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Background/aims 
 Ophthalmologic side effects have been reported during interferon therapy, particularly retinal 
lesions and neurovisual impairment. The aim of this prospective study was to assess the 
nature and the frequency of such lesions during alpha-interferon therapy for viral hepatitis.  
 
Methods 
Between 1995 and 2003, 156 patients treated with standard or pegylated alpha-interferon, 
with or without ribavirin, had a regular ophthalmologic examination before and during 
treatment. No patient had signs of retinopathy before treatment.  
 
Results 
Cotton-wool spots were found in 31 patients and retinal hemorrhage in nine patients during 
treatment (24% of patients). These lesions remained asymptomatic and disappeared in all 
patients. A previous history of arterial hypertension (RR 4.60, 95% CI 1.95â€“10.85), age 
above 45 years (RR 2.80, 95% CI 1.36â€“5.85), and use of pegylated alpha-interferon (RR 
2.75, 95% CI 1.41â€“5.38) were significantly associated with retinopathy. Neurovisual 
impairment was present in 31 patients (20%) before treatment and in 74 patients (47%) during 
treatment.  
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this study showed that signs of retinopathy and neurovisual impairment were 
common in patients receiving alpha-interferon therapy but were rarely symptomatic. It 
suggests that alpha-interferon may usually be continued in asymptomatic patients as long as 
there is careful fundoscopic examination. 


