resolves on its own within one to two weeks. You can alleviate discomfort by using 

lubricating eye drops and applying a warm compress. 

 

Bacterial Conjunctivitis: Antibiotic eye drops or ointments are often prescribed to treat 

bacterial conjunctivitis. It's important to complete the full course of antibiotics even if 

symptoms improve. 

 

Allergic Conjunctivitis: Avoiding allergens is the primary strategy. Over-the-counter 

antihistamine eye drops can help manage symptoms. In severe cases, your doctor may 

recommend prescription medications. 

 

Irritant Conjunctivitis: Rinse your eye thoroughly with clean, cool water if the irritant is a 

chemical or foreign object. Artificial tears can help relieve discomfort. 

 

Prevention: 

 

To prevent the spread of pink eye: 



 

Wash your hands frequently, especially if you or someone around you has pink eye. 

 

Avoid touching or rubbing your eyes. 

 

Do not share personal items like towels, pillows, or eye makeup. 

 

If you have pink eye, refrain from close contact with others, especially in crowded places. 

 

For allergic conjunctivitis, reduce exposure to allergens and consult an allergist if needed. 

 

For contact lens wearers, follow proper hygiene and care instructions for your lenses. 

 

In conclusion, pink eye, or conjunctivitis, is a common and often mild eye condition. While it 

can be uncomfortable, it's usually not serious and can be managed with appropriate 

treatment and care. By understanding the different causes and symptoms of pink eye, you 

can take the necessary steps to prevent its spread and seek appropriate treatment if 

needed. If you suspect you have pink eye, consult a healthcare professional for a proper 

diagnosis and guidance on managing the condition. 

 


