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INTRODUCTION: THE CURIOUS
CASE OF SLEEPING WITH EYES
OPEN

Have you ever been told that you or
someone you know “sleeps with their
eyes open”? It sounds like a superhuman
trick or a scene from a horror movie, but
in reality, it is a known condition called
nocturnal lagophthalmos. Contrary to
the literal interpretation of the phrase,
sleeping with your eyes open does not

mean you are fully awake and aware;
rather, it describes a partial or complete
inability to close the eyelids during
sleep. This phenomenon is more
common than you might think, affecting
an estimated 5% to 25% of the
population at some point in their lives.
Whether you are simply curious or are
looking for practical advice on how to
sleep with your eyes open—perhaps
because of a medical condition, lifestyle
necessity, or a unique work
requirement—this article will explore the
science, risks, and techniques involved.
We will separate fact from fiction,
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provide actionable tips, and explain why
you should approach this topic with
caution. Let's dive deep into the
mechanics of open-eye sleep and what it
really means for your health and daily
life.

UNDERSTANDING NOCTURNAL
LAGOPHTHALMOS: WHAT IT
ACTUALLY MEANS

The medical term for sleeping with your
eyes open is nocturnal lagophthalmos. It
occurs when the orbicularis oculi
muscle—the muscle responsible for
closing the eyelids—fails to contract fully
during sleep. This can happen for several
reasons, including facial nerve palsy
(such as Bell’s palsy), stroke, trauma,
thyroid eye disease, or even as a side
effect of certain medications. In some

cases, it is simply an anatomical
variation where the eyelids do not fully
cover the eyes. Many people who sleep
with their eyes open are unaware of it,
often first learning from a partner or
family member who notices gaps in their
eyelids during the night.

It is crucial to understand that “how to
sleep with your eyes open” is not a skill
you can learn through practice—it is
usually an involuntary condition.
Attempting to force your eyes open
while asleep is not safe and can lead to
serious eye damage. However, for those
who already experience mild
lagophthalmos, lifestyle adjustments can
help protect the eyes and improve sleep
quality. In this article, we will discuss
safe and practical strategies for
managing this condition, as well as when
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to seek professional medical help.

WHY WOULD ANYONE WANT TO
SLEEP WITH THEIR EYES OPEN?

Before we delve into the “how,” let’s
address the “why.” Most people want to
know about this topic for one of three
reasons:

1. Medical curiosity - You or a
loved one may have been
diagnosed with lagophthalmos and
are looking for management
strategies.

2. Performance or safety - Some
professions (e.g., military
personnel, night shift workers, or
extreme athletes) might believe
that sleeping with eyes open
allows them to remain partially

alert. However, this is a
myth—true restorative sleep
requires closed eyes.

3. Misinformation - Some online
“life hacks” suggest that sleeping
with eyes open can save time or
increase awareness. These claims
are unfounded and dangerous.

We will focus on the first category: how
to safely manage involuntary open-eye
sleep. If you are attempting to learn this
as a “trick,” we strongly advise against
it, as it can lead to dry eyes, corneal
ulcers, infections, and permanent vision
damage.

CAN YOU REALLY SLEEP WITH
YOUR EYES OPEN? THE SCIENCE




BEHIND THE MYTH

The short answer is yes, some people
can and do sleep with their eyes partially
or fully open, but it is not a normal or
healthy state. The brain’s sleep control
centers actively signal the eyelids to
close as part of the natural sleep onset
process. When this signal is disrupted,
the eyes remain exposed. During rapid
eye movement (REM) sleep, your eyes
move behind closed lids; if the lids are
open, the eyes are still moving, but they
are vulnerable to drying and mechanical
irritation.

Research shows that even a small gap in
eyelid closure can cause significant tear
film evaporation. The cornea, which is
the clear front surface of the eye, relies
on a constant layer of tears for oxygen

and lubrication. Without adequate
protection, the cornea can become
desiccated, leading to blurred vision,
redness, pain, and increased risk of
infection. So, while sleeping with eyes
open is possible for some, it is rarely
without consequences.

RISKS AND SIDE EFFECTS OF
SLEEPING WITH EYES OPEN

If you or someone you know sleeps with
their eyes open, it is essential to
understand the potential health risks:

e Dry eye syndrome - The most
common complication, leading to a
gritty, burning sensation upon
waking.

e Corneal abrasion - Friction from
the eyelid or pillow against a dry
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HOWDMOSLEER AHT BcMOUR EYES
e Infections - Bacteria or dust can
enter the eye more easily without

the protective blink reflex.

e Photophobia - Light entering
through partially open lids can
disrupt sleep and increase
sensitivity.

 Vision problems - Chronic
exposure to air can lead to corneal
scarring and blurred vision.

e Chronic inflammation - Long-
term lagophthalmos may cause
conjunctivitis or blepharitis.

Therefore, the goal of any “how to sleep
with your eyes open” strategy is not to
encourage the behavior, but to minimize
harm and protect your eyesight.

OPEN SAFELY: PRACTICAL
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

If you have been diagnosed with
nocturnal lagophthalmos or suspect you
sleep with your eyes open, the following
steps can help you manage the condition
safely. Always consult an
ophthalmologist before trying any new
treatment.

1. Use a
Humidifier in



Your Bedroom Ointments

Dry air exacerbates eye moisture loss. Over-the-counter lubricating ointments
Running a cool-mist humidifier in your or gels (such as artificial tears in gel
bedroom can increase ambient humidity, form) can be applied just before sleep.
slowing tear evaporation and keeping Unlike daytime drops, these are thicker
your eyes more comfortable during the and create a protective film over the
night. eye. They may cause temporary

blurriness upon waking, but they provide

2, Apply crucial moisture throughout the night.
Overnight 3. Wear Eye
Protective Masks or
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Goggles

A tightly-fitting sleep mask can
physically hold the eyelids closed and
block out light. Some people find that a
simple soft cloth mask works well. For
more severe cases, ophthalmologists
may recommend moisture-chamber
goggles, which seal around the eyes to
trap humidity.

4. Tape the
Eyelid Closed

(Under Medical
Supervision)

In extreme cases, a doctor may advise
using hypoallergenic medical tape to
gently keep the eyelids shut. This must
be done carefully to avoid damaging the
delicate skin around the eyes. Never use
standard tape; ask your doctor for a
specific product and demonstration.

5. Optimize Your
Sleep Position

Sleeping on your back may cause the
eyelids to fall open more easily due to
gravity. Sleeping on your side or



stomach can sometimes help keep the
lids shut. You can also place a soft pillow
against your face to provide gentle
pressure that encourages eyelid closure.

6. Use Eye Drops
Before Bed and
Upon Waking

Preservative-free artificial tears can be
used just before sleep and immediately
after waking to rehydrate the eyes.
Avoid overusing drops with preservatives
if you will be using them multiple times
during the night (though these are
generally safe for single doses).

7. Address
Underlying
Causes

If your open-eye sleep is due to a
medical condition—such as thyroid eye
disease, Bell's palsy, or a neurological
issue—treating the root cause is
essential. Work with your primary care
doctor or a specialist to manage the
underlying problem. For example,
thyroid eye disease may require
anti-inflammatory medications or even
surgery.
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8. Consider™ ™"
Eyelid Weights or
Surgical Options

In severe cases, an ophthalmologist
might recommend surgically implanting
a small gold or platinum weight into the
upper eyelid. This weight uses gravity to
help close the eye during sleep.
Alternatively, tarsorrhaphy (a procedure
that narrows the eye opening) may be
performed. These are last-resort
treatments but can be highly effective.

COMMON MYTHS ABOUT

Let’s clear up some misconceptions:

e Myth: Sleeping with eyes open

means you are still alert. Fact:
The brain does not process visual
information during sleep, even if
the eyes are partially open. You
will not be able to see or react to
your surroundings.

Myth: It is a sign of deep sleep.
Fact: It is often associated with
lighter sleep stages and can lead
to sleep fragmentation.

Myth: You can train yourself to do
it. Fact: Eyelid closure is an
involuntary reflex that cannot be
overridden permanently without
risk of injury.

e Myth: Sleeping with eyes open is



always dangerous. Fact: Many
people have mild lagophthalmos
without serious problems,
especially if they produce enough
tears or sleep in a humid
environment.

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

If you experience any of the following
symptoms, schedule an appointment
with an eye doctor or sleep specialist:

1. Persistent dry eyes upon waking,
especially with pain or redness.

2. Blurred vision that improves after
blinking or using drops.

3. Frequent eye infections or corneal
ulcers.

4. A history of facial paralysis (Bell’s
palsy, stroke) or trauma around
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the eyes.

Poor sleep quality or excessive
daytime sleepiness (which could
be related to disruptive light
entering the eyes).

A simple test called “slit lamp
examination” can determine if your
eyelids close completely. Your doctor
may also measure your tear film stability
or refer you to a sleep clinic if other
sleep disorders are suspected.

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES:
LIFESTYLE ADJUSTMENTS FOR
BETTER EYE HEALTH

Beyond direct interventions, consider
these holistic habits to support eye
moisture:
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e Stay hydrated - Drink enough
water throughout the day to
maintain tear production.

Eat omega-3 fatty acids - Found
in fish, flaxseed, and walnuts, they
can improve oil gland function in
the eyelids.

e Avoid smoke and drafts -
Smoke, ceiling fans, and air
conditioning can dry out eyes
faster.

Practice good eyelid hygiene -
Gently clean the eyelid margins
with a warm compress to keep
glands healthy.

CONCLUSION: PROTECT YOUR
EYES, PRIORITIZE REAL SLEEP

Sleeping with your eyes open is not a
cool ability to be mastered—it is a

11

medical condition that requires
awareness and care. The phrase “how to
sleep with your eyes open” should be
approached with caution, focusing on
harm reduction rather than
achievement. By implementing the
practical strategies outlined
above—using humidifiers, lubricating
ointments, sleep masks, and consulting
a specialist—you can protect your eyes
and improve your sleep quality.
Remember, true, restorative sleep
happens when your eyelids are fully
closed, your brain is off-duty, and your
eyes are safely bathed in tears. If you
suspect you or a loved one has nocturnal
lagophthalmos, take action today. Your
vision and your sleep are too precious to
risk.

Have you ever woken up with gritty, dry
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eyes? Share your experience with a simple changes that can make a world of
healthcare professional and explore the difference.
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