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Changing Views‐ How Parkinson’s 
affects vision and visual perception

Kate Thompson OTR/L MOT CBIS

O bjectives

• Identify common visual changes in Parkinson’s Disease

• Describe the subcategories of visual perception and real‐life 
examples of each

• Discuss task and environmental modifications to accommodate 
for visual and perceptual changes 
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Why does do 
rehab 
therapists care 
about vision?

• It affects balance

• It affects our ability to do things

• Particularly to be able to drive

• Hallucinations

1. Identify 
common 
visual changes 
in Parkinson’s 
Disease
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How  does vision actually w ork?
Ey
e
s The eyes are the 

sensory organ with 
sight. They bring 
information in and 
send it to the optic 
nerve.
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ve

The optic nerve 
from each eye join 
at the optic chiasm. 
The  information 
from each eye 
combines here into 
one “message”

O
p
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h
ia
sm

The optic chiasm 
sends information 
through the optic 
tracts and the 
lateral geniculate 
nucleus. These 
areas disperse the 
information to 
specific areas in the 
visual cortex of the 
brain

V
is
u
al
 C
o
rt
ex

The Visual Cortex 
interprets the 
information and 
decides what it 
needs to pay 
attention to and 
what the 
information means.

Com m on changes w ith vision

Difficulty seeing 
things up close

Double vision

Dry eyes
Difficulty with 
seeing color

Decreased depth 
perception
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So what can we 
do about visual 
changes?

• Consult a physician and an 
optometrist/ophthalmologist

• Neuro Optometry

• Changes in glasses

• Accommodations

• Occupational Therapy

Eye lid control 
changes

• Excessive blinking vs diminished blinking

• Decreased ability to open the eye lid
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What about 
controlling the eye 
lids?

• Consult with an optometrist 

• Modifications to glasses

• Ptosis “crutch”

• Specialty tape

• Consult the primary physician

• Botox injections 

• Eye drops

Visual Perception

• Visual perception‐ How the brain 
understands what it sees

• Separate from vision or acuity

• Impacts our interactions with 
objects around us

• Impacts our ability to complete 
tasks from dressing to driving

Visual 
Perception

Form Constancy

Figure‐Ground 

Visual Closure

Spatial 
Relationships

Visual attention

Visual memory

Visual 
discrimination
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Form  Constancy

Recognition that an object is the sam e, even if it has 
changed size or has been rotated.

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• D ifficulty follow ing directions w ith pictures (recipe)
• Building things using picture directions
• Problem s recognizing unfam iliar handw riting or new  

fonts.
• D ifficulty recognizing people w earing different 

clothing. 
• D ifficulty in letter recognition

Figure G round Perception

The ability to pick out or recognize individual things 
in a busy environm ent. IE-finding the parts that m ake 
up the w hole.

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• Unable to sort and m atch socks w hile folding 

laundry 
• D ifficulty locating clothing in draw ers during A D Ls
• M issing road signs or vehicles w hen driving 
• Unable to locate item s in a draw er/cabinet
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Visual Closure

The ability to recognize an item  even w hen part of it 
is covered. “Filling in w hat’s m issing”

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• Cannot identify traffic signs that are partially hidden 

behind a tree or other vehicle 
• D ifficulty locating item s in the refrigerator that are 

partially covered 

Visual M em ory 

The ability to recall details about w hat has been seen

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• Cannot rem em ber sight w ords
• O ften transposes com m on w ords
• G ets lost in fam iliar routes, or new ly learned routes 
• D ifficulty rem em bering faces or new  people 
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Visual M otor Integration 

The ability to quickly and accurately physically 
interact w ith visual stim uli

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• D ifficulty w ith letter form ation and handw riting
• D ecreased ability to com plete a puzzle or 

construction of an object w ith pictorial instructions
• D ifficulty engaging in physical leisure activities

Visual Attention

The ability to focus on desired visual inform ation 
despite background distractions.

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• D ifficulty effectively scooping food during a fam ily 

m eal
• Poor attention in driving
• D ifficulty reading
• D ifficulty attending to task w ith background 

m ovem ent and noise
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D epth Perception 

The ability to correctly estim ate the distance 
betw een body and item s.

W hat does this look like w hen it’s im paired?
• M isjudging distances w hile pouring liquids 
• Fender bender auto accidents, running stop signs
• D ifficulty w ith groom ing, putting in contacts, 

placem ent of m akeup 
• D ifficulty reaching for item s

So w hat can w e do to com pensate?

Increase 
sizeSimplify

Increase 
contrast

Reduce 
background 
distractions

Assistive 
technology

Consult 
OT and 
SLP

Integrate 
the senses

Set 
yourself 
up for 
success

Modify the 
routine

Sharpen 
your 
skills
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Simplify

• Reduce visual distractions

• Less patterns on rugs/place mats

• More spacing between items

• Cover the excess

• Extra buttons on remote

• Unnecessary options on microwave

• Reduce the choices

• Make a routine to keep commonly accessed items in the same 
place all the time

• Reduce the amount of choices

• Spices, remotes, shoes, etc.

Assistive 
Technology

• Line guides

• Letter and check guides

• Highlighting book marks

• Ride services

• GoGoGrandparent

• Voice‐to‐text 

• Siri

• GPS tiles

• Books on tape

• Audible
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Lighting, 
contrast, and 
clutter

• Increase the color and contrast

• Increase lighting

• Reduce clutter

• Keep it organized and consistent

Increase 
sensory input

• Add a sensory cue for depth perception

• Care partner holds out pills in their palm

• “Touch my hand” vs “here you go”

• Care partner loudly taps an item the person 
needs to reach for

• Increase resistance for visual‐motor

• Weighted pens in handwriting

• Weighted utensils in eating

• Not only used for tremors

• LSVT‐BIG exercises 

• Depth perception and Visual‐motor
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Sharpen your 
skills

• Consult an OT and SLP to design a plan to address visual 
perception deficits and integrate performance patterns

• Word searches, puzzles, seek and find, spot the difference, 
model building, gardening, sorting household items, 
navigating while riding in the car, apps, shopping at the 
grocery store, lawn games, sports, card games etc. 
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