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A new national health survey of 1,200 
Americans conducted for the American Acad-
emy of Ophthalmology finds that most Ameri-
cans are unaware of the risks associated with 
age-related eye diseases, despite a projected 
65 percent spike in those conditions by the 
year 2020. The survey indicates that few 
Americans see themselves truly at risk for eye 
disease and that populations most at risk for 
developing eye disease are unaware of the fac-
tors that make them susceptible. Overall, most 
Americans rank blindness and vision loss rela-
tively low on their list of health concerns.

The survey, conducted by Greenberg Quin-
lan Rosner Research, finds only 11 percent of 
Americans perceive themselves at high risk 
for eye disease. 

While Americans age 65 and over are the 
most at-risk population for eye disease, only 
10 percent believe they are personally at risk 
and more than a third of those in this age 
group do not even get annual eye examina-
tions. Another high-risk group, those with 
a family history of eye disease, knows strik-
ingly little about specific risk factors and is no 
more likely to get screened than people with-
out a family history of eye disease. Only 15 
percent of all respondents were correctly able 
to identify half or more factors from a list of 
risk factors for age-related macular degenera-
tion, cataracts, diabetic retinopathy, glaucoma 
and dry eye presented in the survey.

“The stark reality is that millions of people 
will suffer significant vision loss and blind-
ness because they don’t know the risks,” said 
local ophthalmologist Dr. Jonathan M. Frantz. 
“We’re taking action against this pending epi-
demic by educating the American public on 
the steps they can take to prevent vision loss 
and blindness.” 

Age-related eye diseases including cata-

racts, diabetic retinopathy, glaucoma and age-
related macular degeneration are expected to 
dramatically increase—from 28 million today 
to 43 million by the year 2020.

Left untreated, these diseases can cause 
serious vision loss and blindness. At the 
heart of this upsurge lie America’s 78 million 
baby boomers, who will increasingly face 
the effects of eye diseases as they get older. 
Despite these statistics, Americans remain 
relatively unconcerned about vision loss. The 
Academy’s survey reveals that less than a 
quarter of Americans (23 percent) are very 
concerned about losing their vision, while a 
majority feel weight gain or joint and back 
pain are of greater concern than vision loss. 

To that end, the Academy, the world’s 
largest association of eye physicians and sur-
geons, is issuing a new eye disease screen-
ing recommendation for aging adults and 
is launching a new public initiative called 
EyeSmart to educate Americans about the 
risks they face.

The Academy now recommends that adults 
with no signs or risk factors for eye disease 
get a baseline eye disease screening at age 40 
— the time when early signs of disease and 
changes in vision may start to occur. Based 
on the results of the initial screening, an 
ophthalmologist will prescribe the necessary 
intervals for follow-up exams. For individuals 
at any age with symptoms of or at risk for eye 
disease, such as those with a family history of 
eye disease, diabetes or high blood pressure, 
the Academy recommends that individuals 
see their ophthalmologist to determine how 
frequently their eyes should be examined.

“Much like regular mammograms and dia-
betes screenings, eye disease screening will 
help identify signs of disease at an early stage, 
when many treatments can have the greatest 
impact,” said Frantz.  

The new recommendation does not replace 

regular visits to the ophthalmologist to treat 
ongoing disease or injuries, or vision exami-
nations for eyeglasses or contact lenses.

“With EyeSmart, age-related eye disease 
will no longer be a question mark in the 
minds of the American public,” said Dr. H. 
Dunbar Hoskins Jr., executive vice president 
of the American Academy of Ophthalmol-
ogy. “The campaign allows all Americans to 
get informed about age-related eye disease, 
understand their risks and take action.”

The EyeSmart Web site, www.geteyesmart.
org, delivers eye disease and risk information 
and a searchable database of local ophthal-
mologists. 

 EyeSmart also aims to reach people who 
don’t traditionally consider themselves at risk, 

such as individuals who do not wear glasses or 
contacts. The survey revealed that 96 percent 
of individuals without glasses or contacts do 
not think they are at high risk for eye disease. 
Wearing glasses or contacts has no impact on 
contracting age-related eye diseases.

“The fact is that everyone is at risk. More 
than half of all Americans will have some 
form of eye disease as they get older,” Hoskins 
said. “We believe that if Americans know 
their risks, they will take the steps necessary 
to maintain good eye health. We want Ameri-
cans to get EyeSmart to help reduce severe 
vision loss and blindness.”

For an executive summary of the survey 
and more information on specific age-related 
eye diseases, visit www.geteyesmart.org.  n
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