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A variety of resources are 
available for people living 
with macular degeneration.  
To receive a copy of our 
Resource List, which 
has information about 
government programs, 
transportation assistance, and 
other special services, please 
call Macular Degeneration 
Research at 855-345-6637  
or visit our website at 
brightfocus.org/MDRresources.

Despite decades of research, scientists still 
don’t fully understand how macular degeneration 
begins—or how to stop it.  The human eye is 
difficult to replicate due to its complex biology, 
which could leave critical questions unanswered 
like, “Where does damaging retinal debris 
come from?  Does it trigger vision loss, or is it a 
symptom?”

With support from Macular Degeneration Research, scientist Brittany Carr, 
PhD, is working to close these knowledge gaps.  Her innovative research focuses 
on a key feature of the disease: the buildup of harmful cellular debris in the 
retina.  Dr. Carr is developing new, more accurate lab models using frogs, which 
naturally develop this type of debris as they age—something few animals do.

She’s also using a powerful tool called CRISPR, a breakthrough gene-editing 
technology that allows scientists to make precise changes to DNA.  CRISPR  
gives Dr. Carr the ability to pinpoint the origin of cellular damage and track 
how it develops over time.  This deeper insight could be the key to earlier 
diagnosis, better treatments, and even strategies to prevent vision loss before 
symptoms begin.

“With the advent of CRISPR and AI technologies, biomedical research 
is evolving, and breakthroughs are accelerating at unprecedented rates,” said 
Dr. Carr.  “I believe the future of macular degeneration research is going to be 
extremely productive and exciting.”

Brittany Carr, PhD,  
Macular Degeneration 

Research grant recipient
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PRESIDENT’S 
CORNER

Because of supporters 
like you, cutting-edge 
science is advancing every 
day.  It is only a matter 
of time before the next 
Macular Degeneration 
Research–funded 
researcher makes the 
next big discovery. Your 
generosity fuels  
that progress.

This issue features 
research into how light 
therapy may help slow 
vision loss, efforts to 
reverse damage in aging 
eye cells, and new findings 
on how genetics and 
eye pigment influence 
macular degeneration.  
You’ll also find guidance 
on protecting your mental 
health after diagnosis and a 
simple way to give through 
a donor-advised fund.

Thank you for making 
this work possible. Your 
commitment helps 
fund the discoveries of 
tomorrow—and provides 
trusted information to 
families living with macular 
degeneration today.

Stacy Pagos Haller 
President

Light therapy is emerging as a safe, noninvasive treatment that may help 
slow vision loss in people with dry macular degeneration, especially in its 
early or intermediate stages.

Known as photobiomodulation, this therapy uses gentle red and 
near-infrared light to energize the eye’s cells.  In clinical studies using 
the FDA-authorized Valeda® Light Delivery System, some participants 
experienced measurable benefits: slower progression toward advanced vision 
loss, reduced waste buildup in the retina (drusen), and even improved vision 
on eye charts.

These treatments are quick and convenient—just a few minutes per eye, 
with no need for dilation or recovery time.  Most sessions are completed in 
under 10 minutes and are repeated every few months.  When administered 
on schedule, results have been shown to last for at least two years.

While this therapy isn’t a cure, it may help preserve vision in people who 
still have good central sight.  It’s currently approved for those with early 
to intermediate dry macular degeneration and must be administered by 
a trained eye care provider.

Thanks to ongoing research supported by donors like you, light therapy 
represents a hopeful step forward in protecting vision and may soon become 
a regular part of care for those at risk of sight loss.

LIGHT THERAPY IS SHINING 
NEW HOPE ON VISION LOSS

A new treatment  
using red light may 
help protect vision.

Please share this newsletter with 
others who may be interested!
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CAN WE TURN BACK THE 
CLOCK ON VISION LOSS?

What if we could restore the health 
of damaged eye cells and stop macular 
degeneration in its tracks?

Shintaro Shirahama, PhD, a Macular 
Degeneration Research grant recipient, 
is exploring a groundbreaking approach 
to do just that.  His research focuses on 
rejuvenating retinal pigment epithelial (RPE) 
cells, which are critical to maintaining vision 
but become dysfunctional in dry macular 
degeneration.

Instead of replacing these cells surgically, 
Dr. Shirahama’s team is using a method 
called epigenetic reprogramming—
essentially “de-aging” the cells from 
the inside out.  By introducing a special 

combination of proteins, known as OSK 
factors, the team aims to reverse age-
related damage at the cellular level and 
restore normal function.

In earlier studies, this approach revived 
aging cells and restored visual function in 
other eye conditions.  Now, Dr. Shirahama 
is applying the same strategy to age-related 
macular degeneration (AMD).

“Based on these results, we hypothesize 
that we can restore retinal pigment 
epithelial cell function in people with AMD,” 
he said.

This noninvasive method could prevent 
vision loss before it starts—and bring 
new hope to millions living with macular 
degeneration.

Thanks to donor support, this life-
changing research is moving forward.

Shintaro Shirahama, 
PhD, explores de-aging 

techniques.
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Register for

Recently diagnosed with 
macular degeneration?  
Know someone who 

has it?  Receive helpful 
information from our 
FREE monthly phone 

call with doctors, 
researchers, and experts 

in the field on timely 
topics.  You can submit 

questions before or 
during the event.  

Transcripts and audio 
recordings are available 

afterward on our 
website.

To register, call  
855-345-6237 or go to  

brightfocus.org/
MDRchats.

Macular Degeneration 
Research is a program of 
BrightFocus Foundation, 
a charitable organization 

that complies with 
all 20 rigorous BBB 
Wise Giving Alliance 

Standards.

Macular degeneration can bring more than changes to your eyesight; it 
can impact your emotional well-being, too.  That’s why a recent Macular 
Chat focused on mental health, featuring expert guest Ed McDaniel, MA, 
a psychologist for the North Carolina Division of Services for the Blind.

Practicing psychologist McDaniel discussed how vision loss often 
leads to emotional challenges like anxiety, frustration, or even depression.  
“This is not a character flaw or weakness,” he emphasized.  “It’s a normal 
response to a life-changing diagnosis.”

In the chat, McDaniel encouraged people living with macular 
degeneration to seek support early.  He recommended talking with doctors 
about emotional symptoms, staying socially connected, and engaging in 
meaningful daily activities.

He also shared that therapies like behavioral activation and counseling 
can be especially effective and are often covered by Medicare.

Managing vision loss is not just about eye health; it’s about caring for 
your whole self.  If you or a loved one is struggling, talk with your doctor 
about resources that can support your mental and emotional well-being.

To listen to the full Macular Chat or read the transcript, visit 
brightfocus.org/mentalhealth.

CARING FOR YOUR MENTAL HEALTH 
AFTER VISION LOSS

http://brightfocus.org/MDRchats
http://brightfocus.org/MDRchats
http://brightfocus.org/mentalhealth
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RESEARCHER SPOTLIGHT: 
RUCHI SHARMA, PHD

Why are some people more vulnerable to macular degeneration 
while others seem naturally protected?  Macular Degeneration 
Research–funded scientist Ruchi Sharma, PhD, is seeking 
answers, and it may come down to the genes we inherit and  
the pigment in our eyes.

Scientists have long observed that people of different racial 
backgrounds face different risks for vision loss.  For example, 
Caucasians are more likely to develop macular degeneration  
than Black individuals, but the biological reasons why remain 
largely unknown.

This groundbreaking study is using advanced 2D and 3D 
“retina-in-a-dish” models made from adult stem cells derived 
from people with glaucoma to explore how pigmentation, the 
environment (like smoking), and genetics interact at the cellular 
level.  These models replicate the delicate layers of the eye—
including the retinal pigment epithelium and the choroid—where 
early damage from macular degeneration often begins.

By comparing cells from people with different levels of 
pigmentation and genetic risk (Caucasian, Asian, and Black), 
Dr. Sharma hopes to pinpoint which factors drive disease and 
which protect against it.  This could lead to new treatments that 
mimic the body’s own defenses.  It may even pave the way for 
future drugs that prevent macular degeneration before it starts. 

Thanks to donor support, we’re one step closer to ensuring a 
future where no one loses their vision to macular degeneration.

UNCOVERING THE 
GENETIC CLUES THAT 
MAY PROTECT VISION
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A donor-advised fund (DAF) is a simple, flexible, and tax-efficient way to support Macular 
Degeneration Research.  If you have a DAF, you can recommend a gift to Macular Degeneration 
Research, a BrightFocus Foundation program, directly from your fund.

To make giving even easier, Macular Degeneration Research uses a secure platform that 
allows you to donate from your DAF in just a few clicks.  

You can give through your existing donor-advised fund sponsor (like Fidelity Charitable, 
Schwab Charitable, or others), or by using our DAF donation tool available on our website.

Donor-advised fund gifts help fund groundbreaking scientific research to prevent, treat, and 
cure macular degeneration.

To learn more or make a gift through your DAF, visit: brightfocus.org/DAF-MDR

We’re Here to Help

If you have questions, please contact us at 855-345-6637 or info@brightfocus.org.

DONOR-ADVISED FUND GIVING MADE EASY
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Macular Degeneration Research News is published by Macular Degeneration Research, a program of 
BrightFocus Foundation®.  This information should not in any way substitute for the advice of a qualified 
health care professional.  BrightFocus Foundation does not endorse any medical product or therapy.
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A new, easy way to 
recommend a grant from 
your donor-advised fund 
with just 3 clicks!

http://brightfocus.org/DAF-MDR
mailto:info%40brightfocus.org?subject=
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