
Age-Related Macular Degeneration (AMD)

I. Definition

Age-related macular degeneration (AMD) is a common condition affecting people age SO years and older. The condition may 
be associated with varying degrees of central vision impairment and can lead to loss of the ability to read, to drive a car, or see 
someone's face if it progresses to more advanced stages in both eyes. 

The macula refers to the central part of the retina. The retina is similar to film inside a camera. The image one sees is focused 
by the cornea and lens of the eye on to the macula. Many people with AMD have no visual symptoms and may retain normal 
20/20 vision for the rest of their lives. A relatively small percentage of people with AMD will have progression of the disease to 
the point of losing some degree of central vision over time. Although AMD can cause central vision loss, it typically does not 
lead to complete blindness. 

There are two major types of AMD, a "dry" (non-neovascular) and a "wet" (neovascular) form. The dry form is the early stage. 
It is the most common form of AMD and all patients with AMD start off with the dry type. There is usually little or no vision 
loss during this stage although there are exceptions with some people having significant vision loss from more advanced "dry" 
degeneration. The wet form is a late stage of the condition and affects about IO percent of all people with the condition.Wet 
AMD accounts for the majority of central vision loss due toAMD. The wet type implies leakage or bleeding in the macula due to 
abnormal blood vessels known as choroidal neovascularization. These abnormal blood vessels start to grow beneath the center 
of the macula and, as they grow, they leak fluid or blood and cause central vision loss with blurring and distortion of vision. 
Untreated, these abnormal blood vessels typically will grow relatively large and eventually cause scarring with permanent and 
often severe central vision loss. 

The dry form of AMD is characterized by drusen. These are small yellow deposits that the doctor sees when looking at the 
macula on clinical examination. Drusen are the hallmark of AMD. Most people with drusen alone do not have significant visual 
changes or vision loss. A minority of people with dry AMD will advance to central vision loss due to geographic atrophy which is 
the loss of pigment layer under the macula. Currently, there is no treatment or cure for geographic atrophy and the associated 
vision loss. 

The wet form of AMD, however, is treatable and, in general, the best results are achieved when wetAMD is detected and treated 
early in its course. Medicines injected into the eye are the mainstay of treatment for wetAMD and are highly effective in halting 
the growth and leakage of choroidal neovascularization. This usually prevents vision loss in most cases and often improves vision 
to some degree, although not in everyone. 

2. Causes and Associations

There are no known specific causes of AMD. It is a degenerative condition that occurs over time. It is typically found in people 
ages SO years or more, although drusen sometimes can be seen in younger people. There tends to be familial associations, 
although just because a family member or blood relative hasAMD does not destine someone else in the family to have it as well. 
Over time, the macula accumulates drusen and pigment changes, and if choroidal neovascularization or geographic atrophy does 
not occur, then vision tends to remain good. It is the progression to advanced AMD such as with the development of geographic 
atrophy or choroidal neovascularization (wetAMD) that threatens the loss of central vision. 

There are risk factors for people with AMD that may be modifiable or controllable. These include smoking, poor nutritional 
intake, and high blood pressure. (See section 6 below.) 

3. Symptoms

Many people with dry AMD have no visual symptoms at all. However, some people, will require more light to read, have difficulty 
adjusting between dark and light conditions, or notice mild blurring of vision. Occasionally, significant loss of central vision can 
occur. Vision loss associated with dry AMD is usually gradual or slow. Because AMO affects the macula, the symptoms typically 
affect tasks such as reading or driving. Peripheral vision is typically not affected. 

People with wetAMD often have more rapidly progressive loss of central vision, typically over weeks or months. Visual 
distortion is a common symptom of this stage. Occasionally, people may not be aware of these visual changes because the other 
eye may see well. Therefore, it is important to test vision in each eye separately by covering one eye at a time when checking 
vision. 
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