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General - The Optical Confederation represents the 12,000 
optometrists, 6,000 dispensing opticians, 7,000 optical 
businesses and 45,000 ancillary staff in the UK, who provide 
high quality and accessible eye care services to the whole 
population. The Confederation is a coalition of five optical 
representative bodies: the Association of British Dispensing 
Opticians (ABDO), the Association of Contact Lens 
Manufacturers (ACLM), the Association of Optometrists 
(AOP), the Federation of Manufacturing Opticians (FMO) 
and the Federation of (Ophthalmic and Dispensing) 
Opticians (FODO). As a Confederation we work with others 
to improve eye health for the public good. 
 
One of our key goals is to maintain and improve the eye 
health and vision of the working population.  We therefore 
warmly welcome and support the scope of this NICE public 
health guidance, which seeks to promote and protect the 
health of older employees. 
 
We also welcome the increased numbers of older workers in 
employment and NICE’s intention to incorporate the Equality 
Act (2010) and improve opportunities for older people and to 
help them to find and stay in work if they choose to do so. 
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4.3 (Q1) 7 Vision impairment - defined as sight impaired (partially 
sighted) or as severely sight impaired (blind) -  affects 
people of all ages but is more prevalent in those over 60 
years of age (1).  Through early detection and treatment 
vision loss can often be mitigated and where it cannot be, 
people can be better supported to live more independent 
lives in older age. 
 
The most cost-effective measure to prevent sight loss is to 
detect conditions at an early stage.  Half of all sight loss can 
be prevented and significant downstream costs can be 
avoided.  The current costs of visual impairment were 
estimated at over £22bn annually in 2008 (2). Furthermore, 
the number of people with visual impairment is set to double 
by 2050 unless action is taken (3). 
 
Given the prevalence of avoidable sight loss in older people, 
regular sight tests are important for their wellbeing.  If 
detected early through screening – for example regular sight 
tests - older workers can maintain good eye health for longer 
(4).  This is particularly true for conditions such as wet age-
related macular degeneration, glaucoma and diabetic 
retinopathy. 
 
The NHS already provides sight testing for people aged 60 
and over usually on a two yearly basis (and sooner where 
clinically required) (5).  Therefore, there is already an 
established  system in place to keep older employees 
healthy and independent.  However the take-up of this 
service is not as good as it should be. 
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  NICE can help by making both employers and employees 
aware of the importance of regular sight tests and how these 
are NHS funded and available to people over the age of 60, 
or with glaucoma, a family history of glaucoma, or diabetes, 
and those on other means-tested benefits.  Encouraging 
take up would help to detect more eye conditions earlier, 
improving outcomes and public health.  
 
Making employers and employees more aware of eye health 
and sight impairment is important for several reasons.  
Firstly, individuals with visual impairment are more likely to 
be unemployed for longer before pension age and earn less 
than their colleagues (6).  It is extensively documented that 
unemployment results in reduced wellbeing.  Therefore 
more needs to be done to inform employers and employees 
of the importance of eye health and preventing avoidable 
sight loss. 
 
Secondly, older blind and partially sighted people are three 
times more likely to experience depression than those with 
good vision (7).  In addition, individuals suffering from visual 
impairment are more likely to suffer from social exclusion 
due to reduced participation in society leading to diminished 
wellbeing (8). 
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  Thirdly, older workers have a key role to play in areas where 
there are skills gaps.  Older people with a visual impairment 
need to be supported, and employers made aware that with 
reasonable adaptations, older workers with sight loss have a 
lot to offer and provide vital skills.  
 
NICE can help improve the wellbeing of older people by 
highlighting the importance of regular sight tests for older 
employees in its guidance.  Employers in turn, by focussing 
on eye health, will be promoting and ensuring wellbeing of 
their older employees. 
 
Employers should also be encouraged to inform employees 
about their right to sight tests under Health and Safety 
(Display Screen Equipment) Regulations (9).  This regulation 
entitles workers who qualify for a sight test paid for by their 
employer.  This is very important for older workers given the 
prevalence of presbyopia (a natural change in the eye that 
reduces the ability to focus on near tasks) is close to 100% 
by age 45.  With time, older employees will find their near 
vision reduces further and by their late 50s will often require 
a different prescription for reading and computer work.  This 
mechanism to deliver an essential eye care service (and 
ensure the wellbeing of older employees) already exists.  
NICE should include this in its guidance and which would 
help to ensure that these services properly utilised.  
 
In summary our recommendations are for NICE to: 

 Promote the importance of eye health and its role in 

the wellbeing of older employees and in particular to 

use guidance to increase awareness about 

preventative eye care.  
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   Improve access to regular sight tests by advising 

older employees of their entitlement to NHS or 

employee funded sight tests as appropriate.   

 Ensure that employers and employees understand 

the entitlements to sight tests (and vision correction if 

necessary) under the Health and Safety (Display 

Screen Equipment) Regulations. 

 Encourage employers to actively promote eye health, 

by including a question about when an employee last 

had their eyes tested in employer medical 

assessments or occupational health reviews.  Those 

who have not had a sight test in the past two years 

could then be recommended or encouraged to do so. 

 Request that employers encouraging all employees 

who drive to have their eyes tested regularly (see 

response to Q2 below). 

 Explain to employers that that the benefits of older 

workers with vision impairment will in most cases 

outweigh any modest adjustments to allow them to 

continue to work.  There is also a Government 

scheme called Access to Work which supports 

employees with vision impairment (10).  This is 

particularly important given that unemployment is 

known to reduce subjective wellbeing.  
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4.3 (Q2) 7 As noted above, regular sight tests are essential to detect 
avoidable sight loss and ensure prompt interventions.  
Through prevention, problems with vision will not stop older 
workers from continuing to work beyond the state retirement 
age if they would like to.  
 
It is also cost-effective to support older workers with visual 
impairment to stay in work, and Government schemes are in 
place to do this.   
 
We would like to reiterate that any recommendations should 
extend to people who drive during the course of their 
employment or commute to work.  There were 
approximately 3,000 road casualties relating to poor 
eyesight in 2012, costing an estimated £32.9 million (11).  
Increasing the take up of sight tests would not only improve 
road safety, as we have explained above it would also 
detect a range of eye conditions at an earlier stage, both of 
these would help to keep older people working for longer. 
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