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How Diabetes Affects Your Eyes

Diabetes is a disease that affects the body’s ability to produce and/or use insulin in
amounts sufficient to control blood sugar levels. People with any type of diabetes
can develop hyperglycemia, which is an excess of blood sugar, or serum glucose.
Although glucose is a vital source of energy for the body’s cells, a chronic elevation
of serum glucose causes damage throughout the body, including the small blood
vessels in the eyes.

As a result, if you have diabetes you run the risk of developing diabetic retinopathy,
in which damage occurs to the delicate blood vessels inside the retina at the back of
the eye. You are also at increased risk for developing cataracts (clouding of the
normally clear lens in the eye), or glaucoma (a disease that results in damage to the
optic nerve).

Diabetic retinopathy, the most common diabetic eye disease, is caused by changes in
the blood vessels of the retina. Nonproliferative diabetic retinopathy (NPDR) is the
earliest stage of diabetic retinopathy. With this condition, damaged blood vessels in
the retina begin to leak extra fluid and small amounts of blood into the eye.
Sometimes, deposits of cholesterol or other fats from the blood may leak into the
retina.

Proliferative diabetic retinopathy (PDR) occurs when abnormal blood vessels begin to
grow on the surface of the retina or optic nerve. The new blood vessels are abnormal
and do not supply the retina with normal blood flow. The new vessels are also often
accompanied by scar tissue that may cause the retina to wrinkle or detach.

November is Diabetic Eye Disease Awareness Month. Learn more about diabetic eye
disease and the EyeSmart EyeCommitted effort to encourage people with diabetes to
get regular eye exams at www.geteyesmart.org/eyecommitted.

This article reprinted with permission from the American Academy of Ophthalmology's EyeSmart™ campaign
(www.geteyesmart.org).
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