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Over twenty percent of American school children have a vision 
problem, and this rate is markedly higher for children from lower-
income backgrounds [1]. The most common problem affecting 
vision is refractive error. Left untreated, refractive errors can worsen 
over time and may lead to more severe vision problems including 
amblyopia (“lazy eye”). Amblyopia is the leading cause of vision loss in 
children, however, this condition is correctable with early detection and 
prompt treatment [2,3]. In addition to possible vision loss, untreated 
vision problems can have a far-reaching effect on children, including 
emotional and developmental problems and even compromised 
professional productivity later in life [4]. In addition, researchers 
suggest that unaddressed vision problems may impact children's 
ability to learn effectively, which may prevent them from reaching their 
maximum academic potential [5]. Early detection, timely follow-up, 
and treatment are therefore essential in promoting healthy vision in 
children. Raising parents’ awareness of this critically important child 
health issue should be addressed through a social marketing approach 
in concert with more established forms of health communication that 
are currently taking place.

Pediatric vision screenings are a critical springboard for identifying 
and treating children's vision problems. Identifying vision problems 
in children through screenings can be carried out by school nurses, 
pediatricians, trained laypeople, and vision care professionals. State 
and local policies vary widely with regard to vision screening and 
examinations for children. A small number of states have mandated 
eye exams for preschool children, while most states require that 
public schools provide basic vision screenings [4]. Follow-up when 
a problem is identified rests largely with the children’s parents or 
guardians. For children who fail a vision screening and do seek follow-
up vision care services outside of school, the most common form of 
treatment is prescription eyeglasses. Unfortunately, many children 
who need corrective lenses do not obtain them in a timely manner 
for various documented reasons including 1) associated financial 
costs, 2) transportation and scheduling conflicts related to vision care 
appointments, and 3) parents' perception that their child's potential 
vision problem is not a cause of great concern and thereby may lead to 
delayed or no action [6]. 

Reducing the prevalence of children's vision problems requires a 
comprehensive approach that should include federal, state, and local-
level coordinated efforts in the areas of legislation, policy, health care 
coverage, research, and education [4]. Communicating to parents 
about the critical importance of early detection and treatment of 
a possible vision problem has largely been the responsibility of 
schools, pediatricians, and vision care professionals. This message 
must reach more parents more often and in more ways. Extending 
health communication efforts beyond these realms to include a social 
marketing approach may increase parents' exposure to and potential 
action around this important child health issue.

As a primary recommendation in a report by the National 
Commission on Vision and Health, social marketing campaigns (via 

federally-funded grants to states) would deliver public health messages 
to parents (and relevant child health providers) geared towards early 
detection of children's vision problems [4]. A useful public health 
strategy, social marketing campaigns are used to disseminate health 
information in ways that appeal to a target audience with the aim 
of influencing health behaviors [7]. Similar to for-profit marketing 
techniques, effective social marketing involves assessing target 
populations’ motivations and needs as well as the barriers that prevent 
positive behavior change [7]. 

An example of state-level social marketing efforts aimed towards 
parents includes Iowa's Department of Public Health's milk campaign, 
“Their Bodies Change. So Should their Milk,” which encourages mothers 
of children age 2 and older to purchase 1% or fat-free milk [8]. Posters, 
television, and radio ads were developed after a needs assessment 
indicated the target population's desire for factual information with 
an emotional appeal [8]. To better identify autism spectrum disorders 
(ASDs) and other developmental disabilities in children, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention's national “Learn the Signs. Act 
Early” campaign encourages parents to proactively recognize their 
children's developmental milestones and speak to a doctor if concerned 
[9]. Geared towards health care providers and educators as well as 
parents, the campaign utilizes an interactive website that houses an 
online informational video, a book parents can read to young children, 
milestone checklists, resource kit, and links to related websites. 

Federal funding for social marketing efforts can bolster local needs 
assessments to determine parents' feelings, motivations and barriers 
that may prevent their follow-through with critical vision screening, 
prompt follow-up, and treatment for their children. Sufficient funding 
can also ensure appropriate evaluation that can be used to assess the 
effectiveness of planning and implementation measures. Utilization of 
social marketing by local and state health agencies as a means to educate 
and raise awareness about the key public health issue of children's vision 
can add meaningfully to a comprehensive, preventive approach. With 
the alarmingly high prevalence of vision problems in American children 
and the emphasis placed on narrowing the health and academic equity 
gap for high-risk youth, it is critical to plan, implement, and evaluate 
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innovative health communication strategies that inform and educate 
parents on the promotion of children's vision health.
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