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operation has improved their ability to do everyday 
tasks such as cooking, reading, or driving. Distance 
visual acuity alone, therefore, is not a perfect measure of 
success for, as it doesn’t tell us much about the patient’s 
perspective – how they perceive their own vision and 
visual function, and the impact on their quality of life.

Patient-reported outcome measures (PROMs) are a 
potential solution to this dilemma.4 PROMs are short 
questionnaires given to patients before and after 
surgery to ask about their own perception of their 
vision and the impact of their vision on their quality of 
life; this is expressed as a numerical score. 

Although perception of vision and quality of life are 
subjective (i.e., individual to each patient), PROM 
questions are developed through a robust process 
of research, testing, and mathematical analysis, 
which means that the scores produced when the 
questionnaire is administered before and after 
surgery can provide a reliable measurement of 
the improvement experienced by each patient. 
Creating PROMs requires the input of patients during 
development to ensure they consider patients’ visual 
needs, which will vary depending on factors such as 
patients’ level of literacy or the need to be able to drive.

PROMs put patients’ perception of their own vision at the 
centre. This encourages clinicians to listen to patients and 
helps them to understand how patients’ vision impacts 
their quality of life, which in turn permits health care 
professionals to develop services that meet the needs 
and expectations of patients – a very desirable outcome.

Cataract surgery can be a frightening prospect 
for many patients. Hearing from others in their 
community who are happy with the results can 

have a significant impact and increase the overall uptake 
of cataract surgery in that community. To achieve this, 
we need to deliver cataract services that are successful in 
the opinion of the most important people: the patients.

But how can we know whether our patients are happy, 
and what matters to them? 

A patient-centred approach has two components: 

1 Patients’ experience of the cataract service before, 
during and after surgery. This can include comfort/
pain, cleanliness, communication, and many other 
aspects of care. We cover this in more detail in 
another article in this issue. 

2 The visual outcome of surgery, which surgeons need 
to know so they can check their surgery is of good 
quality. This will be the main focus of this article.

Visual outcome
The success or failure of cataract surgery has 
traditionally been assessed by measuring a patient’s 
presenting visual acuity after surgery. 

Visual acuity is an essential benchmark for the quality 
of cataract surgery. We should all aspire to meet the 
WHO’s new recommendation that 80% of eyes operated 
on should have a presenting visual acuity of 6/12 or 
better after surgery.1 In fact, by measuring and publicly 
reporting the visual acuity outcomes of cataract surgery, 
the United Kingdom’s National Health Service was able 
to significantly improve outcomes by introducing a 
National Ophthalmology Database Cataract Audit in 
2014. Likewise, tools such as the free BOOST cataract 
app (https://boostcataract.org) allow surgeons in 
low- or middle-income settings to monitor cataract 
outcomes and receive feedback without incurring 
additional costs.2 Publishing these data publicly can 
improve outcomes and boost public confidence – which 
in turn improves the uptake of cataract surgery.3

In most low-income settings, patients tend to come 
for surgery when their cataract is already advanced. 
For them, a presenting visual acuity outcome of better 
or equal to 6/12 (the new World Health Organization 
benchmark) is highly satisfactory. 

However, in high-income settings, the excellent visual 
acuity outcomes of cataract surgery, combined with 
the availability and affordability of surgery, has led to 
early uptake of services. For example, at least a third 
of patients undergoing cataract surgery in the UK have 
pre-operative visual acuity of 6/12. For them, visual 
acuity is a less useful indicator of the success of surgery.3 

Visual acuity is usually measured by asking patients to 
read black letters on a white background at six metres 
– a task that few patients ever need to do in real life. 
Patients with higher pre-operative visual acuity will 
be more interested in their visual function: how the 
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Measuring cataract outcomes
Measuring the outcomes of cataract surgery can drive improvement and patient 
satisfaction. But is visual acuity measurement the only way? 

A cataract patient carrying out her daily tasks with 
ease after a successful operation. BURKINA FASO
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The importance of monitoring quality

Faced with a high prevalence of cataract blindness, 
increasing the quantity of surgery is often 
essential. However, this needs to be accompanied 
by monitoring the quality of what is being done. 

For further reading on outcome monitoring 
see https://bit.ly/CEHJ-cat
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