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1. Summary of Results 
 
The main findings of the 2007 Northern Ireland Sight Test Survey were: 
 
 

·  The estimated number of private sight tests carried out in Northern Ireland 

during 2007 was 284,467 . 

·  1,719 private sight tests were carried out over the 4 week survey period 

·  Approximately nine out of ten (89.6%) sight tests were carried out on 

those aged between 16 and 59; 

·  Almost three-quarters (73.4%) of sight tests resulted in a prescription 

being written; 

·  More than half (53.9%) of all prescriptions dispensed were to 40-59 year 

olds with nearly two fifths (39.7%) of prescriptions dispensed to the 16-39 

age group. 

·  Of all glasses and contact lenses that were dispensed, 89.5% were 

dispensed by the practice that had written the prescription. 

According to Central Services Agency 2007 sight test data: 

·  The health service (HS)conducted 381,406 sight tests 

·  The HS issued 117,704 prescriptions as a result of those tests 

·  Of all tests conducted by the HS 70.7% were for those aged ‘under 16’ and 

those ‘aged 60 and over’ combined. 

·  HS tests resulted in an overall prescribing rate of 30.9%. 

·  Nearly one third (32.3%) of all HS prescriptions were to those aged under 

16. 
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2. Introduction 
 
 
In April 1989, free sight tests for the whole population of the UK were abolished and 
since then there has not been a reliable record of demand for sight tests. When a 
private sight test is performed only the optician has a record therefore there is no way 
to estimate how many have been carried out without contacting every optician. 
 
In 1992, a number of representatives from the Ophthalmic Profession, British Medical 
Association, Department of Health and relevant statistical advisors set up a committee 
to establish how information regarding sight tests could be obtained. It was decided 
that undertaking surveys would be the most logical way to do this. 
 
The Department of Health and Social Services consulted with members of the 
Ophthalmic Profession and the British Medical Association in Northern Ireland who 
decided that similar surveys should be undertaken in Northern Ireland. It was decided 
that they would not be carried out every year so as to reduce the burden on 
practitioners taking part. The first Northern Ireland sight test survey was carried out  
in 1994. 
 
The Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety would like to thank all 
those practitioners who participated in the survey. 
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3. Survey Design and Methodology  
 
 
Sample 
 
The surveys that were carried out in Great Britain were conducted using only a 
sample of practitioners. However, due to the smaller numbers of Optometrists and 
Ophthalmic Medical Practitioners in Northern Ireland, it was decided that all practices 
on the Central Services Agency’s Ophthalmic List should participate in the survey. 
Two surveys were sent to each of the 253 practices in Northern Ireland. Due to the 
need for confidentiality the practitioner’s name, was not known to those undertaking 
the analysis nor was it recorded in the database. 
 
 
Timing 
 
Representatives of the Ophthalmic Profession felt that the optimum time to undertake 
the survey would be May and June as these times were believed to best represent 
normal sight test demand. Therefore the survey was carried out over a four week 
period beginning on 21st May and ending on the 17th June.  The survey week ran from 
Monday to Sunday between 9am and 8pm each day.  
 
 
Design of Survey Documents 
 
The questionnaires took the form of diary sheets, which the practitioners could easily 
complete for each day of their specified survey week. This questionnaire differed 
slightly from the previous survey that was carried out as this time only private sight 
tests were to be recorded. Also, no questions were being asked regarding health 
service optical vouchers. When completed the diary sheet would contain information 
on: 
 

i. Practitioner Code Number 
ii.  Survey Date 
iii.  Day of the Survey 
iv. Number of sight tests carried out each hour 
v. Date of birth of each sight test patient 

vi. Whether the test resulted in a prescription being written 
vii.  Number of prescriptions dispensed (either written by that practice or another 

practice) 
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Distribution of Surveys 
 
Prior to the survey being carried out, all practitioners were issued with information 
regarding the survey and when it was going to be conducted. One week before the 
survey, instructions and the relevant survey documents were sent to the participating 
practices.  
 
 
A sample of the letter sent to practitioners and a diary sheet from the survey can be 
found at Annex A. 
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4. Survey Results 
 
 
Private Sight Test Response 
 
A total of 506 surveys were sent out across Northern Ireland. Altogether 159 were 
returned giving a response rate of 31.4%.  
 
 
Health Service (HS) Sight Test Data 
 
The Central Services Agency (CSA) provided sight test data, relating to Health 
Service sight test provision for the calendar year 2007. Due to problems associated 
with attaching the Central Health Index (CHI) number the HS data is limited in 
comparison to the Private Sight Test response although the HS data is a detailed count 
of HS testing. The CHI is required to enable tracking of patient data from sight test to 
prescription 
 
There were 381,406 Health Service sight tests carried out of which 117,704 resulted 
in prescriptions being dispensed. 
 
For comparison the CSA data has been included alongside the results of the 2007 
private sight test survey 
 
Sight Tests 
 
During the four week survey period, 1,719 private sight tests were carried out by 159 
practitioners. This works out as an average of 10.8 private tests per week per 
practitioner based on those practitioners who made a return..  
 
 
Age 
 
Table 4.1, below, shows the numbers and proportions of all sight tests, private and 
HS, by age group. 
 
Table 4.1: Numbers and proportions of sight tests by age group 

Age Band HS Tests 1 Private 
Tests 2 

% HS Tests %Private Tests 

Under 16 92,206 40 24.2% 2.3% 
16 - 39 50,298 682 13.2% 39.7% 
40 - 59 61,489 858 16.1% 49.9% 
60 - 74 109,763 90 28.8% 5.2% 
75+ 67,650 49 17.7% 2.9% 
Total 381,406 1,719 100.0% 100.0% 
1Represents an actual count of tests provided by CSA 
2Data from Private Sight Test Responses 

 
 
From the table it can be seen that almost 90% of private sight tests were carried out on 
the 16-59 years age group. In contrast just over 29% of HS tests were carried out on 
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the same age group. Nearly a quarter (24.2%) of HS tests was attributed to ‘Under 16’ 
years with nearly 47% of HS tests carried out on those aged 60 and over. 
 
The following chart, Figure 4.1, illustrates the HS and private sight tests per 1,000 
persons per annum for each age group.  
 
 
Figure 4.1: Sight tests per 1,000 population per annum by age group 
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The rate per 1,000 population, for private sight tests, is highest in the 40-59 and 16-39 
age groups (499 and 397 respectively). Conversely HS sight tests per 1,000 
population are highest for 60-74, ‘Under 16’ and 75+ (288, 242 and 177 respectively). 
 
 



 

 9 

Prescribing 
 
The number of HS and private sight tests that resulted in a prescription being issued 
are shown in table 4.2 below. 
 
Table 4.2: Proportions of prescriptions issued in relation to all sight tests 

Prescribing 
Data 

HS Tests Private 
Tests 

HS Prescribing 
Rate 

Private 
prescribing rate 

Prescription 
Issued 

117,704 1,262 30.9% 73.4% 

No Prescription 
Issued 

263,702 457 69.1% 26.6% 

Total 381,406 1,719 100% 100% 

 
 
According to the private sight test survey 73.4% of tests resulted in a prescription 
being issued. This is in stark contrast to HS testing which had an overall prescribing 
rate of 30.9%. 
 
 
The table below shows the prescribing rates by age groups for HS and private testing. 
 
Table 4.3.1: Overall prescribing rates by age group 
 

Prescribing rate by Age Group 
Age Band HS 

Prescriptions 
Private 

Prescriptions  
% HS 

prescriptions 
% Private 

Prescriptions 

Under 16 38,068 19 10.0% 1.1% 
16 - 39 24,101 466 6.3% 27.1% 
40 - 59 24,039 680 6.3% 39.6% 
60 - 74 17,773 61 4.7% 3.5% 
75+ 13,723 36 3.6% 2.1% 
Total 117,704 1,262 30.9% 73.4% 

 
 
Table 4.3.1, above, shows the overall prescribing rate in relation to the total number 
of sight tests conducted (see table 4.2). Table 4.3.2, below, shows the proportions by 
age group for all sight tests. 
 
From Table 4.3.2 it can be seen that of all private prescriptions 90.8% were in the 16-
59 age group with only 1.5% falling into the under 16 age group. In contrast 32.3% of 
HS tests were for the under 16 age group with 40.9% falling into the 16-59 age 
groups. Of all HS prescriptions issued 26.8% were issued to people age 60 or more 
whilst 7.7% of private sight tests were for the same age group.   
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Table 4.3.2: Proportion of prescriptions issued by age group 
 

Prescriptions issued by age group (%) 
Age Band HS 

Prescriptions 
Private 

Prescriptions  
% HS 

prescriptions 
% Private 

Prescriptions 

Under 16 38,068 19 32.3% 1.5% 
16 - 39 24,101 466 20.5% 36.9% 
40 - 59 24,039 680 20.4% 53.9% 
60 - 74 17,773 61 15.1% 4.8% 
75+ 13,723 36 11.7% 2.9% 
Total 117,704 1,262 100.0% 100.0% 

 
The prescribing rate within age groups is detailed in Table 4.4 below and the results 
are illustrated in Figure 4.2.  
 
Table 4.4: Prescribing rates ‘within’ age group 
 

Prescribing rate 'within' Age Group 

Age 
Group 

HS 
Tests 

Private 
Tests 

HS 
‘scripts 1 

Private 
‘scripts 

% HS 
‘scripts 

% Private 
‘scripts 

Under 16 92,206 40 38,068 19 41.3% 47.5% 
16 - 39 50,298 682 24,101 466 47.9% 68.3% 

40 - 59 61,489 858 24,039 680 39.1% 79.3% 
60 - 74 109,763 90 17,773 61 16.2% 67.8% 

75+ 67,650 49 13,723 36 20.3% 73.5% 
1 ‘scripts = Prescriptions 
 

The prescribing rate,’ within’ age groups, for private sight tests is lowest for ‘Under 
16’ age group (47.5%) with the other age groups ranging from 67.8% (60-74) to 
79.3% (40-59).  The HS prescribing rate is lower for all age groups than private rates 
with the 60-74 and 75+ age groups returning the lowest rates at 16.2% and 20.3% 
respectively. The highest prescribing rate for HS tests is the 16-39 age groups at 
47.9%. 
Figure 4.2, below, illustrates prescribing rates within age groups. 
 
Figure 4.2: Prescribing rates within age groups 
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Dispensing 
 
The private sight test survey specifically asks the respondent to state, for private sight 
tests only (see Annex A, Explanatory notes ‘7’), whether the prescription was 
dispensed by them or by another source.  
 
Dispensing data for HS tests is not currently available. 
 
The table below shows the dispensing rates for glasses and contact lenses either by the 
practice that had written the prescription or another practice. There are 65 records that 
did not state how the prescription had been dispensed. If the dispensing data for the 65 
prescriptions (Not Known) were properly attributed then the true dispensing rate, of 
prescriptions written by practice, could be as high as 90.0%. Conversely the 
proportion of prescriptions not written by practice could rise to 15.1% 
 
 
Table 4.5: Proportion of prescriptions written and dispensed by practice 

Prescriptions Written by Practice (%) 
 Number  Percentage 

Not Known 65 5.2% 
Prescription Written By Practice 1,071 84.9% 
Prescription Not Written By 
Practice 

126 10.0% 

Total 1,262 100.0% 

 
In respect of the known data in table 4.5 more than four fifths (84.9%) of glasses and 
contact lenses dispensed were dispensed by the practice that issued the prescription. 
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5. Grossing To Northern Ireland Level – Private Sight Tests 
 
Grossing Factors – Private Tests 
 
The survey weeks in May and June were chosen, on the advice of the Ophthalmic 
Profession, as representing normal demand for practitioners. Therefore, the activity 
recorded during the survey has been assumed to represent one week of activity for all 
practitioners in Northern Ireland. The most appropriate grossing factor to use would 
therefore be 52 to estimate the total number of private sight tests carried out for the 
year. 
 
Some adjustments have to be made when making the estimation. In the absence of 
information about non respondents it will be assumed that they too carried out an 
average number of sight tests (based on data supplied by respondents) and we 
therefore include them in our estimation for the estimated annual number of private 
sight tests. 
 
 
Estimated Results 
 
A total of 1,719 private sight tests were carried out in Northern Ireland by 159 
practitioners. This gives an average of 10.8 tests per week per practitioner. 
 
The estimated total number of private sight tests carried out in 2007 is calculated as 
the product of average weekly number of sight tests and the total number of opticians 
canvassed. The total weekly number of tests is then multiplied by 52 to give the 
estimated annual number of sight tests. 
 
Estimated annual number of private sight tests. 
 
(1,719/159)*506*52 = 284,467 
 
Where 1,719 is the number of private site tests conducted by 159 opticians and 506 is 
the total number of opticians canvassed. 
 
The total number of sight tests, private and HS, for 2007 are presented in Table 5 
below. 
 
Table 5: All sight tests 2007 

Sight Tests 2007 
Health Service Sight Tests 381,406 
Estimated Private Sight Tests 284,467 
Total 665,873  
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6. Comparison – Private Sight Tests 
 
Comparison with 2003 Sight Test Survey 
 
If we compare the results from the last sight test survey (private testing) that was 
carried out in 2003 we can see some differences. 
 
Table 6.1 

Year No #  of Sight Tests No #  opticians Average sight tests per week 
2003 1,627 171 9.5 
2007 1,719 159 10.8 

 
From Table 6.1 we can see that the average weekly rate of sight tests conducted, per 
optometrist, has increased marginally from 9.5 in 2003 to 10.8 in 2007 although there 
is no statistical significance attached to this difference.  
 
Age group analysis, of those persons who had sight tests in 2003 and 2007, is 
presented in Table 6.2 below. 
 
Table 6.2 

Age 2003 (%) 2007 (%) 
Under 16 0.6 2.3 
16 – 39 41.5 39.7 
40 – 59 51.5 49.9 
60 – 74 4.4 5.2 

75 and over 1.9 2.9 
 
Comparing results from the two survey years shows very little variation in the 
proportions of each age group having private sight tests.  
 
The table below represents the percentage of private sight tests that resulted in a 
prescription being written. 
 
Table 6.3 

 2003 (%) 2007(%) 
Prescription Issued 67.1 73.4 

Prescription not issued 32.9 26.6 
 
There appears to be a slight increase in the percentage of prescriptions being written 
between 2003 and 2007, with 67.1% and 73.4% respectively. 
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The following table shows the proportion of prescriptions that were dispensed by the 
practice that conducted the tests. 
 
Table 6.4 

 2003(%) 2007(%) 
Prescription Written By 

Practice 
91.2 84.9 

Prescription Not Written By 
Practice 

8.8 10.5 

 
Results are similar across the two years with 91.2% of prescriptions dispensed being 
written by the practice compared with 89.5% in 2007.�
�
Overall the estimated number of private sight tests carried out in 2003 was 145, 987 
compared to an estimated 284,467 private sight tests in 2007 (an increase of 95%).  
 
However, the results estimated for 2007 have been calculated from a sample of only 
31% of practitioners and the prescribing numbers may be subject to errors. 
 
Comparison with Sight Tests Volume and Workforce Survey: Great Britain 2005/06 
 
The following table compares results, by age group, from the 2007 NI Sight Test 
Survey with results from the 2005-06 Workforce Survey GB.  
Table 6.5 

Age 2007 N.I. Sight Test Survey 
(%) 

05/06 Workforce Survey 
Great Britain (%) 

Under 16 2.3 0.6 
16 – 59 89.6 97.8 

60 and over 8.1 1.6 

�
According to the NI survey 90% of persons having private sight tests were aged 16-
59. The 2005-06 Workforce Survey reported 98% of persons, in the same age group 
had a private sight test. 
 
 
Also in 2005/06 in Great Britain the weekly average number of sight tests carried out 
per optometrist was 11.2 with ophthalmic medical practitioners (OMP’s) carrying out 
5.3 private sight tests per week.  The average weekly number of private sight tests in 
NI was 10.8 but the NI Survey did not distinguish between optometrists and OMP’s.  
 
See below for link to 2005-06 Workforce Survey Great Britain: 
 
http://www.ic.nhs.uk/statistics-and-data-collections/primary-care/opticians/sight-tests-
volume-and-workforce-survey-2005-06 
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�
7. Enquiries 
 
Any enquiries about the information contained in this report should be sent to:- 
 
  Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety, 
  General Dental and Ophthalmic Services Branch, 
  Room D3, 
  Castle Buildings, 
  Upper Newtownards Road, 
  Belfast, 
  BT4 3SQ. 
 
  e-mail: gdps@dhsspsni.gov.uk 
�
�
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