
Family Medicine Clerkship  
Plain Language Summary  

 
 
Title: Coumadin or aspirin use in patients with Age-Related Macular Degeneration   
 
Name:  Christopher Hillard 
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Age-related macular degeneration is a condition affecting the retina of the eye that can result in 
blurry central vision or blindness over time.  This is a painless condition that occurs with aging.  
There are two forms of macular degeneration, wet and dry, and the progression of this disease 
varies with each person.  Some patient’s vision changes very slowly over time and others change 
quickly.  The wet form of macular degeneration is caused by fragile blood vessels in the retina 
that leak fluid or blood and cause the macula to rise from the back of the eye.  This causes rapid 
damage to the macula (where central vision comes from) and leads to worsening central vision.  
In patients with wet macular degeneration, bleeding into the eye can occur from these fragile 
blood vessels and this can lead to blindness.  Below is a picture of a retinal hemorrhage (bleeding 
in the eye) that was caused by wet macular degeneration.   
 

 
 
Since macular degeneration occurs in older adults, there are often other medical problems 
present as well.  Some of these include hypertension (high blood pressure), diabetes, stroke, heart 
attack or atrial fibrillation (irregular heart beat).  As a treatment for these conditions, patients 
may be put on anticoagulation medicines (blood thinners), such as warfarin (Coumadin) or 
antiplatelet agents, such as aspirin or Plavix.  Patients who take these medications and have wet 
macular degeneration are at increased risk for more severe bleeding into the eye, which may lead 
to rapid loss of vision.  If patients also have high blood pressure this risk may be further 
increased.  Further studies are needed to better determine how much of a risk these medications 
are to bleeding but patients should inform their family medicine doctor if they have wet macular 
degeneration and their ophthalmologist of they are taking warfarin, aspirin, Plavix or another 
blood thinner.  Patients should not stop taking their blood thinners unless they have had a 
discussion with their doctor regarding the risks of bleeding versus risk of stroke or heart attack.  
Your doctor may feel there is more risk in not taking blood thinners compared to the risk of 
retinal bleeding.  Further information can be found in the resources below. 
 
 
 



Additional Resources: 
 
National Eye Institute Facts about Age-related Macular Degeneration 
http://www.nei.nih.gov/health/maculardegen/armd_facts.asp 
 
JAMA Patient Page:  Age-related Macular Degeneration 
http://jama.ama-assn.org/content/295/20/2438.full.pdf 
 
WebMD Macular Degeneration Health Center 
http://www.webmd.com/eye-health/macular-degeneration/age-related-macular-degeneration-
overview 
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This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to present 
information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect 
the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and faculty.  These materials are 
provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the advice and 
recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The information provided may no longer be up-
to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information provided should not be 
used to diagnose a health problem or disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a 
medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 


