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READING GLASSES
(PRESBYOPIA)

Q What is presbyopia?

A     It is widely known that sometime between 35
and 55 years old everyone needs reading glasses,
even if they have never previously worn glasses.
Most people do not realise that this is called
Presbyopia. Presbyopia is the gradual decline in
the eyes’ ability to adjust focus from distance to
close-up in order to read, sew, work on the
computer or conduct any task in near space. 

Q What causes presbyopia?

A The ability to change focus from
distance to close-up is dependent upon a flexible
lens, which lies just behind the pupil in the eye.
The lens in a young eye is an elastic capsule filled
with a jelly-like substance.  It is suspended by
some fine ‘strings’ within a circular muscle known
as the ciliary muscle.  When this muscle constricts,
the tension on the strings is reduced and the
elastic capsule allows the lens to bulge out. This
increases the power of the lens in order to focus
near objects on the retina at the back of the eye.
Throughout life the lens thickens and becomes
less supple making adjustment, to focus objects at
a normal reading distance, more difficult. This is a
progressive change up to about 80 years.

Q Why do I need reading glasses?

A At first you may manage by holding
things further away, but eventually your arms are
just not long enough! The extra power that the eye
needs to focus near objects is easily supplied in
the form of reading lenses. If you do not wear
spectacles already for looking in the distance you
will just require spectacles for close work.
However, it is important to note that you will not be
able to see clearly when you look in the distance
when wearing these glasses.

If

you already wear spectacles for looking in the
distance, you will require a different pair for
reading.  Alternatively, you might consider bifocal
or multifocal (progressive) lenses, which contain
both distance and reading prescriptions in one
lens.

Q     What are bi-focals?

A     Reading glasses usually focus objects within
35 to 50cm, depending upon your requirements.
However, your distance vision through these will
be blurred and you will either need to take them off
or look over the top to see clearly. If you already
wear spectacles for seeing in the distance you
would need to also carry around a reading pair, as
close objects will now be blurry through your

walking about
glasses. You will need
two pairs of
spectacles so the you
can swap between
them according to
your task. Bi-focals are
just like two pairs of
spectacles in one.
When you look

through the top part of the lens you see clearly in
the distance.  When you look through the lower

part of the lens you
see clearly for
reading. 

Q    Will they take
long to get used to?

A    The most
common type of bi-

focal is the D-shaped bi-focal which has a flat edge
at the top which gives a wide reading area as soon
as you look into the bifocal part of the lens. Modern
bi-focal lenses give excellent vision under most
conditions and most people adapt to them very
quickly.  You will have to learn to get your head in
the correct position so that you are looking through
the bottom part when reading but this usually
becomes second nature after a few days. You will
also need to take care when going up or down
steps to begin with because if you try to look down
without lowering your head, the ground will look
rather blurred.

Q    Are bifocals suitable for driving?

A    Yes. You will see the dashboard more
clearly, and a map, should you need to use one. 

                                                                        
Q   What about computer screens?
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A    Generally, bi-focal lenses are not ideal for
viewing a computer screen.  The screen will not be
clear through the top of the lens (focused for
distance) and, unless the screen is below eye
level) you will need to tilt your head back to look
through the bottom part (bifocal segment) of the
lens. You will also need to move closer as the
segment is focused at a reading distance. Over
time this can lead to neck and back problems. If
you are using a computer for many hours a day it
is recommended that you have a separate pair of
glasses focused at computer distance (usually
further away than general reading) or one of the
new occupational lenses (See Newsletter 001 May
2009) specially designed for today’s computer
orientated environment. Laptops will be less of a
problem because they are lower down and more
comfortably viewed through the reading segment
but you will need to sit with your head upright as
for reading. 

If your normal spectacles are not adequate for
viewing your computer screen, your employer may
sometimes make a contribution towards the cost of
new spectacles for work.

Q    So what are progressive lenses?

A    Bifocals have a top part focused for far
distance and a bottom segment focused at a
typical reading distance. However, as the lens in
the eye continues to stiffen progressively with age
it also becomes increasingly difficult to adjust focus
from distance to intermediate space (shop window
or supermarket shelf distance).  Progressive
lenses (also called multifocals, graduated lenses or
varifocals) are a much more complex spectacle
lenses designed to give clear vision from distance,
right through intermediate, and into near space.
The top part of the lens gives clear vision when
looking in the distance and then as you look further
down through the lens it gets progressively more
powerful allowing you to see clearly at intermediate
distances and your normal reading distance.
Progressive lenses have no visible lines on them
and, therefore, no obvious “jump” of the image and
you pass seamlessly from one focus to another.

Q    Are all progressive lenses the same?

A    No. There are many different designs to suit
different leisure pursuits and occupations. Some
may emphasise a large reading area for deskwork,
while other may give good peripheral vision for
action sports. Price and quality is influenced by
complexity of design and better quality lenses
blend focusing zones more efficiently so that the
lens is quicker to adapt to and generally more
intuitive to use. 

Q    Will they take long to get used to?

A    Modern progressive lenses give excellent
vision under most conditions and most people
adapt to them very quickly.  You will quickly learn
to look through the correct part of the lens for the
distance you are viewing.

Q    Are they suitable for driving?

A    Yes – you should have no problem driving with
progressive lenses.

Q    What about computer screens?

A   Progressive lenses work better for computer
screens, particularly when your reading lens is still
fairly mild, because the strength of the intermediate
portion is more appropriate for the longer distance
to the computer screen but you will still have to tilt
your head back slightly to look through the lower
part of the lens. Again, one of the new
occupational lenses might be more comfortable.
 
Q    Why are “Ready Readers” not advised?

A    You may be tempted to buy off-the-shelf
reading glasses. First consider the following:
· Ready Readers can only work if you
do not require spectacles for distance because
reading lens power required is dependent a
person’s distance prescription
· Ready Readers have exactly the
same prescription in both lenses. Most people
require a slightly different prescription for each eye
in order to read comfortably.
· Ready Readers do not incorporate
any correction for astigmatism.  Many people have
some astigmatism, which requires correction in
order to optimise vision for reading.
· To see comfortably through reading
glasses, the lenses must be correctly aligned with
respect to your eyes. Ready Readers are mass-
produced and are therefore unlikely to be exactly
aligned with your eyes.

If you do opt for Ready Readers it is still very
important to have a regular (recommended every 2
years for adults) eye examination. This gives the
opportunity to screen for Glaucoma, a sight
threatening eye disease that has no symptoms
until quite advanced. The risk of developing
Glaucoma increases significantly with age,
particularly if there is family history, and early
diagnosis considerably improves long-term
prognosis for retaining good vision.
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