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Description 

All children in Ayrshire and Arran exposed to methadone in utero are visually 
screened at 18 months of age after a retrospective research study showed that 
67% of these children born in a given year had a visual abnormality. This was 
made in agreement after discussions between the orthoptic department and the 
paediatric department. 

 

Introduction and Context 

The rationale behind this work was due to the fact that the orthoptic department 
were noticing that more children born to a mother taking methadone in 
pregnancy were attending the eye clinic with visual difficulties and squints. It was 
then queried if there was a correlation between methadone and eye problems, 
and doing a literature search revealed very little on visual problems with 
methadone alone. 

The starting point was that every child in Ayrshire and Arran has a pre-school 
visual screening (VS) test and all results are kept on a database.  The orthoptists 
realised that if the department could find out how many children were born 



exposed to methadone in utero in a given year, the results could cross check with 
the orthoptic database to find out how many attended the orthoptic clinic and 
how many further children were referred into the department from visual 
screening. 

The aim was to find out what percentage of these children had a visual problem, 
and what type of visual problem.  

How many attended the Orthoptic clinic? 

How many were missed and got picked up pre-school? 

Was it to do with methadone or other substances? 

Was it to do with social deprivation? 

How could the orthoptists make sure that all these children got assessed and 
treated accordingly? 

 

Method  

The paediatric department was contacted to see if they had a note of these 
children. A database is kept of all children born to mothers on methadone and the 
database was split into two groups – the children needing treatment for 
withdrawal who had symptoms of Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome (NAS) and 
children who did not need withdrawal treatment at birth (non NAS) 

The most recent school year group that the orthoptists would have full results 
after visual screening was chosen. This was March-February date of births. There 
were 40 children  

As the visual screening in Ayrshire and Arran is done in a nursery setting, there is 
a high attendance rate, so there is record of every child. The orthoptist was able 
to look up each and every one of these children on the visual screening database 
to see what their outcome was. They fell into 4 categories.  

1. Children who already attended the eye clinic. 



2. Children who were picked up at visual screening with an eye problem, then 
referred in to the Hospital Eye Service (HES). 

3. Children who passed the test 
4. Children who had moved away. 

The results were higher than expected: 

• 16 (40%) already attended. 
• 11 (27.5%) were referred in from Visual Screening with a visual problem. 
• 10 (25%) Passed their pre-school eye test. 

3 (7.5%) No Record/Moved Away 

The children with NAS were no worse than the non NAS children. 

 

The orthoptists then looked at a comparison group, a randomly chosen local 
nursery group with a broad range of socioeconomic factors. 

64 Children attended the nursery in the same given year with same date of birth 
range as the study group. 14% of these children were found to have a visual 
problem. 
The normal incidence is that approximately 6% of children wear glasses and 3% 
have a squint.  

These numbers double in deprived areas. 
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Outcomes 

The study was small, but showed that a high number of children in the sample 
exposed to methadone in utero (67%) have a visual problem compared to 14% in 
a comparison group. It is widely known that the younger a child is when they get 
their eyes tested and treated, the better the visual outcome. 

The study was presented to the paediatricians where it was jointly agreed to set 
up a visual screening program for these children where each child gets referred to 
the orthoptic department at their neonatal discharge, and are sent an 
appointment for assessment at 18 months of age. This age was chosen as this is 
when they are old enough to get an accurate assessment, but still young enough 
to get treated to get the best visual outcome. 

The feedback from both paediatrics and ophthalmology has been positive. 

Due to improvements in addiction services, the numbers of these children being 
referred to the orthoptic department is falling year on year. 

 

Key Learning Points  

The orthoptists have kept a record of these children and continue to audit them, 
and the percentage of children exposed to methadone in utero with a visual 
problem has remained stable. 
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The orthoptists looked at children born with NAS who had visual problems 
compared to the non NAS children and both visual outcomes were similar proving 
that the issue is in utero rather than the drugs used at birth to treat the 
withdrawal symptoms. 

It has also come to light that a lot of these mothers are smokers as well, 
something that wasn’t investigated initially, so the orthoptic department are now 
looking into the correlation between smoking and methadone in pregnancy and 
the visual outcomes in these children. The next planned study will be ‘Does 
smoking and taking methadone in pregnancy give a worse visual outcome than 
just taking methadone alone?’ 
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