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Abstract

Retinopathy of prematurity (ROP) is a potentially blinding eye disorder that primarily affects
premature infants weighing 1250 grams or less that are born before 31 weeks of gestation. It is
one of the most common causes of visual loss in childhood and can lead to lifelong vision impair-
ment and blindness. Certain strategies for prevention have been confirmed by numerous trials,
namely the role of oxygen therapy as an independent risk factor for the development of ROP and
the benefits of strict control of premature infant oxygen saturations in the NICU. There is valuable
data that supports use of other approaches, such as beta adrenergic blockade and IGF-1 supple-
mentation, for which clinical trials are still in the works to establish clear protocols for their clini-
cal use. Supplementation with vitamin A, omega-3 fatty acids, and inositol are all exciting arenas
for further trials as preliminary data shows promising results in ROP prevention. It has also been
shown that the benefit of vitamin E is not worth the increased incidence of NEC and sepsis as po-
tential side effects. Furthermore, while it was an interesting idea to use the chelator D-penicilla-
mine as a preventative strategy for ROP, the results of multiple trials seemed to be equivocal. This
brief review is not all-inclusive, as there are many more modes of prevention currently being stu-
died.
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1. Introduction

Retinopathy of prematurity (ROP) is a potentially blinding eye disorder that primarily affects premature infants
weighing 1250 grams or less that are born before 31 weeks of gestation. It is one of the most common causes of
visual loss in childhood and can lead to lifelong vision impairment and blindness [1]. We have progressed leaps
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and bounds in the realm of treatment for the proliferative phase of ROP. The standard of care at most institutions
today is laser or cryo ablative therapy, which is unfortunately not always effective at preventing the sequelae of
ROP and can lead to the loss of peripheral vision. This has sparked a new focus on anti-VEGF treatment, which
itself carries a host of reservations because no one can yet be sure of the systemic effects of anti-VEGF in the
neonate. For years, researchers have postulated that in order to tackle ROP and its potentially devastating con-
sequences, we must consider preventative strategies rather than treatment alone. Such an approach could be of
enormous benefit in providing a cheap, effective means to halt the disease in its tracks. What follows is a
non-comprehensive review of modes of prevention that have already been addressed in the scientific community.
It will also illustrate the direction that continued research will take us in the treatment and prevention of ROP.

2. Pathogenesis of ROP

It is necessary to understand the pathogenesis of ROP prior to exploring strategies for its prevention. ROP occurs
when premature birth interrupts normal retinal vascular development [2]. In humans, normal retinal vasculature
occurs in two phases: vasculogenesis and angiogenesis. Vasculogenesis is the de novo formation of blood vessels
from endothelial precursor cells. Angiogenesis is the development of new blood vessels from existing blood
vessels, which occurs from 17 - 18 weeks postmenstrual age, and is characterized by tissue hypoxia-driven
blood vessel development mediated by Vascular Endothelial Growth Factor (VEGF) [2]. Given that physiologic
hypoxia is the normal fetal state, ROP represents defective development of vasculature when the tissue envi-
ronment is hyperoxic as compared to the in utero environment [2]. ROP itself is divided into two phases.

The first phase of ROP is a vaso-obliterative phase in which, due to the hyperoxic state of the premature infant,
hypoxic stimulus for the secretion of VEGF by retinal astrocytes and Muller cells is stunted. This leads to a sig-
nificant delay in endothelial cell angiogenesis and blood vessel development [2]. The second phase of ROP is a
proliferative phase and begins at 32 - 34 weeks of postmenstrual age. It is characterized by a hypoxia-induced
retinal neovascularization which can be explained by an imbalance between the poorly developed blood vessels
and the increasing metabolic demands of developing neural retina [3]. Retinal hypoxia induces a molecular cas-
cade that culminates in the expression of a variety of genes that encode for angiogenic growth factors, namely
VEGF and IGF-1. These growth factors then participate in the pathological formation of blood vessels at the
junction between the vascularized and nonvascularized retina. As is common in other proliferative retinopathies,
pathological neovascularization can produce fibrous contraction which ultimately results in retinal traction, de-
tachment, and possibly blindness [4].

3. Oxygen

We now know a great deal about the importance of physiologic hypoxia as a vital stimulus for VEGF in retinal
vessel formation. It is thus not surprising that prolonged respiratory support and high pulse oximetry oxygen sa-
turations have been associated with an increased risk of ROP [5]. It is important to note that the ideal target for
oxygen saturation, in so far as it relates to the progression of ROP, varies depending on which phase of ROP is
being studied. In phase | ROP, multiple studies have shown that keeping oxygen saturation lower than pre-
viously expected, resulted in a decreased incidence of ROP progression [5] [6]. The question that naturally fol-
lows is how low? In 2003 Chow et al implemented what was deemed an “oxygen management policy” with
strict guidelines for use of FIO2 and monitoring oxygen saturation of neonates from the delivery room and
throughout hospitalization. The researchers found the incidence of ROP progression from stage 3 to stage 4 to
decrease from 12.5% to 2.5% in 4 years [7]. Wright et al. in 2006 published their results after implementation of
a physiologic reduced oxygen protocol (PROP) in 3 NICUs across the country. They proposed that maintaining
SpO, values between 83% and 93% in the immediate postgestation life, combined with strict control of oxygen
fluctuations, prevents the early vaso-obliterative phase of ROP [8]. A number of studies have since followed that
have confirmed this trend in strict oxygen control, and have culminated in the Oxygen with Love (OWL) protocol
first introduced by Sink et al in 2012 [9]. The protocol proposes several methods in maintaining the target O2
saturation of 85% - 93% in very low birth weight infants from birth to 36 weeks post-menstrual age and then
presents data showing a significant decline of ROP in their NICU. After education of neonatal physicians, nurses,
and respiratory therapists on risks of hyperoxemia in neonatal infants and the use of standardized bedside oximeter
alarm setting, the incidence of any ROP in this NICU dropped from 35% to 12%. Furthermore, the incidence of
ROP requiring ablative procedures dropped from 11% to 0% [9].
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With regards to phase 11 ROP, the studies have been concerned with treating retinal hypoxia produced by the
metabolic demand of growing the neural retina not met due to impaired vasculogenesis of phase I. Researchers
proposed that treating retinal hypoxia in a premature infant in phase 11 with supplemental oxygen could prevent
the continued increase in retinal VEGF and may help prevent the progression of proliferative neovascularization
[10]. In 2000, the STOP-ROP trial was published looking at the rate of progression from prethreshold to thre-
shold ROP in premature infants that were randomized to a conventional arm with pulse oximetry targeted at
89% to 94% saturation versus a supplemental arm with pulse oximetry targeted at 96% to 99% saturation. The
rate of progression to threshold in at least 1 eye was 48% in the conventional arm and 41% in the supplemental
arm [11]. Although low oxygen saturation appears to reduce the risk of severe ROP when carefully controlled
within the first few weeks of life, the optimal level of saturation still remains uncertain [12]. This necessarily
begs the question what other preventative measures can be implemented to prevent or at least modify the pro-
gression of ROP in premature births?

4. Beta Blockers

Betay-adrenergic receptors (beta,-ARS) are expressed on vascular endothelial cells, and there has been evidence
that the stimulation of beta,-ARs can upregulate VEGF and subsequently promote neoangiogenesis in response
to chronic ischemia [4]. In 2010, Filippi et al published a pilot study describing a protocol, PROP-ROP, to explore
the possible therapeutic role of beta blockers in ROP. They demonstrated that in oxygen induced retinopathy
(OIR) mice, proangiogenic factors were dose-dependently reduced by propranolol [4].

In an effort to apply animal model data to humans, a subsequent trial studied fifty-two preterm newborns with
Stage 2 ROP who were randomized to receive oral propranolol in addition to standard treatment versus standard
treatment alone [13]. They found that newborns treated with oral propranolol showed not only less progression to
Stage 3 or Stage 3 plus but also that they required fewer laser treatments as well as less need for rescue treatment
with intravitreal bevacizumab. These benefits, however, needed to be weighed against a number of serious adverse
effects of systemic propranolol, such as hypotension and bradycardia, which were noted in 5 out of the 26 new-
borns treated with propranolol [13]. The use of oral propranolol was also studied by Makhoul et al in 2013 whose
group determined that placebo infants required twice as many interventions as those treated with propranolol.
However, due to the small number of participants, it was noted that the results were not statistically significant
[14].

Given the concern for the potentially harmful systemic side effects of oral propranolol, the use of propranolol
eye drops was first looked at in a pilot study by Dal Monti et al in 2013. They looked at topical applications of
propranolol as related to prevention of retinal vascular proliferation in OIR mouse models [15]. In the first arm,
the study demonstrated that topical propranolol did indeed reach the retina and resulted in drug concentrations that
were effective. While these researchers admit that it might be difficult to extrapolate these results to humans, they
were nonetheless excited to report that B-AR blockade could counteract oxygen induced retinopathy by preventing
angiogenic responses to hypoxia. Topical propranolol could be a cheap, easy, and safe alternate delivery route to
systemic propranolol [15]. Further trials are necessary to bring this data to the point of human application.

5. Vitamin A

In 2012, it was hypothesized that dark-adapted retinal sensitivity in preterm infants is improved by early high dose
vitamin A [13]. This is explained by an increased availability of retinaldehyde for incorporation into rhodopsin in
the developing retina. Mactier et al were the first to measure functional ocular stores of retinol in preterm infants,
and found that early high-dose intramuscular vitamin A supplementation for infants at risk of retinopathy of
prematurity improves retinal function at 36 weeks’ post menstrual age [16]. However, the association between
vitamin A and hypoxia-induced retinal neovascularization was not explored until Wang et al showed that systemic
administration of retinoic acid in OIR mouse models can increase endogenous VEGF production. This, in turn, has
beneficial effects on retinal vasculature and ultimately counteracts the first vaso-obliterative phase of ROP [17].
The reasons, as proposed by Wang and his colleagues, for strongly considering systemic vitamin A amongst the
prevention strategies for ROP are compelling. Systemic application of retinoic acid is a more feasible mode of
drug delivery in neonates than, for example, intravitreal administration. It also generates an endogenous supply of
VEGEF to the retina. Furthermore it should be noted that retinoic acid administration in extremely low birth weight
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infants has been shown to reduce the rate of bronchopulmonary dysplasia and associated pulmonary comorbidities.
Finally, it is no small matter that the pharmacology, pharmacodynamics, and toxicology of retinoic acid in humans
is well understood because it has been used safely and effectively in treating other conditions such as acute
promyelocytic leukemia [17]. Clinical trials looking specifically at retinoic acid administration in neonates and the
impact of progression of ROP promises to be an exciting area of research in the realm of ROP prevention.

6. Vitamin E

Since the 1940s, there have been a number of clinical trials of Vitamin E supplementation in premature infants
to prevent ROP [10]. A Cochrane review of vitamin E studies concluded that supplemental vitamin E signifi-
cantly reduced the risk of severe ROP in very low birth weight infants, however at the increased risk of sepsis
[18]. One of these trials from the late 1980s found that the incidence of severe ROP was not significantly de-
creased; however they showed an increased incidence of sepsis and late-onset necrotizing enterocolitis (NEC) in
Vitamin E-treated infants weighing less than or equal to 1500 gm at birth who received study medication for
greater than or equal to 8 days [19]. An additional study by Phelps et al. in 1987 documented increased incidence
of hemorrhagic complications of prematurity, especially in infants weighing less than 1000 g [20]. It appears that
above studies have come to a unanimous conclusion that the benefits of using vitamin E as prophylaxis against
ROP do not come close to outweighing the risks of sepsis, NEC, and hemorrhagic complications.

7. Serum IGF-1

Scientists have postulated that in addition to oxygen related risk factors, non-oxygen related growth factors af-
fected by prematurity itself are also known to play an important role in pathogenesis of ROP. It has been shown
that lack of IGF-1, such as in IGF-1 knock out mice, is associated with the lack of vascular growth that subse-
quently leads to hypoxia-driven proliferative ROP [21]. Hellstrom et al subsequently applied this data to humans
and showed that persistently low serum IGF-1 did indeed correlate with increased incidence of ROP. These au-
thors went so far as to state that IGF-1 is as strong a predictor for ROP as is low birth weight and post menstrual
age at birth [22]. In 2006, they established an algorithm called WINROP (Weight, Insulin-like growth factor I,
Neonatal, Retinopathy of Prematurity) in which, IGF-I values can be used to screen for infants who might be at
risk of ROP [23].

Scientists have explored methods at exogenous IGF-1 delivery to preterm infants. Human milk increases serum
IGF-1 more than formula feeding, however given feeding intolerance that many premature infants face, there are
efforts to increase IGF-1 by parenteral administration [10]. Fresh frozen plasma has been shown to be a source of
exogenous IGF-1. Dani et al, in an effort to determine whether FFP infusions can decrease the rate of ROP, found
that 2 or more transfusions of FFP in the first week of life decreased the risk of developing any grade of ROP in
preterm infants [24].

8. Omega-3 Supplements

Supplementing omega-3-PUFA may be of benefit in preventing retinopathy. In 2007 Connor et al used a mouse
model to study the influence of omega-3- and omega-6-polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAS) on vascular loss and
hypoxia-induced neovascularization as it pertained to oxygen induced retinopathy. They successfully showed that
increasing omega-3-PUFA served to increase vessel regrowth after injury, thereby decreasing the avascular area
of the retina. This reduced the hypoxic stimulus for neovascularization [25].

It had been previously noted that DHA, a major long chain poly unsaturated fatty acid (LCPUF), is a funda-
mental structural component of retinal cells and that DHA concentration affects the enzyme activity of membranes
of retinal photoreceptors and their function. DHA was noted to be necessary for optimal retinal function [26]. A
metaanalyses recently published aimed to evaluate whether supplementation of infant formula LCPUFA before
the age of 1 improves infants’ visual acuity. Researches did find a significant benefit of LCPUFA supplementation
to visual acuity, as assessed by visual evoked potentials and behavioral methods [26].

The impact of fortification of infant formula with DHA or supplementation with omega-3 fatty acids to
breast-feeding mothers on phase | or phase Il ROP in low birth weight infants needs further study [18]. If addi-
tional research does support this hypothesis, then an approach similar to folic acid prenatal supplementation can be

undertaken [27].
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9. D-Pencillamine

A known chelator in medicine, D-pencillamine, which had been used in prevention of hyperbilirubinemia in
premature infants, was also thought to possibly contribute to lower incidence of ROP. In 2001, as part of a larger
review, two randomized trials on the effects of prophylactic D-pencillamine on ROP were identified. When
combined, they showed a significantly lower incidence of acute ROP in the treated infants [28].

Subsequent to these findings, as part of a Cochrane review, a study was conducted looking at outcome of
ROP in controlled trials where D-penicillamine was administered as compared with no treatment or placebo. A
meta-analysis of 3 randomized trials meeting inclusion criteria revealed that there was no significant difference
in the risk of any stage of ROP. Based on this data the authors of the review could not recommend the use of
D-penicillamine for the prevention of ROP [29].

10. Inositol

Human milk has many antioxidant constituents including inositol, vitamin E, and beta-carotene that may protect
against the development of ROP. An observational cohort study was designed to look at the effect of human milk
feedings on the incidence of ROP in infants weighing less than 1500 g. It was determined that the incidence of
ROP differed significantly by type of feeding i.e. human milk (41%) vs. formula (63.5%) [30].

This study paved the way for further research targeting specific nutrients such as inositol. In 2000, Friedman et
al designed a prospective study looking at the relationship between inositol and ROP. They found that infants
receiving high inositol formula and with higher serum inositol concentrations at birth and after 30 days had a
statistically significant lower incidence of severe ROP than those receiving the lower inositol formula and with
lower serum concentrations [31].

11. Conclusion

This brief review serves as a whirlwind look at preventative strategies for tackling ROP given what we already
know about the pathogenesis of a potentially blinding disease. Certain strategies for prevention have been con-
firmed by numerous trials, namely the role of oxygen therapy as an independent risk factor for the development of
ROP and the benefits of strict control of premature infant oxygen saturations in the NICU. There is valuable data
that supports use of other approaches, such as beta adrenergic blockade and IGF-1 supplementation, for which
clinical trials are still in the works to establish clear protocols for their clinical use. Supplementation with vitamin
A, omega-3 fatty acids, and inositol are all exciting arenas for further trials as preliminary data shows promising
results in ROP prevention. It has also been shown that the benefit of vitamin E is not worth the increased incidence
of NEC and sepsis as potential side effects. Furthermore, while it was an interesting idea to use the chelator
D-penicillamine as a preventative strategy for ROP, the results of multiple trials seemed to be equivocal. This brief
review is not all-inclusive, as there are many more modes of prevention currently being studied. It is an exciting
period in medicine as clinical trials continue to establish easier, safer, and more effective modes of prevention of
ROP.
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