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¢ 51.00 NATURE OF PROBLEM

It should be apparent that the skill with which a non-oph-
thalmologist can evaluate an ocular injury varies with the in-
dividual and the nature of the injury. There are inevitable
limitations related to training, experience, and available equip-
ment. The limits cannot be defined in the abstract, but it is
reasonable to assume that the non-ophthalmologist will pro-
cede with suitable caution in view of his incomplete ability to
deal with ocular trauma.

Essentially, conditions are such that ocular emergencies
cannot always be evaluated under ideal circumstances. Often,
a patient must be screened before a specialist is consulted, and
a burden is placed upon the non-ophthalmologist to determine
which cases he is not able or equipped to handle. The process
is not infallible and breakdowns in the system are likely to
reflect the fact that, with regard to ocular injuries, things
frequently are not what they seem. Appreciation of this fact
breeds caution and, with a reasonable degree of caution on
the part of the non-ophthalmologist, damaging consequences
of significant oversights are likely to be minimized.

The theme of caution is stressed in the medical literature.
Advice to the non-ophthalmologist varies depending upon the
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author, the condition being discussed and the intended audi-
ence. Certainly, for apparent serious injuries, a ‘‘hands off”’
policy probably is best although there are related situations
where something can and should be done prior to the time a
specialist examines the patient. Such an approach must be
tempered by the reality of the circumstances under which an
injury arises and can be managed. Further, it assumes that
a serious injury exists, a determination not always apparent
to the non-ophthalmologist. He is offered guidelines in the
literature with regard to diagnosis and treatment, but this can-
not diminish the significance of the observation that every
ocular injury, including those which appear trivial, is poten-
tially serious.

What, then, can be expected of the non-ophthalmologist con-
fronted with a patient who has suffered ocular trauma? Should
he be held to standards of performance based upon articles in
the literature addressed to non-ophthalmologists? In what
ways are his history and physical examination significant?
What are the goals of his evaluation? What types of ocular
trauma routinely are handled by the non-ophthalmologist?
When should he seek a consultation and how long may the
consultation safely be delayed? How should the ophthalmol-
ogist respond to the non-ophthalmologists’s request for assist-
ance? The purpose of this chapter is to examine aspects of
these and related questions in the hope that an attorney con-
cerned with a specific case will appreciate the subtleties
involved.

( 51.10 HISTORY AND PHYSICAL EXAMINATION

The ability of a non-ophthalmologist to evaluate and treat
an injured eye naturally depends upon his training, experi-
ence, and equipment. Here, it is assumed that they are not the
equivalent of the expertise and facilities offered by the aver-
age ophthalmologist. Analogies to other fields of medicine
and surgery can be drawn. The thorough examination of a
traumatized eye requires knowledge and technical skills for-
eign to most non-ophthalmologists, however, and their sensi-
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