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High Blood Pressure and Eye Disease 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hypertensive Retinopathy  

 

Hypertensive retinopathy is damage to the retina from high blood pressure. The retina is the layer of 

tissue at the back part of the eye. It changes light and images that enter the eye into nerve signals that are 

sent to the brain. 

Causes 
 

High blood pressure can damage blood vessels in the retina. The higher the blood pressure and the 

longer it has been high, the more severe the damage is likely to be. 

 

You have a higher risk of damage and vision loss when you have diabetes, high cholesterol level, or you 

smoke. 

 

Rarely, blood pressure readings suddenly become very high, but when they do, it can cause severe 

changes in the eye. 

 

Other problems with the retina are also more likely, such as: 

 

 Damage to the nerves in the eye (ischemic optic neuropathy), due to poor blood flow 

 Blockage of the blood supply in the arteries to the retina (retinal artery occlusion) 

 Blockage of the veins that carry blood away from the retina (retinal vein occlusion) 

 

Symptoms 
 

Most people with hypertensive retinopathy do not have symptoms until late in the disease. 

 

Symptoms may include: 

 

 Double vision, dim vision, or vision loss 

 Headaches 

 

 

DR. SAMUEL B. NISBETT, MD, MB, BS, FACS, FRCSC, MBA 

COMPREHENSIVE OPHTHALMOLOGIST 

http://www.sknvision.com/


2 | P a g e  

 

Sudden symptoms are a medical emergency. 

Exams and Tests 
 

Your health care provider will use an ophthalmoscope to look for narrowing of the blood vessels and 

signs that fluid has leaked from blood vessels. The degree of damage to the retina (retinopathy) is graded 

on a scale of 1 to 4: 

 

 Grade 1: You may not have symptoms. 

 Grades 2-3: There are a number of changes in the blood vessels, leaking from blood vessels, and 

swelling in other parts of the retina. 

 Grade 4: You will have swelling of the optic nerve and of the visual center of the retina (macula). This 

swelling can cause decreased vision. 

Fluorescein angiography may be used to examine the blood vessels. 

 

Treatment 
 

The only treatment for hypertensive retinopathy is to control high blood pressure. 

 

Outlook (Prognosis) 
 

People with grade 4 (severe retinopathy) often have heart and kidney problems due to high blood 

pressure. They are also at higher risk for stroke. 

In most cases, the retina will heal if the blood pressure is controlled. However, some people with grade 4 

retinopathy will have lasting damage to the optic nerve or macula. 

When to Contact a Medical Professional 
 

Get emergency medical treatment if you have high blood pressure with vision changes or headaches. 

 

 
 
 


