
When walking into the local pharmacy or
grocery store, there seems to be a growing
number of nutritional supplements,
or ‘eye vitamins,’ now available for
everyday use. Scientists have long
wondered whether taking
supplements could help prevent,
treat, or even cure certain eye
diseases. Many over-the-counter
products promote benefits in either general
eye health or specific eye conditions, despite
some lack in scientific evidence. Here a few
supplements that have been investigated
more significantly in eye disease.

Antioxidants 
Antioxidants are naturally found in a

number of foods including vegetables,
cereals, fruits, and nuts. Antioxidants have
been studied in certain eye conditions
because of their ability to reduce oxidative
stress, a biologic imbalance that exists when
our cells are no longer able to remove
harmful molecules that can cause further
damage. Oxidative stress is thought to play
an important role in the development of
age-related macular degeneration (AMD)
and cataracts.
The Age-Related Eye Disease Study

(AREDS) was a large multi-center clinical
trial that studied the effects of high-dose
antioxidants (vitamins A, C, and E) and zinc
on patients with cataracts and varying types
of AMD. They also studied people without
evidence of cataract or AMD to determine 
if zinc and/or antioxidants could prevent the
development of these conditions. The
AREDS study showed a number of
important things:
• High doses of antioxidants and zinc can
reduce the risk of vision loss from
advanced AMD by about 19% in high-
risk patients. 

• There did not appear to be a benefit in
patients with early or no AMD or help 

restore vision loss from AMD.
• Nutritional supplements did not seem to
prevent cataracts or keep them from
getting worse over time.

Other antioxidants, including lutein,
were not commercially available at the time
of the initial study. Lutein, zeaxanthin, and
omega-3 fatty acids are currently being
investigated in the AREDS 2 study. 

Omega-3 Fatty Acids
Fatty acids are found in a variety of food

sources including cold water fish and
flaxseed oil. Fatty acids are known to have
significant anti-inflammatory properties
which can be helpful in conditions like dry
eye syndrome (DES), where various
inflammatory molecules are thought to
cause worsening of disease.
Currently, the use of fatty acids in the

treatment of DES remains in its early stages,
although data from a limited number of
small studies seems promising. A recent pilot
study demonstrated a significant increase in
tear production in DES patients taking daily
Omega-3 supplementation.1 Further large-
scale clinical trials will be needed to
determine the effectiveness, possible side
effects, and required dosages. At present,
there are no formal dosing
recommendations for Omega-3 fatty acids
in the treatment of DES. 

Preventative Care
Vitamins may also have a potential role in

preventative eye care. Many believe
that some eye conditions result
from ongoing chemical reactions
that make us more prone to
disease over time. Daily nutritional

supplements may be able to help
slow down or even reverse these

processes before damage can occur. A recent
study that looked at the effects of folic acid
and vitamin B on heart disease in woman
showed a lower risk of AMD in patients
taking supplementation.2 Further
prospective investigation will be required to
see if these nutrients are truly beneficial in
prevention of AMD. There are no
supplements that have yet proven to prevent
disease in otherwise healthy eyes. 
Clearly, we have more to learn about

supplements and their potential benefits.
While there remains a limited amount of
scientific evidence to date, nutritional
supplementation remains a continuously
evolving and exciting area of future research
for both prevention and treatment of eye
disease.  
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