
 

 
Why handheld cameras do not currently meet minimum quality standards for 

Community Health Center diabetic retinal screening programs 

Q: Is one simple picture of the retina sufficient for a diabetic retinal screening program? 

A: No.  Not if you want to meet minimum quality standards, as recommended by the main 
standard-setting Diabetes and Eye Care professional organizations.  Handheld retinal cameras—
besides being prone to poor stability and lower image quality issues compared to tabletop 
retinal cameras—produce a single-field image with limited field of view; this does not meet 
minimum standards for community health center screening. 
 

Q: But aren’t handheld cameras “good enough” to screen at my health center? 

A: While handheld retinal cameras are sometimes smaller, cheaper and may “check the box” 
when it comes to retinal screening program quality-of-care measures, there are no current 
commercially-available handheld retinal cameras that meet the American Diabetes 
Association’s criteria for telehealth diabetic retinopathy, which requires “telemedicine 
programs that use validated retinal photography”.  Per the ADA, “high-quality fundus 
photographs can detect most clinically significant diabetic retinopathy”  
 

Q: What have the standard-setting professional Diabetes, Eyecare and Telemedicine 
organizations stated on retinal photography for telehealth diabetic retinal screening? 

• Diabetes UK, which administers the world’s largest retinal screening program via Great 
Britain’s National Health Service (NHS), sets the diagnostic screening minimum standard 
at 80% sensitivity and 95% specificity for approved retinal cameras.  No current 
handheld camera meets this criteria in high-quality studies applicable to screening 
programs, and no handheld cameras currently appear on the NHS approval list. 

• The American Academy of Ophthalmology Clinical Statement on single-field fundus 
photography (used in handheld cameras): “Caution should be exercised in strictly 
applying the test characteristics from the reported studies; most tests perform less well 
in the real-world setting” 

• American Telemedicine Association statement in the Ocular Telehealth-Diabetic 
Retinopathy Practice Guidelines (3rd ed): “High-quality evidence of efficacy [of portable 
systems using handheld imaging devices] is lacking...Telehealth programs for [Diabetic 
Retinopathy] should demonstrate an ability to compare favorably with ETDRS film or 
digital photography”  (The EyePACS system used by Digital Health has been validated to 
be comparable with ETDRS) 

 
More information (webinar & review article): 
Handheld Retinal Cameras: Should your clinic purchase one for diabetic retinal screening? 
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