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The risks and benefits of cataract surgery 

 

Benefits 

The benefits of cataract surgery are clearer vision and improved 
colour vision. Lens implants are selected to resolve focusing 
problems and most people find their eyesight improves 
considerably after surgery. However, cataract surgery does not 
mean you will no longer need to wear glasses.  

Risks 

Provided the eye is otherwise healthy the majority of patients will 
see better after a cataract operation. There is however a less than 
5% risk of complications occurring during and after the operation 
which can lead to transient or permanent loss of sight. These 
complications occur even in the best surgical hands. These risks 
may be higher if your eye;  

 is especially “brittle” (e.g.pseudoexfoliation) 

 has a dense/hard cataract 

 has a  pupil that does not dilate well 

 has a floppy iris 

  

Other formats 

If you need this information in another format such as audio tape 
or computer disk, Braille, high contrast, British Sign Language or 
translated into another language, please telephone the PALS 
desk on 01271 314090. 
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There are risks with all operations and cataract surgery is no 
exception. However without surgery, you would continue to lose 
vision and may become blind in the affected eye. The risks of 
cataract surgery are very small but can be serious, so it is important 
you are aware of these before deciding to go ahead with surgery. 

 Risks mentioned in this leaflet refer to standard risks that have 
been found in national and international audits.  

 If you have co-existing eye disease then your chance of seeing 
50% or better after surgery is 80%  

 If you have no co-existing eye disease then your chance of 
seeing 50% or better after surgery is 95%  

 There is a 1.8 - 4.4 % risk of posterior capsular rupture. If this 
complication occurs your risk of a retinal detachment is 
increased. We may not be able to implant a standard lens into 
your eye. You may need a 2nd operation for a lens 
implantation at a later stage. Sometimes a contact lens may be 
recommended. Rarely we need to send you to Exeter for 
retrieval of cataract fragments from the back of your eye.  

 There is a 0.6 - 2.3 % risk of developing swelling of the retina 
in the centre after surgery. This will usually equate to transient 
blurring of your vision. It is amenable to treatment but can 
rarely result in permanently blurry vision.   

 There is a 0.06 - 0.74 % risk of infection (endophthalmitis) after 
surgery. This is rare but can be devastating and result in loss 
of all vision in your eye. If you are vigilant and present early 
your chance of us being able to rescue useful vision is better. 
Warning signs are new pain 48h after surgery, blurred vision, 
increasing amount of floaters or a milky fluid level in front of 
your iris just under your pupil. If you are on 
immunosuppression pain can be absent.    

 There are multiple other risks that are not mentioned here but 
they are rare (<1%). All in all there is roughly a ~5% risk of 
intraoperative (=during surgery) complications and ~5% risk of 
postoperative (=after surgery) complications that can result in 
transient or permanent loss of vision. 
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Possible complications  

During the operation 

 Tearing of the back of the lens capsule with disturbance of the 
gel inside the eye that may sometimes result in reduced vision 

 Loss of all or part of the cataract into the back of the eye. This 
requires another operation with a general anaesthetic in 
Exeter. 

 Bleeding inside the eye – this is extremely rare but can to lead 
to total loss of sight 

After the operation 

 Bruising of the eye or eyelids 

 High pressure inside the eye 

 Clouding of the cornea 

 Incorrect strength or dislocation of the implant 

 Swelling of the retina (macular oedema) 2.3% 

 Detached retina which can lead to loss of sight 

 Infection in the eye (endophthalmitis), which can lead to total 
loss of sight or even the eye (very rare) 0.74% 

 Allergy to the medication used 

Serious or frequent complications 

 The need for distance glasses/reading glasses or both 

 1:5 Chance of requiring laser treatment later(see “A common 
occurrence below”) 

 1:30 Chance of a complication* 

 1:50 Chance of no improvement in vision 

 1:100 Chance of the vision being worse 
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 1:100 Chance of needing a further operation 

 1:1000 Chance of loosing some or all vision in the operated 
eye 

 1:10,000 Chance of loosing the eye.  

*In certain circumstances the risk of complications may be higher 
than this. Please discuss this with your surgeon. 

These complications can occur regardless of where the operation is 
done or who performs the surgery. 

The operation will be done by a consultant or qualified team 
member appropriately supervised.  

A common occurrence that can develop some months or even 
years after surgery is called posterior capsular opacification. When 
this happens, the back part of the lens capsule, which was left in 
the eye to support the implant, becomes cloudy. This would make 
your vision blurry. To treat this, the eye specialist uses a laser beam 
to make a small opening in the cloudy membrane to improve the 
eyesight. This is a painless outpatient procedure, which normally 
takes only a few minutes. 

Outcome 

Complications are rare and in most cases can be treated effectively. 
In a small number of cases, further surgery may be needed. Very 
rarely some complications can result in blindness. 

 

 

 

 

When you have read this leaflet, please sign the tear off slip and 
bring this with you to your pre-assessment appointment. Please 
note we cannot do your operation until this has been received. 
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I have been given the opportunity to be made aware of the risks of 
cataract extraction and lens implant and I am willing to go ahead 
with surgery. 

Signature       Name (print) 

Address      

Date 

 

 

 

Have your say 

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust aims to provide high quality 
services. However, please tell us when something could be 
improved. If you have a comment or compliment about a service or 
treatment, please raise your comments with a member of the staff 
or the PALS team in the first instance.  

‘Care Opinion’ comments forms are on all wards or online at 
www.careopinion.org.uk. 

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust 
Raleigh Park, Barnstaple 

Devon EX31 4JB 
Tel. 01271 322577 

www.northdevonhealth.nhs.uk 
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PALS  

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) ensures that the 
NHS listens to patients, relatives, carers and friends, answers 
questions and resolves concerns as quickly as possible. If you have 
a query or concern call 01271 314090 or e-mail ndht.pals@nhs.net. 
You can also visit the PALS and Information Centre in person at 
North Devon District Hospital, Barnstaple. Alternatively, it may be 
possible for us to arrange an appointment in your area. 


