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Abstract
Intraocular pressure (IOP) tends to increase during and after intraocular lens (IOL) replacement surgery, a common procedure for 

cataracts. There are varied risk factors in IOP-rise following IOL replacement surgery, including preoperative condition, devices, pro-
cedures, physician/surgeon-experience, anatomical variables, and pre-, peri-, and post-surgical drug applications. The most notable 
and effective prevention, management, and treatment method of post-surgical IOP-rise (and non-surgically-related glaucoma) is 
applying carbonic anhydrase inhibitors and beta-blockers. However, many physicians customarily continue to prescribe these medi-
cines beyond their effective and necessary use. This prolonged prescribing might well protect the physician, guarding against the 
possibility of increased IOP post-surgically, but might cause the patient (or insurance company) unwarranted expense and adverse 
effects from the long-term prescription use in the absence of harmful IOP. These IOP-reducing drugs are efficacious; nevertheless, 
evidence-based research regarding any benefits of their prolonged application following IOL replacement surgical is limited.
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Introduction

Postoperative elevation of intraocular pressure (IOP) is a frequent side effect after intraocular lens (IOL) replacement surgery (com-
monly performed due to cataracts). In most patients, the IOP-increase is transient and ideally not associated with any long-term sequelae 
(such as diminution of vision) [1]. However, a spike in IOP can be disastrous in patients with pre-existing glaucoma, ischemia due to ath-
erosclerosis, or optic nerve damage [2].

In studies regarding high-risk patients, the incidence of IOP-rise (>28 mmHg) during the postoperative period was 46.4% [1,3]. In 
most patients, the spike in IOP typically occurred within 3–7h after the surgery and lasted for 24h; however, the most crucial period, espe-
cially in high-risk glaucoma patients, was the initial 3–4h when IOP could rise to 30 mmHg [4,5]. Ideally, the IOP-spike immediately after 
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the surgery was determined to be approximately 30 mmHg; however, it might rise to 40 mmHg [5,6]. According to experts, an increase 
of 50% or 10 mmHg compared to the preoperative values can be considered significant [6,7]. When IOP in patients with single-digit pre-
operative IOP value increases to 25–30 mmHg during the postoperative period, they require immediate medical intervention [1,5,8,9].

The most constant underlying cause for a rise in IOP immediately after IOL-replacement surgery is inflammatory changes in the ante-
rior chamber due to surgical trauma and the subsequent release of prostaglandins [4,5]. A consensus among researchers and surgeons is 
that managing the IOP-spike in the immediate postoperative period following IOL-replacement surgery limits or prevents cystoid macular 
edema [4,5,10]. It is also believed that prophylactic management of raised IOP in the postoperative period is essential. Without IOP-
lowering drugs, there is a high probability that a sudden rise in IOP might lead to the patient experiencing debilitating eye pain, nausea, 
and vomiting—causes for an emergency room visit.

Discussion

Risk factors for elevated IOP

Common risk factors attributed to the postoperative rise in IOP following IOL-replacement surgery include the following:

•	 Residual viscoelastic material: Ophthalmic viscosurgical devices (OVDs) are used for space maintenance in the eye while im-
planting the intraocular lenses. Further, with the development of advanced OVDs, the indications also diversified, including pro-
tecting the corneal endothelium, stabilizing pupil size, and floppy iris syndrome [11]. There is a high probability that persistent 
OVDs in the lens capsule might obstruct the trabecular meshwork, resulting in a postoperative rise in IOP, especially if it persists 
until the end of the surgery. Compared to the cohesive variety of OVDs, the dispersive type of OVDs remain in the eye chambers 
for more extended periods as they tend to adhere to intraocular structures, such as the cornea, IOL, and iris. Using a substance 
with high viscosity requires prolonged rinsing of the eye chamber, which is not safe during the surgery’s final stages [11].

•	 Procedure: There are several documented variations of phacoemulsification that impact IOP [1,12].

•	 The surgeon’s experience: Documented reports suggest there is a higher risk of postoperative IOP-rise after IOL-replacement 
surgery when performed by less-experienced surgeons or ophthalmologists [1,6,8].

•	 Preoperative IOP: According to a study by O’Brien., et al. (2007), the risk of a rise in postoperative IOP increases within the initial 
2–3h and after 24h of the surgery. The higher the baseline IOP, the greater the risk for postoperative IOP-spike [13]. However, a 
direct correlation between glaucoma and the risk of IOP-spike was not established.

•	 Axial length: Although Cho., et al. (2008) suggested that axial length was not related to IOPs measured preoperatively and during 
the postoperative period, IOP tended to rise in eyes with axial length longer than 25 mm, compared to a decrease in IOP in eyes 
with axial length shorter than 25 mm [14]. Researchers documented these findings on the 1st day, 3rd day, and after the 5th week 
of surgery. The underlying cause was most likely an increase in the depth of the anterior chambers of the eyes with shorter axial 
length compared to those with longer axial lengths.

•	 Postoperative corticosteroid use: Postoperative rise in IOP can be attributed to corticosteroid therapy, such as topical adminis-
tration of prednisolone acetate (1.5%) more than three times daily [15].

•	 Tamsulosin intake: Reports suggest that IOP in the postoperative period might significantly increase in patients taking tamsu-
losin [16].
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Management of IOP

Various strategies are used to address elevated IOP following surgery, such as removing the OVD, choosing sutureless surgical tech-
niques, and prophylactic and postoperative drugs administration. Typically prescribed drugs include carbonic anhydrase inhibitors 
(CAIs), such as acetazolamide, brinzolamide, and dorzolamide, topical beta-blockers (BBs), such as timolol, and a combination of CAIs 
and BBs [1,4,5].

The safety and efficacy of acetazolamide in the prevention and management of postoperative IOP-rise have been documented in clini-
cal trials [17] compared to alpha agonists, such as apraclonidine.

In a clinical trial conducted by Dayanir., et al. (2005), oral acetazolamide’s efficacy was compared to topical brinzolamide (1%). The 
study concluded that brinzolamide’s efficacy in maintaining or preventing IOP-rise in the postoperative period was identical to that of 
acetazolamide during the initial 4–6h (phacoemulsification). However, the researchers in this particular trial found that brinzolamide’s 
efficacy was better compared to acetazolamide between 18–24h after surgery. Ocular discomfort reported with the use of brinzolamide 
was less compared to acetazolamide [18]. 

Rainer., et al. (1999) performed a clinical trial comparing the efficacy of dorzolamide 2% (a CAI) and latanoprost 0.005% (a pros-
taglandin analog) on IOP following small-incision cataract surgery. The study found that 6h after the procedure, both dorzolamide and 
latanoprost significantly reduced elevated IOP; however, IOP-reduction could only be maintained by dorzolamide 24h after surgery [19]. 
Similar findings were noted in other clinical trials comparing the efficacy of various CAIs and prostaglandin analogs [20].

In a clinical trial conducted by Lai., et al. (2000), the efficacy of latanoprost was compared to that of timolol gel in preventing ocular 
hypertension after phacoemulsification and IOL implantation [21]. Through a randomized, double-blind study, it was determined that—
compared to a single-dose of latanoprost administered in the immediate postoperative period—a single-dose of timolol gel administered 
simultaneously in another group of patients produced a significant decrease in the IOP measured 2h (4.77 mmHg) and 24h (2.99 mmHg) 
after surgery [21].

Rainer., et al. (2003) investigated the efficacy of a fixed-dose combination of dorzolamide and timolol on IOP following cataract surgery, 
performed using sodium chondroitin sulfate 4%-sodium hyaluronate 3% (Viscoat). The fixed-dose combination did not prevent the IOP-
spike owing to the use of Viscoat [22].

In a comparative randomized case study, Georgakopoulos., et al. (2013) explored the efficacy of a fixed-dose combination of brinzo-
lamide-timolol in reducing transient IOP-rise following phacoemulsification during the first 24h [23]. The treatment group (52 eyes) in 
the study received a fixed-combination dose of brinzolamide and timolol, while the control group (40 eyes) did not receive any drugs. 
The IOP measured in the postoperative period at an interval of 6h, 12h, and 24h was significantly lower in the treatment group than the 
control group. None of the patients were found to have more than 10 mmHg rise in IOP in the treatment group; however, the control group 
patients had elevated IOP more than 10 mmHg in 10% and 20% of the eyes measured at 6h and 12h, respectively [23].

Several studies have supported the efficacy of a combined dose of timolol and dorzolamide/brinzolamide in lowering the postopera-
tive elevation of IOP following IOL-replacement surgery.

Konstas., et al. (2013) compared the efficacy of brinzolamide+timolol or brimonidine+timolol fixed-combination with travoprost 
therapy in open-angle glaucoma [24]. They found that both drug combinations resulted in a significant decrease in IOP compared to 
travoprost (prostaglandin analog) monotherapy; the brinzolamide+timolol combination demonstrated superior efficacy than the 
brimonidine+timolol combination in lowering IOP, especially during the afternoon and nighttime [24].
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Ornek., et al. (2013) analyzed the efficacy of a fixed-dose combination of 1% brinzolamide and 0.5% timolol on IOP following phaco-
emulsification and IOL-replacement surgery [25]. The researchers found that IOP measured postoperatively at 2h and 24h was signifi-
cantly lower in the treatment group than the control group [25].

Numerous reports have specified the need to maintain IOP following phacoemulsification and IOL-replacement surgery, which can 
have disastrous effects otherwise, especially in patients with pre-existing glaucoma and various eye conditions. A fixed-dose combina-
tion of BBs, like timolol, and CAIs, like brinzolamide+dorzolamide, was prescribed for managing such issues. The dosage schedule of the 
therapy, based on literature, was single-dose administration immediately during the postoperative period. In most cases, the IOP-rise 
normalized within the initial 24h of surgery [1,4,5,25].

Over-utilization of IOP-reducing drugs?

It has been noted that physicians continue to prescribe the drug combination beyond the immediate postoperative period (for weeks 
or sometimes several months) [26]. According to various published reports, prolonged therapy with these two drugs is not rational [27]; 
instead, it increases the finanicial burden to the patient (or insurance company) with a heightened risk of adverse drug reaction.

The clinical trials analyzing the efficacy and safety or compared different drugs for lowering IOP in the postoperative period after IOL-
replacement surgery were designed for the initial 24h. No patients in the study received these drugs beyond 24h post-surgery, except 
those taking these drugs for pre-existing glaucoma. Moreover, the latest follow-up IOP measurement did not extend beyond 24h.

Conclusion

Ophthalmologists are aware of the risk of elevated IOP following IOL-replacement surgeries and take adequate measures to pre-
vent such events through appropriate drug therapies, specifically a CAI and BB combination. (General and Family Medicine practitioners 
should likewise be aware of such, as patients may question the continual taking of these medicines.) However, all medical practitioners 
should be advised not to prescribe these drugs for a prolonged period, unless required. Scientific data confirming the benefits of the long-
term administration of these drug combinations are limited.
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