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Abstract

Background: Neonatal conjunctivitis (ophthalmia neonatorum) continues to cause blindness because
the agents used prophylactically to prevent this condition are not completely effective and are not
widely available in many parts of the world. Povidone-iodine ophthalmic solution is an effective
antibacterial agent with broad antibacterial and antiviral activity to which no bacteria are known to be
resistant, and it is far less expensive and less toxic than the agents currently used to prevent neonatal
conjunctivitis.

Methods: We conducted a masked, prospective trial involving 3117 infants born over a period of 30
months in a hospital in Kenya. Shortly after birth each infant received a 2.5 percent solution of
povidone-iodine (n = 1076), a 1 percent solution of silver nitrate (n = 929), or 0.5 percent
erythromycin ointment (n = 1112) in both eyes. Randomization was achieved by rotating the three
medications after each was used for a week.

Results: Of the neonates treated with povidone-iodine, 13.1 percent had infectious conjunctivitis, as
compared with 17.5 percent of those treated with silver nitrate (P < 0.001) and 15.2 percent of those
treated with erythromycin (P = 0.01). Povidone-iodine was more effective against Chlamydia
trachomatis than was silver nitrate (P < 0.001) or erythromycin (P = 0.008). There were 104 cases of
noninfectious conjunctivitis (9.7 percent) in the povidone-iodine group, as compared with 129 in the
silver nitrate group (13.9 percent, P < 0.001) and 148 in the erythromycin group (13.3 percent, P =
0.004). Many cases of noninfectious conjunctivitis were probably due to a toxic reaction to the
treatment itself. The incidence of Neisseria gonorrhoeae and Staphylococcus aureus infections was
similar in the three groups.

Conclusions: A 2.5 percent ophthalmic solution of povidone-iodine as prophylaxis against
ophthalmia neonatorum is more effective than treatment with silver nitrate or erythromycin, and it is
less toxic and costs less.
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