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SYMPTOM

Watering eyes

Watering eyes means tears collect or spill from one or both eyes.

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE

Tears spill over or briefly blur your vision

WHERE IT IS FELT

One or both eyes and the eyelid edges

MOST COMMON CAUSES

Dry eye, allergies, minor irritation

WHEN IT IS URGENT

Eye pain, light sensitivity, or sudden vision change

USUALLY LASTS

Minutes after irritation; longer with dryness or blocked drainage

SEE A DOCTOR IF

Persistent watering, repeated infections, or disrupted daily activities

Overview

Watering eyes happen when your eyes make more tears than usual or when tears cannot drain

properly. The medical term is epiphora . It can affect one or both eyes and may be temporary or

persistent.

Tears protect the eye, wash away small particles, and keep its surface smooth. They normally

drain through tiny openings near the inner corners of the eyelids and pass into the nose.

Watering can seem surprising when your eyes are dry. A dry or uneven eye surface can trigger

a burst of watery "reflex" tears. These tears may spill over without relieving the underlying

dryness.

Most episodes are linked to irritation, allergies, dry eye, or a drainage problem. The pattern of

symptoms helps narrow down the possible cause, but watering alone cannot confirm a

diagnosis.

What it may feel or look like

Tears may collect along the lower eyelid or run down your cheek. Your sight may briefly
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become blurry but clear when you blink or wipe the tears away.

Other symptoms depend on the cause. You may notice:

Watering in one eye may suggest a local irritation or blocked tear-drainage pathway. Watering

in both eyes is often associated with dry eye, allergies, or environmental irritation. These

patterns are helpful clues, not firm rules.

- Itching, sneezing, or puffy eyelids with allergies

- Burning, grittiness, or tired eyes with dry eye

- Crusting or sore eyelid edges with eyelid inflammation

- Redness or a scratchy feeling after smoke, wind, or dust exposure

- Sticky discharge if an infection is present

- Swelling near the inner corner of the eye with a drainage problem

Common causes

Dry eye is a frequent reason for watering. The eye may not produce enough protective tears, or

the tears may evaporate too quickly. The irritated surface then triggers extra watery tears.

Screen use, dry air, wind, ageing, contact lenses, and some health conditions or medicines can

contribute.

Allergies often cause watering in both eyes, especially when itching is the main symptom.

Pollen, pets, dust mites, and mould are common triggers. The eyelids may also look swollen.

Minor irritation from wind, smoke, fumes, dust, eyelashes, or small particles can lead to sudden

watering. The eye uses tears to wash the irritant away.

Blepharitis , meaning inflammation around the eyelid edges, can affect the oily layer of tears.

The eyelids may feel sore or itchy and develop flakes or crusts near the eyelashes.

Poor tear drainage can make tears overflow even when tear production is normal. Drainage

channels may narrow with age, become inflamed, or be blocked. Babies can be born with a tear

duct that has not fully opened.

Less common causes include eyelids that turn inward or outward, facial muscle weakness,

scarring around the drainage system, or growths affecting the eyelid or nose. An eye-care

professional can check for these if watering continues.

When to seek medical care
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Get emergency help for a chemical splash, a penetrating eye injury, or sudden loss of vision.

Rinse a chemical-exposed eye immediately with plenty of clean, lukewarm water while

arranging emergency advice. Do not try to remove an object embedded in the eye.

Seek same-day medical care if watering comes with:

Stop wearing contact lenses until a painful, red, or unusually watery eye has been assessed.

For routine care, book an appointment if watering keeps returning, has no clear short-lived

trigger, affects reading or driving, or causes repeated soreness or infections. A baby should be

assessed if watering is accompanied by significant redness, swelling, pain, fever, or marked

discharge.

- Significant eye pain or strong sensitivity to light

- A sudden change or reduction in vision

- Marked redness, swelling, or pus-like discharge

- A painful red eye while wearing contact lenses

- Fever or swelling spreading around the eye

- A particle that remains trapped after gentle rinsing

How the cause is found

A clinician will ask whether one or both eyes are affected, when the watering began, and

whether you have itching, pain, discharge, dryness, or vision changes. Mention contact lens

use, eye injuries, allergies, previous eye or nasal surgery, and medicines you take.

The examination may include checking your vision, eyelids, eye surface, and tear-drainage

openings. A coloured dye called fluorescein may be used to show dry or damaged areas on the

eye. It usually washes away with your tears.

If blocked drainage is suspected, an eye specialist may assess how tears move through the

drainage channels. Persistent or unexplained watering may need referral to an

ophthalmologist, a doctor who specialises in eye conditions.

Treatment and self-care

Treatment depends on whether the problem is excess tear production, poor drainage, or both.

For mild irritation, move away from smoke or fumes and rinse the eye gently with clean water if

needed. Avoid rubbing, as this can worsen irritation or scratch the eye.
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If dryness seems to contribute, regular blinking, screen breaks, and reducing direct airflow

from fans may help. Lubricating eye drops, sometimes called artificial tears, are available

without a prescription. A pharmacist or eye-care professional can help you choose an

appropriate product, especially if you wear contact lenses or need drops often.

A cool compress may soothe allergy-related itching. Allergy eye drops may help some people,

but check with a pharmacist or clinician if you are unsure which type is suitable. Avoid sharing

eye drops.

Warm compresses and gentle eyelid cleaning may help blepharitis. Ask for advice if crusting or

soreness continues.

A blocked drainage channel may require a procedure to open, widen, or bypass it. Antibiotics

like amoxicillin or doxycycline only help when a bacterial infection is present; they do not treat

allergy, dry eye, or most minor irritation.

What to expect

Watering caused by wind, fumes, or a loose particle often settles once the trigger is gone.

Allergy symptoms may return during exposure to the allergen. Dry eye and blepharitis can be

long-term conditions that improve with consistent care but may flare again.

Drainage problems are more likely to cause ongoing or one-sided watering. Treatment often

improves symptoms, although the result depends on where and why the pathway is narrowed.

Seek reassessment if symptoms change, become painful, start affecting vision, or do not

improve with the recommended plan.

Common questions

Can dry eyes really make my eyes water?

Yes. Dryness can irritate the eye surface and trigger a sudden flow of watery tears. These

reflex tears do not always contain the balanced oils and mucus needed for lasting comfort.

Is watering contagious?

Watering itself is not contagious. Some infections that cause watering and discharge can

spread between people. Wash your hands, avoid touching your eyes, and do not share towels,

cosmetics, or eye drops if infection is possible.

Can screens cause watering?

Screens do not directly block tear drainage, but people often blink less while concentrating.
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This can dry the eye surface and lead to burning, temporary blur, or reflex watering.

Why does only one eye water?

One-sided watering can follow a trapped eyelash, local inflammation, an eyelid-position

problem, or narrowing of that eye's drainage pathway. Persistent one-sided symptoms

deserve a routine eye assessment.

Do babies grow out of a blocked tear duct?

Many tear-drainage problems in babies improve as the drainage system develops. A

healthcare professional can show you whether massage is appropriate. Redness, painful

swelling, fever, or worsening discharge needs prompt assessment.

Sources

- NHS: Watering eyes

- National Eye Institute: Dry Eye

- College of Optometrists: Clinical Management Guideline - Epiphora

- Merck Manual Consumer Version: Watery Eyes

- Mayo Clinic: Blocked tear duct - Diagnosis and treatment
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