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Dietary SupplementS & age relateD  
macula Degeneration

Risk factors for macula degeneration

The cause of AMD is still unknown but cigarette 
smoking, sun exposure, high blood pressure, and 
high cholesterol have been thought to increase 
the risk of macular degeneration. Other risk factors 
include age (over 40), gender (higher in women), 
iris colour (light coloured eyes more prone to 
damage) and family history.

Antioxidants

Antioxidant containing foods are thought to be 
beneficial for patients with macular degeneration. 
The most popular antioxidants, called carotenoids, 
are the pigments that give fruits and vegetables 
their colour.

Two such carotenoids are found in the macula 
(Lutein and Zeaxanthin). A recent study by the 
National Institutes of Health in the USA with 3,640 
patients, called the Age-Related Eye Disease 
Study (AREDS), suggests that antioxidants and 
vitamins help prevent the progression of macular 
degeneration and vision loss. These nutrients reduce 
the risk of advanced AMD by about 25% and reduce 
the vision loss caused by about 19%. Nutrients are 
not a cure for AMD, nor will they restore vision already 
lost, however they may help people at high risk from 
developing advanced AMD.

Lutein and Zeaxanthin exist mainly in green vegetables 
such as kale, spinach and broccoli. (See supplementary 
sheet.) It is not always possible to modify your diet, or to 
consume the amounts recommended, so nutritional 
supplements are an alternative.

Vitamins

Vitamins C, E, beta-carotene and Zinc are 
proposed as dietary supplements to protect the 
retina from macular degeneration. The AREDS 
study supports the use of these supplements. It is 
clearly reasonable to take the recommended daily 
requirement of these vitamins and trace metals.

Value of supplements

You may wish to take nutritional supplements if you 
have either

Large drusen•	

 Vision loss from AMD in one eye (either wet or dry )•	

The study did not demonstrate any benefit to those 
with early AMD.

your gp will help determine if they are safe for you.

Cautions for taking supplements

Self-medication with high doses of vitamins 
and minerals is not recommended. It is very 
important to talk to your GP before taking large 
dose supplements, and to follow his or her 
recommendations carefully. Some supplements 
may interfere with each other or other medications. 
High levels of zinc supplementation can cause 
copper deficiency, so copper is taken to prevent this. 
A few people taking Zinc alone had urinary tract 
problems requiring hospitalisation. Some people 
taking large doses of beta-carotene or antioxidants 
can experience yellowing of the skin.

Smokers and ex-smokers should not take  
beta-carotene as it has been shown to significantly 
increase the risk of lung cancer among smokers. 
Therefore combination tablets are not suitable 
and individual vitamin and antioxidants, or special 
formulations for smokers are recommended. 

the recommendations of areDS are: 

Daily dosage: 500 mg of Vitamin c, 400 mg of 
Vitamin e, 6mg of lutein, 80 mg of Zinc and 2 mg of 
copper. non-smokers add 15 mg of beta-carotene


