
 

Study finds reduced risk of cataracts
associated with obesity surgery
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New research presented at this year's European
Congress on Obesity (held online 10-13 May) has
found a reduced risk of eye cataracts occurring in
patients who have lost weight through obesity
(bariatric) surgery. The study is by Dr. Theresa
Burkard, ETH Zurich, Switzerland, and colleagues
from Sweden and Switzerland. 

A cataract is a cloudy obstruction in the lens of the
eye, and a chronic condition which is a leading
cause of visual impairment and blindness. A
previous meta-analysis reported that overweight
and obesity were risk factors for cataract
development. In this new study, the authors
hypothesized that weight loss in patients with
obesity may be associated with a lower incidence
of cataract potentially due to decreased oxidative
stress, less systemic inflammation, and remission
of diabetes and hypertension in patients with those
conditions.

They used data from Swedish nationwide
healthcare registries in their analyses. Patients
aged 40-79 years old who underwent obesity 
surgery between 2006 and 2019 were matched to
bariatric surgery-free patients with obesity.

Statistical modelling was then used to calculate the
risk of incident cataract among obesity surgery
patients when compared to non-operated patients
with obesity. A total of 22 560 obesity surgery
patients were matched to 35 523 patients with
obesity but no surgery. Patients were followed for a
mean duration of around 6 years. The data showed
that the risk of cataract was decreased by 29% in
the obesity surgery group compared to matched
patients with obesity but no surgery.

The risk of cataract development in obesity surgery
patients compared to patients with obesity but no
surgery increased with age: the lowest risk of
cataract was observed in patients aged 40-49
years, where those who had obesity surgery were
around half as likely to develop cataract compared
to patients not having had obesity surgery.
However, in patients aged 60 years or over, the
beneficial effect seemed to disappear, with no
significant difference in the risk of cataract between
groups.

Furthermore, the authors observed that surgical
techniques generally leading to higher weight loss
and a higher risk of malabsorption of nutrients,
such as duodenal switch or gastric bypass, were
associated with the lowest risks of cataract (51%
statistically non-significant decreased risk of
cataract after duodenal switch, 32% statistically
significant decreased risk of cataract after gastric
bypass). Sleeve gastrectomy on the other hand,
generally leads to slightly less weight loss and
malabsorption of nutrients, and there was no
difference in cataract risk between patients who
underwent sleeve gastrectomy and those not
undergoing bariatric surgery. The authors also
observed no differences between sexes; both men
and women yielded equally reduced cataract risk
following bariatric surgery.

The authors conclude that "substantial weight loss
is associated with a decreased risk of cataract,
especially if obesity surgery was performed before
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age 60. This decreased risk is an addition to the
multitude of positive effects that weight loss has on
eye health. Furthermore, we observed a potential
dose-response relationship between the amount of
weight loss and reduction in cataract incidence." 
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