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More than 60 million U.S. adults 
are at high risk for serious vision loss. 
The annual economic impact of major 
vision problems among Americans 
over age 40 exceeds $145 billion.1 



Eye exams:  A window into overall health
Many Americans do not visit the eye doctor regularly—
particularly if they don’t rely on vision correction—because 
they don’t perceive a need.  But vision coverage is a crucial 
benefit for everyone. An old proverb gets it partially right: 
the eyes are the window to the whole body, and a simple 
dilated eye exam can detect more than 30 systemic 
diseases, including stroke, AIDS, herpes, autoimmune 
disorders, nerve disorders, drug-related maladies, 
hypertension, high cholesterol, and even some cancers.2 

Add to that the reason for the visit in the first place: the 
eyes. An eye exam detects glaucoma, low vision, cataracts, 
macular degeneration, diabetes, and standard vision 
problems like nearsightedness, far-sightedness, and 
astigmatism.3  Of course, it also makes sure that corrective 
vision prescriptions are up to date, as so many things can 
affect our eyes, including the medications we take for 
other conditions.4

An eye exam can…
Detect diabetes and hypertension, 
both of which can cause vision and 
eye problems 

Help diagnose sleep apnea, high 
cholesterol, and multiple sclerosis

Help determine whether high blood 
pressure patients are at risk of stroke

While vision changes are, indeed, a somewhat natural 
product of aging, they can sometimes signal serious health 
concerns.5 People should follow the recommendations of 
the American Optometric Association (AOA) about how 
often to get a regular eye exam.

When to look into your eyes
People who are risk-free or asymptomatic and those 
at risk should get eye exams as recommended by their 
doctor or follow the AOA recommendations below:3

Recommended Frequency

Age Low/No Risk At-Risk

Birth to 2 years Once As recommended

3 to 5 years Once Once or as 
recommended

6 to 18 years Annually Annually or as 
recommended

18 to 64 years Biennial Biennially, or at 
least annually

65 years or older Annually At least annually

What happens when we don’t look
When we put our vision health at the bottom of our healthcare 
needs, we run the risk of harming our quality of life.

Vision loss has been linked to depression and 
has been shown to cause anxiety.6

Vision loss can lead to other health risks, 
such as serious falls and car accidents.6

Those with failing vision are less likely to be able to 
perform their own basic tasks such as driving, shopping, 
and housework—called Instrumental Activities of Daily 
Living (IADL)—leaving them dependent on others. People 
with reduced IADL performance were shown to have a 
31% higher mortality risk.6

Who intends to get an eye exam? 
Americans with a vision benefit—87% 
versus 67% of those without.7
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Use of corrective eyewear is common among 
working Americans
If you wear eyeglasses or contacts, you are in the majority.  
More than two-thirds of adults require vision correction, 
and eight in ten households have at least one member who 
needs lenses. In nearly 40% of U.S. households, more than 
one person uses corrective eyewear. 

8 in 10 households use  
corrective eyewear
At least one person needs lenses 

        

        

It’s a family affair
Number of household members using corrective eyewear  

42%

  28%

      or more 10%
As expected, baby boomers are much more likely than 
millennials to wear glasses or contacts. Also, women 
and people in professional careers who are more likely 
to spend many hours a day in front of a screen  are most 
likely to wear glasses. 

Likelihood of using corrective eyewear
Baby Boomers

77%
Millennials

58%
Women

70%
Men

62%
Professional/Finance

69%
Construction

55%

Even minor vision problems can reduce 
productivity by up to 20%, mainly due 
to workers with impaired vision needing 
additional time to complete their work.8

Among those who wear glasses or contacts, more than 
70% have replaced their glasses or contacts at least once 
in the past three years. 

Frequency of replacing eyeglasses 
Number of times replaced in past 3 years

Replaced, net                                                                              74%

1 time                                            44%

2 times                      18%

3 times              10%

4 or more times      2%

The replacement rate for eyeglasses drops considerably 
among workers who do not have vision benefits. This 
illustrates not only that a lack of vision benefits prevents 
more frequent eye doctor visits, but also that Americans 
will replace and update glasses and contacts less 
frequently, potentially further damaging their vision. 

Replaced eyeglasses in past 3 years
% considering vision benefits "very important"

Employees with vision 
benefits

Employees without 
vision benefits

65%77%
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Vision benefits — the eyes should have it
A large majority of working Americans wear eyeglasses 
or contact lenses to correct their vision.  Seemingly at 
odds with this fact, most adults consider their eyesight to 
be “good” or better.   And more than four in ten feel their 
vision health is “very good” or “excellent.” Those who do 
not require corrective eyewear are even more positive 
about their vision health, including those who have not 
visited an eye doctor in the past two years.  

Self-reported vision health
Among working adults 

I can see clearly now 
“Excellent” or “very good” vision health

Don't need vision correction                                                     58%

Need vision correction                              34%

Naturally, millennials are more likely than baby boomers 
to perceive their vision health as “very good.” Perceptions 
of vision health also vary based on race (particularly white 
vs. Asian-American workers) and household income.

Good vision health is not universal
% reporting “excellent” or “very good” vision health

Millennials

54%
Boomers

38%
Caucasian

45%
Asian

31%
Higher annual 

household income 
($150,000+)

58%

Lower annual 
household income 

(<$150,000)

38%

Vision benefits help to mitigate out-of-pocket costs 
associated with exams and corrective eyewear. On 
average, 70% of adults consider vision benefits “very 
important”; however, perceptions of value vary depending 
on the use of corrective eyewear. Among those who do not 
need vision correction, only half consider vision benefits 
very important. They may wonder whether vision coverage 
is even necessary, not realizing that eye exams can uncover 
a host of other health issues. 

Vision benefits are valued
% rating vision benefits “very important”

Employees who need 
vision correction

Employees who do not 
need vision correction

Interest in vision benefits is generally consistent 
across generations and life stages. Workers of all ages 
appreciate the lower out-of-pocket costs for exams 
and corrective eyewear and the convenience of access 
through their employer.  Roughly seven in ten millennials, 
Gen Xers, and baby boomers consider vision coverage to 
be a valuable employee benefit. 

Vision benefits appeal  
to all generations
% rating vision benefits “very important”

Millennials

69%
Gen Xers

70%
Baby Boomers

68%

51%73%

Fair 
16%

Good 
39%

Excellent 
12%

Very good 
30%

Poor 
3%
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Multi-channel communication 
options are important, but 
digital is the channel of choice 
for most employees during a 
leave of absence.

Many adults are unaware of the extent to 
which poor eye care habits can accelerate 
vision loss. Extensive smartphone use, 
eye rubbing, and even over-reliance on 
eye drops can all wreak havoc on vision.9



Screen usage can negatively affect eye health 
and productivity
Increased screen usage appears to be taking a toll on the 
nation’s vision health, with many adults spending most 
of their day on screens. On average, American workers 
indicate that they spend 5.3 hours a day in front of a 
computer screen, and overall screen usage is even higher 
when time spent on smartphones, tablets, and watching 
television are factored in. 

11.8—the number of 
hours working Americans 
spend each day looking at 
screens, i.e., computers, 
phones, tablets, televisions

Average daily hours spent on screens
Among working adults 

PC
5.3 hours

Television
2.9 hours

Smartphone
2.8 hours

Tablet
.8 hours

As might be expected, screen usage is higher among 
workers in certain industries.  For example, those who 
work in technology and professional services spend 
more time in front of a computer screen, at 6.6 and 6.2 
hours a day respectively, compared to the construction, 
retail, or manufacturing sectors.  Helping workers 
maintain or improve eye health is especially important for 
organizations in these sectors.

Screen usage by industry 
Hours per day of computer screen usage

Technology

6.6

Professional/
Financial Services

6.2
Construction

1.3

According to the AOA, up to 90% of computer users may 
suffer from computer vision syndrome, including eye 
strain, dry eyes, eye irritation, blurred vision, and double 
vision.8 And nearly 10 million eye exams are related to 
these symptoms, which are also linked to absenteeism.8 

Considering screen usage levels, it’s not surprising that 
43% of American workers report that their vision has 
worsened in the past three years. Those with the heaviest 
screen usage (13+ hours a day) are even more likely to feel 
that their vision health has worsened  (58%). 

Self-reported vision health trend 
Among working Americans in past three years 

All workers                      43%                              43%       4%

Heavy screen users                                  58%                     41%    1%

  Worsened          Stayed the same         Improved

Research has shown a connection between vision health 
and work productivity. It is most evident with data entry 
tasks that are complex or repetitive.  Even heavy users 
who do not need vision correction or notice discomfort 
often experience a significant reduction—as much as 
20%—in the time it takes to perform tasks.10  

Adults who neglect their health tend to ignore their eye 
care needs as well. Those with low scores on Guardian’s 
Workforce Well-being Index are more likely to report 
worsening vision  compared to those who feel healthier 
in general. 

Healthy eyes, healthy body?
% with “worsening vision” by Well-being Index

High well-being                                               35%

Moderate well-being                                                      44%

Low well-being                                                                     62%
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Financial stress contributes to less frequent eye care
Despite a healthy U.S. economy, consumer prices have 
been rising faster than wages,  particularly for medical 
care, prescription drugs, and college tuition.  Many 
working Americans continue to struggle with their 
financial situation:  More than one-third live paycheck to 
paycheck, and 40%  have less than $400 in the bank for 
emergency expenses.    

Given the financial strain on many households, even 
among those earning $50,000 to $150,000 annually,  
vision care is often a lower priority. Those who rate their 
household’s financial health as “fair” or “poor” are less 
likely to receive regular vision care and more likely to put 
off eye exams and buying eyeglasses and contacts to 
avoid the out-of-pocket expense. 

Vision health is tied to financial 
wellness
Eye care behavior by self-reported financial health

Excellent/
Good

Fair/ 
Poor

Receive annual eye exams 60% 47%

Skip eye exams 19 % 44%

Delay buying eyewear 10% 36%

Working adults with high out-of-pocket medical costs, 
college debt, and financial stress are among those most 
likely to avoid regular eye care.

Adults most likely to neglect eye care
% skipping annual eye exams

Higher out-of-pocket 
medical costs

54%

Lower out-of-pocket 
medical costs

38%
High financial stress

45%
Low financial stress

31%
College debt

58%
No college debt

38%

Four in ten workers who do not have  a 
vision plan say they would enroll if their 
employer made it available.
Naturally, interest in a vision benefit plan is highest 
among those who use corrective eyewear and visit the 
eye doctor at least annually. 

Workers who value vision benefits the most are those 
who feel that without the coverage, they likely could not, 
or would not, spend money on regular eye care.

Valuing vision benefits
% rating vision benefits as “very important”

Single working parents

68%
Low emergency savings

72%

Caregivers

80%
Have college debt

86%
When assessing the value of a  vision plan, workers care 
most about their out-of-pocket costs and the coverage 
(e.g., exams, glasses/contacts, etc.).  Those who receive 
at least annual exams also want their eye doctor to be in-
network (60% vs. 34%), especially those who have a 10-year 
relationship or longer with their current doctor (75% vs. 52%).

Vision plan cost and coverage are key 
% rating each factor “very important” 

Affordability                                                                         66%

Plan benefits                                                                     62%

My doctor participates                                                           52%

Savings on eyewear                                                     48%

Easy to understand                                       35%
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Adults fear losing their eyesight more 
than “loss of limb, memory, hearing, 
or speech.”11



Seven in ten working adults have a vision plan 
In the past decade, more employers began offering vision 
plans and other ancillary benefits to help offset workers’ 
growing out-of-pocket medical costs from high-deductible 
health plans.  More than six in ten employers now offer 
a stand-alone vision plan (either insurance or a discount 
plan), an increase of seven percentage points since 2012. 
Organizations with 500 to 3,000 employees are most likely 
to have added a vision plan in the past eight years.

Employers offering  
a stand-alone vision plan 
By size (number of employees)

62% 55%
74% 78% 85%

Total <25 25 - 49 50 - 1,000 1,000 +
Number of employees

Employers offering a vision plan tend to be larger 
organizations, and they tend to have richer vision benefits 
compared to smaller firms. Yet a growing number of small 
businesses are offering vision benefits to help attract and 
retain talent in today’s competitive labor market. 

More employers are covering the full cost of their vision 
plan. Nearly one-third pay the entire cost, up seven 
percentage points from 2017. Younger organizations (in 
business fewer than five years) are more likely to pay for 
vision benefits, with 92% covering all or part of the cost.

Who pays for vision benefits?
Among employers offering a vision plan

Fully paid by employer
                       32%

                   25%

  2019
  2017

Shared employer - 
employee

                           44%

                               52%

Voluntary
                  21%

                    23%

Employers offering a stand-alone vision 
plan saved $5.8 billion in four years.12

Roughly seven in ten workers indicate that they own some 
form of vision coverage, which represents a 12% increase 
from 2012.  Employer-sponsored vision benefits continue 
to account for most of the coverage: Two-thirds obtained 
coverage through their place of work (58%) or their spouse’s 
employer (7%). The percent purchasing vision coverage on 
their own, outside the workplace, remains low at 4%. 

Working Americans with vision 
coverage 
By source of coverage

2%
8%

50%

4%
7%

58%

  Outside work

  Spouse's work

  At work

2012
60%

2019
69%

Among workers with vision benefits, about three in 
ten have coverage through their medical plan, which 
potentially means their coverage is limited to routine eye 
exams and excludes corrective eyewear. 

While more employers are offering vision benefits, 
certain segments of the workforce are less likely to have 
coverage: those who work for smaller firms, those in 
hospitality, and those from lower income households 
(earning less than $50,000 a year).

Workers least likely to have vision 
benefits
% with vision benefits

44%
Hospitality 

industry 

49%
Smaller firms 

(<50 employees) 

40%
Lower household 

income (<$50k) 
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Vision benefits contribute to more regular eye care 
Many workers do not heed the advice of the AOA, which 
recommends annual eye exams for adults who need 
corrective eyewear (and biennial exams for most others).  
Instead, many adults visit an eye doctor only once every 
three or four years, if at all. 12 

Nearly half of all working Americans visited the eye doctor 
in 2019, and a majority indicate that they  receive annual eye 
exams. Yet one in four have not had an eye exam in at least 
three years. 

Frequency of eye doctor visits/exams
Among working adults 

At least annually                                                        54%

Every 2 years                       20%

Every 3 years           7%

4 years or less often                      19%

Regularity of eye exams is closely tied to having vision 
benefits. Adults with a vision plan are twice as likely to have 
regular eye exams. Nearly two-thirds of workers with vision 
benefits visit the eye doctor annually versus 32% of those 
without a vision plan. 

Adults visiting an eye doctor annually

Have vision benefits Do not have  
vision benefits

Workers with a stand-alone vision benefit—that is, one not 
embedded within the employees’ medical plan—are 33% 
more likely to get an annual eye exam.  Only 16% of those 
with embedded vision benefits get regular eye exams.12

A patient’s relationship with an eye doctor also contributes to 
the regularity of eye care. Among those who have used the 

same eye doctor for at least 15 years, 70% receive an annual 
exam, as opposed to just 17% of those without an eye doctor.

Patient-doctor relationships matter
Adults receiving annual eye exams

15+ year relationship 
with current eye doctor

No relationship  
with an eye doctor

Adults without vision benefits are more likely than 
those with coverage to skip eye doctor appointments, 
delay getting or updating corrective lenses, or avoid 
procedures such as LASIK.13

Putting things off 
Those without vision benefits who delay vision care

Skip regular eye exams                                                           31%

Delaying buying 
glasses/contacts                        19%

Avoid procedure  
(e.g., LASIK)            10%

Among adults without a vision plan, cost is the top reason 
for avoiding eye exams or purchasing eyewear, followed by 
lack of perceived need. Lower income households, Gen Xers, 
and single working mothers are more likely than others to 
skip regular eye exams when they lack vision benefits. 

Adults most likely to put off eye care
% skipping regular eye exams

Annual household 
income (<$50,000) 36% Annual household 

income ($150,000+) 17%

Single working 
mothers 39% All other women 25%

Gen Xers 34% Baby Boomers 22%

17%70%

32%65%
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Timely diagnosis and early 
treatment could prevent as much 
as 98% of visual impairment and 
blindness in the United States.14



Seeing well into the future
What can help working Americans and their families to 
maintain healthy eyes?  Practicing good vision hygiene, 
including getting regular eye exams, updating corrective 
eyewear prescriptions, and protecting eyes from blue and 
ultraviolet rays are excellent ways to keep good vision 
health in sight.

At the workplace 
• According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, 

nearly all U.S. adults—96%—use digital technology in 
their daily lives. For 62% of adults, it’s an integral part 
of their jobs.15 

• Computer and smartphone screens do their fair 
share of damage, too, and adequate protection from 
the harmful light emitted by them is essential to 
healthy vision.

• During computer use, the eyes are flooded with blue 
or HEV (high-energy visible) light, which can damage 
the retina and lead to long-term vision problems.15

• Blue light can also suppress melatonin, a much-
needed sleep-regulating hormone, leading to 
alertness at a time when the body is supposed to be 
winding down for sleep.15 This can severely affect 
employee productivity, as lack of sleep can cause 
costly mistakes and a slow reaction time. 

• Every day, about 2,000 American workers suffer eye 
injuries on the job, about 90% of which could have 
been prevented.16

Promoting healthier screen habits
A standalone vision plan, with benefits for computer 
glasses, tinted for HEV protection, can significantly benefit 
the 62% of Americans for whom screen work is imperative. 

Many people report that they do not perceive computer 
lenses as “necessary,” their eyecare providers aren’t 
promoting them, and they are expensive15—all of which 
can be remedied with vision benefits and education.

In addition, employees can practice some measures 
intended to reduce blue light exposure:17

• Practice 20-20-20 vision by looking at something 20 
feet away every 20 minutes for 20 seconds.

• Eliminate screen glare by reducing overhead lighting.

• Keep your screen an arm’s distance (about 30 
inches) away.

• Increase font size on devices.

• Don’t forget to blink! Blinking reduces dry eye, which 
can cause stinging and burning.

• Use a gel lubricant for the eyes at bedtime to help 
reduce the effects of dry eye.

Problems caused by computer use include blurred and 
double-vision, irritated eyes, headaches, and neck and 
back pain.16

Workplace vision health
By the numbers 

50 to 90%
American workers experience 
symptoms of digital eye strain

1/3
Persons with eye injuries end up in 
the emergency room

14%
Vision complaints that are 
computer-related
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Methodology and Sample Characteristics
The 7th Annual Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in the spring of 2019 and consisted of two online surveys: one 
among benefits decision-makers (employers) and another among working Americans (employees), allowing us 
to explore benefits issues from both perspectives. The study was conducted for Guardian by Zeldis Research, an 
independent market research firm located in Ewing, NJ.

Unless otherwise noted, data referenced in this report is from the Guardian Workplace Benefits Study.  

Appendix

Employer Survey
Employer results are based on a national online survey of 
1,500 employee benefits decision-makers. Respondents 
include business executives, business owners, human 
resources professionals, and financial management 
professionals. The survey covers all industries and is 
nationally representative of U.S. businesses with at least 
five full-time employees.

Data shown in this report have been weighted to reflect 
the actual proportion of U.S. businesses by company size 
based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau. The margin 
of error at the 95% confidence level is +/- 2.3%.

Employee Survey
Employee results are based on a survey conducted 
among 2,000 employees aged 22 or older, who work 
full-time for a company with at least five employees. The 
survey sample is nationally representative of U.S. workers 
at companies of at least five full-time employees. 

Data shown in this report have been collected in a way to 
reflect the actual proportion of U.S workers by gender, 
region, race, ethnicity, education level, household 
income, age, and employer size, based on data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. The 
margin of error is +/- 2.3% at the 95% confidence level.
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