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Low Vision Aids - Magnifiers 
 

What is a Low Vision Aid? 
 

A Low Vision Aid is a device that enhances vision. There are 
many types of low vision aid but the most familiar are the optical 
low vision aids that rely on magnification to enhance the viewed 
image. Other types of low vision aids include task lights, glare 
control filters, closed circuit television systems (CCTV) and daily 
living aids. 
 

What is magnification? 
 

Magnification is the term used to describe the technique of 
enlarging the size of the retinal image. There are a number of 
ways of providing magnification although magnifiers usually rely 
on helping to reduce the effective working distance.  
 

How does a Magnifier work? 
 

As an object is brought closer to the eye it increases in size 
relative to the distance travelled. A magnifier allows the user to 
view an object as though it were placed very close to the eye, 
the stronger the magnifier – the shorter the working object 
distance. 
 

What types of magnifier are there? 
 

The simplest magnifiers consist of a single lens mounted in 
either a hand held frame or a stand. Some magnifiers may have 
internal illumination to help improve the performance of the 
lens. The less expensive magnifiers usually use a simple lens 
design consisting of two convex surfaces and may be made of 
heavy glass or Perspex material. The more expensive 
magnifiers use advanced lens design technology to offer 
reduced distortion, improved lens area and greater visual 
performance. These lenses are called aspheric lenses and are 
now almost exclusively manufactured in hard polymerised resin 
materials. 
 
 
 



Why can’t I get a stronger and larger magnifier? 
 

The single most often requested magnifier is one that is “larger 
and stronger than my current lens”. The design of any optical 
magnifier is limited by certain physical laws of optics. As a 
general rule of thumb the stronger a magnifier the smaller the 
lens area. It is not currently possible to produce a magnifier that 
is both very strong and large in area. Were such a magnifier 
made it would exhibit extreme distortion, severely reduced light 
transmission and, due to the need for a very thick lens, be 
unmanageable to hold or use. Generally large area magnifiers 
are only available in powers up to a maximum of 2.5x.  
 

How should I use my magnifier? 
 

The first step is to ensure you are using adequate task lighting. 
You need a bright, non-glare adjustable task lamp that can be 
positioned a short distance from the object. Relying on your 
normal ambient light sources will not be sufficient.  
Secondly you should wear spectacles appropriate to the type of 
magnifier. 

 If using a hand magnifier you should wear your 
distance/TV spectacles.  

 If using a stand magnifier you should be wearing reading 
or close vision glasses. 

The distances from the lens to the object and from your eye to 
the lens are critical and you will need to hold things a lot closer 
than you are used to holding them. 
You may find it easier to use a line guide to follow print. 
When using powerful magnifiers it is often easier to keep your 
eye and the magnifier stationary and move the subject matter. 

Remember any low vision aid is a sophisticated instrument that 
requires practice and time to learn to use them correctly. Take 
things slowly and try not to get too frustrated. 
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