Optometry’s Role in the Military Health System

The Department of Defense has a continuing need for qualified Doctors of Optometry to satisfy mission requirements worldwide.  Army, Navy, and Air Force Optometrists are the primary eye and vision care providers in the Military Health Care System.  
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Optometry officers are independent, primary health care providers who examine, diagnose, treat and manage diseases and disorders of the visual system, the eye and associated structures, as well as diagnose related systemic conditions in service members, their family members, retirees, and other eligible beneficiaries.  Currently every state, and the District of Columbia, authorizes doctors of optometry prescriptive authority for diagnostic and therapeutic drug use.  

As primary eye care providers, optometrists routinely interact with health care professionals in many other disciplines.  Optometrists in the Military Healthcare System are responsible for the Vision, Optical, and Eye Health Readiness of all deployable personnel.  Studies have shown that at least 10% of injuries sustained in combat and training are eye-related, and in peacetime 90% of eye injuries are preventable. 
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Doctors of Optometry are leading clinical and medical research in such areas as improving Night Vision Goggles for aviators, development of ophthalmic laser protection for the visual system, identifying hypobaric and hyperbaric affects on vision, and determining the operational impact of refractive surgery on our soldiers, sailors, airman and marines. Optometrists help transition lessons learned from aviation safety mishaps secondary to vision related issues into service-level policy; support training of aviation personnel; and provide consultative services on visual problems and issues. 

Doctors of Optometry provide the vast majority of primary eye and vision care services for the Tricare and Tricare for Life beneficiaries and directly effect military readiness and total force protection.  Periodic optometric examinations are a crucial part of preventive health care.  One study estimated that approximately 92,700 new cases of blindness each year would have been curable or preventable through timely detection and treatment.  
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Optometrists have been at the heart of a variety of humanitarian missions worldwide.  Working under austere conditions and seeing sometimes hundreds of patients a day, military optometrists have provided vital clinical services and have had a profound impact on the quality of life for thousands of people who had no other treatment options.  

In short, optometric care continues to be the best answer in providing cost-effective, efficient primary eye care services in the Military Healthcare System.

