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Monday, Oct. 18, 1999
Tired eyes
Computers and eyestrain are partners
By Stanley A. Miller
Milwaukee Journal Sentinal
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Spending hours staring at a computer screen can cause computer vision syndrome, a term that describes the eyestrain symptoms that leave people feeling tired and stressed at the end of the day.

James Sheedy, a California optometrist and specialist on the problem, said that the American Optometric Association began using the phrase about seven years ago to refer to the broad range of symptoms that can occur because of long sessions using computers.

"Vision problems are the most frequent health-related problems," Sheedy said. "It was always difficult referring to all the computer-related eye issues because the symptoms and sources of strain 
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vary."

Sheedy gave several reasons why working on computers can create vision problems.

One reason is that images on a computer screen are not as clear as images on a printed page, and because the human eye is constantly forced to focus and refocus on fuzzy images, symptoms can arise.

The repetitive motion of moving from paper documents to a computer screen can also have a detrimental effect on the eyes because working on a computer is more visually demanding than other office or recreational activities.

Several aspects of how computer screens are configured, including screen resolution, contrast, image refresh rates, flickering and glare, can tire eyes out and cause irritation.

Computer vision syndrome’s symptoms include headaches, blurry or double vision, tired or irritated eyes, sore necks and backaches.

It’s common for people who use computers at work to spend at least five hours a day looking at computer screens.

Add a couple more hours at home reading e-mail, browsing the Web or playing games, and the potential for eyestrain symptoms increases.
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The American Optometric Association says that although symptoms often subside when the time spent in front of the computer ends, the problems often return the next day when computing resumes.

There are several simple steps people can take to avoid eyestrain symptoms even if they spend hours in front of computers. Minimizing glare is one of the most basic precautions, and experts recommend reducing room lighting to half of normal office levels.

Eye doctors also recommend that computer users clean monitors frequently because dust, fingerprints and smudges can reduce clarity and make it even more difficult for eyes to zero in on screen images.

Taking breaks can relieve some of the stress generated by staring at screens for a long time.

In an office setting, mixing in other tasks such as photocopying, filing and faxing can give the eyes a rest while not reducing productivity.

Computer users at home should not let sessions last for more than 30 minutes before taking a break and looking at something else.

"A big problem is that people tend to blink less when they are working on computers, and this dries out the eyes," said Lance Engdahl, an optometrist at the DOC Optical Center in Milwaukee. "They have to take breaks, and when I say breaks I don’t mean a 15-minute smoke break. Just stop working for a second and focus on something across the room."

Engdahl said that people normally blink about 12 times a minute, but when working on a computer the number of blinks drops to about twice a minute.

Using a larger monitor, such as a 17-inch display or larger, can make information easier to read while not sacrificing the total amount of viewable space. The way a computer is positioned can also make looking at a screen easier on the eyes. The American Optometric Association says monitors should be 16 inches to 30 inches away from the face and slightly below the computer user’s line of sight.

And above all, doctors say, visit an eye care professional when problems persist.

For people willing to part with some money to deal with their discomfort, screen shades can reduce glare, and a piece of cardboard over the top of the monitor will work in a pinch.

There are also some high-tech solutions, too, including a new device from Bausch & Lomb called the PC Magni-Viewer that is designed to enlarge and sharpen images on computer screens.

The device is a lens that can be mounted on the front of a monitor and
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covers about two-thirds of most screens by extending from an adjustable arm. The instrument enlarges on-screen information by 175 percent, making it easier for eyes to focus on images. It also reduces near focusing by making pictures appear to be 33 inches to 60 inches away.

The device’s biggest feature, however, is its price: $295.
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A slightly more affordable option is a combination of software and other materials called Solution in Sight, which is made by Eye2Eye and includes software that automatically reminds computer users to rest their eyes at preset intervals.

The software also includes a "color optimizer," which lets people select text and background colors that they find most comfortable to work with from more than 50,000 possible combinations. The kit, which includes samples of lens tints and monitor cleaning solution, costs $70.

Engdahl, the Milwaukee-area optometrist, said that colors that provide the most contrast are easiest to read and can reduce eye strain. While many programs have display colors of black letters on a white background, white letters on a black background also will work, he said.

Engdahl said that computer users should avoid using blue backgrounds when trying to read, along with any combinations of light-colored text and light-colored backgrounds.
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