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Diabetes mellitus (DM) is an important cause of visual
morbidity that affects an estimated 11.8 million
diagnosed and 4.9 million undiagnosed individuals in
the US.1 Among individuals 40 years and older with
DM, it is estimated that 40.3% have some degree of
diabetic retinopathy (DR) and 8.2% have visionthreatening retinopathy.2 The rates of retinopathy and
vision-threatening retinopathy are higher in individuals
with type 1 DM, occurring in 82.3% and 32.2% of
affected individuals, respectively.3 The medical cost of
DR has been estimated to be US$500 million per year
in the US alone.4 In addition, individuals with visual
loss secondary to DR suffer from a substantial decrease
in patient utility value and quality of life and are more
likely to be depressed.5,6
Risk factors associated with the development and
progression of DR include prolonged hyperglycemia,
hypertension, and hyperlipidemia.7-9 Although not fully
understood, it is believed that advanced glycation end
products contribute to the initiation and progression of
DR by breaking down the inner blood retinal barrier
and by upregulating vascular endothelial growth factor
(VEGF) and intercellular adhesion molecule-1
(ICAM-1).10-12 VEGF is a potent angiogenic and
vasopermeability stimulus whereas ICAM-1
contributes to leukocyte adhesion resulting in capillary
occlusion and vascular cell death.13-15 Chronic
hyperglycemia is also implicated in enhanced lowdensity lipoprotein peroxidation, which contributes to
diabetic vascular disease.16 Hyperlipidemia is further
associated with increased blood viscosity and
alterations in the fibrinolytic system.17,18
Hypertension is thought to contribute to endothelial
damage as a result of increased shear stress from loss of
retinal vascular autoregulation.19 Endothelial damage,
basement membrane thickening, and pericyte loss result
in macular edema, microaneurysm formation, and
capillary nonperfusion.20 Progressive retinal ischemia
may induce neovascularization of the iris, disc, and
retina resulting in vitreous hemorrhage (VH) and
tractional retinal detachment. Other findings that may
be present at any stage of DR include cotton wool
spots, intraretinal hemorrhages, and hard exudates.

U S S E N S O RY D I S O R D E R S 2 0 0 6

Control of Systemic Risk Factors

In addition to regular ophthalmic screening, systemic
control of modifiable risk factors is an important
adjunct to the management of the ocular
complications of DM. It is well-known that rigorous
control of blood glucose reduces the incidence of
microvascular complications and retinopathy in
individuals with type 1 or 2 DM.21,22 Among the
numerous agents available to control blood glucose
levels, it is important to note that the
thiazolidinediones (glitazone) class of oral
hypoglycemic agents used to reduce insulin resistance
in type 2 diabetics has been associated with fluid
retention and the development of macular edema in
5–15% of individuals.23,24 Resolution of macular
edema in these patients occurred over variable
periods after discontinuing pioglitazone or
rosiglitazone, but was not necessarily associated with
an improvement in vision.
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In addition to hyperglycemia, hypertension and
hyperlipidemia have also been identified as risk factors
associated with the development and progression of
DR. Tight blood pressure control has been associated
with a 34% reduction in the progression of
retinopathy by two or more steps on the Early
Treatment Diabetic Retinopathy (ETDRS) scale over
7.5 years and a 47% reduction in loss of three or more
lines of vision as measured with an ETDRS chart.25
Hyperlipidemia has been associated with an increased
risk of the presence and development of retinal hard
exudates and loss of visual acuity.26 Treatment of
hyperlipidemia with oral agents has been found to
reduce retinal hard exudates and microaneurysms.
However, it is unclear if an improvement in vision will
accompany the retinal changes.27
C l a s s i f i c a t i o n a n d Tr e a t m e n t o f D R

The management of DR is dictated primarily by the
stage of retinopathy present. DR is broadly
categorized as being either non-proliferative or
proliferative depending on the absence or presence,
respectively, of neovascularization of the iris, disc, or
13
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retina. Non-proliferative DR (NPDR) is further
classified as being mild, moderate, severe, or severe
depending on the number and distribution of
microaneurysms, intraretinal hemorrhages, venous
beading, and intraretinal microvascular abnormalities.28
The severity of NPDR is used to determine followup interval based on the risk of progression to
proliferative diabetic retinopathy (PDR).
PDR is further categorized as PDR without highrisk
characteristics, PDR
with
high-risk
characteristics, and advanced PDR depending on the
degree of neovascularization of the disc (NVD) or
retina—neovascularization elsewhere (NVE)—and
the presence of vitreous or pre-retinal hemorrhage.
PDR is deemed high-risk if there is NVD greater
than 1/4 to 1/3 disc area, or any NVD with vitreous
or pre-retinal hemorrhage, or NVE greater than or
equal to 1/2 disc area with vitreous or pre-retinal
hemorrhage.29 For eyes that have reached high-risk
PDR, scatter panretinal photocoagulation (PRP)
has been shown to reduce the incidence of severe
vision loss (visual acuity worse than 5/200) by 50%
over five years. In general, eyes that do not meet highrisk PDR criteria should be followed closely with
prompt treatment should high-risk characteristics
develop. However, early treatment is recommended in
certain situations such as for older type 2 diabetics
with severe NPDR or early PDR or if follow-up
cannot be assured.30
Other complications that may occur with PDR
include VH, retinal detachment, and neovascular
glaucoma. The Diabetic Retinopathy Vitrectomy
Study determined that for recent severe diabetic VH
(VH reducing visual acuity to 5/200 or worse) for at
least one month, eyes that underwent early vitrectomy
fared better than those in the deferral group
(observation for at least one year prior to
vitrectomy).31 This difference was significant for type 1
diabetics with 36% of the early treatment group
attaining a visual acuity of 10/20 or better after two
years compared with only 12% in the deferral group.
No such benefit was seen in type 2 diabetics.
However, with recent improvements in surgical
techniques and instrumentation, it may be reasonable
to recommend early vitrectomy for both type 1 and
type 2 diabetics with severe VH, particularly if there is
bilateral dense VH or if there is a severe VH in the
better eye of an individual who is otherwise
functionally monocular.
Tractional retinal detachments are a major
complication of PDR that may cause irreversible
vision loss. Small, peripheral tractional detachments
may be monitored without intervention, but larger
14

detachments or those involving the macula generally
require vitrectomy, membrane peeling, and endolaser.
Surgical technique and instrumentation vary
according to the particular case and surgeon
preference, but may involve the use of intraocular
forceps, scissors, lighted picks, and viscodissection to
separate adherent fibrovascular tissue and posterior
hyaloid from the underlying retina.32,33 As with other
complicated retinal detachments, long-acting
tamponade with sulfur hexafluoride, perfluopropane,
or silicone oil may also be required to attain
apposition of the retina to the underlying retinal
pigment epithelium.34-36
The development of anti-VEGF compounds for the
treatment of age-related macular degeneration has
generated interest in targeting VEGF in the treatment
of PDR. Bevacizumab (Avastin) is a recombinant
humanized monoclonal antibody that binds all
isoforms of VEGF with high affinity and is approved
by the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for
the treatment of metastatic colorectal carcinoma.37
Intravitreal bevacizumab has been employed in the
treatment of neovascular age-related macular
degeneration and has been found to induce regression
of neovascularization in PDR and hasten the
resolution of diabetic VH.38-41 Pegaptanib (Macugen)
has also been reported to induce the regression of
neovascularization in PDR. 42 Other cytokines
implicated in the pathogenesis of PDR that may
someday be targeted by treatments include insulinlike growth factor-I, interleukin-6, transforming
growth factor beta 2, and fibroblast growth factor.43-46
Diabetic Macular Edema

Diabetic macular edema (DME) is the leading cause of
vision loss in individuals with DM and can occur at
any stage of DR. It results from leakage of fluid from
incompetent retinal capillaries that have undergone
pericyte loss with resultant microaneurysm
formation.20 The accumulation of fluid typically occurs
in the outer plexiform layer, which leads to distortion
of the retinal architecture and reduced vision. With
chronicity, DME can form hard exudates composed of
lipids and proteinaceous material.
The presence and distribution of retinal thickening
and hard exudates determines whether or not DME
is considered ‘clinically significant.’ Clinically
significant macular edema (CSME) occurs when
there is retinal thickening at or within 500µm of the
center of the macula, hard exudates at or within
500µm of the center of the macula with adjacent
retinal thickening, or retinal thickening equal to or
greater than one disc area within one disc diameter
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from the center of the macula.48 Retinal thickening or
hard exudates not meeting these criteria are generally
observed without therapy unless CSME develops.
CSME treatment with focal or grid laser
photocoagulation has been found to reduce the
incidence of moderate vision loss (doubling of the
visual angle) compared with controls after three
years.49 Resolution of CSME may take several months
and may require multiple treatments.
Recurrent or recalcitrant CSME despite adequate
laser treatment may require alternative therapies. Pars
plana vitrectomy has been found to reduce retinal
thickness and improve vision, particularly if there is
an associated taut posterior hyaloid.50,51 Although
advocated by some, it is unclear if vitrectomy with or
without removal of the internal limiting membrane
provides any benefit if CSME is not accompanied by
an epiretinal membrane or taut posterior hyaloid.52,53
Vitrectomy may also be considered for removal of
massive submacular hard exudates but visual
outcomes have not been consistently positive across
different studies.54,55
Intravitreal triamcinolone acetate (IVTA) has
also been used alone or in combination with
vitrectomy in cases of refractory CSME. The most
common dose administered in the US is 4mg
in 0.1cc. Eyes treated with IVTA have a reduction
in central macular thickness as measured by
optical coherence tomography with an average
duration of effect lasting approximately three months
from the time of injection.56 However, improvements
in central retinal thickness may not necessarily be
accompanied by an improvement in visual acuity and
recurrence of DME may occur, requiring additional
therapy. 57-59 Complications of IVTA warranting
careful consideration before its use include
endophthalmitis, elevated intraocular pressure, and
progression of cataract.57,60-62

Long-acting intraocular corticosteroid implants are
under investigation for use in DME and other chronic
ocular conditions such as posterior uveitis.
Fluocinolone acetonide (Retisert) and dexamethasone
(Posurdex) have both yielded positive results in
preliminary studies showing an improvement in retinal
thickness and visual acuity.63,64
As with PDR, DME has been associated with
increased levels of certain vasopermeability factors,
most notably VEGF.65 In a recent phase II trial,
pegaptanib 0.3mg and 1mg were found to
significantly improve visual acuity at 36 weeks
compared with baseline.66 The 0.3mg dose was also
associated with a significant reduction in the
thickness of the central point of the central subfield
compared with sham. One case of culture-negative
endophthalmitis was reported but there were no
reports of elevated intraocular pressure or progression
of cataract.
DR continues to be a major cause of visual
morbidity. Strict control of modifiable systemic risk
factors and timely surveillance of ophthalmic
complications help to reduce the incidence and
severity of DR. Current treatments are often effective
in preserving or restoring vision, but many
individuals exhibit recurrence, recalcitrance, or
progression despite therapy. Newer treatments
targeting vasopermeability and vasogenic stimuli offer
potential therapeutic alternatives for these
individuals. Additional research into the pathogenetic
mechanisms that underlie the development of the
ocular complications of DM and clinical trials
evaluating the efficacy of novel therapies may yield
alternatives to current treatments for such patients. ■
A version of this article containing full references can be found
in the Reference Section on the website supporting this briefing
(www.touchsensorydisease.com).
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