
 

Vision problems after concussion

January 6 2017

Vision problems are a common and sometimes lasting consequence of
head injuries—from children and teens with sports-related concussions
to military personnel with combat-related traumatic brain injury (TBI).
New research and perspectives on TBI and vision are presented in the
January feature issue of Optometry and Vision Science, official journal of
the American Academy of Optometry. 

Visual dysfunction after TBI can take many forms and can contribute to
lasting disability following head injuries. The feature issue articles add
to the growing body of evidence showing important connections between
the visual system and brain dysfunction following head injuries. The new
research also shows similarities between sports concussions and more
severe blast injuries experienced by military service
personnel—confirming that an ongoing commitment to TBI research can
have far-reaching benefits.

New Insights on Vision Problems after Civilian and Military TBI

Post-concussion visual dysfunction can occur on its own or in association
with vestibular dysfunction (balance problems or dizziness). A study led
by Mark W. Swanson, OD, MSPH, FAAO, of Children's of Alabama,
Birmingham, evaluated the relationship between vision symptoms and 
academic problems in children with concussion. The study included 276
children and adolescents with multiple post-concussion symptoms lasting
ten days or longer.

A median of three weeks after concussion, 46 percent of the patients had
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vision symptoms while 29 percent had academic difficulties. Academic
problems were twice as likely for children with vision or hearing
problems, and 20 times more likely for those with difficulty
concentrating.

Among patients who still had post-concussion symptoms after 30 days,
the risk of academic problems was three times higher for those with
vision symptoms and 15 times higher for those with difficulty
concentrating. The authors believe that vision assessment should be part
of "return to learn" strategies for children with lasting symptoms after
concussion.

A study led by José E. Capó-Aponte, OD, PhD, FAAO of the US Army
Aeromedical Research Laboratory assessed the rate of visual
dysfunction in 500 military personnel with two types of mild TBI. About
two-thirds had blast-related TBI, most often caused by improvised
explosive devices. The rest had nonblast-related TBI, with causes such as
falls or blunt force.

Nearly one-third of patients had significant visual problems and
symptoms one year after injury—whether they had blast-related or
nonblast-related TBI. Eye pain was more common in the early stages,
while double vision (diplopia) was more frequent later on. The findings
highlight the need for ongoing vision rehabilitation care for veterans
with TBI. They also suggest that visual problems resulting from civilian
TBI—which is rarely blast-related—are similar to those after blast-
related military TBI.

In an invited commentary, James F. Jorkasky of the National Alliance
for Eye and Vision Research and vision rehabilitation expert Gregory L.
Goodrich, PhD, FAAO, discuss the importance of continued research
into vision problems after head trauma. Since 2009, Congress has
provided annual funding for a dedicated Vision Research Program.
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Recognizing the potentially severe impact of concussions—especially
repeated concussions—has led to basic research to better understand the
visual consequences of TBI, as well as "translational" research to apply
those findings to clinical care. The authors write: "Although Vision
Program Research immediately addresses deployment-related eye
injuries, what it discovers could ultimately apply to civilian eye trauma
from accidents and to visual implications from TBIs or sports-related
concussive injuries." 

  More information: Click here to read the special January issue of
Optometry and Vision Science.
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