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Age-related Macular Degeneration: 
What You Need to Know About This Common Disease

by Llew Rao, MD

Age-related Macular Degeneration (AMD) is a leading cause of vision loss in the United States. 
Commonly, people with AMD experience blurred central vision but sometimes they have distortion or a
spot in their vision. In some, the disease progresses very slowly over decades, but in others it may 
progress rapidly and cause central vision loss. 

The condition by itself does not usually cause complete blindness, and a person’s peripheral vision 
(“side vision”) is not usually affected. Early AMD may not cause any symptoms, and some people may
not realize they have the condition. Early diagnosis and treatment can reduce the risk of vision loss, so
it is important to have your eyes examined regularly.

Macular degeneration is detected with a comprehensive dilated eye exam, in which eye drops are 
given to widen the pupil so that the doctor can see inside the eye. Drusen, which look like yellow 
deposits under the retina, are the most common signs of macular degeneration. A few small drusen 
can be seen in healthy eyes, but medium and large drusen may indicate macular degeneration. 
Macular degeneration causes “dry” changes in all people with the disease, but some people can 
develop the neovascular form, also known as the “wet” form.
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“Wet” macular degeneration typically causes severe vision loss due to the growth of abnormal blood 
vessels caused by elevated vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) in the eye. Retinal specialists 
can treat wet macular degeneration with different therapies, including injections into the eye of anti-
VEGF medication, which decreases the growth of these blood vessels. Often, this treatment needs to 
be given monthly. The injections, which typically cause minimal discomfort, can stop vision loss, but 
the condition may progress in some people despite treatment.

There is currently no treatment for the early stage of dry AMD. People with intermediate and late AMD 
could consider nutritional supplements. The Age-Related Eye Disease studies (AREDS and 
AREDS2), which were research studies done by the National Eye Institute, found that certain vitamins 
and minerals can slow the progression of the disease. Consult your eye care professional about 
whether a supplement is recommended for you. Diets that include fish and green, leafy vegetables 
decrease the risk of developing AMD and slow its progression. It is important to avoid smoking, 
because smoking can increase the risk of progression of the disease.

Retina Associates of Cleveland has participated in many clinical trials searching for new therapies to 
treat macular degeneration. We are currently recruiting patients into several different research studies.
We hope to have better treatments for AMD in the next few years.

Llew Rao, MD, is a Board-certified ophthalmologist who specializes in surgical and medical treatment 
of retinal disorders including age-related macular degeneration (AMD) and diabetic retinopathy.  Dr. 
Rao trained in Ophthalmology at UH Case Medical Center and completed his retinal training at the 
New York Eye and Ear Infirmary.  In 2012, he joined Retina Associates of Cleveland, Inc. (RACI), a 
group practice of 10 ophthalmologists with 9 office locations throughout NE Ohio, including Akron, 
Beachwood, Lorain, Mentor, Middleburg Heights, Strongsville, Warren, Westlake, and Youngstown.  
RACI physicians offer the newest treatment options, clinical trial participation, genetic testing, and 
expert comprehensive retinal exams.


