
National Eye Health Week:
campaigning for better vision

Don't overlook an eye test:
it can save your life

New technology: transforming 
the patient experienceP02 P04 P07

22/09/14
#0275

RACONTEUR.NET 
/COMPANY/RACONTEUR-MEDIA
/RACONTEUR.NET
@RACONTEUR

1

i

f

t

VISIONRL

a b c

de

Test 
Results

Optical 
Prescription

VISION



P03VISION ONLINE:
WWW.RACONTEUR.NET/VISION 

RACONTEUR.NET 
/COMPANY/RACONTEUR-MEDIA
/RACONTEUR.NET
@RACONTEUR

1

i

f

t

RACONTEUR.NET 
/COMPANY/RACONTEUR-MEDIA
/RACONTEUR.NET
@RACONTEUR

1

i

f

t

P02 VISION 
22/09/14
EDITION #0275

Overview Opinion

Managing Editor
Peter Archer

Production Manager
Natalia Rosek

Design, Infographics & Illustration
The Design Surgery 
www.thedesignsurgery.co.uk

 Contributors

Distributed in

VISION…
TAKEN SERIOUSLY

CAMPAIGNING TO PROTECT
THE UK’S EYE HEALTH

LILIAN ANEKWE

Consumer health editor at the BMJ Group, she is an 
award-winning medical journalist who has also written 
for New Scientist and New Statesman.

NICKY COLLINSON

Freelance journalist and editor specialising in the optical 
sector, she is also communications consultant for the 
British Contact Lens Association.

YVONNE GORDON

Freelance journalist, she contributes to Raconteur 
healthcare supplements, as well as trade magazines, 
and has also written for The Times Educational Supplement. 

VICTORIA LAMBERT

Award-winning journalist specialising in health, she has 
written for most national newspapers, many magazines 
and been widely syndicated abroad. 

Although this publication is funded through advertising and 
sponsorship, all editorial is without bias and sponsored features are 
clearly labelled. For an upcoming schedule, partnership inquiries or 
feedback, please call +44 (0)20 3428 5230 or  
e-mail info@raconteur.net

Raconteur Media is a leading European publisher of special interest 
content and research. It covers a wide range of topics, including 
business, finance, sustainability, lifestyle and the arts. Its special 
reports are exclusively published within The Times, The Sunday 
Times and The Week. www.raconteur.net

The information contained in this publication has been obtained 
from sources the Proprietors believe to be correct. However, no legal 
liability can be accepted for any errors. No part of this publication 
may be reproduced without the prior consent of the Publisher.   
© Raconteur Media

There is stark evidence that 
most of the UK public are 
unaware they need regu-

lar eye tests and do not prioritise 
their eye health. Some 8 per cent of 
adults in the UK have never had an 
eye test. 

It’s not clear why people are re-
luctant to have their eyes tested. 
National Health Service statistics 
show that even though the NHS 
provides free eye tests for children, 
older people, those with certain 
health problems and people on low 
incomes, they still aren’t getting 
their eyes tested. In Scotland, where 
eye tests are provided free for every-
one, uptake is still low. 

The reasons why are complex, 
but it’s a problem that does seem to 
affect eye health uniquely. NHS fig-
ures show 2.9 million children had 
their eyes tested between 2012 and 
2013, which was the lowest propor-
tion of all eye tests in ten years. By 
contrast, 7.8 million children were 

seen by an NHS dentist between 
2011 and 2013, an increase of 0.5 per 
cent compared with March 2006.

This has a devastating impact on 
people’s vision, on society and on 
the economy. Figures compiled by 
the Royal National Institute for the 
Blind (RNIB) show that current-
ly 1.8 million people in the UK are 
living with sight loss. The amount 
spent indirectly on vision loss in the 
UK amounts to £5.1 billion a year. 
This includes £2.4 billion linked to 
the cost of providing informal care 
and £1.9 billion associated with low-
er employment rates. 

This situation needs to be tackled 
now. The UK’s population is ageing 
and the incidence of illnesses that 
are key underlying causes of sight 
loss, such as obesity and diabetes, 
is growing. Combined with too few 
people having their eyes tested, 
this means that, without action, the 
number of people with sight prob-
lems in the UK is likely to increase 
dramatically over the next 25 years. 
The RNIB predicts that by 2020 the 
number of people with sight loss 
will rise to more than 2.25 million. 

VISION LOSS IS AVOIDABLE 

The good news is that more than 
50 per cent of vision loss can be 
avoided – if people have regular 
eye tests every two years, as rec-
ommended by the NHS. It’s never 
too late and there are initiatives in 
place, during National Eye Health 
Week and beyond, to make this 
change a reality.

Francesca Marchetti, past-chair-
woman of National Eye Health 
Week, says: “The message about 
the importance of having an eye test 

hasn’t been getting through thus 
far. People still renege on their ap-
pointments for an eye test. I’m not 
sure why, whether it is fear, a lack of 
awareness or education, or naivety. 
But what it means is that people 
are making do with poor vision and 
that’s unacceptable. 

“This is why it’s important that 
during National Eye Health Week 
we have people from across the 
board all saying the same message: 
have your eyes tested. It’s not com-
mercially driven, it’s health driven. 
Nobody makes any money out of 
it, nobody owns the week, there’s 
no sales or political agenda – the 
whole profession works together to 
promote eye health.”

Another example is the UK Vision 
Strategy, which was launched in 
2008 and is supported by govern-
ment. Katherine Raven, UK Vision 
Strategy senior manager, says the 
aim is to unite organisations across 
the UK that want to take action on 
issues relating to vision. 

“The refreshed UK Vision Strat-
egy was launched last year and will 
run until 2018. It focuses on three 
priority outcomes: that everyone 
in the UK looks after their eyes and 
sight, that everyone with an eye 
condition receives timely treat-
ment and support, and that people 
with sight loss can fully participate 
in society,” she says.

“We have many initiatives under-
way across the UK to help move eye 
health and sight loss up the agenda. 
This includes our work with the 
Royal College of General Practition-
ers to enable GPs to identify sight 
loss at an earlier stage, and ensure 
people get the treatment and sup-
port they need more quickly. Cam-
paigns such as National Eye Health 
Week are an excellent way of raising 
public awareness about the impor-
tance of taking care of our eyes and 
having regular sight tests.”

During National Eye Health 
Week the optometry profession will 
provide eye tests and information 
on maintaining eye health through 
good nutrition, avoiding smoking 
and protecting the eyes from dam-
aging sunlight.

These initiatives and increased 
public awareness can be an impor-
tant springboard to raise the num-
ber of people who have their eyes 
tested, and reduce the number of 
people living with preventable 
sight loss.   

1.8m
people in the UK are 
living with sight loss

50%
of sight loss can be avoided

Source: RNIB

2.25m
people with sight loss 
expected by 2020

Tips for 
Healthy Eyes
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Today marks the 
beginning of National Eye 
Health Week when the 
UK eyecare community is 
promoting the importance 
of eye tests and looking 
after your eyes as a key 
part of general health, 
writes Lilian Anekwe

Image: Getty

ood eyesight is an important part 
of our overall wellbeing and plays 
a critical role throughout life, from 
helping us to learn and communi-
cate in childhood to maintaining 
our independence in old age.

Yet many of us rarely think about 
the importance of caring for our 
eyes to prevent losing our sight in 
the future.

In fact 20 million of us fail to have 
our eyes checked once every two 
years, as recommended, and one 
in ten has never had an eye exami-
nation. Yet sight tests are essential 
health checks.

Not only can they detect common 
eye conditions, such as glaucoma, be-
fore they cause irreversible vision loss, 
they can also uncover signs of general 
health problems, including diabetes, 
hypertension and high cholesterol.

The worrying truth is that many 
of us only go to see our optometrist 
when we are aware something is 
wrong and sadly this can mean the 
damage is already done.

National Eye Health Week seeks 
to change this by raising public 
awareness about the need to take 
care of your eyes and make sight 
tests as much a part of your routine 
healthcare as having dental check-
ups or a smear test.

Getting your sight tested is easy – 
there are qualified optometrists on 
almost every high street, the appoint-
ment lasts around 30 minutes and, 
for many of us, it’s absolutely free. 

More than 30 million people in 
the UK are eligible for free sight 
tests paid for by the NHS, and mil-
lions more are entitled to tests and 
prescription eyewear paid for by 
their employer.

The campaign also aims to en-
courage people to adopt healthier 
lifestyles to benefit their eye health.

Did you know smoking increas-
es your risk of blindness? If you’re 
a smoker then this is another good 
reason to kick the habit as current 
smokers are three times more likely 
to develop age-related macular de-
generation (AMD), the UK’s leading 

cause of blindness, compared with 
past or non-smokers.

Your weight can also affect your 
eye health. A body mass index of 30 
or more doubles your risk of AMD 
and significantly increases your 
chances of developing cataract. 

Early obesity is also associated 
with diabetes and 60 per cent of 

people with type 2 diabetes will de-
velop diabetic retinopathy.

Eating a healthy balanced diet 
may also benefit your eye health. 
Eye-friendly nutrients found in 
many fruits and vegetables can help 
to protect against AMD.

Cold water fish, such as sardines 
and tuna, are all excellent sources 
of essential fatty acids, which have 
been recommended for the avoid-
ance of dry eye, AMD and generally 
better health.

Protecting your eyes from UV 
radiation is also vital. According 
to the World Health Organization, 
UV damage is the most preventa-
ble factor of developing cataracts 
and around 10 per cent of all skin 
cancers affect the eyes. The risks 
associated with UV exposure are cu-
mulative so it’s important to protect 
your eyes whenever the UV index 
reaches three or more. UV damage 
can occur even when its cloudy so 
everyday UV protection could help 
you minimise your risk of suffering 
future sight loss

There are events taking place 
across the country during Nation-
al Eye Health Week (September 
22 – 28) where you can find out 
more about the simple things you 
can do to keep your eyes and vision 
healthy.  

For more information about 
events taking place near you, plus 
essential eye health tips and a 
collection of exclusive recipes, you 
can visit the National Eye Health 
Week website www.visionmatters.
org.uk or follow the campaign on 
Twitter @MyVisionMatters  

Our eye health is deteriorating. Every day 100 people 
in the UK start to lose their sight and experts predict 
this figure will rise over the coming years, despite 
the fact that half of all sight loss is avoidable. So 
what can be done? David Cartwright, chairman 
of National Eye Health Week, explains how the 
campaign aims to help Britain see better

Getting your sight 
tested is easy – 
there are qualified 
optometrists 
on almost every 
high street, the 
appointment lasts 
around 30 minutes 
and, for many of us, 
it’s absolutely free

The UK’s population is ageing and 
the incidence of illnesses that are key 
underlying causes of sight loss, such 
as obesity and diabetes, is growing

Here are just some of the 
events and activities taking 
place during this year’s 
National Eye Health Week…

SEPTEMBER 22

Vision Van: The Vision Express Vision Van 
is at Grey’s Monument, Grainger Street, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, 10am to 5.30pm
Free sight tests and advice on how to look 
after your eyes 

SEPTEMBER 23

Nationwide launch of the Sunbeams 
Campaign: National Eye Health Week 
highlights the importance of protecting 
children’s eyes from damaging UV
Visit www.visionmatters.org.uk/sunbeams 
for more information

SEPTEMBER 24

Vision Van: The Forum, Millennium Plain, 
Norwich, NR2 1TF
Cake Sale: Joynes House, New Road, 
Gravesend, DA11 0AT, from 10am
Eat cake and learn more about how to 
take better care of your vision

SEPTEMBER 25

Vision Van: Victoria Square, Birmingham, 
B1 1BD
Ask the Expert: Dr Grays Hospital, West 
Road, Elgin, from 12 noon
Put your eye health questions to local 
optometrist Lloyd Griffiths 

SEPTEMBER 26

Carrots NightWalk: Birmingham 
University
See Birmingham like never before and 
raise vital funds for Fight for Sight 
research to prevent sight loss and treat 
eye disease
For more information visit www.fightfor-
sight.org.uk/carrots-charity-nightwalk

SEPTEMBER 27

Children’s Day: Pinder Opticians, Pollok-
shaw Road, Shawlands, Glasgow
Children’s eyecare advice, poster competi-
tion and goodie bags

ALL WEEK

Nationwide Spectaular Selfies: Green-
slades Opticians, Weston-super-Mare
Post a selfie of yourself wearing spectacles 
or sunglasses along with a sentence saying 
“Why my vision matters” on Greenslades 
Opticians’ Facebook page
Visit www.facebook.com/GreensladesOpti-
cians for more information

G

In association with

MONDAY 22 - SUNDAY 28 SEPTEMBER 2014

YOUR VISION MATTERS

CAMPAIGN 

DIARY



SIGHT LOSS IN THE UK

 − Almost two million people in the UK are living with 
sight loss. 

 − There were an estimated 298,800 registered blind or 
partially sighted people in England in 2011.

 − There are an estimated 25,000 blind and partially 
sighted children aged 0–16 in Britain.

 − It is predicted that by 2020, the number of peo-
ple with sight loss will increase to more than  
2.25 million. 

 − By 2050, the number of people with sight loss in the 
UK will double to nearly four million.

AMD

 − An estimated 415,000 people were living with wet AMD 
in the UK in 2010. In addition, a further 1.5 million peo-
ple are living with the early stage of the disease.

 − By 2020, the number of people living with wet AMD 
is estimated to increase to 516,000.  The number of 
people living with early AMD is expected to increase 
to more than 1.8 million.

CATARACT

 − There were 337,000 cataract operations in England in 
2011-12 and 98 per cent of cataract operations were 
carried out as day cases. The average age for those 
undergoing a cataract operation was 74.4 years old.

GLAUCOMA

 − There are estimated to be 266,000 people living 
with detected glaucoma in the UK. An estimated ad-
ditional 191,000 people are living with undetected 
glaucoma.

 − By 2020, the number of people living with ocular hy-
pertension is estimated to increase to 602,000. The 
number of people living with glaucoma, both detected 
and undetected, will also increase to around 561,000.
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Eye Tests

Q&A

An eye test can do more than check or 
correct your sight, it can literally save your life, 
as Victoria Lambert reports

KEEP YOUR EYE
ON THE BALL

ext time you get your eyes tested, 
you may enjoy cutting-edge tech-
nology as part of the appointment. 
Ocular computed technology is be-
ing introduced to take 3D pictures 
of the retina, helping optometrists 
to detect swelling which may indi-
cate age-related macular degenera-
tion or AMD.

Chances are, though, you’ll start 
with a peek at a Snellen chart, the 
familiar series of letters of differing 
sizes, developed in 1862. 

Don’t be disappointed as tradi-
tional eye tests, which enable op-
tometrists to support the clearest, 
most comfortable vision in all of us, 
are yet to be surpassed.

The more modern tests, howev-
er, come into their own to protect 
us against permanent sight loss and 
even detecting health problems of a 
more serious nature.

But poor uptake of regular sight 
tests is probably the biggest risk to 
the nation’s eye health. According 
to the Eyecare Trust, an eye health 
charity, 20 million of us fail to have 
our eyes checked once every two 
years, as recommended, and one in 
ten have never had an eye test.

So what does a modern eye test 
involve? Susan Blakeney, College 
of Optometrists’ spokeswoman and 
a practising optometrist in Kent, 
explains: “The main thing we do is 
check your vision; the lens in the eye 
becomes stiffer with age, so every-
one will experience some change 
and probably need help for reading 
if nothing else. But we also check 
that your eyes are aligned and work 
well together.” 

However, making sure your focus 
is perfect isn’t the only point of a 

sight test. “We have a duty to exam-
ine your eyes from a health point of 
view when we carry out a sight test. 
This means checking for early signs 
of macular degeneration or glauco-
ma,” says Dr Blakeney.

COMMON DISEASES

AMD is the leading cause of visual 
impairment in the UK, affecting up 
to 500,000 people to some degree, 
according to the NHS.

 Although there is no treatment 
for the main type of AMD or dry 
macular disease, the Macular So-
ciety provides information and 
support which helps people cope. 
Anyone whose vision deteriorates 
very quickly, with the appearance 
of wavy lines, should seek immedi-
ate care through A&E as this would 
suggest the onset of wet AMD, which 
is treatable if caught in time.

Glaucoma, however, which affects 
about 480,000 in England, with 
those of black-African or black-Car-
ibbean origin most at risk, can be 
treated more easily using eye drops, 
lasers and even surgery. Early detec-
tion matters though as any damage 
caused is irreversible.

“We test for glaucoma using a puff 
test, which measures pressure in the 
eye. And we look at the nerve at the 
back of the eye using an ophthalmo-
scope, which has a bright light and 
strong lens,” says Dr Blakeney. 

When optometrists look into the 
eye, they can see all its structures – 
from whether a cataract is develop-
ing to retinal damage, which might 
point to AMD, or even swelling, 
which could indicate a brain tumour. 

A visual field test, which meas-
ures peripheral vision, is also car-

Some 20 million of us fail to have 
our eyes checked once every 
two years

ried out. Having an adequate field of 
vision is a requirement for a British 
driving licence. 

Some patients will be used to hav-
ing a photograph taken of the back 
of the eye. “It’s an objective record 
of what things look like,” explains 
Dr Blakeney. Now ocular computed 
tomography is becoming more com-
mon and will be particularly useful 
for spotting swelling in the macular 
region, suggesting the start of AMD.

But eye tests aren’t just impor-
tant for vision or specific eye-relat-
ed health issue. Using an ophthal-
moscope, optometrists can examine 
blood vessels to see if any capillaries 
have thickened, narrowed or burst, 
which would be due to high blood 
pressure. 

  If the damaged capillaries are 
in the retina – known as retinopa-

thy – it could indicate diabetes, with 
high blood sugar the culprit behind 
swelling, leaks of fluid into the eye 
and burst vessels.

Both conditions are much more 
likely to be detected in your GP’s 
clinic, says Dr Blakeney, adding 
“only blood tests are definitive”, but 
high blood pressure, in particular, 
should be monitored.

Dale Webb, director of research 
and information at the Stroke As-
sociation, explains: “High blood 
pressure is a leading risk factor and 
contributes to over half of all strokes 
in the UK.

“It puts a strain on all blood ves-
sels, including the ones leading to 
your brain. This makes a blockage 
more likely to develop or a blood ves-
sel in the brain to weaken and bleed, 
both of which could cause a stroke.”

Dr Webb adds: “Visual prob-
lems are a huge issue; 60 per cent 
of stroke survivors will be affected, 
with problems such as loss of cen-
tral or peripheral vision or impaired 
eye movement.

“Unfortunately, we know that 
one in three stroke survivors aren’t 
warned this could be a problem or 
that there is treatment to help. So 
it’s worth talking to your optome-
trist if you’re concerned. They can 
provide information, basic screen-
ing and refer you back into health-
care via your GP to a specialist or-
thoptist in hospital.”

CHILDREN’S EYE HEALTH 

Optometrists could also pick up 
a serious disease in children: ret-
inoblastoma or eye cancer, which 
affects up to 50 under-fives every 

year. Ashwin Reddy, paediatric 
ophthalmologist at Barts Health 
NHS Trust and medical adviser for 
the Childhood Eye Cancer Trust 
(CHECT), says: “Usually parents 
notice something white at the back 
of the eye or a squint; if so, it’s essen-
tial they take their child to a doctor 
to be assessed.”

But he adds: “A GP may see one 
case in their entire career. Some-
times referrals come via an optom-
etrist as there is a protocol, estab-
lished by CHECT, which encourages 
everyone who works at an optician’s 
to be alert to the symptoms. If a 
child has a white or unusual reflex 
at the back of the eye, they must be 
seen by a specialist as soon as pos-
sible.” The white appearance may 
be a tumour or a cataract reflecting 
light back.

Prompt treatment can be success-
ful, with a 98 per cent success rate, 
according to CHECT, and early in-
tervention increases the chance of 
the eyeball – and even vision – be-
ing saved.

Mr Reddy points out: “We don’t 
recommend vision screening in 
the under-fives for children with-
out symptoms, but parents should 
be alert to children complaining of 
headaches or vomiting as this can 
indicate a brain tumour, which can 
be diagnosed through an expert eye 
test as the eye acts like a window to 
the brain. 

“By age five, every child will be 
entitled to a vision test through 
their school and, at this point, un-
even vision – amblyopia – may be 
picked up. If one eye is working 
better than the other, the child may 

be referred to a paediatric ophthal-
mologist for patching, so the ‘good’ 
eye is covered up, to strengthen the 
weaker eye. An optometrist might 
also spot a squint and refer that to 
a specialist.”

Dr Blakeney concludes: “Most 
people will benefit from a sight test 
every two years, especially once 
you’re over 40 as the risk of glaucoma 
increases, which left unchecked can 
steal your sight without you knowing 
it. We can make sure your eyes are 
healthy – and your vision is as clear 
and comfortable as possible.”  

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR THE PUBLIC 
TO BE AWARE OF THE IMPORTANCE OF 
EYE TESTS?
Eye tests should form part of an 
individual’s routine health check. 
We all value our sight yet few of us 
have our eyes examined regularly. 
Eye tests are the most important 
preventative measure of detecting 
vision issues early on, which means 
a greater chance of successful treat-
ment. Without regular eye tests, eye 
conditions, which could be easily and 
simply managed, could go unnoticed.

WHAT EYE-CONDITIONS CAN BE 
DETECTED AND MANAGED THROUGH 
EYE TESTS?

Most eye conditions can be effec-
tively managed through early de-
tection and the use of glasses or 
contact lenses. If a young child has 
poor vision, the eye may not develop 
properly. So it’s vital that children 
under eight have their eyes exam-
ined regularly and corrected for any 
poor vision.  

Glaucoma – loss of peripheral vision 
– and age-related macular degenera-
tion (AMD) – loss of the field of cen-
tral vision – both have a hereditary 
component and are more prevalent 
in certain groups and the elderly. 
Prolonged use of computer screens 
can cause dry eyes treatable by sup-
plements along with regular screen 
breaks. Eye drops are given for glau-
coma, injections for wet AMD and 
supplements can slow down pro-
gression. An ophthalmologist can 
perform routine cataract surgery. 

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE WAYS THAT 
EYES CHANGE WITH AGE?

It is perfectly normal for eyes to 
change with age, such as when a 
child becomes more shortsighted 
or an adult finds close-up reading 
harder. Usually this has no impact 
on general health. But any effect 
these conditions may have on vision 
can largely be managed by wearing 
glasses or contact lenses. 

WHAT ABOUT CONDITIONS ELSEWHERE 
IN THE BODY?
The eye is often regarded as a win-
dow into an individual’s general 
health as it is an organ where blood 
vessels can be viewed without in-
vasive procedures. Assessment can 
highlight problems with blood pres-
sure, diabetes and potential heart 
issues, as well as indicating brain 
abnormalities and certain cancers.

WHAT CAN THE LATEST EYE TECHNOLO-
GY PICK UP REGARDING EYE HEALTH?

Increasing use of the fundus camera 
and a non-invasive 3D imaging test, 
known as optical coherence tomog-
raphy (OCT), mean optometrists 
can fine-tune detection of certain 
eye conditions. Historically, these 
were picked up through physical 
assessment of the retina which is 
still very important. But new in-
struments enable scans behind the 
visible rear eye giving an even more 
thorough assessment of poten-
tial problems.

HOW CAN WE MAINTAIN EYE HEALTH IN 
DAILY LIFE?

A good diet always helps. Evidence 
suggests we can maintain healthy 
eyes by eating walnuts, seeds and fish, 
such as salmon or sardines rich in 
Omega 3 fatty acids. Also green leafy 
vegetables, such as spinach, broccoli 
and kale, which contain eye-enhanc-
ing carotenoids, may delay the onset 
of some eye conditions. Avoid smok-
ing which is proven to cause the eye 
to deteriorate more rapidly. 

AND FINALLY...

The one thing we should do is have 
regular eye tests whether or not we 
are having vision problems. No one 
needs to be afraid of having an eye 
test. They are painless and only take 
20 to 30 minutes every two years, 
unless advised otherwise by your 
optometrist. Always follow profes-
sional eyecare advice and never take 
your vision for granted.  

Eye tests are not just about improving 
vision, but also a barometer for overall 
health. Yvonne Gordon asks optometrist 
Omar Hassan about maintaining eye 
health, and the role of eye tests in 
detecting and preventing disease

IMPORTANCE 
OF EYE TESTS 
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1. HAVE A COMPREHENSIVE  
EYE TEST

Visiting your optician for a comprehensive dilat-
ed eye test is the only way to really ensure your 
eyes are fine. When it comes to common vision 
problems, some people don’t realise they could 
see better with glasses or contact lenses. In 
addition, many common eye diseases, such as 
glaucoma, diabetic eye disease and age-related 
macular degeneration, often have no warning 
signs. An eye test is the only way to detect these 
diseases in their early stages.

2. KNOW YOUR FAMILY’S EYE 
HEALTH HISTORY

Talk to your family members about their eye 
health. It’s important to know if anyone has 
been diagnosed with a disease or condition 
since many are hereditary.

3. EAT RIGHT TO  
PROTECT YOUR SIGHT

You’ve heard carrots are good for your eyes. 
But eating a diet rich in fruits and vegetables, 
particularly dark leafy greens, is important for 
keeping your eyes healthy too.

4. WEAR PROTECTIVE EYEWEAR 

When playing sports or doing activities around 
the home, wear protective eyewear. This in-
cludes safety glasses and goggles, safety shields 
and eye guards specially designed to provide 
the correct protection for certain activities.

5. QUIT SMOKING  
OR NEVER START

Smoking is as bad for your eyes as it is for the 
rest of your body. Research has linked smoking 
to an increased risk of developing age-related 
macular degeneration, cataract and optic nerve 
damage, all of which can lead to blindness.

6. GIVE YOUR EYES A REST

If you spend a lot of time at the computer or 
focusing on any one thing, you sometimes forget 
to blink and your eyes can become fatigued. Try 
the 20-20-20 rule: every 20 minutes, look away 
about 20 feet in front of you for 20 seconds. 
This can help reduce eyestrain.

7. CLEAN YOUR HANDS  
AND YOUR CONTACT LENSES – 
PROPERLY

To avoid the risk of infection, always wash your 
hands thoroughly before putting in or taking 
out your contact lenses. Make sure to disinfect 
contact lenses as instructed and replace them 
as appropriate.

SEVEN TIPS 
FOR HEALHY 
EYES

Source: National Eye Institute 

EYE  
HEALTH 
FACTFILE

Image: Getty
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Commercial Feature Technology

FUTURE VISION
OF TECHNOLOGY

Walk into any ophthalmic 
consulting room today 
and you’re likely to find 

an Aladdin’s cave of high-tech oph-
thalmic instruments capable of 
delving into the eye’s structures to 
assess eye health and underlying 
health conditions.

Catharine Chisholm, former 
president of the British Contact 
Lens Association and clinical af-
fairs manager for Topcon Medical 
GB, explains: “We are moving into 
a new age in eye healthcare where 
advances in imaging technology 
are enabling opticians to spend less 
time taking measurements, and 
more time analysing the findings 
and providing patients with a tai-
lored management plan. 

“Instruments for measuring the 
pressure inside the eye or photo-
graphing the back of the eye, for ex-
ample, are now so automated and 
user-friendly that other members 
of staff can be trained in their use, 
further freeing up valuable consul-
tation time for the patient,” says 
Dr Chisholm.

One of the most important struc-
tures of the eye to be assessed dur-
ing the eye test is the retina. Using a 
digital fundus camera, your optician 
can attain a snapshot of the interior 
surface of the eye, including the ret-
ina, optic disc, macula and posterior 
pole (the fundus). 

The test requires the patient 
to sit at the fundus camera with 
their chin in a rest and forehead 
against a bar. The optician focuses 
and aligns the camera then a flash 

goes off as the shutter is pressed, 
and a fundus photograph created. 
The resulting retinal photographs 
can then be used to follow, diagnose 
and monitor eye diseases. 

“It’s true that ‘a picture is worth 
a thousand words’ and digital reti-
nal photography creates a library of 
images for the patient that can be 
compared and reviewed on succes-
sive visits,” says Amanda Danson, 
optometrist and clinical director at 
Birmingham Optical. Such technol-
ogy forms the backbone of diabetic 
retinal screening services.

EARLY DETECTION 

In addition to hospital eye de-
partments, a growing number of 
optical practices now also offer the 
more sophisticated imaging tech-
nology of optical coherence tomog-
raphy (OCT). “This enables the ret-
ina to be reviewed in extraordinary 
detail – to not only see what is on 
the surface but, more importantly, 
to see any changes in the layers be-
neath where many conditions can 
be detected at an earlier stage,” says 
Ms Danson.

Most commonly used by ophthal-
mologists, OCT is a rapid, non-in-
vasive imaging test that uses light 
waves to take cross-sectional, 3D 
images of the retina. With OCT, each 
of the retina’s distinctive layers can 
be seen, allowing the clinician to map 
and measure their thickness. These 
measurements help with the early 
detection, diagnosis and treatment 
of retinal diseases and conditions, in-
cluding macular degeneration, macu-

lar oedema and diabetic eye disease. 
OCT is also often used to evaluate 

disorders of the optic nerve. The optic 
nerve is made up of many nerve fibres 
and sends signals from your retina to 
your brain, where these signals are in-
terpreted as the images you see. The 
OCT exam is helpful in determining 
changes to optic nerve fibres, such as 
those caused by glaucoma. 

An additional benefit of OCT is 
that it allows some patients to visit 
their local optometrist for in-depth 
analysis rather than travelling to 
hospital. “Some optometrists are 
sharing retinal images or scans 
with hospital ophthalmologists if 
they are uncertain about whether to 
refer, thus increasing patient access 
to expert knowledge without the pa-
tient necessarily having to travel to 
the hospital,” adds Dr Chisholm.

THROUGH A CONTACT LENS

But it’s not just developments in 
ophthalmic imaging that are leading 
to better eye healthcare. Advances 
in contact lens technology have 
improved both comfort and vision, 
with lenses to correct distance and 
near-vision now widely available, 
meeting the needs of our ageing 
population. 

“When wearing contact lenses, 
there are no glasses frames ‘in the 
way’ – so all in all they offer a more 
convenient, restful and effort-
less way to see clearly,” says Mark 
Chatham, contact lens optician and 
clinical specialist at CooperVision. 
“And, of course, there is the great 
flexibility which comes from hav-
ing a different look for different 
occasions.” 

Big news in the contact lens world 
right now is the development of 
lenses that slow the development 

of short-sight (myopia) in chil-
dren. “The advent of contact lens-
es to slow down the progression 
of myopia is likely to revolutionise 
children’s eyecare in the next few 
years,” Dr Chisholm predicts. 

“Although myopia cannot be pre-
vented, reducing its progression 
may have significant implications 
for the risk of eye disease later in life 
– something that will undoubtedly 
have an impact at a public health 
level too.”

Other potentially revolutionary 
developments on the horizon in-
clude anti-allergy contact lenses, 
and lenses capable of monitoring di-
abetes and glaucoma. Even Google is 
getting in on the act by working with 
pharmaceutical giant Novartis to de-
velop a “smart” contact lens featur-
ing non-invasive sensors, microchips 
and other miniaturised electronics 
to address ocular conditions. 

Whatever comes next, develop-
ments in eyecare technology are 
already offering a world of possibili-
ties to improve vision and eye health 
– many of them at the mere click of 
a shutter.   

We are moving 
into a new age in 
eye healthcare 

where advances in imaging 
technology are enabling 
eyecare professionals to 
provide patients with a tailored 
management plan

With increasingly 
sophisticated 
technologies, eyecare 
professionals have 
never been better 
placed to offer the 
highest standards in 
eye healthcare, as Nicky 
Collinson reports
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test, we can detect indicators of 
conditions, such as high cholesterol, 
high blood pressure, diabetes and 
increased risk of stroke. Any prob-
lems our optometrists pick up during 
an eye test can be referred to the 
relevant healthcare professional.”

People could be missing out on 
eye tests because of misconcep-
tions about cost. The NHS provides 
free eye tests for 30 million people 
in the UK – children under 18 and 
in full-time education, over 65s and 
people with certain eye or health 
problems. But research by the 
Eyecare Trust shows 37 per cent 
of people put off having an eye test 
due to concerns about cost. The ef-
fect is greatest on the most vulner-
able. For example, NHS statistics 
published in 2013 showed only 19 
per cent of children had a free eye 
test – a ten-year low.

To address the nation’s worsening 
eye health, between September 19 
and 25, the Vision Express Vision 
Van will visit five cities – London, 
Newcastle, Liverpool, Norwich and 
Birmingham – to offer extra support 
and services to protect people’s eye 
health. Expert optometrists on board 
the Vision Van will be offering free, 
comprehensive eye tests.

The Vision Van is part of Vision 
Express’ commitment to safeguard-
ing the UK’s future eye health, fol-
lowing the hard-hitting campaign 
launched earlier this year: Vision. 
Taken Seriously. 

Vision Express is also partnering 
with the Stroke Association and the 
Macular Society to help raise aware-

Some 1.5 million people have their 
eyes tested with Vision Express 
every year. But research by the Eye-
care Trust shows many more people 
need an eye test than have one: 85 
per cent of adults in the UK admit 
to having problems with their vision, 
but 40 per cent have taken no ac-
tion to address it.

“Our customers value our expertise 
in eyecare,” says Jonathan Lawson, 
chief executive of Vision Express. “Of-
ten people don’t realise they need an 
eye test. Many recognise the impor-
tance of eye health, they have a con-
cern about their vision, particularly as 
they get older, and yet the majority of 
people do nothing about it. One of our 
biggest challenges is educating people 
that an eye test is an important way to 
maintain eye health. The key part of 
coming to see our professionals for an 
eye test is that they can provide expert 
guidance on vision and eye health.”

The NHS recommends most peo-
ple have an eye test every two years. 
Yet figures from the Eyecare Trust 
show 8 per cent of people have nev-
er had an eye test – a problem that 
Omar Hassan, head of professional 
services at Vision Express, says their 
optometrists know only too well. 

“I’m an optometrist and from ex-
perience people get used to what 

they can see. But often eye 
conditions don’t start to cause 
symptoms unless they are at a 
far advanced stage,” he says. 

“The message we want 
to give to the general pub-
lic is have an eye test. 

An eye test doesn’t just 
check vision; it is an 

important part of 
a general health 

check. With over 
100 types of 

coming to see our professionals for an 
eye test is that they can provide expert 
guidance on vision and eye health.”

The NHS recommends most peo-
ple have an eye test every two years. 
Yet figures from the Eyecare Trust 
show 8 per cent of people have nev-
er had an eye test – a problem that 
Omar Hassan, head of professional 
services at Vision Express, says their 
optometrists know only too well. 

“I’m an optometrist and from ex-
perience people get used to what 

they can see. But often eye 
conditions don’t start to cause 
symptoms unless they are at a 
far advanced stage,” he says. 

“The message we want 
to give to the general pub-
lic is have an eye test. 

An eye test doesn’t just 
check vision; it is an 

important part of 

Commercial Feature

Making it easier to
look after your sight

This week is National Eye Health 
Week when eyecare charities, 
organisations and health 
professionals from across the 
UK join together to promote the 
importance of eye health and the 
need for regular sight tests and eye 
health checks

As an of� cial 
partner of National 
Eye Health Week, 
Vision Express will 
be offering free eye 
tests through the 
Vision Van to help 
people in the UK to 
take their sight and 
eye health seriously

To address 
the nation’s 
worsening 

eye health, between 
September 19 and 
25, the Vision Express 
Vision Van will visit 
London, Newcastle, 
Liverpool, Norwich 
and Birmingham to 
offer extra support 
and services

Vision Van: 
Liverpool, 
Williamson 
Square, 
L1 1EL

Vision Van: 
Norwich, 
The Forum, 
Millennium Plain,  
NR2 1TF

Vision Van: 
Birmingham, 
Victoria Square, 
B1 1BD

ness of these eye health-related con-
ditions. Stroke Association figures 
show 60 per cent of stroke survivors 
– some 700,000 people in the UK 
– experience vision problems after 
a stroke. Glaucoma and age-related 
macular degeneration, both of which 
can be detected by an eye test, are 
the biggest causes of preventable 
sight loss, yet 72 per cent of people 
at risk don’t realise it, according to 
research by the College of Optometry. 

Vision Express’ nominated char-
ity partner is the Childhood Eye 
Cancer Trust. Last year Vision Ex-
press customers and employees 
raised more than £105,000 to 
support families of children with a 
rare eye cancer called retinoblasto-
ma, which can also be detected by 
expert optometrists. 

Trained to standards set by the 
College of Optometry, Vision Ex-
press’ optometrists use the lat-
est best-practice techniques and 
equipment to detect vision prob-
lems. This ongoing professional 
support has seen optometry train-
ees’ pass rates at Vision Express 
increase from 69 per cent in 2001 
to 90 per cent in 2014 – a higher 
than industry standard. 

The commitment to staff develop-
ment extends to youth employment, 
which Mr Lawson describes as an is-
sue close to his heart. Vision Express 
runs a 13-month apprenticeship 
scheme and was the first retailer 
to join The 5% Club, an industry-led 
campaign to reach 5 per cent of its 
workforce consisting of young people 
on structured training schemes over 
the next fi ve years.

Mr Lawson predicts that, in the 
future, Vision Express will provide 
easy and convenient ways to look 
after our eyes. Already a signifi cant 
proportion of eye tests at Vision 
Express are booked online and 
he is confi dent this will grow after 
the groundbreaking acquisition by 
parent company Grand Vision of 
lenstore.co.uk, an online contact 
lens retailer. This is yet another 
way Vision Express will be able to 
help its customers make their eye 
health a priority.

As Mr Lawson concludes: “Making 
it easier and more seamless for cus-
tomers to book and have their eye 
test is a key priority to us. We just 
want as many people as possible to 
have regular eye tests.”

White City, London, falls within the 
Hammersmith and Fulham clinical 
commissioning group, which ranks 

seventh in the country for low 
uptake of free NHS eye tests

Vision Van: 
London,
Wood Lane, 
Westfi eld White 
City, W12 7GF

Jonathan Lawson 
Chief executive, Vision Express

Test 
Results




