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What’s really going on when we do it

YOU WATCH A SAPPY MOVIE, are touched by a poignant memory, or just have a really
rough day, and sud denly salty tears are trick ling down your cheeks. Cry ing is something
we’ve all done since the day we were born, but why exactly does the body do this? Here,
oph thal mo lo gists explain the water works.
WHY DO WE CRY?
◼  While most anim als cry out with sounds when they’re in pain or dis tress, liquid tears
triggered by emo tions are a uniquely human phe nomenon. In gen eral, tears are made up of
salt water (pro duced by the lac rimal glands above the eyes and eye lids) along with mucus
and oil, explains Michelle Andre oli, M.D., clin ical spokes per son for the Amer ican Academy
of Oph thal mo logy. There are three basic types of tears: Basal tears provide con stant lub ric -
a tion and pro tec tion for the cornea every time you blink, while re�ex tears are pro duced in
response to irrit ants like dust, smoke, and chopped onions. Emo tional tears well up when
the brain’s limbic sys tem, which con trols mood and emo tions, is activ ated by strong feel -
ings or intense situ ations. “The limbic sys tem sig nals cra nial nerves within the eye lids,
tear glands, and facial muscles to pro duce tears,” says James Kelly, M.D., founder of Kelly
Vis ion Cen ter in New York City.

Just about any emo tion can make your eyes start leak ing like a broken
faucet. Here’s why.
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The the ory is that humans developed this unique tal ent for cry ing as a way to con nect.
“Emo tional tears demon strate vul ner ab il ity and empathy,” says Dr. Kelly.
And it’s not just when you’re sad…
◼  While cry ing is most often asso ci ated with sad ness, any strong emo tion can trig ger the
same reac tion in the limbic sys tem, says Dr. Kelly. That’s why you might start to tear up at
Beeth oven’s “Ode to Joy” or feel over whelmed with relief when you get good news from
your doc tor.
WHEN TEARS TELL A DIFFERENT STORY
As you get older, you might �nd your self ran domly tear ing up, a sign that you may have
dry eye syn drome. “Basal tear pro duc tion slows with age,” Dr. Andre oli explains. With less
oily �uid, the ducts are triggered to release watery tears to keep things moist, but these
evap or ate quickly. Con tact lenses and cer tain med ic a tions can also cause dry eye. Check
with your oph thal mo lo gist for the best treat ment options for you, she advises.


