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1. Introduction 

This document sets out Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust’s best practice guidelines for 
neonatal eye care including eye hygiene, taking eye swabs, instillation of eye 
drops/ointment 

 
This document will provide guidance on neonatal eye care which will prevent the 
introduction of infection via unnecessary interventions and aid identification of signs of 
infection before investigation and treatment.  

 

Eye care is the practice of assessing, cleaning or irrigating the eye and/or the instillation of 
prescribed ocular preparations 

2. Indications  

2.1 Routine eye care is not normally necessary but may be required for the following 
circumstances. 

 To prevent or treat infection.  

 To prevent and relieve pain and discomfort. 

 To prevent or treat damage to the eyes e.g. caused by  phototherapy, radiant heat, 
use of CPAP and in the sedated/unconscious patient.    

 To clean sticky eyes.  

 Following eye treatments.     

Note: many ‘sticky eyes’ seen after birth are due to vernix irritating the eye and will 
respond to regular eye care, (NNF 5, 2007). 

2.2 Clinical Evidence of Infection:  

 redness of the white of the eye (conjunctivitis) 

 New swelling of the affected eyelid(s) – not connected to birth trauma  

 Purulent discharge – characterised by yellow/green colour  

 Changes to the lining of the lower lid – 

 

2.3 Occurrence 

 Gonorrhoea conjunctivitis usually occurs within 24-48 hours after birth 

 Chlamydia conjunctivitis usually occurs within 7-14 days.   

 Herpes Simplex Virus conjunctivitis within 2 weeks after birth (Fuloria and Kreiter,  
(2002).    

3. Eye Care Procedure 

 

Steps Eye Care Procedure 

1 
Prepare equipment 

 Eye care sterile pack containing galipot, gauze swabs, gloves and dressing towel, 
(eye dressing pack may be available) 



Eye Care for Neonates Guideline    
     

Neonatal   
Eye Care for Neonates Guideline v3  Page 5 of 9 

 Ampules of sterile water/sali-wipe 

 Swabs for microscopy or Chlamydia if required, correct culture medium and 
laboratory form 

 Eye drops/ointment if prescribed and prescription chart  

 Clean gloves  

 Plastic apron  

 Rubbish bag 

2 Clean technique is necessary  (aseptic technique is necessary only in some 
circumstances e.g. if there is damage to the eye) 

3 Wait if possible until the baby is awake or due for routine feeding or cares 

4 Explain the procedure to parents/carers of the baby and obtain consent  

5 Ensure light source is positioned above and behind the nurse, (never directly in the 
baby’s eyes). 

6 Wash hands and put on clean gloves. (that is included in clean technique) 

7 Assess general state of the eyes. 

8 Create a clean to dirty work flow area 

9 Take swab if indicated – (See below). 

10 Clean least affected eye first, clean from inner canthus (nasal corner) to outer canthus 
using a clean moistened swab each time.  (This avoids the risk of swabbing discharge 
into the lacrimal punctum, or even across the bridge of the nose into the other eye).  
Clean lower and upper lids from nose to side 

11 Repeat procedure until all discharge has been removed, using a new moistened swab 
each time. 

12 Instill eye drops/ointment, (see below).  As per prescription and Trust guidance.  

13 Wipe excess moisture from surrounding skin. 

14 Dispose of waste and wash hands, (as per Trust policy). 

Do not throw any waste water/saline down hand-washing sinks   

15 Ensure baby is calm and comfortable and positioned according to developmental care 
guidelines. 

16 Store eye drops/ointment in appropriate place, (e.g. fridge). 

17 Inform parents and/or medical staff of findings as appropriate.  

18 Document procedure and condition of eyes in care plan. 

19 Train parents to feel competent in this procedure 
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4. Eye Swab Procedure for Microbiology 

Steps Eye swab procedure for microbiology 

1 Using a charcoal swab hold the swab parallel to the cornea and gently rub the 
conjunctiva in the lower eyelid from the nasal side outwards. 

2 If both eyes are to be swabbed ensure specimens are labelled ‘right’  and 
‘left’. 

3 Place swab in culture bottle, and label correctly according to trust policy prior 
to sending to lab. 

Note:   

 All eye swabs for culture are routinely tested for gonorrhea.  

 Swabs of purulent exudate may give negative results because the pus 
itself contains few viable organisms (NNF 5, 2007), however a 
purulent discharge may indicate the presence of a serious infection 
e.g. chlamydia or gonococcus.  In these cases take swabs urgently and 
start systemic treatment for gonococcus infection whilst waiting the 
swab microbiology, (NICE 2014) 

 In cases where Chlamydia or Gonorrhoea is isolated, treat the infant 
and also treat parents. 

 If antibiotic drops are being administered, stop them a few hours 
prior to swabbing. 

4 Label swabs according to Trust procedures 

Steps Eye swab procedure for Chlamydia 

1 Chlamydia swabs 

Use Cobas PCR swabs for Chlamydia, do not use virology swabs 

Chlamydial infection should be considered if infant fails to respond to initial 
treatment. 

Chlamydial scrape should be performed by staff trained in the procedure.  

2 Swab eyes (charcoal swab) first for bacterial culture (as above) this will 
remove discharge.   

3 Clean eye (see above) 

4 When taking a separate swab for Chlamydia added pressure is needed to 
obtain the micro-organisms from the follicles, sweeping organisms away from 
the lower punctum, (Stollery et al 2005).  Take a conjunctival scrape from the 
inner part of the lower eye-lid.  

5 Please note NO fluorescein should be used prior to Chlamydia swabbing as it 
will render the sample unusable  
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5. Eye Medications 

Drugs for use in the eye are classified according to their action: 

 Mydriatics and cycloplegics 

 Miotics 

 Local anaesthetics 

 Anti-inflammatories 

 Antibacterials/antivirals/antifungals 

 Artificial tears 

6. Instillation of Eye Drops 

Steps Instillation of eye drops 

1 
Preparations for the eye should be sterile and (in hospital) are normally discarded  
according to advice on the individual containers.  

Put opening/expiry date on bottle at start of use. 

2 
For antibiotic eye drop use individual eye containers for each eye if there are concerns 
about contamination, (BNFC 2017).  Always treat both eyes, treating less infected eye 
first  

3 
Shake the bottle before instillation to ensure even distribution. 

4 
The dropper should be held as close to the eye as possible without touching either the 
lids or the cornea.  

5 
Most types of eye drops are instilled just inside the inner angle of the open eye, (BNFC, 
2017), or by gently pulling down the lower eyelid and administering a drop towards the 
inner canthus (the inferior fornix), allowing the drop to wash across the eye. (The 
conjunctiva in this area is less sensitive than the overlying cornea, and administration 
here prevents immediate loss into the nasolacrimal drainage system).  

6 
Wipe away excess. 

7 
A fresh supply of drops should be provided on discharge.  

 
Additional information: 

 One drop is all that is needed. 

 If anaesthetic drops are used then the first drop should be instilled into the inferior 
fornix and then directly onto the cornea. 

 If two differing preparations are required at the same time an interval of 3-5 
minutes should lapse before the second preparation is instilled to prevent 
washout or overflow, (BNFC, 2017; NNF 5, 2007). 

 If both eye drops and ointment are to be administered then administer the eye 
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drops first as the grease base of the ointment can inhibit the absorption of the 
drops.   

 Systemic effects may arise from absorption of drugs into the general circulation 
from the conjunctival vessels and nasal mucosa if excess preparation drains 
through the tear ducts.  Systemic absorption may be reduced by applying 
pressure on the lacrimal punctum for at least a minute to reduce naso-lacrimal 
drainage. 

 

7. Instillation of Eye Ointment 

Steps Instillation of eye ointment 

1 
Use ointment instead of drops if longer action is needed, (RCPCH, 2003).  

2 
Separate tubes are only used for antibiotics.  It is best practice to treat less infected eye 
first. 

3 
Apply a line/ribbon of ointment by gently squeezing the tube with the nozzle as close as 
possible above the eye, without touching the lid or cornea.  Squeeze the ointment along 
the lower eyelid from inner canthus to outer canthus, gently pulling down the lower 
eyelid.  

4 
Wipe away excess 

 

8. Education and Training 

Education and training will be provided during orientation and preceptorship and through 
formal study days and informal training/supervision on the ward.   

9. Monitoring Compliance with and the Effectiveness of the Guideline 

 Staff are informed of revised documentation.  There is an expectation that staff are 
responsible to keep updated on any improvements to practice and deliver care 
accordingly.   

 Data is collected by use of Badger data base and can be used to generate output for 
clinical and operational benchmarking.   

 Incidents are reported by the Datix system and South West Neonatal Network incident 
reporting process.  Incidents are monitored by the neonatal governance team and 
neonatal network.   

 Non-adherence is reviewed and action plans made if required.  Discussion and reviews 
occur at Directorate meetings, Governance meetings and Ward meetings.  Learning 
and action plans are cascaded at these meetings and improvements implemented.  
Key findings and learning points will be disseminated to relevant staff. 
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10. Standards/ Key Performance Indicators 

Key performance indicators comprise: 

 Nice Neonatal Quality Standards 
 NICE Investigations and antibiotics for suspected or confirmed early-onset 

neonatal infection. 
 NHS Toolkit for High Quality Neonatal Services (2009) 

 National Neonatal Audit Programme 
 NHS Standard Contract for Neonatal Critical Care 

 BLISS Baby Charter Neonatal Audit Principles 
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