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Take care with eye drops
Some eye drops can cause sickness if taken 

too often or swallowed. Keep eye drop bottles 

away from children and don’t take more than 

the recommended dose. If accidental poisoning 

occurs, seek medical advice urgently. 

More information
This brochure cannot cover everything that 

is known about drugs and the eye. For more 

information check with your eye doctor, GP, 

optometrist or pharmacist. 

Eye medicines that can affect 
other parts of the body
Eyedrops and tablets used to treat eye conditions 

can have side effects and also interfere with the 

effectiveness of other medicines.

If side effects occur
All drugs can have side effects. Discuss this  

with the person prescribing the medicine before 

you start treatment. If you develop a severe 

reaction, stop treatment and seek medical  

help immediately.

Medicines, drugs 
and the eye

Avoiding common problems

Eye Condition Medicines Side Effects

Blepharitis
Doxycycline, Tetracycline  

and Minocycline

Sunburn, heartburn, reduced effectiveness 

of oral contraceptives, thrush, damage to the 

developing baby if taken during pregnancy

Glaucoma

Diamox
Tingling in hands and feet, loss of appetite, 

tiredness

Timolol
Tiredness, cough and wheeze, dizziness  

on standing

Trusopt and Azopt
Taste disturbances, tiredness, headache,  
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The eye and medicines
Prescription, over-the-counter medicines, and 

recreational drugs can affect our eyes and vision. 

In some cases eye drops may cause changes in 

other parts of the body. The good news is that 

most side effects are mild or rare. This brochure 

is a guide to the more common problems.

Medicines that can affect the eyes 
and vision
Prescription medicines, homeopathic and herbal 

medicines used to treat a wide variety of common 

medical conditions can have visual side effects.

Recreational drugs that can affect 
the eyes and vision
Many recreational drugs cause short-term 

double vision, unusual eye movements and visual 

hallucinations. Most, especially alcohol, also 

damage the developing eye during pregnancy.

Medical Condition Medicines Side Effects

Acne Roaccutane Dry eye

Allergies, nausea, and motion 

sickness, stomach ulcers

Antihistamines, e.g. Loratadine, 

Ranitidine
Dry eye, blurred vision

Anxiety, depression and other 

mood disorders

Tricyclic antidepressants, e.g. 

Amitriptyline, Nortriptyline etc

Blurred vision, acute angle closure 

glaucoma. Most people who 

have glaucoma have ‘open angle 

glaucoma’ and can safely take 

these medicines.

Arthritis Hydroxychloroquine Macular degeneration

Hypertension Beta blockers, e.g. Atenolol Dry eye

Asthma, diarrhoea, nausea and 

vomiting, cystitis

Anticholinergics, e.g. Atrovent 

etc, and some herbal medicines
Large pupils, blurred near vision

Asthma, bronchitis, sinusitis
Steriods, e.g. Prednisone, asthma 

and hayfever inhalers
Cataract, glaucoma

Recreational Drug Side Effects

Alcohol

Red eye, dry eye, 

cataract, macular 

degeneration

Amphetamines, 

Cocaine, LSD and 

Mescaline

Large pupils

Marijuana Redness

Methanol
Blinding optic nerve 

damage

Opiates (Heroin, 

Tramadol)
Small pupils

Tobacco

Dryness and redness, 

cataract, macular 

degeneration© Dr Malcolm McKellar 2014


