
 

Why the UK's 20-meter number plate
eyesight test isn't fair
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Less than half of UK motorists surveyed by the Driver and Vehicle
Licensing Agency (DVLA) know they must be able to read a number
plate from 20 meters away in order to drive safely.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/under-50-of-motorists-aware-they-must-read-a-number-plate-from-20-metres-figures-show


 

As a vision test, it's quick and easy. It's not difficult to find a number
plate to conduct the eyesight test and the DVLA gives suggestions for
approximating 20 m—five car lengths or the width of eight parking
bays. But is it a fair test of vision for driving?

As a rough and ready test, it's easy to administer when you wouldn't
otherwise have a vision test to hand. However, there are significant
variables: the amount of light, time of day, weather conditions, the
person's age, the color and cleanliness of the number plate, and the
actual letters and spacing, can make significant differences to how easy
it is to read.

In UK ophthalmology clinics, visual acuity is measured and reported as a
fraction, such as 6/6, 6/9 or 6/12 on the Snellen test. The numerator
(number above the line) is the distance of the eye from the Snellen chart
(in meters) and the denominator corresponds to the line of the letter
chart. The largest letter on the chart usually represents 6/60 Snellen
acuity. The smaller the denominator, the better the vision; the larger the
denominator, the poorer the vision.

The test was created by the Dutch physician Hermann Snellen in the
1860s and is slowly being replaced by a newer test called LogMAR,
which has more equal letter spacing. But, for now, driving requirements
in the UK remain in Snellen.

People are pretty familiar with the term 20/20 vision, which is used to
describe a good, clear, level of vision. The term 20/20 comes from the
American model of measuring acuity, where the numerator refers to a
20-foot distance. Having 20/20 vision therefore equates to 6/6 vision in
the UK on the Snellen chart, with a 6 m numerator distance.

The crowding problem
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/vision+test/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/weather+conditions/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snellen_chart
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByRMrL7iwpE


 

To meet driving standards in the UK, you need to have a minimum 6/12
Snellen vision, a full visual field (the test of your peripheral vision) and
also be able to read a number plate at 20 m. Some people who meet the
Snellen visual acuity and visual field requirements can't see all of the
letters of a number plate at 20 m because of a phenomenon called
crowding.

Crowding occurs when it is harder to identify a letter surrounded by
other letters, than a letter on its own. It's why the edge letters of the
number plate are easier to identify than the middle letters.

There are some conditions in which people experience more crowding
than others, such as amblyopia (lazy eye), glaucoma (increased pressure
inside the eye resulting in nerve damage) and older age.

Crowding impairs people's ability to recognize and respond to cluttered
objects. It is not well understood, but we know it happens within the
visual cortex—the vision processing part of the brain, because people
experience crowding even when image clutter is presented separately to
either eye.

In crowding, the "busier" and more cluttered the visual information
being processed in the visual cortex, the more difficult the image
segregation. It's not that the objects cannot be seen, it's that they cannot
be effectively separated.

So is it fair or important that we continue to check visual acuity,
including crowding with the 20m test?

The UK has an aging population, working longer to retire and wanting to
remain independent. In fact, the DVLA reports that the number of
motorists aged 90 or older has doubled to more than 150,000 over the
last decade.
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https://www.gov.uk/driving-eyesight-rules
https://www.hra.nhs.uk/planning-and-improving-research/application-summaries/research-summaries/the-perceptual-effects-of-crowding-in-amblyopic-and-developing-vision/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6361551/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-017-08652-0#
https://www.cell.com/current-biology/pdf/S0960-9822(11)00824-4.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/visual+information/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/visual+cortex/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/01/01/old-drivers-nineties-record-dangerous-eye-sight-checks-aa/#:~:text=The%20number%20of%20drivers%20aged,from%2077%2C000%20in%20November%202013.


 

Visual acuity shows weak, if any correlation with crash statistics or
driving performance. Contrast sensitivity (the ability to differentiate
shades of gray) may show better correlation, yet isn't tested for driving at
all.

A 2008 study found no reliable differences in crashes and serious
accidents between Australian states with and without mandatory age-
based fitness-to-drive vision testing.

Glare sensitivity, visual field loss, and useful field of view (the area you
can extract visual information from in a single glance without moving
your eyes) are significant predictors of driving accidents. And the useful
field of view has been shown by several studies to play an important role
in a person's ability to drive safely.

Current driving tests, based primarily on visual acuity, may exclude
some safe drivers and miss other important aspects of visual or cognitive
impairment that are more directly related to driving ability.

While some might find the lack of legal eyesight requirement to drive a
mobility scooter troubling, the social isolation and depression associated
with stopping driving are also concerning.

Our current standards could be eliminating people from driving who
would be good drivers according to better test predictors.

But, without a better test at the roadside, is it helpful to use a readily
available number plate test—despite its flaws—to give an instant
assessment rather than not have anything at all? Or would it be better to
direct drivers to a more reliable test, taken within an appropriate time
frame?

In an aging population with increasing retirement ages such as the UK,
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0039625715000259?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0042698910002531?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001457508001449?via%3Dihub
https://iovs.arvojournals.org/article.aspx?articleid=2124993
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32999975/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/visual+acuity/
https://www.gov.uk/mobility-scooters-and-powered-wheelchairs-rules/eyesight-requirements
https://academic.oup.com/biomedgerontology/article/60/3/399/630618


 

this may be something we need to think about in the near future.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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