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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. Understanding the prevalence of age-related diseases and the effect of nutrition on eye health can inform the development of effective nutrition education programs.
Age-Related Eye Changes

Vision loss is a common problem among older adults. Age-related eye diseases such as cataract, macular degeneration, and diabetic retinopathy are leading causes of vision loss among older adults. 

Cataract: With age, the eye lens becomes less transparent. As a result less light reaches the retina. Over time, the lens can become cloudy, this is a cataract. Cataracts can cause vision to be cloudy or blurred. Cataracts can also result in increased sensitivity to sunlight. Sun exposure and cigarette smoke can increase the risk of cataracts. 

Macular degeneration: The macula is an area of the retina with the highest visual acuity. In many older adults the macula degenerates resulting in loss of central vision, although peripheral vision is maintained. Cigarette smoke, high blood pressure and diabetes can increase the risk of macular degeneration. 

Diabetic retinopathy: Diabetic retinopathy is an eye disease that can occur among people who have diabetes. High blood glucose over a prolonged period of time can destroy the blood vessels in the back of the eye. 

Lifestyle Recommendations for Eye Health

· Have regular eye exams.

· Avoid tobacco.

· Protect your eyes from sunlight exposure.

· Keep your blood glucose and blood pressure in control.

Nutrition and Eye Health

Vision loss can make reading and driving difficult and increase the risk of falls. Indirectly these changes can affect older adults’ food intake and physical activity. Vision loss can affect older adults’ ability to drive to the grocery store and read food labels and recipes. In addition, vision loss may increase the risk of foodborne illness if older adults have difficulty seeing food expiration dates and food spoilage. Furthermore, older adults with vision loss may be less likely to engage in physical activity due to fear of falling.

A healthful diet has several roles in vision and eye health. It is well known that vitamin A has a role in maintaining vision, particularly night vision. A healthful diet and regular physical activity can help lower the risk of some age-related eye diseases by helping to keep blood glucose and blood pressure in control. 

In addition, many nutrients and phytochemcials in foods function as antioxidants. Antioxidants may have a role in helping to keep the eyes healthy and delaying the onset of age-related eye diseases by protecting the eyes from oxidative damage. Many antioxidants, including   as vitamin C, vitamin E, carotenes (beta-carotene, lutein and zeaxanthin) and zinc have been implicated in protecting the eyes from oxidative damage. Other antioxidants, including omega-3 fatty acids and selenium, may also have a protective role in eye health.

Antioxidants protect tissues against oxidative damage. Oxidative reactions produce free radicals which can result in tissue damage and increase the risk of age-related diseases. Antioxidants keep free radicals under control. 

Although it is not yet possible to conclude that antioxidants have a role in preventing age-related eye diseases, the evidence consume a healthful diet consisting of a variety of foods rich in antioxidants may be beneficial for eye health.

Fruits and vegetables are good sources of vitamin A and many antioxidant nutrients including vitamin C and carotenes (beta-carotene, lutein and zeaxanthin).  Low-fat dairy is also a good source of vitamin A. Whole grains, nuts and seeds are good sources of vitamin E and selenium. Lean meats are a good source of zinc and seafood is a good source of omega-3 fatty acids. 

The role of multiple nutrients in eye health highlights the importance of a healthful diet including fruits, vegetables, low-fat dairy whole grains, and lean protein foods. The 2010 Dietary Guidelines provide guidance for a healthful diet.

Build a Healthy Plate for Eye Health

· Make half your plate fruits and vegetables.

· Eat red, orange, and dark-green vegetables, such as tomatoes, sweet potatoes, and broccoli, in main and side dishes.

· Switch to skim or 1% milk

· They have the same amount of calcium and other essential nutrients as whole milk, but less fat and calories.

· Make at least half your grains whole

· Choose 100% whole-grain cereals, breads, crackers, rice and pasta.

· Check the ingredients list on food packages to find whole-grain foods.

· Vary your protein food choices.

· Twice a week, make seafood the protein on your plate.

· Keep meat and poultry portions small and lean.

