
What you should know

Did you know that diabetes 
can lead to eye complications?

Quick fact: 
The risks associated 
with diabetic retinopathy 
can be reduced through 
early diagnosis and 
proper treatment.
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The statistics are alarming. Diabetes affects more than 
8.3% of the U.S. population.1 Diabetes can lead to many eye 
complications, from dry eyes to blindness. The major cause 
of blindness in people with diabetes is diabetic retinopathy.2 

Diabetic retinopathy is a complication of diabetes that 
occurs when diabetes damages the tiny blood vessels that 
nourish the retina. The blood vessels weaken and begin to 
leak fluid. This causes two major problems:

 • Diabetic macular edema, or retinal swelling of the area 
that allows us to see fine details clearly

 • Retinal neovascularization, or the growth of new 
abnormal blood vessels. These vessels are very fragile, 
tend to hemorrhage and don’t supply the retina with 
normal blood flow. These fragile new vessels may bleed 
into the vitreous, the clear jellylike substance that fills 
the center of the eye
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1http://www.nei.nih.gov/news/pressreleases/041204.asp
2http://www.diabetes.org/diabetes-basics/diabetes-statistics/
3http://www.nei.nih.gov/health/diabetic/retinopathy.asp#1b

More information is also available at http://www.cdc.gov/visionhealth/
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These conditions are progressive and usually affect both 
eyes. All diabetics, types 1 and 2, are at risk. According 
to the National Eye Institute, between 40% and 45% of 
Americans diagnosed with diabetes have some stage of 
diabetic retinopathy.3 Diabetic retinopathy has no warning 
signs until there is a loss of vision. All patients with newly 
diagnosed diabetes should receive a comprehensive dilated 
eye exam. 

The only way to prevent or slow the progression of 
diabetic eye problems is to:

 • Have a dilated eye exam at least once per year

 • Discuss all vision changes with your eye doctor

 • Follow your diabetic diet and exercise plan. Better 
control of blood sugar slows the onset and progression 
of diabetic retinopathy

 • Take your medicine and check your blood sugar regularly

 • Stop smoking — smoking is associated with 
diabetic retinopathy


