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More than half of people living with MS will experience a visual disturbance due to their MS. This
may be the first symptom of MS. Fortunately, the prognosis for recovery from many vision
problems associated with MS is good. Early identification of symptoms, diagnosis and treatment are
very important.

Optic neuritis is an inflammation of the optic nerve and is the most common visual disorder
associated with MS. It is often quoted as the first ‘presenting’ symptom for many people who are
then diagnosed with MS.

Symptoms may include:
* pain when eye moved
* diminished colour vision
* blurred vision
* blind spots
* |oss of contrast sensitivity

These symptoms may worsen over the first few days to two weeks, and then gradually improve.
Some people recover within a week, others may take longer. Most people regain normal, or close to
normal sight. However, the quality of vision, including colour or depth perception and contrast
sensitivity, may be reduced after an episode of optic neuritis.

Temporary flare-ups of optic neuritis symptoms may also occur. Hot showers or baths, exercise, a
bout of flu, or a fever may trigger dimmed colour, blurred vision, and other symptoms. Nerve fibres
that are de- myelinated (have lost their myelin insulation) or are remyelinating (under repair) may
be sensitive to temperature changes. These heat- related symptoms resolve when the person cools
off, and does not mean a new attack is happening or further damage is being done to the nerves.

TERMS/DEFINITIONS

Diplopia or Double vision is linked to inflammation in the brain stem, which coordinates movement
of the eyes. Diplopia disturbs vision by producing two images. Because seeing double can affect a
person’s sense of orientation in space, diplopia may also interfere with balance.

Nystagmus is involuntary, jerky movements of the eye, indicating inflammation of the brainstem.
Nystagmus reduces vision in a number of ways, including oscillopsia — an experience of the world
“wiggling.” The wiggling may be horizontal or vertical, and it may occur in one eye, or both, leading
to poor vision. Nystagmus can also impact on balance.

MS Queensland

www.msqld.org.au | www.facebook.com/msqld | www.twitter.com/msqld | InfoLine: 1800 177 591




8P Tn a7

Eiweniiis

TREATMENT

The treatment is similar for an initial episode of diplopia, nystagmus, or optic neuritis. All three
disorders — especially optic neuritis — may resolve on their own. Intravenous steroid medications
are proven to speed recovery in many cases.

Poor vision caused by optic neuritis cannot be helped with eyeglasses because the problems are
caused by damage to the nerves involved in conduction — carrying the message to the visual centres
of the brain. Both diplopia and nystagmus may go away spontaneously. Moreover, the brain
eventually learns to ignore wiggling and black spots, restoring more normal vision.

People living with MS may have poor vision from many other causes, just like anyone else. Regular
eye care and periodic examinations are recommended for all.

LOW VISION

Unfortunately like many other MS symptoms — sometimes they do not resolve and people can be
left with ongoing changes to their vision. If vision problems do persist, there are resources and tools
to help people adapt. Complete blindness can occur, but it is very rare. Ophthalmologists and
Optometrists are low vision specialists. They analyse the extent of loss and recommend aids and
strategies to maximize the vision you have.

LIVING WITH LOW VISION

If your vision has decreased, changes in your home and work place can make you more comfortable
and productive.

* Organise your possessions so that they are easier to find.

* Increase your lighting levels, and make sure that important areas, such as your desk, dressing
area, and kitchen are well lit.

* The type of lighting can also make a difference — experiment to find out what works best for
you.

* Eliminate glare by moving mirrors and shiny objects.

* Heighten contrasts using paint or coloured tape to mark light switches, doorways, and steps.

* Use large print. Newspapers, books, clocks, telephone dials, calendars, playing cards —
virtually everything printed may be available in a large-print version.

* Use technology — Computers, tablets, smart phones and other devices allow you to change
font size and brightness to suit your needs.

* Learn to ask for help when you need it.
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Both diplopia and nystagmus can affect your balance and ability to move safely in your environment.
Added to other possible symptoms of MS, like weakness or loss of sensation, this may increase your
risk of falls. A Physiotherapy consultation may be useful to maximize you physical abilities.

Vision helps us to feel safe because we can see and avoid obstacles and dangers. Loss of vision can
mean changes to your driving, lifestyle and independence. It may affect your work and other roles
in life. If you are finding it difficult to cope with these changes, feel free to contact the services staff
at MS Queensland, or talk to your GP or neurologist.

SPECIALIST SERVICES

Vision Australia has low vision clinics at each of their offices, as well as useful information on how to
manage with low vision. Queensland offices are located in:

* Brisbane

* (Cairns

* Maroochydore

* Gold Coast/Robina

Vision Australia — 1300 847 466 or http://www.visionaustralia.org/

Lifetec specialises in assistive technology to achieve maximum independence and safety. Lifetec
regularly visits regional Queensland areas. Queensland offices and display centres are in:

* Brisbane

* Townsville

Lifetec — 1300 885 886 or https://www.lifetec.org.au/

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Vision Problems the basic facts The National Multiple sclerosis society 2009
http://www.nationalmssociety.org/Symptoms-Diagnosis/MS-Symptoms

Vision and Multiple Sclerosis Multiple Sclerosis Limited 2012 https://www.msaustralia.org.au/what-
is-ms/symptoms

Copies of above articles are available from MS Queensland Infoline call 1800 177 591 or email

info@msgld.org.au

Disclaimer — Information contained in this factsheet is intended to provide useful and accurate information of a
general nature and MS Qld does not intend this to be a substitute for medical advice. Readers must seek their own
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medical advice as may be appropriate.




