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the most common diabetic eye disease
Diabetic Retinopathy: 

Diabetic retinopathy is 
a common complication 

of diabetes and is a leading cause 
of preventable blindness among 
American adults. Approximately 
45 percent of diabetics will de-
velop some form of diabetic eye 
disease. The good news is that pre-
ventative measures and current 
treatments can help keep your vi-
sion clear and bright.

Diabetic retinopathy is caused 
by changes in the blood vessels 
of the retina. As the disease pro-
gresses, these blood vessels can 
become damaged. When these 
vessels are damaged, they prevent 
parts of the retina from receiving 
blood and nutrients. This damage 
to the normal blood vessels can in 
turn lead to the growth of abnor-
mal blood vessels or to leakage of 
fluid into the central retina.

One major way diabetes can 
cause vision loss is through leak-
age of fluid into the central retina. 
Normally, the retina helps trans-
form light entering the eye into a 
clear picture seen in the brain. The 
macula is the highly sensitive area 
of the retina that is responsible for 
our sharp, central vision. Fluid 
buildup in the macula, known as 
macular edema, can cause grad-
ual and painless vision loss. Main-
taining good blood sugar control 
is critical as it can help delay the 
onset of fluid buildup. However, at 

least 30 percent of patients with 
diabetes for more than 20 years 
have some macular edema. Fortu-
nately, regular eye exams and early 
treatment can halt the progression 
of the disease and help maintain 
good vision in most patients.

Physician researchers are cur-
rently working to improve treat-
ments for complications of dia-
betic retinopathy. The Diabetic 
Retinopathy Clinical Research 
Network (DRCR) is the nation’s 
leading diabetic research pro-
gram and coordinates the efforts 
of over 110 diabetic retinal disease 
centers in the U.S. Southeastern 
Retina Associates is East Tennes-
see’s only DRCR center and has 
been nationally recognized by the 
DRCR for excellence in their re-
search efforts. The National Insti-
tute of Health and the DRCR work 
in tandem advancing medical re-
search of diabetes-induced retinal 
disorders.

For the last two years, South-
eastern Retina Knoxville, also ser-
vicing Maryville, Oak Ridge, Se-
vierville, Morristown, Harriman 
and Crossville, has won the top 
site award. “This level of clinical 
excellence for our patients is im-
portant for Southeastern Retina 
and we are honored to receive this 
award,” said Dr. Stephen Perkins.

Nonproliferative diabet-
ic retinopathy (NPDR), also 

known as background retinopa-
thy, is diabetic retinopathy in the 
early stages, characterized by tiny 
blood vessels in the retina leaking 
blood or fluid. The retina can swell 
due to this leakage and form de-
posits called exudates. Mild NPDR 
is common among people with 
diabetes and usually does not af-
fect their vision. When vision is af-
fected, it is due to macular edema 
(swelling or thickening of the mac-
ula) or macular ischemia (closing 
of small blood vessels, causing vi-
sion to blur).

Proliferative diabetic reti-
nopathy (PDR) is growth of new, 
abnormal blood vessels on the sur-
face of the retina or optic nerve as a 
healing response to the widespread 
closure of the normal retinal blood 
vessels. Unfortunately, the new 
blood vessels do not resupply the 
retina with normal blood flow, and 
they may be accompanied by scar 
tissue which may cause wrinkling 
or detachment of the retina. PDR 
may cause more severe vision loss 
than NPDR because it can affect 
both central and peripheral vi-
sion. PDR may lead to vision loss 
from vitreous hemorrhage (blood 
leaking into the clear, gel-like sub-
stance that fills the eye), traction 
retinal detachment (scar tissue 
wrinkling or pulling the retina out 
of position, causing visual distor-
tion), or neovascular glaucoma (ab-
normal blood vessel growth in the 

iris and drainage channels in front 
of the eye, causing pressure in the 
eye and possible damage to the op-
tic nerve).

Diagnosis and treatment
A medical eye exam is the best 

way to check for changes inside 
your eye. Those with Type 1 dia-
betes should schedule an eye exam 
with an eye doctor within five 
years of being diagnosed. Those 
with Type 2 diabetes should have 
an exam at the time of diagnosis. 
Pregnant women with diabetes 
should have an exam in the first 
trimester, because retinopathy 
can progress quickly during preg-
nancy. The frequency of follow-ups 
aimed at early detection and treat-
ment of problems – ideally even 
before vision loss has occurred – 
will be determined by your doctor.

There are several treatments 
for retinopathy including tradi-
tional therapies like laser and vit-
rectomy surgery. Newer therapy 
focuses on injections of medicine 
into the eye. A major breakthrough 
has been the development of anti-
VEGF medication which can stop 
the growth of abnormal blood ves-
sels and reverse vessel leakage.

Know the symptoms of 
DME.

 ■ Blurred vision

 ■ Straight lines that look crooked

 ■ Dark spots or “floaters” in the 
line of vision 

 ■ Washed out colors

What are the risk factors 
for DME? The major risk factors 
for DME are:

 ■ The severity of a patient’s dia-
betic retinopathy

 ■ How long a person has had dia-
betes

 ■ High blood sugar

 ■ High blood pressure

 ■ High lipid levels

How to help reduce the risk 
of DME. The best way to reduce 
the risk of DME is to control the 
diabetes by doing the following:

 ■ Make sure blood sugar levels are 
within target range every day

 ■ Use diabetes medicine as direc-
tor by a healthcare professional

 ■ Eat nutritious foods in modera-
tion, and exercise regularly to 
maintain a healthy weight

 ■ Keep blood pressure in a normal 
range

 ■ Don’t smoke

 ■ See an eye doctor at least once a 
year for a dilated eye exam

Southeastern Retina will con-
tinue to participate in research for 
diabetes-related retinal diseases 
and will be actively involved in up-
coming clinical trials to help offer 
the best treatments for the Knox-
ville area community.


