
Weight and See? Why being over-

weight is a risk to your eyesight! 

A recent study showed the shocking fact that Irish adults are amongst the most over weight in 

Europe. The connection between being overweight and having an increased risk of health problems 

has been long established, but a fact that not many people take into consideration is that along with 

an increased risk of diabetes and heart attack, overweight people are also at a higher risk of losing 

their eyesight. 

 

 

So for starters, let’s look at what we need for good healthy eyesight. We need a good clear lens to 

focus the light coming into the eye from our environment and we need a healthy retina on which to 

focus this light. The retina is the innermost light sensitive layer of the eye. The retina absorbs al the 

signals coming in from the light, and sends electrical impulses to the optic nerve, which in turn 

carries these signals to the brain where they are interpreted as sight. The part of the retina most 



sensitive to fine vision is the macula. We need a good healthy macula for clear central vision.

 

The retina lays on a dense bed of fine blood vessels which are essential to keep the retinal cells 

working well. The eye is also supplied with blood by a central vein and artery which also bring 

oxygen and nutrients into the eye. 

Well then, how can being overweight possible affect my eyesight...my weight is on my body..not my 

eyes? The answer to this ..its in the blood circulation!  

Being overweight impacts on the body in two ways, the heart has to work harder to pump the blood 

around the body due to the increased body mass, and the blood vessels themselves are at an 

increased risk of being damaged by changes brought about in the structure of the blood vessels by 

being overweight. This is known as atherosclerosis. People with cardiovascular disease, have an 

increased risk of elevated blood pressure and damage to the blood vessels. This includes those 

important blood vessels at the back of the eye. 

It is the changes to these retinal blood vessels which results in the blood vessels becoming leaky or 

bleeding. A leaking or burst blood vessel at the back of the eye can permanently damage the 

important nerves in the retina which transmit all those electrical impulses to the brain which allows 

us to see. If those nerves are damaged because of the damaged blood vessels, they cannot transmit 

what we see to the brain, so we lose vision. 



 

Risk factors for cardiovascular disease include 

• Smoking 

• Overweight 

• Diabetes 

• Family history 

• No exercise 

• Highly strung personality 

Another cause of vision loss due to being overweight is connected to type 2 diabetes. The number of 

type 2 diabetics in the population is rapidly increasing. This is connected to the fact they a lot more 

people are overweight, and of course being overweight is one of the big risk factors for type 2 

diabetes. More people are developing type 2 diabetes and they are developing it younger. The 

longer you have diabetes, the more likely it is that your vision will be affected. This again goes back 

to the blood connection. The high sugar levels in the blood also damages the blood vessels in the 

body...and again, this includes those important vessels in the retina. This is known as diabetic 

retinopathy. Diabetic retinopathy can cause lots of nasty complications at the retina, all of which can 

lead to sight loss.  



Risk factors for diabetes include 

• Age 

• Overweight 

• Family history 

• High Blood pressure 

So, what eye conditions are connected to being overweight? 

• Dry eye 

• Cataracts 

• Age related macular degeneration 

• Blood vessel occlusions 

• Leaking blood vessels in the retina 

• Haemorrhages at the retina 

• Higher Intraocular pressure (can lead to Glaucoma) 

• Diabetic Retinopathy 

Every time you have an eye examination, your optometrist will check your eyes for signs of any of 

the above. If you are diabetic it is very important to get your eyes checked annually. The 

optometrists can put drops into your eyes which allow us to see the back of the eye really clearly 

and this allows us to check for any signs of retinal diseases including the effects of being overweight. 

However, as they say, prevention is better than cure, so its important to know your risk factors and 

to address them. 

• Get regular exercise 

• Eat less 

• Eat healthier foods 

• Stop smoking 

• Get your blood pressure and cholesterol checked 

• Try not to stress out! 

• Cut back on alcohol; stay within your weekly limit 

If you are at risk, talk to your GP about a plan to get fit and reduce your risks. If your GP has already 

been advising you about your risks, try to follow their advice. Finally, if you experience any changes 

in your eyesight you should attend your optometrists as soon as possible. Your optometrist has been 

trained to identify risks factors at the back of your eye, resulting from diabetes or cardio-vascular 

disease and can refer you for prompt care and attention which could save your sight. 

 


