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Floaters

Collapsing vitreous
tugging on retina

Although the floaters appear to be in front of the 
eye, they are actually floating in the vitreous fluid 
inside the eye.

 Eye Words to Know
Retina: Layer of nerve cells lining the back 
wall inside the eye. This layer senses light and 
sends signals to the brain so you can see.

Vitreous:�$MFBS�HFM�MJLF�TVCTUBODF�UIBU�ÙMMT�
the inside of your eye.

What are floaters?
Floaters look like small specks, dots, circles, lines 
PS�DPCXFCT�JO�ZPVS�ÙFME�PG�WJTJPO��8IJMF�UIFZ�
TFFN�UP�CF�JO�GSPOU�PG�ZPVS�FZF�UIFZ�BSF�ÚPBUJOH�
inside. Floaters are tiny clumps of gel or cells 
JOTJEF�UIF�WJUSFPVT�UIBU�ÙMMT�ZPVS�FZF��8IBU� 
you see are the shadows these clumps cast  
on your retina.

:PV�VTVBMMZ�OPUJDF�ÚPBUFST�XIFO�MPPLJOH�BU�
something plain, like a blank wall or a blue sky.

As we age, our vitreous starts to thicken or 
shrink. Sometimes clumps or strands form in the 
vitreous. If the vitreous pulls away from the back 
of the eye, it is called posterior vitreous 
detachment. Floaters usually happen with 
posterior vitreous detachment. They are not 
serious, and they tend to fade or go away over 
time. They seldom need treatment or surgery.

:PV�BSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�HFU�ÚPBUFST�JG�ZPV�

 • are nearsighted (you need glasses to see  
far away)

 • have had surgery for cataracts

 • IBWF�IBE�JOÚBNNBUJPO�	TXFMMJOH
�JOTJEF� 
the eye

What are flashes?
'MBTIFT�DBO�MPPL�MJLF�ÚBTIJOH�MJHIUT�PS�MJHIUOJOH�
TUSFBLT�JO�ZPVS�ÙFME�PG�WJTJPO��4PNF�QFPQMF�
compare them to seeing “stars” after being hit on 
UIF�IFBE��:PV�NJHIU�TFF�ÚBTIFT�PO�BOE�PGG�GPS�
weeks, or even months. Flashes happen when the 
vitreous rubs or pulls on your retina.

"T�QFPQMF�BHF�JU�JT�DPNNPO�UP�TFF�ÚBTIFT�
occasionally.
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When floaters and flashes are 
serious
.PTU�ÚPBUFST�BOE�ÚBTIFT�BSF�OPU�B�QSPCMFN��
However, there are times when they can be signs 
of a serious condition. Here is when you should 
DBMM�BO�PQIUIBMNPMPHJTU�SJHIU�BXBZ�

 • ZPV�OPUJDF�B�MPU�PG�OFX�ÚPBUFST

 • ZPV�IBWF�B�MPU�PG�ÚBTIFT

 • a shadow appears in your peripheral (side) 
vision

 • a gray curtain covers part of your vision

5IFTF�ÚPBUFST�BOE�ÚBTIFT�DPVME�CF�TZNQUPNT�PG�
a torn or detached retina. This is when the retina 
pulls away from the back of your eye. This is a 
serious condition that needs to be treated.

Flashes and migraines
4PNFUJNFT�QFPQMF�IBWF�MJHIU�ÚBTIFT�UIBU�MPPL�
like jagged lines or heat waves. These can 
appear in one or both eyes and may last up to 
���NJOVUFT��5IJT�UZQF�PG�ÚBTI�NBZ�CF�DBVTFE�
by a migraine. A migraine is a spasm of blood 
vessels in the brain.

8IFO�ZPV�HFU�B�IFBEBDIF�BGUFS�UIFTF�ÚBTIFT�
it is called a “migraine headache.” But 
TPNFUJNFT�ZPV�POMZ�TFF�UIF�MJHIU�ÚBTI�
without having a headache. This is called an 
“ophthalmic migraine” or “migraine without 
headache.”

Summary
'MPBUFST�BSF�EBSL�TQFDLT�PS�EPUT�JO�ZPVS�ÙFME�PG�
vision. They are shadows you see from clumps of 
WJUSFPVT�HFM�JO�ZPVS�FZF��'MBTIFT�BSF�ÚBTIFT�PG�
MJHIU�UIBU�MPPL�MJLF�MJHIUOJOH�TUSFBLT�JO�ZPVS�ÙFME�
of vision. Flashes occur when the vitreous gel 
rubs or pulls on your retina.

'MPBUFST�BOE�ÚBTIFT�BSF�RVJUF�DPNNPO�BT�QFPQMF�
age. However, they can be signs of a retinal 
detachment, which is a serious problem. If you 
TVEEFOMZ�IBWF�B�MPU�PG�ÚPBUFST�BOE�TFF�ÚBTIFT�
and you notice changes in your vision, call your 
ophthalmologist right away.

COMPLIMENTS OF:

'PS�NPSF�BCPVU�ÚPBUFST�BOE�ÚBTIFT�
scan this code with your smartphone 
or visit http://bit.ly/pe_floaters.


