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Age and Your Eyes

Unfortunately, as we get older, we can rely less and

less on things to work the way they should. Joints

crack, teeth ache, hearing aids become fashionable,

and reading a menu in a dimly lit restaurant becomes

a tedious task. You may just assume that these are all

part of the aging process or repercussions of years of

“wear and tear” on your body. But sometimes there

are underlying health conditions that can explain these

occurrences. This can be the case with the eyes,

which may become victims of a disease called
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—the leading cause of

vision loss in adults aged 60 and up.
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The essential goal of ���
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�	��� ® is to provide readers with a

healthy mixture of disease awareness

and education. Even though this issue’s

topic deals with a disease that affects a

specific age group (those 60 and older),

the message is simple and universal:

it’s never too early, and you’re never too

young, to take care of your eyes and

prevent life-altering conditions from

occurring or becoming worse.

—Irene Kopia, Editor

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

There is no pain with AMD, making it difficult to notice.
However, the most common early sign is blurred vision
and distorted vision. Other common symptoms include a
gradual loss of color vision and a dark spot in the center of
the field of vision. Specifically, wet and dry AMD are
defined by the following characteristics:

WET AMD
• Straight lines appear wavy

DRY AMD

• Slightly blurred vision

• Difficulty recognizing faces

• The need for more light while reading

• Drusen (yellow deposits under the retina)
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RISK FACTORS
Like all diseases, there are certain factors that make
people more susceptible to AMD. As the name of
the disease proclaims, age is the greatest risk factor,
affecting those over the age of 60 more than the
middle-aged population. Although the exact cause
of AMD is still unknown, researchers have
identified contributing factors such as:

• Age—anyone over 60

• Family history of AMD

• Race—more common
among Caucasians

• Gender—found more often in
women than men

• Smoking history

• Obesity

• Light-colored eyes

• Exposure to sunlight

• Low levels of nutrients

• Cardiovascular diseases

REFLECTIONS
BY TOM SULLIVAN

Patty and I had been looking
forward to dinner with our special
friends, John and Anne. They are
one of those couples that are never

boring and have what could be honestly called a model
marriage. They had just celebrated their 50th anniversary
and still have zest and passion for each other.

There was only one problem. Anne was suffering from
macular degeneration. She hadn’t really noticed it
early on, and by the time she understood what was
happening, she was experiencing considerable vision loss.

As we sat by the window in a wonderful restaurant,
looking out over the bay, Anne was sad, telling us how
much she missed being able to see a beautiful sunset
with the colors reflecting off the water.

My friend believes that she is going completely blind.
Nothing could be further from the truth. As with any
chronic disease, there is no question that the life of a
person struggling to cope with macular degeneration
is changed significantly. But, people need to become
proactive in the pursuit of help by going to their
doctors and discussing their symptoms early.

Like many people, my friend Anne waited too long,
either because she put off dealing with her vision loss or
because she believed it was just part of growing older.
People need to become more educated about macular
degeneration and what is possible in limiting the disease.
This also means seeing a doctor on a regular basis and
being willing to make a change in lifestyle. Take it from
me, a person who is totally blind, that’s a small price to
pay in order to maintain your sight.

Many people over 75 years old will suffer from macular
degeneration. Judy Delgado, Executive Director of the
Macular Degeneration Partnership at the Discovery Eye
Foundation in California, invites seniors to learn more
about macular degeneration by checking out the age-
related macular degeneration Web site at: www.amd.org.

As I researched the complex world of vision loss, I’ve
been surprised by how much of the responsibility for the
preservation of sight is up to us. I think about my friend
Anne and consider my own blindness, and I strongly
encourage all of you reading this article to raise your own
personal awareness when it comes to your vision. Let’s
call it an insight to preserve your sight. I believe none of
you should ever miss a sunset, like my friend Anne.

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT MACULAR DEGENERATION OR TO FIND
RESOURCES FOR THE VISUALLY IMPAIRED, YOU CAN VISIT THE FOLLOWING WEB SITES:
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Looking Out for Your Eyes

Annual eye exams are vital to maintaining your eye
health and vision. During an exam, your eye doctor
will look for drusen or spotted pigmentation in the
macula. Your central vision will be tested with

• An Amsler grid (see next page):
checks central vision

• An angiography: determines the extent of
damage to the macula by injecting dye into your
veins and photographing your eyes while the dye
passes through the blood vessels in the retina

• An optical coherence tomography (OCT):
displays areas of retinal thickening or thinning
through imaging

As always, a healthy lifestyle never hurts either. You
can reduce your risk of developing AMD by eating a
healthy diet, maintaining a normal blood pressure,
watching your weight, exercising, and NOT smoking.

Commonly referred to as age-related macular degeneration, or AMD for short, macular degeneration is a chronic
eye disease that gradually destroys central vision—the vision required to see things clearly and to perform daily
activities like driving and reading.

There are two types of AMD—wet and dry—which have important differences. The types vary in the speed at which
they progress. Wet AMD does not have disease stages like the dry form—appropriately named early, intermediate,
and advanced AMD, based on the amount of drusen (yellow deposits under the retina) and the breakdown of retinal
cells and tissues.

WET AMD

Approximately 15% of AMD cases are
considered “wet,” which refers to the
growth of abnormal blood vessels behind
the retina that leak blood and fluid. The
macula (the part of the retina responsible
for clear vision) is moved from its original
place at the back of the eye by the blood
and fluid and quickly damages the central
vision. Responsible for most of the severe
vision loss that people experience with
AMD, the wet form of AMD does not
have stages like dry AMD.

DRY AMD

Dry AMD is the most common form of
macular degeneration and affects the layer
of retinal tissue that transfers nutrients
into the retina and takes waste products
away. Approximately 90% of people with
AMD suffer with the dry form, which has
the ability to progress into the wet form.

1. Tear this page along the perforation.

2. Choose a bare wall with good light.

3. Tape the grid to the wall, keeping the

center dot at eye level.

4. Stand 14 inches away from the grid,

using your corrective spectacles or

reading glasses, if you normally

wear them.

5. Cover one eye.

6. Look directly at the center dot with

your uncovered eye.

7. While looking at the black dot in the

center, see whether all of the lines of

the grid are straight, complete, and

have the same contrast.

8. Repeat the above steps with your

other eye.

Checking Your Vision With an Amsler Grid

Your eye doctor will most likely use an Amsler grid (seen below) to test your eyes during your next exam.
Use this copy of the grid to test your eyes if you think you match any of the signs or symptoms mentioned.
You can also use it to check your eyes in between eye doctor visits.

Please note, this newsletter grid does not signify an official diagnosis or serve as a proper
eye examination. DO NOT substitute a physician visit with this grid. Contact your eye
doctor immediately for a professional examination of your eyes if you notice

• an abnormality in the lines of the grid

• any part of the grid is missing or looks wavy, blurred, or dark

TREATING AMD

There is no known treatment for dry AMD. However,
treatment options are available for wet AMD. The
ultimate outcomes from these treatments are limited,
though, since the damage that has already been done by
AMD cannot be reversed. Laser procedures, such as
photocoagulation and photodynamic therapy, can be
performed to stop the disease from progressing. However,
the success of these treatments is dependent on the
location and extent of the damage.

Facts About Macular Degeneration

Credit: National Eye Institute, National Institutes of Health

Credit: National Eye Institute, National Institutes of Health

HOW TO USE AN AMSLER GRID:

Amsler Grid Credit: National Eye Institute, National Institutes of Health
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