
 

Vision trouble can dim life's prospects

July 28 2016, by Randy Dotinga, Healthday Reporter

  
 

  

(HealthDay)—People with vision problems may face a higher risk of
unemployment, poverty and mental health problems, a new British study
suggests.
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"Our focus has mostly been on severe visual loss and treating the eye
diseases that cause it," said Mary Frances Cotch, chief of epidemiology
at the U.S. National Eye Institute. "This study is saying we probably
shouldn't wait until that time since people with mild visual loss are being
affected by their condition."

The British researchers based their findings on a previous project that
examined the health of more than 112,000 volunteers in the United
Kingdom. The average age of the volunteers was 57, and 55 percent
were female.

Less than 1 percent of the participants were blind or had severely limited
vision. But 23 percent had limited vision in one or both eyes, often
despite having contacts or eyeglasses, according to the report.

For these people, "poor vision may reflect eye disease, the need for
glasses or the need for better glasses," said Dr. Radeep Ramulu, an
associate professor of ophthalmology at Johns Hopkins University
School of Medicine in Baltimore. He was not involved with the study.

About 3 percent were in a mid-range around the legal threshold for
driving, which study author Phillippa Cumberland, a senior research
associate at University College London, defined as "falling into the
category of impaired vision that is likely to affect their day-to-day lives
in some way."

It's not clear if these people had more difficulty with things like work
and social connections like dating, said Cotch, who was not involved in
the study.

However, they were 1.6 times more likely to be unemployed, 1.2 times
more likely to have a job defined as "lower-status," 1.2 times more likely
to live alone, and 1.1 times more likely to have mental health problems,
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the findings showed.

The study doesn't report how many people fall into these categories.

Ramulu said the study's design makes it hard to interpret the results. It
doesn't distinguish between people who have poor vision because they
need glasses or because they have eye disease, he noted.

"Those needing glasses may be more likely to be unemployed because
they don't have the money to buy glasses, while those with poor vision
that can't be fixed may be unemployed because they don't have
sufficient vision to work," he explained.

Cotch agreed that the study has limitations. For example, she said, it's
not clear if the unemployed people had jobs earlier and then lost them
after they developed poor vision.

In the big picture, Ramulu said it's possible that link may work in two
ways: Unemployed people and those with more mental health issues may
seek less eye care. And those with vision problems may become
unemployed and develop mental health issues due to their poor vision.
But, the study did not prove that poor vision caused these problems.

What can be done?

"The most important issue is ensuring regular eye exams," Ramulu said.
Universal health care exists in the United Kingdom, he said, "though that
does not mean everybody accesses it."

The study was published online July 28 in JAMA Ophthalmology.

  More information: For more about eye health, visit the U.S. National
Eye Institute.
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