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Devon in Sight Eye Condition Fact Sheet 29 

_________________________________________________________ 

Visual Disturbance 
_________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 

Visual disturbance is when you experience a short spell of 
flashing or shimmering of light in your sight. The symptoms 
normally last around twenty minutes before your sight returns to 
normal. Usually, there is no headache during the visual 
disturbance. A visual disturbance should not be confused with 
a retinal or ocular migraine where there is a partial or total loss of 
vision in one eye, normally with a headache. 

 

  

Photograph: Visual representation of a Visual Disturbance or Migraine 
Aura. 
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Who is affected by visual disturbance? 

Visual disturbance is a common condition among people who are 
affected by migraines, although they can affect anyone. 

Visual disturbances tend to be more common in: 

 women 

 people aged under 40 

 people aged over 60 

 people with a personal or family history of migraines 

What are the symptoms of visual disturbance? 

 Flashes of light 

 These may start in the periphery of your sight, and become larger 
and more central (Some people experience the opposite, starting 
as a tiny dot centrally and become a bigger arc as they reach the 
periphery) 

 They may be black and white or brightly coloured 

 Typically described as a zigzagging pattern, or giving the 
appearance of shards of glass 

 They may be apparent when your eyes are shut 

 The disturbance affects your sight and both eyes are affected. 

 There is no headache during the disturbance 

 The visual disturbance last around 20-30 minutes 

How do you treat visual disturbance? 

Firstly, do not panic; visual disturbances can be frightening, but in most 
cases are short lived. If you are driving or operating machinery, stop 
what you are doing and wait for the symptoms to go away. Make a note 
of your symptoms, how long they lasted and what you were doing just 
before they began. In most cases, there is a common trigger and 
keeping a diary of symptoms can help work out what the trigger is. 
Simply avoiding the trigger, where possible, may be all you need to do. 
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Common triggers include: 

 stress 

 tiredness 

 flashing or flickering lights (including driving through a row of trees 
in bright sunlight) 

 glare (bright sheen of light reflected from a window, computer 
monitor, or white paper) 

 exercise 

 bending over 

 dehydration 

 certain foods such as chocolate, cheese or alcohol. 

 excessive heat 

If you are regularly affected by visual disturbance, take the diary of your 
symptoms to your optometrist for further advice. 

If you experience a partial or complete loss of vision or persistent 
flashing it’s important to see an optometrist or GP, or contact NHS 111 
urgently, particularly when it occurs for the first time. Your optometrist 
or GP will also establish whether you have been affected by a visual 
disturbance or the less common and more serious retinal migraine. 

What to do next? 

If you are experiencing any of the above symptoms or your sight loss 
deteriorates, please contact your GP/Optician/Accident & Emergency 
Department at your local Hospital. 

 
If you need any further advice call our Helpline: 01392 876 666     

 
Devon in Sight is a member of the Helpline Partnership Community.  

 

Credit 

We would like to thank the Royal College of Optometrists for their 
kind permission to reproduce this information. 
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_________________________________________________________ 

Further Support Available from Devon in Sight 

 Information, Advice and Guidance 

 Demonstrations of Low Vision Aids & Daily Living Equipment  

 Assistive Technology Solutions 

 Our holistic needs assessment (Sight Loss MOT) 

 Training for people with central vision loss (Skills for Seeing) 

_________________________________________________________ 

Information Disclaimer 

Devon in Sight is committed to producing Information, Advice & 
Guidance Resources that are clear, accurate, evidence-based, up-to-
date and easy to use. We have a robust information production process 
based on best practice to ensure that information we produce meets 
the needs of people who are blind or partially sighted and their family 
and friends. 

Devon in Sight is not a medical organisation; therefore we can only 
provide general information that is not intended to be a substitute for a 
proper medical assessment. Our information is not intended to be used 
for individual cases. If you have a specific question about your eye 
condition, we recommend that you consult an eye care professional. 

Devon in Sight will not accept liability for any loss or damage or 
inconvenience arising as a consequence of any use of or the inability to 
use any information resources that it provides. People who use our 
Information Resources and rely on any information do so at their own 
risk. Devon in Sight does not represent or warrant that its Information 
Resources are accurate, complete or up to date. 

Our Information, Advice & Guidance Resources were correct at the 
time of writing. However, due to research and medical advances, the 
content may not be completely up to date. 
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________________________________________________________ 

 

Devon in Sight Contact Information 

 

 

Helpline 01392 876 666 
www.devoninsight.org.uk 

enquiries@devoninsight.org.uk 

Devon in Sight is a Registered Charity No 1140978 

_______________________________________________________ 
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