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What is Dry Eye and Why Is It Important? 
For some people it feels like a speck of sand in the eye, or stinging or burning that does not go away. For others, 
dry eye disease can become a chronic condition that leads to blurred vision or even vision loss if it goes untreated.  
It is one of the most common of all eye conditions, primarily affecting adults 45 years and older. Many different 
things can cause dry eye, including environmental exposure, medications, eye surgery (such as laser correction 
surgery), immune system disorders such as Sjögren’s syndrome, lupus, or rheumatoid arthritis, and an increasingly 
common cause—staring at computer or video screens for too long without blinking. Experts estimate that more than 
12 million Americans may be dealing with dry eye symptoms on a daily basis, with age, gender, and lifestyle as 
potential factors. It has also been a major issue for soldiers engaged in both Operation Enduring Freedom and 
Operation Iraqi Freedom.  A 2011 study from the University of Utah estimated a $3.8 billion annual burden (in 
2008 dollars) to the U.S. healthcare system, with an annual societal burden of $55.4 billion.     
 
How is Chronic Dry Eye Treated and Why is Research Needed into its Causes and Treatments?  
Dry eye is a complex disease which targets ocular surface and tear film causing an abnormal tear film and can lead 
to damage to the surface of the eye, symptoms, and decreased work productivity. Despite its prevalence, there are 
relatively few treatments available, which include lubricating drops or drug therapy that increases natural tear 
production. Those with severe dry eye might need surgical insertion of lacrimal or punctal plugs to block the eyes’ 
drainage ducts and keep tears in place or special contact lenses in addition to topical drug therapy.   
 
The National Eye Institute (NEI) within the National Institutes of Health (NIH) has been supporting research, as 
has the private sector, based on a greater understanding of the complex processes involved, including how genes 
code for proteins that switch tear production “on” and “off”, the factors associated with dry eye, and novel 
approaches to diagnosis and management.         
 
About the Speaker and Her Presentations… 
Kelly K. Nichols, O.D., M.P.H., Ph.D. serves as the Dean of the University of Alabama at Birmingham School of 
Optometry. She previously served as a Professor at the University of Houston, where she co-founded and served as 
Executive Director for The Ocular Surface Institute, a translational research institute focused on bench-to-bedside 
research on ocular surface conditions. Prior, she was a faculty member at The Ohio State University College of 
Optometry. She is a Governing Board member for the Tear Film and Ocular Surface Society and on the Medical 
and Scientific Advisory Board for the Sjogren’s Syndrome Foundation. Her research interests include dry eye, 
meibomian gland dysfunction, blepharitis, inflammation, impact of menopause on dry eye, dry eye diagnostics and 
therapeutics, tear proteomics and lipidomics, and quality of life. Her research funding has been primarily through 
the NEI, in addition to a variety of industry partners.  
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