
YOUR OPTOMETRIST
Your optometrist is a primary health care practitioner 
regulated by the government under the Health 
Practitioners Competence Assurance Act 2003. Your 
optometrist can prescribe glasses and contact lenses, and 
can also prescribe a range of medicines for treating eye 
disease, eye infections and allergies affecting the eyes.

Your optometrist will need to examine your eyes before 
deciding the next step as it is necessary to make a 
diagnosis before commencing treatment of any eye 
condition. For some eye diseases, treatment with a 
medicine is necessary and sometimes a person with an 
eye disease will be referred for surgical treatment.

Diseases of the eye can be difficult to diagnose during a 
GP consultation. An optometrist is better able to examine 
and diagnose these conditions because the tools they 
have are specific to the eyes. When you have an eye 
examination, you will likely undergo a slit lamp exam 
and you may have drops in your eyes to dilate your 
pupils.

It is important to understand that without proper 
diagnosis, there are a number of potentially sight-
threatening conditions that would develop unchecked. 
Without treatment, these disorders could progressively 
destroy your sight and blindness may result. 

According to the World Health Organisation, 75% of 
blindness in the world is preventable.

PREVENTING EYE INJURIES
20,000 New Zealanders suffer from eye injuries each 
year. A significant proportion of these injuries result  
in severe visual impairment or even blindness.

30-40% of the more severe injuries actually occur 
in the home and garden. Injuries can be caused by 
unexpected things like plants and twigs, pliers, 
screwdrivers, and lawnmowers and line trimmers.

Many are caused by more familiar risks such as 
sharp nail or metal fragments produced by DIY 
tools (hammers, chisels, electric saws and sanding 
equipment). Chemical splashes from paint strippers, 
acids/alkalis or even concrete may also produce 
blinding damage to the surface of the eye.

Around 90% of these accidental eye injuries could be 
prevented by the use of safety spectacles or goggles.

OTHER PREVENTATIVE 
MEASURES
 •  Have a comprehensive eye exam if there is any 

change to your vision

 •   Check with a doctor if any medications taken have 
ocular side effects

 •  Wear sunscreen, anti-UV wrap around style 
sunglasses and a broad-brimmed sunhat

 •   See an optometrist regularly for early detection of 
eye problems.

In general, the recommended frequency of  
comprehensive eye examinations for people without 
symptoms or special risk factors is:

 •  If you are 20-39 years of age you should get a 
comprehensive eye exam every 3-5 years

 •  If you are 40-64 years of age, you should get a 
comprehensive eye exam every 2-4 years.

 •  If you are any age and significantly short sighted, 
have a comprehensive eye examination at least once 
every 2 years

 •  If you are 65 years of age or older You should get a 
complete eye exam every 1-2 years.

ALSO REMEMBER TO KEEP GOOD HEALTH:
 •  Avoid smoking

 •  Eat a healthy low calorie diet

 • Limit fatty foods, caffeine, sodas and salt

 • Limit alcohol consumption

 • Limit obesity

 • Exercise regularly

 • Drink adequate amounts of water.

Remember, any form of visual impairment impacts 
negatively on your lifestyle and quality of life. It is very 
important that you look after your eyes, especially as 
you grow older. It’s the best way to save your sight.

TICKING ALL THE RIGHT 
BOXES AT YOUR EXAM
When you see your optometrist, they will perform  
a comprehensive eye exam that has 9 steps to ensure 
your eyes are healthy. 

The 9 key steps are:

	  Medical history questions

	   Assessment of internal eye health, including 
retina, optic disc, and blood vessels

	    A slit-lamp assessment to look for any diseases 
or abnormalities in the anterior portion of the 
eye, which includes the eyelids, lashes, lens, 
conjunctiva, cornea, and iris.

	   Assessment of colour perception (some general 
diseases effect colour vision)

	   Glaucoma assessment including optic disc and 
eye pressure test

	   Assessment of visual functions

	   Testing of eye muscles to check they act and 
coordinate properly

	   Visual fields test to check for blind spots caused 
my eye disease or brain damage (e.g. glaucoma  
or stroke)

 	  Assessment of pupil function and response.

Take care of your eyes. 
Early detection can  
prevent permanent  

eye damage.
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UNDERSTANDING 
EYE CONDITIONS
This brochure has been prepared to help you 
identify and understand the 5 major causes 
of blindness.

The pictures show what your vision might be like as 
each of the eye diseases progresses.

These symptoms are unlikely to be experienced in the 
early stages of eye disease, which is why regular eye 
examinations are so important. Early diagnosis and 
appropriate treatment are the best way to prevent 
permanent sight loss occurring.

For most of us, sight is our most precious sense, 
valued above all others. Through our eyes we access 
the world and the people in it. Life experiences are 
enhanced by our ability to see and visual impairment 
diminishes enjoyment and quality of life.

Don’t let eye disease rob you of the things you most 
enjoy. Spare 30minutes to have a comprehensive eye 
exam and be sure of saving your sight.

People with special risks, such as diabetes, a previous 
eye trauma, surgery or a family history of glaucoma, 
may need an eye exam every year or as directed by 
their optometrist.

People with symptoms of eye trouble should see an 
optometrist right away.

GLAUCOMA
Glaucoma is an eye condition that can result in too much 
pressure from eye fluid in the eye. This high pressure 
can damage the optic nerve and if the pressure persists, 
glaucoma will worsen your sight. When left untreated, 
glaucoma can cause loss of sight in just a few years. 

Anyone can get glaucoma from babies to senior citizens. 
Older people are at a higher risk for glaucoma but babies 
can be born with glaucoma (approximately 1 out of every 
10,000 babies). Young adults can get glaucoma too.

Glaucoma cannot be prevented but it can be treated 
before vision loss occurs. If diagnosed and treated early, 
the disease can be controlled. The best way to protect 
your sight from glaucoma is to get your eyes examined 
regularly.

AGE-RELATED MACULAR 
DEGENERATION
Macular degeneration occurs when the centre of the 
retina is damaged. This part of the retina is called the 
macula which is the part of the eye that helps you to 
see fine details. When it is damaged, the vision in the 
centre of your eye blurs or darkens. Tasks like reading 
and driving sooner or later become impossible. This eye 
condition is the leading cause of blindness in seniors.

CATARACTS
A cataract is a clouding of the lens of the eye that can 
impair your vision. Cataracts occur when there is a 
build-up and change in the protein in the lens so it 
becomes cloudy.

This prevents light from passing through the lens 
causing some loss of vision. Cataracts are the leading 
cause of vision loss.

There is no proven way of preventing cataracts. They  
are common in older adults so regular eye examinations 
are essential.

DIABETIC RETINOPATHY
People with diabetes are at risk of blindness and loss 
of vision because of the disease. There are more than 
200,000 people with diabetes in New Zealand. Diabetes 
causes changes in the cells of the retina that result in 
weakness in the walls of the blood vessels. These tiny 
blood vessels at the back of the eye begin to bulge and 
leak, oozing blood into the eye. Cellular changes can 
also cause fats and fluid to leak into surrounding tissue. 
Resulting damage to the eyes can lead to permanent 
loss of vision.

RETINAL DETACHMENT
A retinal detachment is the term used to describe a 
separation of the retinal membrane (retina) in the back 
of the eye from the underlying tissue layers. Retinal 
detachments are serious and require urgent ophthalmic 
assessment. Retinal detachments are generally best 
treated within 24–48 hours of the event and in some 
cases it is necessary to rest in bed with both eyes 
patched until surgical repair can be performed. Retinal 
detachment can cause permanent loss of vision or 
blindness if not treated.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF GLAUCOMA?
Usually there are no symptoms except vision loss.  
In a few cases glaucoma will develop rapidly with:

• Blurred vision
• Loss of side vision
•  Seeing coloured halos 

around lights

• Redness of the eye
• Nausea or vomiting
• Pain in the eye.

ARE YOU AT RISK?
You are at an increased risk of glaucoma if you:

• Are older than 40
•  Have a family history  

of glaucoma
•  Have nearsightedness 

(myopia)
• Have diabetes

• Have high blood pressure
•  Have a history  

of migraine
• Use cortisone or steroids
•  Have a previous eye 

injury.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF  
MACULAR DEGENERATION?
•   Loss of ability to see 

objects clearly
•  Straight lines appear to 

be wavy or distorted
•  A grey or white spot 

appears in the centre of 
your vision

•  Loss of clear and correct 
colour vision

•  Print appears washed 
out when reading

•  A dark area blocks vision 
in the centre of your eye.

For certain types of Macular degeneration treatment is 
available. Early diagnosis is important. Get your eyes 
examined regularly.

ARE YOU AT RISK?
Macular Degeneration is more common in people with a:

•  Family history of 
age-related macular 
degeneration

•  Light complexion and 
high levels of exposure 
to bright sunlight

•  History of heart disease 
or lung infection

• History of smoking.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF CATARACTS?
Cataracts often form slowly and cause few symptoms 
in the early stages. As cataracts get worse you may 
experience:

•  Cloudy, blurry, foggy or filmy vision

•  Rapid advance of 
nearsightedness

•  Changes in the way you 
see colour

• Double vision
•  Problems driving  

at night
• Problems with glare
•  Rapid temporary 

improvement in c 
lose-up vision.

ARE YOU AT RISK?
You are at an increased risk of cataracts if you:
• Are older than 45
•  Have a family history  

of cataracts
• Are a smoker

•  Are a heavy user of 
alcohol

•  Are exposed to air 
pollution.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF DIABETIC 
RETINOPATHY?
•  As the disease progresses 

you will notice rapid 
changes in vision

• Sensitivity to glare

•  Difficulty in achieving 
stable vision

• Reduced night vision.

With regular examinations any threats to your sight can 
be detected and treated promptly minimising the risk of 
permanent loss of vision.

ARE YOU AT RISK?
If you have diabetes you need to have your eyes 
examined regularly.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF  
RETINAL DETACHMENT?
•  Bright flashes of light, 

especially on the edges 
of vision (peripheral)

• Blurred vision
• Floaters in the eye

•  Shadow encroaching in 
the field of vision

•  Blindness in a part of 
the vision in one eye.

ARE YOU AT RISK?
A retinal detachment can occur to anyone at any age, 
but it is more likely to occur in people over 40 who:
•  Are extremely myopic
•  Have a family history of 

retinal detachment
•  Have already had a 

retinal detachment in 
the other eye

•  Have had cataract 
surgery

• Have had an eye injury.


