
 

 
 

Nystagmus 
 
Nystagmus is an involuntary repetitive movement of the eyes. It is usually a side to 
side movement but can be up and down or even a circular motion. 
People with early onset nystagmus do not notice the movement of their vision. 
Nystagmus is believed to affect approximately 1 in 1000 individuals. 
 
What causes nystagmus? 

For many children with nystagmus there are no other health problems. 
When the cause is unknown and it starts early in life it is referred to as idiopathic 
infantile nystagmus. 
Nystagmus may be caused by a problem in the eye, along the visual pathway 
between the eye and the brain or the area of the brain that controls eye movement. 
Nystagmus may be inherited, with other members of the family having a similar 
condition or it could be an isolated case. 
Nystagmus in childhood may be associated with: 

 Albinism (a genetic disorders that causes the skin, hair, or eyes to have little 

or no pigment) 

 Aniridia (an eye disorder characterized by a complete or partial absence of 

the coloured part of the eye, the iris) 

 Optic nerve hypoplasia (a congenital condition in which the optic nerve has 

not developed properly; it is too small) 

 Congenital cataracts (a clouding of the lens of the eye that is present at birth) 

 
Acquired nystagmus develops later in life and may be a symptom of another 
condition such as a head injury, a stroke or multiple sclerosis. It may be a side effect 
of some medications. In these acquired cases the movement of the eyes can cause 
oscillopsia where the person is aware of the moving images.  
 
When nystagmus is noticed either in early childhood or for the first time later in life it 
is important to be referred to an ophthalmologist or neurologist as the cause will 
need to be investigated. 
 
 What are the symptoms of nystagmus? 
The symptoms vary from person to person. 

 The vision will most likely be reduced, the degree of vision loss is hard to 

predict and can depend on the cause of the nystagmus.  

 Vision can be variable and affected by the environment, how tired the person 

is and lighting levels. 



 Reading speed may be affected and people may benefit from using larger 

print or magnifying aids. It is important to remember this is due to their vision 

problem and not necessarily developmental delay. 

 A person with nystagmus may turn their head to look at what they are 

focusing on. This is because they are using a null point, a position of the eyes 

where the movement is reduced and vision is therefore improved. They can 

be helped to use this by sitting in a particular place in the classroom. They 

should be allowed to use this head posture as it is helping them achieve their 

best possible vision. 

 The nystagmus may affect a person’s confidence and make it difficult for them 

to maintain eye contact. 

 
Can nystagmus be treated? 
There is no cure for nystagmus but there are ways to help. 
A person with nystagmus may also need glasses and although this will not stop the 
nystagmus if they are prescribed they should be worn. Glasses are needed to help 
focus the light onto the retina (the light sensitive layer at the back of the eye) when 
the eye is not the correct length or shape. Contact lenses can be an alternative to 
glasses for some people. 
For some people with nystagmus surgery to the muscles that control the movement 
of the eye can relieve the need for them to use an head posture and help them use 
the null point in a more comfortable and effective way. 
Keeping up to date with appointments with the eye specialists will mean you can 
access the best treatments. Glasses prescriptions can change and need updating 
every 1 to 2 years. 
Your eye specialist (ophthalmologist or optometrist) may refer you to services such 
as the Blind Foundation or BLENNZ (Blind and low vision education network NZ). 
Through these you will have support at school and at home to have access to the 
same opportunities as those without vision problems. 
 
Useful further information 
 
www.nystagmusnetwork.org  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.nystagmusnetwork.org/

