
The Eyes Have It
Helping Your Loved One Avoid Eye 
Injuries for a Better Quality of Life
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As the old saying goes, the eyes are the window to the soul. But 
in reality, they’re much more than just that – the eyes truly have it 
when it comes to indicators of our overall health and well-being.

Maintaining good eye health is critical for all of us, but especially so 
for older adults – particularly those living in skilled nursing facilities. 
Diminished vision can be a symptom of an advanced chronic 
medical condition that facility staff need to know about, like high 
blood pressure or diabetes. And vision impairment due to disease 
or injury can restrict seniors from enjoying a full quality of life – 
increasing their risk of suffering a dangerous fall, keeping them from 
participating in community activities, and detrimentally impacting 
their sense of independence. 

If you’re caring for a loved one living in a skilled nursing facility, it’s 
essential to know about some common causes of eye injuries in 
seniors and how to prevent them; eye injury symptoms; and what to 
do if you suspect your loved one is suffering from an eye injury. Read 
on to learn more about what you, in conjunction with your loved 
one’s facility staff and clinicians, can do to protect their eye health. 
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1 https://www.ajo.com/article/S0002-9394(21)00189-6/fulltext 
2 https://www.aao.org/eye-health/news/eye-injuries-falls-increasing-aging-population 

3 https://www.ajo.com/article/S0002-9394(21)00189-6/fulltext
4 https://www.aao.org/eye-health/news/eye-injuries-falls-increasing-aging-population 

Fall-related eye injuries
Between 2000 and 2019, falls were the cause of almost 12% 
of the eye injuries treated by hospital emergency departments 
in patients over the age of 65. Older adults with fall-related 
eye injuries were more likely to be hospitalized,1 – in fact, 
hospitalizations of patients who suffered eye trauma increased 
by 18% over a span of 13 years, according to one study2 – and 
eye injuries due to falls have been correlated with worse patient 
outcomes as compared to other types of eye injuries.3 Common 
eye injuries caused by falls include soft tissue injuries like a black 
eye, fractures of the orbital bone (eye socket), rupture of the eye 
itself, corneal scratches, or damage to the eyelid.

 

There are a few simple steps you can take to help reduce your 
loved one’s risk of fall-related eye injuries.4 For example, when 
visiting, be sure to ask your loved one if he or she has fallen 
recently or has been feeling unsteady. If so, make sure to report 
that information to the facility as soon as possible. Also, remove 
any unnecessary hazards from your loved one’s living space. Take 
up throw rugs that might impede their mobility, make sure there 
are non-slip mats in the bathroom, add cushioning to any sharp 
furniture corners, and make sure they have adequate lighting in 
their living space. And make sure your loved one is getting regular 
exercise to help improve their strength and balance. 

You’re probably already familiar with common causes of impaired 
vision in seniors, from age-related conditions like cataracts, glaucoma, 
and macular degeneration, to impairments resulting from chronic 
health conditions. But don’t overlook the impact of two causes of 
eye damage that are less associated with eye health – fall-related 
traumatic eye injuries and exposure to UV rays. 

Common Causes of Eye Injuries
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UV exposure
UV rays can cause damage to the eye’s surface tissues, cornea, 
lens5 and retina.6 In the short term, overexposure to UV rays 
can cause bloodshot or swollen eyes, hypersensitivity to light, 
and photokeratitis, which is an inflammation of the cornea.7  
Similar to an eye “sunburn,” symptoms include red, painful 
eyes, a sensation that there may be a foreign body in the eye, 
excessive tearing,8 blurry vision, constricted pupils,  
and headache.9

Research has shown that long-term UV exposure without 
appropriate eye protection can increase the risk of 
developing cataracts, macular degeneration, and other 
chronic eye diseases; cause irreversible damage to the retina, 
and lead to the development of skin cancers around the eye10.

The best way to protect your loved ones’ eyes from the harmful 
effects of UV rays is to make sure they wear proper eye 
protection that blocks UV rays whenever they’re outside. Look 
for sunglasses that block 100% of both UV-A and UV-B rays or 
that offer UV400 protection.

5 https://www.verywellhealth.com/uv-eye-safety-3421853 
6 https://www.healthline.com/health/eye-health/sunburned-eyes 
7 https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2019/sunglasses-eye-protection.html

8 https://www.verywellhealth.com/uv-eye-safety-3421853
9 https://www.healthline.com/health/eye-health/sunburned-eyes 
10 https://www.verywellhealth.com/uv-eye-safety-3421853
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12  https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/adult-health/in-depth/eye-injury/art-20047121 
13 https://www.healthline.com/health/eye-emergencies#symptoms 

14 https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/adult-health/in-depth/eye-injury/art-20047121 
15 https://www.healthline.com/health/eye-emergencies#symptoms

It’s important to know what to do if your loved one suffers an eye 
injury – but if he or she is unable to communicate or is cognitively 
impaired, it may be difficult for you to recognize whether an injury 
has occurred. There are also some eye injuries, like an increase in eye 
pressure or a detached retina, which may only be evident once they 
have become serious problems.11 Here are some signs to look for that 
may indicate your loved one has suffered an eye injury:12

If you suspect your loved one has sustained an eye injury, it’s 
critical that you take the right steps to lessen the chance of 
further damage and to avoid any potential vision loss. The 
most important thing to do is to seek medical attention as soon as 
possible, particularly if your loved one is experiencing a burning or 
stinging sensation in the eye, increased light sensitivity, bleeding from 
the eye, bruising around the eye, discharge from the eye, severe 
itching or new or severe headaches.13 

Additionally, do not touch, rub or apply pressure to the eye. If an 
object is stuck on the surface of the eye or has penetrated the eye, 
do not try to remove it yourself – wait until you are able to get help 
from a trained clinician. Don’t apply any ointments or medications. If 
you suspect some sort of chemical has been splashed in the eye, flush 
it out with clean water.14 If your loved one wears contact lenses, do 
not remove them if an injury is suspected. You may wish to also gently 
cover the eye with a loose shield or gauze pad while you await 
medical assistance.15

· Trouble with opening the eye

· One eye that doesn’t move  
 around as well as the other

· One eye that sticks out or  
 is more prominent than  
 the other

· Unusual pupil size or shape 

· Blood appearing in the white  
 sections of the eye

· A cut or torn eyelid

· Constant rubbing of the eyes,  
 as if to dislodge a foreign  
 object on the eye or under  
 the eyelid

How to Recognize and 
Manage Eye Injuries
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Eye Health and Quality of Life

Working in tandem with skilled nursing facility clinicians 
and staff, you can play a pivotal role in protecting your 
loved one’s eye health and improving his or her quality 
of life. Our vision is critical to our ability to complete daily 
activities, from everyday tasks like eating and bathing to 
participating in cherished hobbies and looking at photos  
of friends and family. By helping your loved one reduce 
their risk of eye injuries due to falls and ensuring their eyes 
are protected when they’re outside enjoying a warm, 
sunny day, you will help them preserve their independence 
for as long as possible. 
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