Diabetic retinopathy is a leading cause of preventable vision loss. While intravitreal injections with anti-vascular endothelial growth factor can effectively improve vision outcomes, they require strict adherence to follow-up. For Spanish-speaking patients, language discordance is a known contributor to nonadherence in general diabetic care, but its impact on retina specialty follow-up has remained understudied.
We analyzed a 10-year cohort of over 500 patients at The University of Kansas Health System receiving anti-VEGF therapy for proliferative diabetic retinopathy or diabetic macular edema. We compared follow-up adherence between English-speaking patients and Spanish-speaking patients who were provided professional telephone interpreting services. Our primary outcome was adherence to follow-up, defined as returning within one month of the recommended time.
Our results showed that adherence rates after the initial visit and injection were similar between groups. Surprisingly, after adjusting for demographic and clinical confounders—including age, distance to clinic, and baseline visual acuity—Spanish-speaking status was an independent protective factor against loss to follow-up, with an adjusted hazard ratio of 0.534.
These findings demonstrate that when interpreting services are provided, Spanish-speaking patients can achieve follow-up adherence that is comparable, or even superior, to English-speaking patients. This highlights the essential role of interpreting services in addressing language discordance and promoting treatment persistence in retina specialty care.
