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Background 

A population-based study on the prevalence of vision loss has 

never been conducted in New Zealand. All estimates of both the 

prevalence and cost of vision loss have been based on projections 

from population-based studies conducted in other countries. The 

Clear Focus Report conducted by Access Economics in 20091, was 

the most recent report that used such projections to estimate the 

prevalence and cost of vision loss. A study akin to the Clear Focus 

Report has not been conducted since 2009. The current study 

represents an update of the Clear Focus Report data using 

projections made with readily available data, where possible, to 

account for the increase in prevalence of people living with vision 

loss and the increase in costs associated with vision loss. In order 

to allow direct comparisons, the assumptions used in the Clear 

Focus report were not changed.  

It should be noted that, while this report estimates the costs of 

vision loss in 2021, at the time the data was assembled, 

consumer price index (CPI) information was only available for the 

period January to September 2021. Projections were made for 

2021 using this nine-month data. 

In order to gain an overview of the impact that the COVID-19 

pandemic has had on eye care and vision loss in New Zealand, a 

complete survey of the formal and informal literature was 

conducted. The findings of this review are reported in the 

addendum on pages 11 – 15 below.  
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A. Methods  

a. Healthcare Costs 

1. Hospital costs. 
The hospital costs for 2020 were calculated by 

increasing the 2009 costs using the Hospital Services 

Group CPI from Statistics New Zealand2 and then 

increasing the overall number by the increase in the 

number of people accessing the system. The Hospital 

Services Group CPI increased by 40.2% over the period 

2009 – 2021, while the increase in the number of 

patients to whom services were provided over the same 

period was calculated as having increased by 102.6% 

based on a projection of both private3 and public4 

hospital discharge data for all discharges for diseases of 

the eye and adnexa. 

2. Aged Care Costs. 

The costs associated with aged care were also 

increased by the Hospital Services Group CPI2 (40.2%). 

This number was then increased by the increase in the 

number of people accessing residential care which was 

estimated by projecting the ten-year increase data 

between 2006 and 2021 reported by the NZ Ministry of 

Health5. The current study estimates that the number 

of people in residential care increased by 14.3% over 

the period 2009 to 2021. 

 

3. Optometry Costs. 
The costs associated with optometric care were 

increased using the Out-patient Services Group CPI 

from Statistics New Zealand6. This number was 

calculated as 38.2% over the period 2009 – 2021. A 

recent report7 indicated that eye examinations in New 
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Zealand were increasing at the rate of 6% per year. 

The number of people accessing optometric services 

from 2009 to 2021 was therefore increased by an 

annual compound growth rate of 6% = 101.2%  

 

4. GP Costs. 
The costs associated with GP visits were increased 

using the Outpatient Services Group CPI from Statistics 

New Zealand6. This number was calculated as 38.2% 

over the period 2009 – 2021. It was decided to use the 

hospital discharge data for diseases of the eye and 

adnexa (102.6%) once again as a proxy for the 

increase in numbers of patients visiting GP’s. 

5. Research. 
Research costs were increased using the All Groups CPI 

from Statistics New Zealand. This was calculated at 

24.1% over the period 2009 – 20218. 

 

6. Pharmaceuticals. 
While Statistics New Zealand does report a CPI for 

pharmaceuticals, it was felt that the ophthalmic market 

was unique in that it had many new entries to the 

market over the past several years that needed to be 

taken into account. 

In the absence of Pharmac data, it was decided to use 

a combination of market research data on the increase 

in the ophthalmic segment of the global pharmaceutical 

market. The compound average growth rate of the 

global ophthalmic pharmaceutical market was 

estimated in a first study at 5.9%9 per annum over the 

period 2009 – 2014. A second study reported the global 

market to have increased by 54.2% from 2014 to 

201910 and a third report projected the global 
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ophthalmic market to increase by 6.4% from 2019 to 

2020.11 These percentage increases were applied to 

each time period over the 11 year period 2009 to 2020 

and further increased by 6.4% from 2020 to 2021. 

 

b. Indirect Costs: 

1. Productivity Loss. 
The number of people with vision loss who are 

employed was estimated at 38.0% in a 2015 New 

Zealand Blind Foundation survey. The Clear Focus 

study used an employment rate of 39.3%. Accordingly, 

the productivity loss number was adjusted to reflect 

this difference. The Average weekly income, 

ascertained from StatsNZ,12 was found to have 

increased by 57.1% from 2009 to 2021. This increase 

was applied against the adjusted productivity loss 

number for 2009. 

 

2. Lost lifetime earnings due to premature 

death. 
The number calculated in the Clear Focus Report was 

updated using the increase in average weekly earnings 

over the period 2009 – 2021 (57.1%). 

 

3. Carer costs. 
This number was also obtained by applying the increase 

in average weekly earnings from 2009 to 2021 of 

57.1%. 
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4. Funeral costs. 
These costs were increased by the total change in Stats 

New Zealand All Groups CPI over the period 2009 – 

2021 (24.1%). 

 

5. Aids. 
These costs were increased by the change in the Stats 

New Zealand Medical Products, Appliances and 

Equipment Subgroup CPI from 2009 to 2021 (8.5%)13.  

 

6. Efficiency Costs (Deadweight Losses). 
Since efficiency costs include payments for a diverse 

group of reasons such as welfare payments and health 

system costs, it was decided to use the All Groups CPI 

(24.1%) to calculate the increase in the value of 

efficiency costs from 2009 to 2021. 

 

c. Loss of Wellbeing. 
 

In 2009 the Clear Focus report estimated the loss of 

wellbeing due to vision loss to be $2.4 billion. This 

estimate was obtained by calculating the number of 

disability adjusted life years (DALY’s) associated with 

vision loss and multiplying it by the value of a standard 

life year, which was estimated to be $201,864 in 2009. 

To estimate the cost of lost wellbeing in 2021, it was 

assumed that the number of DALY’s associated with 

vision loss would be the same in 2021 and that the 

value of a standard life year will have increased by 

inflation. Accordingly, the 2009 value for lost well being 

was increased using the Stats New Zealand All Groups 

CPI (24.1%). 
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B. Results. 

The costs of the components of vision loss were calculated using 

the methods described above. The results are shown in Table 1 

below. 

Table 1. The Cost of Vision Loss in New Zealand 2021 

 

 

 

  

Cost Description Total Cost 
2009 

($) 

Total Cost 
2021 

($) 
   

Hospital 105,757,892 300,400,216 

Aged Care 67,401,985 108,010,737 

Optometry 6,872,148 19,108,585 

GP 2,329,905 6,523,576 

Research 816,895 1,013,765 

Pharmaceuticals 14,376,296       33,426,766  

Total Direct Healthcare Costs 197,555,120 468,483,644 

   

Productivity Losses 110,532,894 179,587,737 

Lost lifetime earnings due to 
premature death 

 
1,685,693 2,287,485 

Carer Costs 21,015,575 33,015,468 

Funeral costs 83,610 103,760 

Aids 30,345,381 32,924,738 

Deadweight Losses 38,997,595 48,396,015 

Total Indirect Costs 202,660,748 296,675,943 

 

   

Total Financial Costs of 
Vision Loss 

$400,215,868 $765,159,587 
 

   

Lost Wellbeing Cost $2.4 billion $2.98 billion 

   

Total Cost of Vision Loss $2.8 billion $3.74 billion 
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C. Conclusion: 

The economic and financial cost of vision loss in New 

Zealand has escalated to overt three quarters of a billion 

dollars ($765 million) over the past 12 years, an increase of 

91.2%. The total costs of vision loss, which includes the 

cost of lost well-being ($2.98 billion), has increased to 

$3.74 billion in 2021, an increase of 33.6%. While these 

numbers are based largely on a combination of increases in 

price indices and the increased patient population, in the 

absence of population-based data on vision loss, they can 

be considered a reasonable estimate of the magnitude of 

the economic impact of vision loss in New Zealand in 2021. 
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D. Addendum. Impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on eye 

health and the cost of vision 
loss in New Zealand. 

 

a. The COVID-19 Pandemic in New Zealand. 
Compared to most countries the incidence of COVID-19 infection 

in New Zealand was relatively low. One study reported only 1,503 

cases nation-wide from February 2nd to May 13th 2020, the first 

phase of the pandemic14. Nevertheless, the pandemic affected 

many aspects of eye health and vision care in New Zealand due 

to the impact of the various lockdowns. This report is a short 

overview of some of the issues associated with the pandemic in 

New Zealand in 2020. 

b. Reduction in Ophthalmologist Clinic and Surgical 

Volume. 
It is estimated that 40,000 patients had their ophthalmologist 
appointments postponed due to the pandemic.15 A survey of New 
Zealand Ophthalmologists conducted following the initial 
lockdown in 202016 reported that a large majority of respondents 
working in the public health system had experienced a reduction 
in elective clinic and surgical volumes. 82% of respondents 
reported a reduction of elective clinic volumes of at least 75% 
and 98% of respondents reported a reduction of elective surgical 
volume of at least 75%. National-level information confirmed that 

clinic volumes were reduced to 38.2% of normal, and elective 
operating volumes to 11.5%, with virtual visits increasing 17.9-
fold. Elective clinic and elective operating volumes promptly 
recovered to usual volumes on the second month post lockdown. 
Most respondents (58%) followed the RANZCO triaging guideline, 
and 28% triaged emergencies only17. This survey reported that 
there were anecdotal unpublished reports from across New 
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Zealand indicating that a number of patients had gone blind in 

their only eye due to missed or delayed elective clinic 
appointments. 
Given that the reductions reported in this survey were only 
experienced for part of 2020, it is difficult to know what the 
impact was for the full year and how general the anecdotal 
reports of vision loss were.  
One of the proposed solutions to overcoming the backlog post-
pandemic is the delivery of ophthalmology services via 
teleophthalmology.15 

 

c. Optometric Care 

Almost all optometrists’ offices were closed during the initial 
lockdown from 26th March to 27th April 2020, with most offices 
restricting capacity for the rest of 2020 as dispensing methods 
had to adapt to new guidelines set by the Ministry of Health 
(MoH).18 While there is no data available on the number of 
optometric visits that were not conducted in 2020 compared with 
2019,  a study conducted in Canada in early 202119,20 reported 
that there were 2.9 million fewer visits to optometrists in 2020 

compared with 2019. This reduction in the number of visits was 
attributed both to the lockdown and to the reluctance on the part 
of everyone, particularly non-vaccinated people, to visit their 
health professionals. Another study conducted in Canada in April 
202021 reported that people living with vision loss were afraid to 
venture out of their houses and were therefore not undergoing 
their regular eye examinations or eye doctor visits. The lockdown 
in New Zealand in 2020 can be expected to have had a similar 
impact on optometric visits to that experienced in Canada, 
although not as severe since the lockdown was not as complete 
as that in Canada and was of shorter duration. 
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d. Intravitreal Injections 
The pandemic lockdown has caused many patients to be reluctant 

to visit their ophthalmologist for their regular anti-VEGF injections 

for AMD or Diabetic Retinopathy. A Canadian study19,20 reported a 

reduction of 69,500 anti-VEGF injections in 2020 compared with 

2019. By contrast a similar study conducted in the United 

Kingdom reported a reduction of only 15,000 fewer anti-VEGF 

injections in 202022. The difference appears to be the fact that 

anti-VEGF injections were regarded as an essential emergency 

service in the U.K. while the same was not true in Canada. Given 

that the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of 

Ophthalmologists (RANZCO) recommended that intravitreal 

treatment continue during the pandemic, it seems most likely 

that the reduction in the number of anti-VEGF treatments will be 

small and more akin to that in the U.K., and that the resulting 

vision loss will have been minimized as a result. 

 

e. Risk-benefit assessment for ophthalmic procedures 

in New Zealand. 
A study to determine the potential benefits and harms of 
performing elective ophthalmic procedures during the COVID-19 
pandemic in New Zealand concluded that the benefits of 
performing these procedures where there is a nonnegligible 
probability of progression to severe visual impairment without 
treatment outweighed the harms23. This is particularly true 
throughout New Zealand where the community prevalence of 
COVID in New Zealand is low.  

 

f. Impact of the pandemic on people living with vision 

loss. 
A complete literature search failed to reveal any studies on the 

impact of the pandemic on people living with vision loss. 

However, a study conducted in Canada in April 202021 revealed 
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that the vision loss community were experiencing levels of stress 

significantly higher than those of the sighted community. They 

found that their sight loss made social distancing impossible as 

they could never tell how far they were from others. When going 

outdoors or shopping, they were unable to use a sighted guide, 

as people were not allowed to be in close contact with non-family 

members. This also made it extremely difficult to access 

healthcare, as hospitals and doctors’ offices that were open only 

permitted one person at a time. They were afraid of going out 

alone, had difficulty working from home, often because their 

employer didn’t provide accessible technology to make this 

possible. They were concerned they may lose more vision through 

not keeping their doctors’ appointments, were concerned that 

personal care workers that entered their homes weren’t using the 

proper personal protective equipment and were feeling isolated 

and alone at home. 

The lockdown in New Zealand wasn’t quite as strict as that in 

Canada, nor did it last as long. At the same time, the services of 

Blind and Low Vision New Zealand were declared an essential 

service so that most vision rehabilitation continued to be offered 

in a similar manner to what was conducted pre-pandemic. 

However, it is clear that the vision loss community must be 

experiencing at least a small amount to the stress that Canadians 

living with vision loss were experiencing and care will need to be 

taken post-pandemic to be sensitive to these issues. 

g. Myopia in Children 

The pandemic may have caused an increase in myopia in children 
due to decreased time spent playing outdoors and increased 

exposure to near vision activity, including prolonged time spent 
on screens, reading, and writing.24  
 A Canadian survey reported that 59% of Canadian parents said 
their children under the age of 14 were spending more time doing 
activities that require their near vision compared to pre-pandemic 
times.25 A study conducted on over 125,000 schoolchildren in 
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China showed that children were spending less time outdoors 

during the pandemic and that there had been a parallel increase 
the prevalence of myopia.26 Other studies have shown that there 
is less myopia in children who spend more time outdoors.27 
Children should be encouraged to spend more time outdoors to 
minimize the development of myopia. New Zealand optometrists 
are recommending24 that children spend at least one hour a day 
playing outdoors; that children be encouraged to read or play on 
their devices outdoors; that kids take a 10 minute break for every 
30 minutes of screen time; and that screen time be limited to 
only 1 – 2 hours per day during lockdown.  
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