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People who adopt a Mediterranean-type diet have a 40% 

lower risk of developing age-related macular degeneration.  

In industrialized countries, age-related macular degeneration 

(AMD) is the principal cause of vision loss, with up to 35% of 

people aged 75 or over being affected by this disease. The macula, 

situated at the centre of the retina, is very rich in photoreceptors, 

which are hyper-specialized cells that capture light and allow us to 

perceive the details and colours of the world which surrounds us. 

During macular degeneration, the cells progressively stop 

functioning, leading to a gradual deterioration of vision and a 

perturbation of the basic visual activities needed for reading, 

driving and recognizing faces. 

The most common form of AMD (80% of cases) is called dry 

AMD, caused by a perturbation in cellular metabolism which leads 

to a progressive degeneration of the retinal cells. 

Studies performed to date indicate that the risk of developing 

AMD depends on a combination of genetic factors and lifestyle, 

which suggests that this deterioration in vision could largely be 

preventable. 

DIET AND VISION 

Several epidemiological studies have reported a decreased risk for 

AMD in people who consumed elevated quantities of omega-3 

fatty acids, present in nuts and in fish, as well as of lutein and 

zeaxanthin, two antioxidants present in certain plants. These results 

are in accordance with the fact that the omega-3 fats are present in 

very large quantities within the retina and make the cell membrane 

more fluid, facilitating the transmission of nervous impulses. 

Lutein and zeaxanthin, due to their spectral properties, absorb blue 

light wavelengths which are the more dangerous and more 

energetic portion of the visible light spectrum and thus protect the 

eye, particularly the macula. It is therefore logical that a diet rich in 

omega-3 and in plants could protect the retina and reduce the risk 

of developing macular degeneration. 

MEDITERRANEAN DIET 

The Mediterranean diet represents a good model for exploring this 

issue because this form of diet is based on an abundant 

consumption of plants, including nuts, as well as a regular intake of 

fish rather than red meats. As well, several studies have shown that 

people who follow this diet are at less risk of developing several 

chronic diseases (cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, certain 

cancers) as well as diseases which affect vision, such as diabetic 

retinopathies. 

 

 

 

The potential for a link between the Mediterranean diet and AMD 

was examined with 4,996 subjects who participated in two 

European prospective studies, i.e. the Rotterdam Study (4,446 

Dutch aged 55 and over) and the Antioxidants, Essential Lipids, 

Nutrition and Ocular Diseases (Alienor) Study (550 French aged 

73 and over)1. The participants were followed over a period of 21 

years (1990-2011) for the Rotterdam study and over 4 years (2006-

2012) for the Alienor study with the aid of regular 

ophthalmological examination and a monitoring of eating habits. 

This approach was able to show that people who adhered very 

strictly to the Mediterranean diet (increased consumption of plants, 

olive oil and fish combined with low intake of meats) had a 41% 

lower risk of developing macular degeneration compared to those 

who did not eat the same form of diet. 

Thus we have another spectacular example of the extraordinary 

benefits of the Mediterranean diet on health, and of how this way 

of eating is one of the best methods known to date for improving 

lifespan and quality of life. 

(1) Merle BMJ et al. Mediterranean diet and incidence of 
advanced age-related macular degeneration: the EYE-

RISK consortium. Ophthalmology, published online 

August 13, 2018. 
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