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Ophthalmologic disorders in adolescents 
with type 1 diabetes

ABSTRACT
Chronic complications of diabetes, including damage 
to the eye, are seen in patients with type 2 diabetes 
often soon after diagnosis. This type of diabetes is of-
ten diagnosed after a long period of unrecognized and 
untreated disease. Type 1 diabetes is one of the most 
common metabolic diseases diagnosed in children, 
and is associated with the risk of developing multiple 
chronic complications. Diabetic eye disease can be as-
sociated with abnormalities in various eye structures. 
It should be remembered that early changes in the 
organ of vision may not give clear clinical symptoms. 
Their detection requires the use of modern diagnostic 
methods, which also allow early detection of changes 
that threaten damage to the eye. The degree of meta-
bolic control, the presence of dyslipidemia, as well as 
micro- and macroangiopathy affect the development 
of chronic complications, including changes in the 
eye. Damage to small blood vessels leads to changes 
in retinal perfusion and to macular edema. As a result 
of these changes, diabetic retinopathy develops. Early 
diagnosis of the above complications allows prevention 
of their development. (Clin Diabetol 2020; 9; 6: 485–488)
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Introduction
In diabetes mellitus, first described by John Rollo in 

1798, vision complications often occur. The history of 
diabetes goes back to ancient times. The first reports 
date back to 3500 B.C.E. and come from ancient Egypt. 
The term ‘diabetes’, which in Greek meant ‘siphon’ 
and ‘water flowing through the body’, was first used 
by Areteus of Cappadocia (30–90 CE). He was also the 
first to provide a full clinical description of diabetes. In 
1889, Minkowski and von Mering proved that there is  
a correlation between diabetes and the islets of Langer-
hans. Insulin discovery in 1922 by Banting, Macleod, 
Best, and Collip was of breakthrough significance [1–3]. 
Chronic complications in patients with type 2 diabetes, 
including damage to the eye, are often seen soon after 
diagnosis. This type of diabetes is often diagnosed after 
a long period of unrecognized and untreated disease 
[4, 5]. In type 1 diabetes, anatomical changes in the 
eye usually appear after a longer duration of diabetes. 
Descriptions of eye complications in adolescent dia-
betic patients have a long history [6–9]. In the past, 
these complications were common due to difficulties 
in balancing glucose metabolism. Long-term studies 
on the relationship between the level of glucose con-
trol reflected by the examination of HbA1c levels and 
diabetic retinopathy in juvenile patients with type 1  
diabetes have been recently presented by Swedish 
authors [10]. Other authors have also presented the 
results of similar studies [11–13]. A comprehensive 
discussion of recommendations for the diagnosis and 
treatment of ophthalmologic complications in diabetes 
is presented in the recommendations of the Diabetes 
Poland [14]. According to these recommendations, 
the first ophthalmological examination should be per-
formed at diagnosis in patients with type 2 diabetes, 
and for type 1 diabetes patients, such examination is 
usually performed after 5 years of the disease. During 
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puberty, adolescents usually have their first examina-
tion earlier. The main reason for the development 
of complications is chronic hyperglycemia with high 
concentration of glycated hemoglobin. In addition, 
it should be remembered that apart from anatomical 
complications associated with lens opacities and vas-
cular changes in diabetes, there may also be certain 
functional complications resulting from acute disor-
ders of glycemic homeostasis. These symptoms often 
occur at the onset of the disease in patients with type 
1 diabetes and are the result of glucose homeostasis 
disorders. Visual disturbances can be a consequence of 
both hyperglycemia and hypoglycemia. Hyperglycemia 
causes an increase in osmotic pressure and refractive 
disorders, whereas in hypoglycemia, glucose delivery 
to photoreceptors is reduced. Visual disturbances as-
sociated with lens refractive disorders often occur when 
type 1 diabetes is diagnosed. They are a consequence 
of frequently elevated glucose levels in blood and aque-
ous humor at that time. Blood glucose control usually 
resolves the symptoms.

Cataract
The cataract is manifested by the clouding of the 

lens of the eye, and is one of the pre-existing chronic 
complications of diabetes. Its prevalence in type 1 
diabetes is estimated to be around 10%, and in type 2 
diabetes the percentage is higher. Bilateral cataracts, 
which appear as the first symptom of diabetes and lead 
to its diagnosis, are unusual and only a few such cases 
have been described in the literature [15]. There are 
juvenile cataracts and cataracts in adults. In type 1 dia-
betes, there is often a snowflake cataract characterized 
by fine haze that may be present in the cortex or around 
the anterior and posterior lens capsule [16]. The only ef-
fective way to improve vision in people affected by this 
disease is to remove the cloudy cornea and implant an 
artificial lens in its place. Changes in the fundus mani-
festing as diabetic macular edema (DME) may be yet 
another vision disorder in diabetes. Diabetic maculopa-
thy may be associated with cataract surgery because the 
latter often accelerates or intensifies diabetic macular 
edema (DME) [17]. Chronic hyperglycemia, leading to 
the production of inflammatory cytokines and leuko-
cyte adhesion, is important in the development of this 
condition. What is more, capillaries in the central part 
of the retina become narrower and ischemia leads to 
the disappearance of pericytes and damage to the 
endothelium of small blood vessels. The vessel wall is 
damaged and micro-aneurysms are formed. Damage to 
the vascular wall and increased blood viscosity lead to 
retinal hypoxia and retinal exudate. As a result of the 
weakened vessel wall being ruptured, blood strokes ap-

pear inside the eye. Datta et al. observed four important 
clinical features in five children with newly diagnosed 
diabetes who developed early cataracts. These features 
include the prolonged duration of symptoms before 
diagnosis, high HbA1 levels at diagnosis, a clear pre-
dominance of girls and the age of puberty [18]. The 
possibility of using modern diagnostic methods allows 
early detection of changes that threaten eye damage 
[19, 20]. Through optical coherent tomography (OCT) 
we can assess the condition of the macula and optic 
disc. Fluorescein angiography is a method which ac-
curately locates the sites of leakage of diseased vessels 
and ischemia zones, and OCT angiography allows us to 
accurately visualize vascular changes without the need 
for contrast agents. In addition, there are a number of 
other methods that allow accurate diagnosis of lesions 
within the eye at an early stage of their development 
[21–23]. Recently, Chinese authors have presented 
results of their research on the thickness of choroid, 
optic disc, and macular thickness in children with type 1  
diabetes [24]. Other authors have also drawn atten-
tion to the need to use modern diagnostic methods 
for early detection of changes in the organ of vision in 
adolescent diabetic patients [25]. 

Diabetic retinopathy
Diabetic retinopathy is estimated to be the most 

common complication of diabetes and can lead to com-
plete blindness. In a study by Wang et al. [26], 20.1% of 
2,240 subjects with type 1 diabetes and 7.2% of 1,768 
subjects with type 2 diabetes developed retinopathy 
over a median follow-up period of 3.2 and 3.1 years, 
respectively. Moreover, Kernell et al. [27] found that 
in children and adolescents with insulin-dependent 
diabetes, retinopathy was diagnosed in 6% and 18% 
of patients in pubertal stages one and five, respectively. 
The cause of diabetic retinopathy is microangiopathy, 
which is damage to small blood vessels, which leads 
to damage to the retina itself. Recently, an analysis of 
retrospective studies has been presented, which sug-
gested that genetic conditions may have an impact on 
the development of diabetic retinopathy [28]. However, 
according to the authors of this study, this requires 
further research, and a greater number of patients, 
especially children with type 1 diabetes without known 
visual impairment and diabetic retinopathy. Results of 
studies on the relationship between the occurrence of 
atherosclerotic changes in the carotid arteries and the 
occurrence of diabetic retinopathy have been presented 
[29]. In the group of patients with type 1 diabetes free 
from cardiovascular diseases, an ultrasound of carotid 
arteries was performed, the results of which were 
compared with the incidence and severity of diabetic 
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retinopathy. Advanced stages of diabetic retinopathy 
have been shown to indicate an increased risk of ca-
rotid atherosclerosis. German authors have pointed out 
the coexistence of chronic macro- and microvascular 
complications, including retinopathy, in young children 
with type 1 diabetes [30]. In addition, they have high-
lighted the need for prevention in early type 1 diabetes 
to reduce the significant risk of complications and 
comorbidities at an early age. The appearance of other 
chronic complications may be the first sign of changes 
in the eye. Malerbi et al. have pointed out that very ac-
curate diagnostic methods allow us to detect changes 
in retinal perfusion in patients with normal fundus [31]. 
Fluorescein angiography is indicated in patients with 
impaired renal glomerular filtration. There are three 
stages of diabetic retinopathy – non-proliferative retin-
opathy, pre-proliferative retinopathy, and proliferative 
retinopathy. This classification does not include macu-
lopathy, which can occur at any stage of retinopathy. 
Recently, there have been a number of reports on the 
assessment of the degree of morphological changes in 
the retina in adolescent patients with type 1 diabetes 
[32–34]. Important risk factors for the development 
of retinopathy are lipid disorders, obesity, hyperten-
sion, frequent infections, blood clotting disorders, and 
anemia. People who develop other late complications 
in diabetes, such as diabetic nephropathy, are at risk. 
An extensive report has been published regarding 
the occurrence of changes in the organ of vision in 
patients with type 1 and type 2 diabetes, based on 
the analysis of the frequency of changes in patients in 
north-eastern Poland. Of the respondents, 26% were 
patients with type 1 diabetes and 74% were patients 
with type 2 diabetes. Diabetic retinopathy was found 
in 25.48% of subjects. In patients with type 1 diabetes, 
32.58% of cases were diagnosed with non-proliferative 
diabetic retinopathy, while in 24.44% of cases, patients 
developed proliferative retinopathy [35]. The authors 
believe that the results obtained may reflect the degree 
of diabetes care. Future research should focus on pre-
venting diabetic complications in young patients and 
explaining the above connections.

Conclusions
Recently, there has been a report in Polish literature 

discussing the results of eye examinations in adolescent 
patients with type 1 diabetes. These results confirm that 
it is necessary to use modern diagnostic methods for 
the early detection of ocular complications in adoles-
cent patients [25, 31]. It should be remembered that 
early changes in the organ of vision may not give clear 
clinical symptoms, and their detection requires the use 
of modern diagnostic methods. It is very important to 

make diabetologists dealing with adolescent patients 
aware of the need to intensify these tests in adolescent 
patients, and refer these patient for ophthalmologist 
consultations.
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