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Parkinson’s Affects Both 

Low- and High-Contrast 

Vision 
Parkinson’s Disease Foundation, May 

20, 2015 

A new study confirms that people 

with Parkinson’s disease (PD), as 

compared to healthy individuals, 

experience trouble with certain aspects 

of vision, including contrast sensitivity 

(e.g., distinguishing between shades of 

gray) and using high-contrast vision at 

a distance. The results appear in the 

February 17 online edition of the 

Journal of Parkinson’s Disease. 

People with PD typically have 

normal vision when reading black 

letters on an eye charta test for high-

contrast visual acuity. Yet they may 

still have trouble seeing clearly because 

PD affects contrast sensitivitythe 

ability to tell apart subtle differences in 

gray, or the colors of objects, especially 

in low light. This makes it difficult to 

see when walking, or driving at night, 

even if a person’s vision tests as 20/20. 

For the new study, researchers led 

by Charles H. Adler, M.D., Ph.D., at 

the Mayo Clinic College of Medicine 

in Scottsdale, AZ, evaluated a new 

tool for testing low- and high-contrast 

vision sensitivity. They recruited 32 

people whose PD was diagnosed, on 

average, as Hoehn and Yahr stage 2 

(mild PD) and 

71 healthy 

individuals of similar age to participate in the study. Vision tests were carried out 

using an iPad® application for which eye charts were developed specifically to 

evaluate contrast vision. The researchers tested study participants’ ability to read black 

(100 percent contrast) and gray (2.5 percent contrast) letters on a white background, at 

two different distances, 30 cm (16 inches) and 2 m (6.5 feet). 

Results 
Near and far, people with PD scored lower than healthy individuals on the test for 

low-contrast, indicating impaired visual sensitivity. 

On the test for high-contrast vision (black letters), study participants with PD 

scored the same as healthy individuals when reading close-up (30 cm or 16 inches), 

but worse when reading at a distance (2 m or 6.5 feet). 

Among people with PD, close-up, low-contrast vision worsened with disease 

severity (with PD progression measured by scores on the standard UPDRS, or Unified 

Parkinson’s Disease Rating Scale, scale of symptoms). 

What Does It Mean? 
People affected by PD often complain of blurred vision. Yet 

complaints are often non-specific, and unfortunately specific 

treatments are not available. Furthermore, testing for low-

contrast vision is often overlooked in standard eye exams for 

people with PD. The authors of this study advocate testing 

people with PD for contrast acuity, and suggest that the 

specially designed iPad® application used in this study 

could provide a quick screening tool to supplement 

traditional vision testing techniques. If difficulty with low-

contrast vision is diagnosed, then doctors can recommend 

therapies and lifestyle adjustments to help compensate for 

this, and allow people with PD to safely continue to do the 

things they want to do. 

Future studies should focus on understanding the mechanism 

of low-contrast vision in PD and hopefully on treatments to improve 

low-contrast vision. 
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June Membership Meeting 
 

Saturday, June 20  ■  2:00 p.m. 

Medical Office Building, St. David’s Medical Center 

5
th

 Floor Conference Room, 3000 N. IH-35 

 

 

Dr. Michael Soileau, a neurologist, and a recently named director of the Plummer Movement Disorders Center at the Scott & 

White Neuroscience Institute, will be speaking on “Understanding Parkinson’s Disease and Current Treatments.” 

 

Dr. Soileau earned his Bachelor of Science degree from Baylor University, graduating magna cum laude. Realizing the errors 

of his ways, he went on to earn his Medical Degree from the University of Texas Medical School in Houston. After doing his residency at the 

University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, he returned to Texas to complete his movement disorder fellowship at UT Medical School. 

 

At the Plummer Movement Disorders Institute, Dr. Soileau has several areas of patient care emphasis, including Deep Brain Stimulation for 

Movement Disorders, Parkinson’s Disease and Related Conditions, Essential Tremor, Huntington’s and Other Choreas, Restless Leg Syndrome, 

Multiple System Atrophy, and others. He is board certified by the American Board of Psychiatry and Neurology. 

 

Lunch will be provided by Teva Pharmaceuticals. We appreciate their continued support and generosity. 
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