Wellness Watch:  Preventing Vision Problems

By Carolyn Collman, MS, 

If you want to maintain your vision as you age, you need to keep an eye on your overall health. Fortunately, there’s evidence that age-related vision problems such as macular degeneration, cataracts, glaucoma and dry eye syndrome can be reduced - and possibly even prevented - by eating a healthy diet and exercising regularly. 

Eye Nutrition

When your mother told you to eat your veggies for good eyesight, she was right!  Research has shown that people who eat more fruits and especially vegetables have a lower incidence of macular degeneration. Vitamin A, vitamin C, vitamin E, zinc and lutein are all important nutrients for the health and function of the eye. Spinach, kale and collard and turnip greens, broccoli, peas, carrots and sweet potatoes are good sources. 

On the other hand, studies have also found that a high glycemic index diet may increase the risk of developing both age-related macular degeneration and cataracts. Diets high in the glycemic index are those that emphasize simple sugars rather than complex carbohydrates such as starchy vegetables and whole grains. There’s also some evidence that eating too much salt and drinking too much alcohol may increase your risk for cataracts, while glaucoma has been linked to excessive caffeine consumption.

Furthermore, there’s evidence that dry eye syndrome may be caused in part by a deficiency of essential fatty acids (EFAs). Avoiding artificial sweeteners may also reduce dry eye symptoms. In addition to eating well, drinking six-to-eight glasses of water a day will also help keep your body hydrated and specifically your eyes irrigated.  

Exercising for Eye Health

Exercise, particularly aerobic exercise, may improve optic nerve health by increasing overall blood flow. In fact, research has shown that walking 40 minutes a day may lower intraocular pressure up to 20 percent. Exercising regularly increases the overall health of your circulatory system which is vital to the health of your eyes. It may also help prevent diabetes and thereby diabetic retinopathy.

Preventative Eyecare Tips

· Schedule annual eye “physicals” with your ophthalmologist.

· Eat your fruits and vegetables.  

· Take a daily multivitamin.

· Limit your salt, sugar, artificial sweetener, and caffeine and alcohol consumption.

· Drink 6-to-8 glasses of water per day

· Wear sunglasses with UV protection.  

· Don’t smoke and avoid second-hand smoke.

· Read large print books or listen to books on tape.

· Use a hand-held magnifier when reading anything but large print.

· Use a halogen light for less glare and better light dispersion.

