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The main risk factors for age-related macular degeneration
(AMD) are age, genetics, metabolic syndrome, inflamma-
tion and smoking. Age and genetics cannot be changed, but
the other three factors appear to be modifiable to prevent
AMD in the early stages. Nevertheless, AMD treatment has
focused on the advanced stages of the disease, particularly
the use of anti-VEGF antibody and its derivatives for wet
AMD patients. For dry AMD, some candidate drugs are
currently in phase II or phrase III clinical trials with some
potential to ameliorate macular geographic atrophy, yet
their ultimate efficacy remains uncertain.

Intervention in AMD pathogenesis in the very early stages
may provide a better prevention and treatment regimen. Thus,
a reasonable approach would be to investigate the common-
alities of the modifiable factors, namely metabolic syndrome,
inflammation and smoking, to pinpoint the potential initiation
factors. A survey of the literature revealed little information
and very few experimental data addressing the initiation stage
of AMD. One study that included 232 patients negated the
relevance of serum uric acid in the overall incidence of AMD
and linked high serum uric acid (HUA) with choroid neo-
vascularization only at a relatively late stage of AMD [1].
In contrast, a more recent cohort study positively associated
gout and AMD among 1,684,314 patients [2]. Therefore, the
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previous literature has not substantiated the role of hyperur-
icemia in AMD pathogenesis, particularly in the early stage.
Neither of these studies addressed the role of HUA in early
AMD or the potential underlying mechanism. In this com-
ment, we identify hyperuricemia as a potential initiation factor
for AMD and propose two pathways with a detailed discus-
sion of the mechanism.

Metabolic syndrome links hyperlipidaemia,
hyperuricemia and AMD

Hyperlipidaemia is a known risk factor for both HUA and
AMD. Conversely, uric acid (UA) can upregulate several
lipid profiles, including very low density lipoprotein. With an
increase in very low density lipoprotein, organic anion
transporter 1 (OATI1) expression in RPE is suppressed,
leading to reduced UA excretion [3]. This scenario is sup-
ported by data from hyperuricemic rats, which showed
decreased OAT1 expression in RPE [4]. It is likely that
hyperlipidaemia impedes UA excretion, resulting in UA
accumulation and RPE degeneration [3]. Therefore, metabolic
syndrome could be the platform by which hyperlipidaemia
links HUA and AMD.

Similar inflammatory activation in AMD and
gout

Inflammatory status is inevitable in both HUA and
AMD. During inflammation, the renin angiotensin system
(RAS) is activated and subsequently induces inflammatory
biomarkers, such as TNF-a, IL-6 and IL-1p in RPE cells
[5]. These markers are also regarded as inducers for chor-
oidal neovascularization. Besides, NOD-, LRR- and pyrin
domain—containing protein 3 (NLRP3) inflammasome is
present in human RPE cells and has been shown to be
activated by dry AMD hallmarks such as lipofuscin and
drusen [6]. NLRP3 inflammasome is also likely initiated by
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Fig. 1 Two possible pathways for pathogenesis of ‘hyperuricemic
AMD’. AMD age-related macular degeneration, Ang II angiotensin
II, AP-1 activator protein 1, ATIR angiotensin II type 1 receptor,
BrM Bruch’s membrane, BSG basigin, ERK extracellular signal-
regulated kinase, GA geographic atrophy, HUA hyperuricemia,

IL-1p and monosodium urate (MSU) crystals in RPE cells,
leading to the secretion of pro-inflammatory cytokines,
which is similar to the inflammatory response in gout [7].
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MAPK mitogen-activated protein kinase, MMP matrix metallopro-
teinase, MSU monosodium urate, NLRP3 NOD-, LRR- and pyrin
domain- containing protein 3, RPE retinal pigmented epithelium,
UA uric acid, VEGF vascular endothelial growth factor.

This evidence reveals a strong correlation between HUA
and AMD and suggests that the accumulation of UA crys-
tals may be an initiation factor in AMD pathogenesis.
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Non-conclusive evidence for smoking as an
early AMD initiating factor

Smoking is regarded as the most modifiable risk factor for
AMD. It causes general hypoxia in the ocular tissues, fol-
lowed by cellular stress and inflammation, leading to AMD
progression [8]. Could smoking be another potential link
between HUA and AMD? Current data from population
studies is ambiguous. While some studies have indicated a
positive linkage between smoking and HUA [8, 9], others
have shown an inverse association [10]. Thus, whether
smoking is another factor linking HUA and AMD remains
obscure and is worth further investigation.

HUA as the convergent risk factor for AMD

Based on the above modifiable risk factors, HUA may initiate
early AMD pathogenesis that results from metabolic syn-
drome, with the additional possible involvement of smoking.
Therefore, two alternative pathways can be proposed, namely,
‘crystal-induced AMD’ and ‘non-crystal-induced AMD?,
depending on whether UA or MSU crystals are deposited in
the retina.

Crystal-induced vs. non-crystal-induced
pathway

A possibility exists that MSU crystals are deposited in the
retina; this is supported by a case report of a chronic gout
patient who showed crystal-like lesions at the termination of
retinal arterioles and the RPE cells [11]. Furthermore, a recent
observational cohort study associated gout and AMD with
a hazard ratio of 139 (95% CI, 1.35, 1.43) among
1,684,314 patients [2]. This crystal-induced pathway is likely
manifested with inflammation induced by UA or MSU
crystals formed within the choroid capillaries—Bruch’s
membrane-RPE complex (Fig. 1), similar to the pathogenesis
of gouty arthritis.

AMD pathogenesis may also occur without crystal for-
mation (Fig. 1). Recent publications have linked RAS
activation, through a cascade of events, to elevated MMP-2
expression with subsequent extracellular matrix protein
degradation in both Bruch’s membrane and the RPE base-
ment membrane [12].

More direct evidence needed for
‘hyperuricemic AMD’

Based on these two possible pathways, ‘hyperuricemic
AMD’ may exist and needs to be confirmed. For crystal-
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induced pathogenesis, UA crystal deposits in the choroid
capillaries—Bruch’s membrane—-RPE complex should be
identified. For the non-crystal pathway, the link between
HUA, RAS components and AMD pathogenesis demands
direct cause—effect evidence for definite confirmation.
The use of RAS inhibitors has been suggested as a new
treatment for AMD [12]. However, a recent case-control
database analysis revealed no regression of AMD pathogen-
esis after administration [13]. Therefore, dual crystal-induced
and non-crystal-induced pathways may contribute con-
comitantly to AMD pathogenesis, which explains why merely
inhibiting the non-crystal-induced pathway does not block
AMD pathogenesis. Whatever the afflicting route is, the ulti-
mate strategy for ‘hyperuricemic AMD’ would be to alleviate
HUA at the initiation stage. However, current consensus
doesn’t deem HUA as an important issue in AMD patho-
genesis. Once the role of HUA being concerned, the clinical
criteria of HUA need to be reconsidered not only for gout and
chronic kidney disease, but also for early AMD assessment.
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