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Abstract: Conjunctivitis, as known as “pink eye”, is an infection or irritation of the conjunctiva 
caused by a virus, bacteria, allergies, or chemical exposure.  Many patients do not know what 
causes conjunctivitis and assume all cases need treatment with antibiotics.  This hand-out 
discusses causes, symptoms, and treatments for conjunctivitis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Primary Care Clerkship at the 
University Of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does 
not necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up to date since it has not been reviewed since the date of 
creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or disease, or 
as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, immediately contact a 
doctor or call 911. 



What is Conjunctivitis? 

Conjunctivitis, also known as “pink 
eye”, is an infection or irritation of the 
conjunctiva, or membranes around 
your eyelids.  The blood vessels in your 
eye become irritated and swollen and 
cause your eye to look pink. 

 

 

 

 

 

Conjunctivitis gives the eye a reddish color 
commonly known as “pink eye”. 

 

 

What are the symptoms of 
conjunctivitis? 

• Redness in one or both eyes 

• Itchiness in one or both eyes 

• Gluey or sticky eyelashes or eyelids in 
the morning 

• Pus or watery drainage from one or 
both eyes 

• Gritty feeling in one or both eyes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What causes conjunctivitis? 

It is most often caused by a virus or 
bacteria, but can also be caused by 
allergies or chemicals used around the 
eyes.  Conjunctivitis can be spread very 
easily from person to person. 

 

 

 

 

How do I know if I need to see the 
doctor right away? 

 

See  Your 
Doctor 

Right Away

If you have pain in 
your eyes or it 

hurts when you 
press on them

If you have 
problems seeing

If you have hurt 
your eye 



How can I prevent the spread of 
conjunctivitis? 

• Don't touch or rub your eye(s). 

• Wash your hands often with soap 
and warm water and always after 
touching your face or eyes. 

• Wash your bed sheets, pillowcases, 
and towels in hot water and soap.  

• Don’t wear eye makeup.  

• Don't share eye makeup with anyone 
else. 

• Never wear another person's contact 
lens.  

• Wear glasses instead of contact 
lenses. Throw away or clean contacts 
you have already worn. 

• Avoid sharing things such as dirty 
towels, cups, and glasses.  

• Wash your hands after using the eye 
drops or ointment to your eye or your 
child's eye.  

• Do not use eye drops in an eye that is 
not infected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How is conjunctivitis treated? 

Most causes of conjunctivitis will get 
better on its own and will not need 
antibiotics to heal.  A recent study 
shows that it is helpful for patients to 
wait 3 days before starting medication 
to see if they get better on their own.  
The system of “delayed” medication 
helps to lower the overall use of 
antibiotics by people who don’t need 
them. 

 
It is a little known fact that most 
people with conjunctivitis will get 

better on their own and do not need 
antibiotic eye drops. 

 


