EDUCATIONAL GUIDE ON DIABETES AND EYE HEALTH

MAKE EYE CARE A PRIORITY
See how diabetes can affect your eyes
and what you can do about it.
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DIABETES AND YOUR EYES
Your eyes might not be the first thing that comes to
mind when you think of diabetes, but diabetes affects
many parts of the body—and the eyes are no exception.
Diabetes can cause high blood sugar levels that can
damage the blood vessels inside your eyes.
Over time, this can cause you to develop a condition
called diabetic retinopathy, as well as a complication
called diabetic macular edema—both of which can
cause vision loss and blindness.

Diabetic retinopathy is the most common cause of
new cases of blindness in working-age U.S. adults.

2

DIABETIC
RETINOPATHY

DIABETES AND
YOUR EYES

DIABETIC
MACULAR EDEMA

ACTIONS YOU
CAN TAKE

DIABETIC RETINOPATHY
Diabetic retinopathy is the most common eye

Keep in mind that even if your A1C level is under

problem caused by diabetes.

control, diabetic retinopathy can still progress.

In fact, anyone with any type of diabetes is at risk of
developing diabetic retinopathy and its complications
like diabetic macular edema—and the risk increases
the longer you have diabetes.
Other factors that increase the risk for diabetic
retinopathy include:
• Age
• High A1C

• High cholesterol
and triglycerides

• Smoking

• High blood pressure

If you haven’t noticed changes to your vision,
diabetes could still be impacting your eyes from the

inside—and this damage can get worse over time.
As diabetic retinopathy progresses, some people
may start to notice symptoms like blurriness and
dark spots.

More than 2 in 5 U.S. adults diagnosed
with diabetes have diabetic retinopathy.
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DIABETIC RETINOPATHY AND ITS PROGRESSION
In the early stages, called non-proliferative diabetic

Over time, the retina can start to grow new, abnormal

retinopathy (NPDR), high blood sugar levels from

blood vessels, which are fragile and easily damaged.

diabetes start damaging the tiny blood vessels in the

This stage is called proliferative diabetic retinopathy

retina. This damage can occur even if there are no

(PDR), and visual symptoms are usually present. PDR

changes in your vision at all. If NPDR is not detected

is very serious—and it often comes with vision loss.

early or managed, you may start noticing symptoms.

If you have diabetes, it’s very important to get your eyes
checked at least once annually by an eye care professional.

STAGES OF DIABETIC RETINOPATHY

MILD NPDR

MODERATE NPDR

SEVERE NPDR

PDR

Tiny bulges appear in the
blood vessels

Some blood vessels swell
and leak

More blood leaking; many
blood vessels show changes

New, fragile blood vessels
grow and often bleed
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DIABETIC MACULAR EDEMA
Diabetic macular edema is a complication of diabetic retinopathy
(DR) that about half of people with DR develop. It happens when

Macula swelling with
fluid leaked mostly
from damaged
blood vessels

the macula—the area of the retina that gives you sharp central vision—
swells with the blood and fluid leaked from damaged blood vessels
throughout the progression of DR.
People with diabetic macular edema usually experience symptoms,
which can include blurriness in the center of vision, straight lines that
look wavy, and colors that look dull or washed out.
It’s important to know: diabetic macular edema can actually happen
at any stage of diabetic retinopathy, and may lead to vision loss,
and in some cases, even blindness.

The good news is that early detection, routine monitoring, and potential
treatment options may help protect against vision loss.
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GETTING YOUR EYES CHECKED
Diabetic retinopathy and diabetic macular edema can

During a comprehensive dilated eye exam, eye care

bring serious risks to your vision if they progress.

professionals put drops in your eyes to dilate (widen)

This is why, if you have diabetes, getting your eyes
tested at least once every year is so important. Think
of it as part of your ongoing diabetes management.
In fact, insurance typically covers an annual
comprehensive eye exam.*

the pupils, and use special lenses and cameras to get a
better view of the retinal area. If they detect damage,
they can refer you to a retina specialist to talk about
next steps.

Early detection, timely treatment, and appropriate
follow-up care can reduce a person’s risk for severe
vision loss from diabetic eye disease by 95%.

*If you have diabetes, an annual comprehensive eye exam is usually covered by insurance. Check with your provider.

6

DIABETES AND
YOUR EYES

DIABETIC
RETINOPATHY

DIABETIC
MACULAR EDEMA

ACTIONS YOU
CAN TAKE

WHAT CAN YOU
DO NEXT?
If your eye care professional finds signs of diabetic
retinopathy or diabetic macular edema, they will
refer you to a retina specialist, who can help treat
the damage.
Retina specialists are highly trained
ophthalmologists that specialize in diagnosing
and treating diseases of the retina. Their additional
training prepares them to treat specific retinal
conditions like diabetic retinopathy and diabetic
macular edema.
The retina specialist will discuss a follow-up plan
and, depending on the stage of the condition, may
recommend treatment, if needed, to help slow its
progression.

Remember, even if you don’t
notice vision changes, damage
could still be present.
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Make sure to discuss potential treatment options with your retina specialist.
MONITORING
When diabetic retinopathy is in its early stages, careful monitoring and diabetes
management might be recommended.

ANTI-VEGF TREATMENT
Diabetic retinopathy is associated with abnormally high levels of a naturally occurring
protein called vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF), which may cause the eye to form
leaky blood vessels that may lead to vision loss. Anti-VEGF medicines are injected into the
eye to bind to the VEGF protein and help keep these blood vessels from leaking fluid.

LASER TREATMENT
Laser treatment works by aiming a beam of high-energy light to create tiny burns that seal
off or eliminate abnormal and leaky vessels to help stop the leaking of fluid in the eyes.

continued on next page
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Make sure to discuss potential treatment options with your retina specialist.
VITRECTOMY
A vitrectomy is a procedure in which the vitreous—the gel-like substance that fills the eye—
is replaced with salt water, a gas bubble, or silicone oil. This may be recommended when the
hemorrhages caused by diabetic retinopathy (DR) have damaged the vitreous and block vision.

CORTICOSTEROID TREATMENT
Corticosteroids, or steroids, help reduce inflammation that can occur when the macula swells
with fluid from damaged blood vessels—a complication of DR called diabetic macular edema.

COMBINATION THERAPY
Sometimes retina specialists will combine treatment options such as laser therapy and
anti-VEGFs or corticosteroids.
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If you have diabetes or have been diagnosed with diabetic retinopathy
or diabetic macular edema, it’s time to make eye care a priority.

is the time to get
your eyes checked
care is key to your
future with diabetes
a path forward with actions
and potential treatment options

Get information delivered to your inbox to learn more.
Sign up at NOWEYESEE.com/sign-up
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