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Dear Colleague 
 
GENERAL OPHTHALMIC SERVICES 
YOUR GUIDE TO FREE NHS EYE EXAMINATIONS IN 
SCOTLAND 
 
Summary 
 
1. This letter advises of the publication of a leaflet to 
raise awareness of the NHS eye examination. 
 
Background 
 
2. A new NHS eye examination was introduced in 
Scotland on 1 April 2006.  To help raise awareness of the 
NHS eye examination a new patient information leaflet 
“Your guide to free NHS eye examinations in Scotland” 
has been produced.  Supplies of the leaflet have to be 
distributed to CHPs, GP and optical practices within Board 
areas. 
 
3. It is important that particular groups in the 
community, eg older people, especially those in care 
homes, the visually impaired and those with medical 
conditions that affect the eye, eg diabetic and glaucoma 
patients, attend for regular eye examinations.  Supplies of 
the new leaflet have therefore to be sent to CHPs to 
decide how best to target distribution of leaflets locally to 
raise awareness of the NHS eye examination with such 
vulnerable groups. 
 
4. Traditionally, within the NHS, the first point of 
contact for most patients with an ocular or visual problem 
has been their GP.  With the introduction of the NHS eye 
examination optometrists/ophthalmic medical practitioners 
should now be promoted as the first point of contact for 
patients with eye related problems.  A covering letter has 
been produced to issue with supplies of the leaflet to GP 
practices which provides information on the NHS eye 
examination and advice on the management of patients 
with eye related problems who contact/present at GP 
practices. 

1 October 2007 
___________________________ 
 
Addresses 
 
For action 
Chief Executives,  
NHS Boards 
 
For information 
Chief Executive,  
NHS National Services Scotland 
 
Director, 
Practitioner Services Division 
 
___________________________ 
 
Enquiries to: 
 
Lynne Morrison 
1st Floor East 
St Andrew’s House 
EDINBURGH 
EH1 3DG 
 
Tel:  0131-244 2466 
Fax: 0131-244 2326 
Email: 
Lynne.A.Morrison@scotland.gsi.gov.uk  
 
___________________________ 
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Action 
 
5. Supplies of the leaflet “Your guide to free NHS eye examinations in Scotland” 
are being sent to NHS Boards under separate cover.  Further supplies can be 
obtained from Banner Business Supplies in the normal way.  NHS Boards are asked 
to distribute supplies of the leaflet as follows: 
 

5.1 1,000 to each CHP.  CHPs should be advised of the need to target 
issue of the leaflets at the vulnerable groups identified either directly or via 
health visitors, district nurses, social workers, home helps, community 
pharmacies, etc; 
 
5.2 50 to each GP practice together with a copy of the letter to GP 
practices which is attached to this letter and should be copied locally; 
 
5.3 20 to each optical practice; 

 
in the Board’s area. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
DR JONATHAN PRYCE 
Deputy Director 
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General Medical Practitioners 

 
 

 
1October 2007 
 
 
Dear General Medical Practitioner  
 
This letter provides information on the NHS eye examination which was introduced on 1 
April 2006 and advice on the management of patients with eye problems who 
contact/present at your practice. 
 
You may be aware that a new NHS eye examination was introduced in Scotland on 1 April 
2006 which radically changed the scope of general ophthalmic services.  Traditionally, within 
the NHS, the first point of contact for most patients with an eye problem has been their GP.  
With the introduction of the NHS eye examination optometrists/Ophthalmic Medical 
Practitioners (OMPs) should now be promoted as the first point of contact for patients with 
ocular or vision problems.  Every optometrist/OMP in Scotland underwent specific training 
and accreditation before the introduction of the new NHS eye examination and every 
practice in Scotland received a grant to ensure that equipment levels were of a uniformly 
high standard. 
 
Any patients contacting/presenting at your practice with an eye related problem should be 
advised to attend an optometrist of their choice in the first instance.  The optometrist/OMP 
will undertake an eye examination appropriate to the needs of the patient and manage that 
patient within their practice, or if the patient’s condition requires, refer the patient to you or to 
an Eye Unit within a hospital. 
 
A new patient information leaflet “Your guide to free NHS eye examinations in Scotland” has 
been produced.  An initial supply of the leaflet is enclosed with this letter for display in your 
practice.  It may be helpful to issue the leaflet to patients who present with eye problems.  
Further supplies can be ordered from your NHS Board. 
 
NHS eye examination  
 
The new NHS eye examination was introduced as a result of the previous government’s high 
level commitment to systematically introduce free eye checks for all before 2007.  The 
introduction of this eye examination also delivers one of the recommendations contained in 
the Review of Eyecare Services in Scotland Interim Report, which was published in October 
2005.  The aim of the Review of Eyecare Services was to encourage the development of 
integrated eyecare services to ensure patients receive a good quality and efficient service, in 
a convenient setting without undue delay in the management of their condition. 
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are exempt from NHS charges under the NHS (Charges to Overseas Visitors) (Scotland) 
Regulations 1989 are entitled to a free NHS eye examination, including sight test, ie 
refraction, where clinically required. 
 
For many patients, the most effective pattern of care might not involve refraction within a 
needs driven, comprehensive “health” examination.   
 
Defining the NHS eye examination in this way allows the optometrist/OMP to tailor the 
examination to match the symptoms and needs of the individual patient, taking into account 
their history and symptoms, rather than being prescriptive and including tests, eg routine 
refractions, which are not clinically required.   
 
It may be that not every test or procedure required by a patient can be carried out during one 
visit to the practice and it may be necessary for a second visit consisting of repeat 
procedures.  Examples of the latter include: 
 

• cycloplegic refraction; 
• repeat procedures such as visual fields and applanation tonometry; 
• external eye disease follow up 
• referral refinement. 

 
It is estimated that some 20% of patients may fall into this category.  Under the new service 
repeat examinations are also provided free of charge to those ordinarily resident in the UK or 
those who are exempt from NHS charges under the NHS (Charges to Overseas Visitors) 
(Scotland) Regulations 1989. 
 
The initial eye examination is defined as a primary eye examination and the follow up/repeat 
examination is defined as a supplementary eye examination.   
 
The primary eye examination includes an eye health assessment appropriate to a patient’s 
needs and symptoms and includes core tests and procedures, which have to be undertaken 
as part of every primary eye examination, as well as patient specific procedures, eg based 
on presenting signs and symptoms, age and condition.  There continue to be certain 
procedures that fall outwith the scope of the new eye examination, eg occupational tests, 
DVLA acuity and visual fields, shared care/co-management schemes, contact lenses etc. 
 
The re-defined eye examination: 
 

• allows patients to receive, free of charge, an appropriate health assessment of their 
whole visual system which does not have to include a refraction unless this is 
clinically required; 

 
• gives optometrists/OMPs the professional freedom to perform the test that are 

appropriate to the patients’ symptoms and needs; 
 

• allows the management of a wide range of common conditions in the community; 
 

• promotes optometrists/OMPs as the first point of contact for eye problems; 
 

• significantly reduces inappropriate referrals to secondary care. 
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Direct referral to an ophthalmic hospital 
 
From 1 April 2006 optometrists/OMPs have been able to directly refer patients with relevant 
conditions to an Eye Unit within a hospital.  Optometrists/OMPs are therefore no longer 
required to refer patients to GPs for onward referral to ophthalmic hospitals.  However, 
where an optometrist/OMP refers a patient directly to a hospital they have to inform the 
patient’s doctor or GP practice that he/she has done so. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
JONATHAN PRYCE 
Deputy Director 
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Your guide to free NHS
eye examinations in Scotland

NHS
SCOTLAND



What is this leaflet about?
If you are a UK resident, you can get a free NHS eye 
examination in Scotland.
This eye examination is different to eye tests you may have 
had before. It is not just to test your sight – it’s a more 
thorough examination to check the health of your eyes, and 
to look for signs of other health problems. It means that any 
problems you have with your eyes can be found before they 
become more serious.
This leaflet tells you about your free NHS eye examination. 

If you are a UK resident living abroad part time, or you are 
a visitor to Scotland, the rules are more complicated. You 
will need to ask at your opticians if you can get a free NHS 
eye examination.

Where do I get my free NHS eye examination?
You can get your eyes examined free of charge by any 
optometrist in Scotland who provides NHS services.

An optometrist is someone who is trained to 
examine your eyes to look for signs of eye disease 
and to check your sight. 

Most high street opticians have an optometrist who provides 
NHS services.

Does my GP need to refer me?
No! If you have any problems with your eyes, make an 
appointment with an optometrist. You can do this without 
visiting your GP.



What happens during the eye examination?
During the examination, your optometrist will do a number 
of different tests and procedures, depending on what your 
needs and symptoms are. You may be given eye drops to 
make it easier for your optometrist to see inside your eyes. 
And you may also have a sight test if your optometrist thinks 
you need one. You won’t be charged for any part of the 
examination.
Sometimes, it may not be possible to do all of the tests and 
procedures during one appointment. If this is the case, you 
will be asked to come back for a second appointment. 
There will be no charge for this.
Ask as many questions as you want about your eye 
examination. If there are any tests or procedures you don’t 
want to be done, tell your optometrist. You can refuse any 
part of the examination.

What happens after the eye examination?
At the end of the examination, your optometrist will discuss 
the results with you. 
If you have had a sight test, you will be given a copy of your 
prescription for glasses, if you need them. The rules about 
paying for new glasses haven’t changed – you may still 
have to pay for them.
If you need medical treatment for an eye condition you may 
be referred to the eye department at a hospital. Your GP will 
be told about this.
Ask your optometrist if there’s anything you don’t 
understand.



How often should I get an NHS eye examination?
Your optometrist should tell you when your next NHS eye 
examination is due.
It will depend on your age, your family history, and if you 
have any eye problems.
 If you’re under 16, or you’re 60 or over, you can have a 

free NHS eye examination once a year, if needed.
 If you’re between 16 and 59, you can have a free NHS 
eye examination once every two years, if needed.

If you have problems with your eyes, you may have to 
attend for more regular eye examinations. Your optometrist 
will tell you if you need to come back more often.

Do I need to see the same optometrist each time?
No. You can make an appointment with any optometrist 
who provides NHS services. You may prefer to see the 
same optometrist each time if you think this will be better for 
your care.
Each time you visit a new optometrist, you will be asked to 
give:

your personal details (for example, your name, address, 
date of birth, and GP’s name)
details about your own and your family’s medical history
details of any symptoms you are having, and
any other relevant information.



Are there any eye tests that aren’t included in the 
free NHS eye examination?
Yes, there are certain types of tests and procedures that are 
not done as part of the free NHS eye examination. 
Ask your optometrist for more information about this.

What if I’m not happy?
If you’re not happy with the service you are given, tell your 
optometrist.
If you don’t want to, or you’re still not happy after you’ve 
done this, you can make a complaint. The leaflet Making 
a complaint about the NHS explains how to do this. You 
can get the leaflet from most places where you get NHS 
care, or at www.hris.org.uk. 

How to find out more
Ask your optometrist for more information, or contact:

the NHS Helpline on 0800 22 44 88, or
your local citizens advice bureau (find your nearest 
bureau on the internet at www.cas.org.uk or in your 
local phone book).

This leaflet is produced by the Scottish 
Executive, with the help of Health Rights 
Information Scotland, a project of the 
Scottish Consumer Council.

Making all consumers matter
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Telephone 0131 244 2631

Further copies of this document are available, on request, 
in audio and large print formats and in community 
languages, please contact:

This information is available on the Scottish Executive website 
at www.scotland.gov.uk and on the NHS 24 website at 
www.nhs24.com.


