
THE FOUR MAJOR AGE – REL ATED EYE DISEASES
NORMAL VISION

AGE–RELATED 
MACULAR DEGENERATION
(AMD)

GLAUCOMA

DIABETIC RETINOPATHY

CATARACTS

E Y E  F A C T S

•Destroys central vision through proliferation of new 
blood vessels (“wet” AMD) or protein deposits (“dry” 
AMD), making reading and driving virtually impossible

•Affects 10 million Americans age 40+; leading cause 
of vision loss overall, as well as leading cause in Ameri-
cans age 60+

•More than 1 in 10 white Americans age 80+ has 
vision loss from AMD in this fastest growing segment of 
the population

•One-third of AMD patients suffer clinical depression

•Peripheral vision loss occurs when the optic nerve is 
damaged, in most cases associated with elevated pres-
sure within the eye

•Affects more than 2 million Americans age 40+; 
another 2 million do not yet know they have it

•Leading cause of blindness in African Americans; 
occurs three times more frequently in African Americans 
than in non-Hispanic White Americans

•Leading cause of blindness in Latino population
age 65+

•Hemorrhaging of blood vessels in the retina
occludes the fi eld of vision

•Primary cause of blindness in the industrialized world 
among individuals age 25-74

•Affects 4.1 million Americans age 40+; threatens vi-
sion in 1 in 12 Americans with diabetes

•Second leading cause of low vision and blindness in 
adult Latinos

•Clouding of natural lens blurs fi eld of vision, making 
everyday activities diffi cult to do; it is the leading cause 
of low vision in the United States 

•Affects more than 20 million Americans age 40+; 
expected to increase by 50% by 2020

•Leading cause of blindness in the world, though highly 
treatable with implantable lenses

•Together with glaucoma, the leading cause of blind-
ness among African Americans

I M P A C T  O F  
N E I  R E S E A R C H

•Ocular Hypertension Treatment Study (OHTS) reported that 
pressure-reducing eye drops can delay or prevent the onset of 
the disease in high-risk African Americans 

•African Americans with Glaucoma Study demonstrates that 
research into the physiology of the optic nerve can result in 
better techniques to detect the disease, resulting in improved 
screening programs and treatment strategies 

•All new drug therapies in past ten years have been derived 
from NEI research

•Discovery of a gene strongly associated with a person’s risk 
of developing AMD; the gene Complement Factor H (CFH) is 
engaged in the body’s infl ammatory response

•First generation of ophthalmic drugs to inhibit abnormal blood 
vessel growth in “wet” AMD, stabilizing vision loss

•Age-related Eye Disease Study (AREDS) demonstrated that high 
levels of dietary antioxidants and zinc signifi cantly reduce the 
risk of AMD by 25 percent 

•Three NEI-sponsored Diabetic Retinopathy Clinical Trials 
Networks held over 20 years determined the best treatment 
strategies through diabetes control and laser photocoagulation 

•The fi rst generation of ophthalmic drugs to inhibit abnormal 
blood vessel growth in “wet” AMD are currently in clinical trials 
for use in diabetic retinopathy

•In the Los Angeles Latino Eye Study (LALES), one in fi ve 
individuals with diabetes was newly diagnosed during the 
study’s clinical exam, and 25 percent of those were found to 
have diabetic retinopathy 

•Demonstrated an association between smoking and cataract 
formation, as well as a delay in cataract formation through 
 protection from ultraviolet ray exposure

•By studying cellular mechanisms, the NEI has identifi ed proteins 
that help prevent the lens from clouding, which could form the 
basis of new therapies to delay or prevent the onset of cataracts

•Reported that a gene linked to congenital diseases of the lens 
and cornea is also associated with the development of the lens 
and retina

R E S E A R C H E R
P E R S P E C T I V E S

“With continued NEI funding, researchers can 
now build upon the discovery of a gene strongly 
associated with AMD by developing diagnostic 
platforms for early detection and evaluating 
therapeutic strategies, such as gene therapy.” 

“OHTS was the fi rst to recruit large numbers of 
African Americans to examine the benefi t of 
pressure-lowering eye drops to prevent or delay 
onset of glaucoma. It underscores the importance 
of at-risk African Americans over age 40 
receiving a dilated eye exam at least once every 
two years.”

“In the LALES study, almost one out of every 
four Latinos age 40+ years has diabetes. Of those 
that have diabetes, over half have diabetic reti-
nopathy. Th e longer the duration of diabetes, the 
higher the prevalence of retinopathy.” 

“Our seniors are living longer and leading more 
active and robust lives. It is important, now 
more than ever, that technology emerging from 
research as well as surgical techniques continue to 
provide state-of-the-art solutions. Our goal is to 
help seniors live the best quality of life possible.”
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