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Plain English summary

The retina is a layer at the back of the eye. Its centre is called the macula and is responsible for
central vision.

Some people with diabetes develop diabetic macular oedema. In diabetic macular oedema fluid leaks
from retinal blood vessels and builds up at the macula, resulting in sight loss. Diabetic macular oedema
can be mild or severe; this can be determined measuring the thickness of the macula, which is measured
in micrometres (µm). One micrometre is one thousandth of a millimetre. In mild diabetic macular
oedema, the thickness of the macula increases, but is less than 400 µm.

Patients with mild diabetic macular oedema can be treated with a laser and there are two laser types.

The standard threshold macular laser has been available for many years. It clears the diabetic macular
oedema but produces a ‘burn’ in the retina.

The subthreshold micropulse laser is newer. It does not produce a burn but also clears the diabetic
macular oedema. The lack of a burn, however, has led to doubts about whether or not this laser works
as well as the standard threshold macular laser because ‘no burn’ was taken to mean ‘less benefit’.

These doubts led to our establishing the DIAMONDS (DIAbetic Macular Oedema aNd Diode
Subthreshold micropulse laser) trial, which compared these two lasers for people with mild diabetic
macular oedema. A total of 266 people suitable for either laser joined the study at 16 NHS hospitals
across the UK; 133 received standard threshold macular laser and 133 received subthreshold
micropulse laser. The choice of laser was determined by chance.

The DIAMONDS trial found that the subthreshold micropulse laser was as good as the standard
threshold macular laser (i.e. ‘clinically equivalent’) in terms of improving people’s vision, reducing
macula thickness, allowing people to meet driving standards and maintaining their quality of life,
both in general terms and for vision in particular. There was a small increase (less than one session on
average per person) in the number of laser treatment sessions needed with subthreshold micropulse
laser. The costs of both laser treatments were about the same.
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