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Previous neuroimaging studies have demonstrated structural brain alterations in blind subjects, but most
have focused on primary open angle glaucoma or retinopathy of prematurity, used low-field scanners, a
limited number of receive channels, or have presented uncorrected results. We recruited 10 blind and 10
age and sex-matched controls to undergo high-resolution MRI using a 3T scanner and a 32-channel
receive coil. We evaluated whole-brain morphological differences between the groups as well as manual

gﬁy "(‘j"’rds" segmentation of regional hippocampal volumes. There were no hippocampal volume differences between
Mlan nr::iscs resonance imagin the groups. Whole-brain morphometry showed white matter volume differences between blind and
Mo%phometry sing sighted groups including localised larger regions in the visual cortex (occipital gyral volume and thick-

ness) among those with blindness early in life compared to those with blindness later in life. Hence, in
our patients, blindness resulted in brain volumetric differences that depend upon duration of blindness.

Visual cortex

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Whilst brain structure has been extensively examined in nor-
mal subjects, relatively few studies have investigated patients with
blindness (Table 1). Many of these studies have reported regions of
increased size or thickness in blind subjects, whilst others have
found the opposite. For example, using a whole brain voxel-
based morphometry approach, Chen and colleagues [1] reported
that a bilateral advanced glaucoma study group (N = 15) compared
to a control group (N =15) showed significantly decreased gray
matter volume in widespread regions such as the lingual gyrus,
calcarine gyrus, postcentral gyrus, and an array of frontal regions;
gray matter volume was significantly larger in the study group
than in the control group in occipital and parietal gyri, and left
occipital gyri. Zikou and colleagues [2] found reduction in the left
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visual cortex volume, left LGN, and chiasm in those with POAG
(N =18). Similarly, Yu and colleagues [3]| found POAG patients
(N =36) to show significant bilateral cortical thinning in the ante-
rior half of the visual cortex around the calcarine sulci (left BA17
and BA18, right BA17) and in some smaller regions located in the
left middle temporal gyrus (BA37) and fusiform gyrus (BA19) when
compared to 40 matched controls. In a smaller sample, Bridge and
colleagues [4] reported the banks of the calcarine sulci to be signif-
icantly thicker in six anophthalmic subjects compared with con-
trols. The authors hypothesized that a lack of visual input in
these patients from an early age may have prevented axonal and
synaptic pruning in this region hence resulting in thicker cortex.
Other groups have also found increased cortical thickness in these
regions in early/congenital blind subjects [5-8].

As Table 1 indicates, field strength, number of receive channels,
and voxel dimensions have been inconsistent in morphometric
MRI studies of blindness, as have the analysis methods employed.
Cause of blindness has also been heterogeneous. All of these factors
prevent strong conclusions from being formed.
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