Eye Health: Headspace 

Here's How Stress Impacts Your Vision



BY Diana Kelly


You’ve already heard that your computer screen can interfere with sleep, texting on phones isn’t doing our necks and favors (not to mention that your phone usage could be hurting your relationship), but being on smartphones and computer screens is hurting our eyes—and not just because they’re tired. 

Research in approximated 2,449 high school teachers in Japan found associations between those who report being under intense stress and poor mental states having higher reports of subjective eye pain, as well as higher reports of eye fatigue in those study subjects. While those stressed-out teachers weren’t necessarily using computer screens, I wanted to learn whether stress itself can cause eye discomfort, or, if it’s likely due to working on screens and reading that’s hurting our eyes. So, I interviewed a few eye doctors about what their patients complain about when it comes to eye pain, and how to modify our lifestyles without quitting our jobs in order to get relief.

“I tell patients that if stress can kill you, it can do a lot of other things to your body before it kills you—and the eye can obviously can take a hit as well,” says Daniel Bintz, M.D., optometrist in Elk City, OK. 

Why does reading screens hurt our eyes more than reading books?
A term that eye doctors have used for decades is “near point stress,” says Dr. Bintz. Later, this morphed into what we now commonly call “computer vision syndrome,” he says.  “Your eyes work their hardest when performing tasks that are near. It’s bad when reading, but when you are using a computer or handheld device, you are basically staring at a light bulb,” Dr. Bintz says.

“Eye twitches can be caused by too much stress, too much caffeine, and/or too little sleep.  However, when someone is straining to see, especially if they’re squinting, those tiny muscles get overworked, and they can they begin to twitch or quiver. Think of it like holding a gallon of milk at arm’s length and how fast that arm starts to wiggle from the strain,” Dr. Bintz says. 

Many of us report suffering from physical discomfort in the form of eye strain, blurred vision, neck and shoulder pain, dry eyes, and headaches after using a screen for longer than two hours at a time, according to a survey by The Vision Council. They call the collection of symptoms “digital eye strain” and found that approximately 60 percent of Americans report experiencing symptoms of this strain, according to the survey. 

Normally,your blink rate is about every two seconds, says Justin Bazan, M.D., a Brooklyn-based optometrist and medical adviser to The Vision Council. But, when you’re on digital devices, it’s only a few times a minute, which strains your eyes and doesn’t keep them as wet because you’re not redistributing tear film.  “Pixels on our screens have an inherent blur and the illumination causes glare. Those are tremendous stressors on the eyes…and that stress leads to you not blinking as much,” says Dr. Bazan. Less blinking means your eyes can become drier, feel gritty, or fatigued.

When you’re doing any task that has high visual demand, which includes driving for a long time, reading, and doing intense close-up work, you’re stressing the eyes. It takes more work to for the eyes to point in and converge than it does for them to gaze off in the distance, Dr. Bazan explains.

Keep in mind that age plays a factor.
When incremental stress grows over time and you don’t deal with it, the problem gets worse. “It builds up to a point where it becomes less manageable, and that’s very similar when it comes to eye strain,” says Annie Negrin, M.D., an ophthalmologist in Purchase, NY. “A lot of patients will come to me for the first time for a full eye exam in their 40s,” she says. “They’ll tell me they had perfect vision their whole lives, but now they’re experiencing pain, rubbing their eyes and they feel tired by the afternoon at work. I tell them that is because they’re overworking the eye muscle over and over without helping themselves with reading glasses,” she said.   This is why it’s recommended that you get a full eye exam annually, so that if you need glasses, you’re addressing the problem before it gets worse and you’re in pain. Your eye doctor can also keep an eye on other changes in your eye health you won’t know about until they’re more serious.

When pain is worse than strain.
While any eye pain you’re experiencing due to the stress you’re putting on your body will cause discomfort, it shouldn’t lead to long-term damage and your vision won’t necessarily deteriorate due to stress itself, these eye doctors said. Keep in mind that stress can lead to ocular migraines in some people, which could cause you to miss work depending on the severity. There might also be an association between stress and floaters, according to Dr. Negrin’s anecdotal observations.  “Floaters are linked to certain people's eyes, the shape of their eye, or their prescription will give them a tendency to get floaters at a younger age. What I've found is that patients will be bothered by them, notice them, and come in complaining about them more when they've had recent stress,” Dr. Negrin said. “It’s not cause and effect, but the floaters can certainly come about with the stress. I’m seeing it more and more in 16-year-olds complaining of floaters, than I ever did 10 years ago when I first started as a doctor. This could possibly be due to social and school stress,” she says.

Here, our eye doctors share tips to help reduce the eye pain you’re experiencing, as well as improvements you can make to your lifestyle to improve eye health.

How to Reduce Stress On Your Eyes

Follow the 20/20/20 rule.
“If you're not taking breaks on the computer…it's inevitable that you'll start to have symptoms of dry eye and that also builds up over time,” says Dr. Negrin. 
Every 20 minutes you’re using a screen, take a break for about 20 seconds and look about 20 feet away, suggests Dr. Negrin. (I had to remind myself to do this while writing this article!) “Every 20 minutes our eyes are going to start to get dry without blinking, so by taking a break and looking in the distance for 20 feet, two things happen. One, you're going to go back to blinking normally and that will redistribute your tears. Secondly and more importantly, you're relaxing the muscles that have been focusing on that screen for so long. By looking in the distance 20 feet away, the lens and the muscles in our eyes that make the lens focus they relax,” she says.

Use a warm compress and meditate. 
The doctors I interviewed suggested giving your eyes a break by resting a warm washcloth on closed eyelids for about 10 to 15 minutes.  “Meditation is a form of giving your eyes a break,” says Dr. Bazan. Take care of your eyes by closing them and doing a 10-minute Headspace meditation. 

Make sure your computer is set up properly.
Your laptop or computer screen should be arms-length away from you and slightly lower than your line of vision; you should be able to see over it, says Dr. Bazan.

Check your medications’ side effects.
“Any medicine that dries out your mouth will dry out your eyes,” says Dr. Bintz, particularly if it has an “anti” in front of the name. He also says that medications used to treat mental health issues, like antidepressants, can have side effects that lead to dry eyes.  Other medications include antihypertensive, antihistamines, birth control pills, and hormone replacement therapy,can cause the eyes to be more dry than usual, Dr. Bintz says.

Eat a healthy diet.
“Whatever you do to make your body healthy, will in turn make your eyes healthy,” says Dr. Bintz.  Diets rich in omega-3 fatty acid from cold-water fish like salmon, tuna, sardines and halibut may reduce the risk of developing eye disease later in life, according to research. The eye doctors recommended eating a healthy diet that includes omega-3 rich fatty acids for your eyes, as well as plenty of vegetables and particularly green leafy vegetables, which contain lutein and zeaxanthin. Those nutrients may help lower your risk for age-related macular degeneration (AMD) and cataracts, according to The American Academy of Ophthalmology. 

Hydrate from the inside out.
Make sure you’re drinking enough water and not overdoing it on the caffeine, suggests Dr. Bintz. Just like it can make you legs or hands jittery, caffeine can make your eyes twitch, too.

Consider artificial tears.
There are a ton of eye drops on the market and it can be confusing to know which one is best for your eyes. If you’ve given your eyes a rest while meditating and they still feel tired and strained, Dr. Negrin recommends using pure artificial tears.  Avoid using eye drops that say "Get the red out," or "for itchy eyes," she suggests.

Now that you’re done reading this, share it with a friend, then relax your shoulders, close your eyes, and do a Headspace mini meditation to give your eyes and brain a break.
