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TAKING CARE OF YOUR 
EYES

It is important to follow the guidelines on diabetes-related eye care 
to protect your vision and reduce the risk of eye disease.
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Diabetes and Your Eyes
Diabetes can cause very small blood vessels in the eye to become fragile or blocked. 
Typically, there are no symptoms in the early stages of eye disease. As the condi-
tions get worse, symptoms may appear and damage may occur affecting your vision. 
Therefore, it is vitally important for you to have a complete dilated eye examination 
every year to identify damage to your eyes and protect your vision. During a dilated 
eye examination, drops will be placed in your eyes. Dilating your eyes will allow the 
doctor to see the blood vessels in your eyes more clearly.

Diabetes-Related Eye Disease
If you have diabetes, you are more likely to develop problems with your eyes than 
most other people.  Diabetes-related eye disease refers to a group of eye problems 
that people with diabetes may face as a complication of their disease. You will find 
information on some of the eye diseases that may be related to diabetes below.

Diabetes-Related Retinopathy

The most common diabetes-related eye disease is diabetes-related retinopathy. Dia-
betes can damage the small vessels that carry blood to the thin light-sensitive lining 
of the back of the eye, called the retina. The retina sends picture messages through 
the optic nerve to the brain. When blood sugar levels remain high for a long period, 
the small vessels in the eye can leak, swell, or break. You may not experience any 
symptoms or even notice any changes in your vision. However, if left untreated, over 
time these changes could result in loss of vision or blindness.

The longer someone has diabetes, the more likely he or she will develop diabetes-re-
lated retinopathy. After 10 years, half of all people with diabetes have some changes 
in the retina. After 15 years, almost all people with diabetes have changes in the 
retina. However, having regular eye exams will help detect changes to the eye, thus 
decreasing the risk of vision loss or blindness.
In addition to regular eye exams, you should visit your doctor at the first signs of any 
of the following symptoms:

• Blurred or double vision
• Narrowed field of vision
• Seeing dark spots
• Feeling pressure or pain in the eyes
• Unusual difficulty seeing in dim light

Eye care professionals may recommend laser surgery to treat diabetes-related re-
tinopathy. This procedure involves aiming a strong beam of light onto the retina to 
shrink abnormal blood vessels and seal any leakage that is occurring in the blood 
vessels.
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Cataracts

People with diabetes tend to develop cataracts earlier in life. Cataracts refer to the 
clouding of the lens of the eye. If cataracts cloud the lens of the eye too much, vision 
may be affected. Eye care professionals may recommend replacement of the clou-
ded lens with a new lens.

Glaucoma

People with diabetes are more likely to develop glaucoma. Glaucoma refers to the 
increase in fluid pressure inside the eye. This pressure build-up can lead to the res-
triction of blood flow to the retina and optic nerve. The lack of blood can gradually 
damage the retina and optic nerve, causing a loss of vision. If glaucoma causes 
the pressure in the eye to increase too much, eye care professionals may prescribe 
drugs or suggest surgery to reduce the pressure in the eye.

Preventing or Delaying 
Diabetes-Related Eye Disease
You should follow the recommendations below to protect your vision and reduce the 
risk of eye disease:

• Maintain good control of your blood sugar levels 
and keep A1C below 7%).
 – A1C (A-one-see) is a blood test that is done by a 
member of your diabetes care team. It reflects your ove-
rall blood sugar level for the past 2 to 3 months.
• Keep your cholesterol as low as possible.
• Lower your blood pressure, if high, to less than 
130/80 mmHg.
• Stop smoking! Smoking can damage small blood 
vessels, especially in the eye.
• See an eye care specialist for a complete dilated 
eye exam at least once every year.
• Report any problems or changes you may expe-
rience in your eyes or vision to your doctor or eye care 
professional.
• If you are pregnant and have diabetes, have your 
eyes checked in the first three months of your pregnan-
cy.
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