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Abstract

Vision is an extraordinary sense through which we can appreciate the beauty of the world we live
in, gain invaluable knowledge and communicate with others using visual expression and arts. On
the contrary, blindness is a threatening medical condition disrupting the life of affected people and
their families. Therefore, restoring sight is one of the open challenges of our society. Today, the
synergistic convergence of science and technology holds the potential to provide blind patients
with artificial vision using visual prostheses: a type of implantable medical device able to reactivate
visual neurons using electrical stimulation. Although clinical trials showed that vision restoration
is still far away, significant technological advances make visual prostheses a valuable solution for
blind patients. This review is not only a description of the state-of-the-art. Instead, it provides the
reader with an update on recent developments, a critical discussion of the open challenges, and an
overview of promising future directions.

1. Introduction

An estimated 596 million people suffered from distance vision impairment worldwide in 2020, of which
43 million being blind [1]. Moreover, due to an increase in life expectancy, the number of blind people will
predictably increase to 61 million by 2050 [1, 2]. Blindness dramatically affects educational and employment
opportunities [2], causing physical and mental comorbidities [3], especially in low- and middle-income
settings where most essential services and specific government-supported aids may be lacking. In the case of
older adults, vision impairment can also contribute to social isolation, difficulty in walking, higher risk of
falls and injuries, and greater likelihood of early entry into nursing or care homes [4]. The high degree of
disability that people with severe vision impairments encounter can as well directly impact family members,
friends and other carers. Lastly, vision impairment poses an enormous global financial burden for society,
with an estimated cost of productivity loss as high as 16.5 billion USD in the United States of America [4].
Given these reasons, the hope that neurotechnology will restore vision, at least partially, is stronger than ever.
In the visual system, information flows from the retina to the visual cortices. Damage anywhere along
this pathway might result in an interruption of the signal flow, causing blindness. Today, different vision
restoration strategies have been proposed and are currently under investigation. Prospective approaches, like
gene and cell therapies or optogenetics, only focus on the retina [5, 6], and they are ineffective when
pathologies irremediably damage the retina or the optic nerve [7, 8]. Visual prostheses bypass the damaged
segment of the visual path and electrically stimulate the downstream surviving visual neurons to induce
artificial vision. As such, there are compelling reasons to pursue the development of visual prostheses. With
multiple devices granted Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approval and CE mark for clinical use and
many others in preclinical and clinical validation, visual prostheses represent a viable therapeutic solution to
improve mobility and daily-life activities in blind individuals.

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by IOP Publishing Ltd
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This review describes advances and challenges in visual prostheses. We provide an overview of the visual
system to help familiarise the reader with its complexity. Next, we describe different types of visual
prostheses, highlighting their strengths and weaknesses and suitability for specific kinds of blindness.
Afterwards, we identify the open challenges currently limiting the development of the field. We conclude
with an outlook on the road to market and what has been learned from the first generation of clinically
approved visual prostheses.

2. Vision, blindness and artificial vision

Visual information is first processed spatially, temporally and chromatically in the retina, the neural portion
of the eye (figure 1(a)). There are five types of neurons in the retina spread across three layers:
photoreceptors (rods and cones) in the outer nuclear layer (ONL), horizontal cells (HCs), bipolar cells (BCs)
and amacrine cells (ACs) in the inner nuclear layer (INL), and retinal ganglion cells (RGCs) in the ganglionic
layer (GL). A vertical neural circuit composed of photoreceptors, BCs and RGCs converts light into neural
signals [9]. Synaptic connections between photoreceptors and BCs occur in the outer plexiform layer (OPL)
and between BCs and RGCs in the inner plexiform layer (IPL). HCs and ACs laterally modulate the
information process at the level of photoreceptors and RGCs, respectively. Cones are responsible for high
acuity and colour vision, while rods allow us to see at low light. Then, the visual information travels to higher
visual centres via the optic nerve, which is composed of the axons of RGCs (figure 1(b)). The optic nerve, like
the retina, is part of the central nervous system. Axons are myelinated and three meningeal layers (pia mater,
arachnoid and dura mater) cover the nerve. At the optic chiasm, axons from the nasal retina cross the medial
plane and project to the contralateral hemisphere, while axons from the temporal retina project to the
ipsilateral hemisphere. The partial decussation of the nerve fibres organises the visual representation of each
hemifield in the contralateral brain hemisphere (figure 1(b)). After the optic chiasm, the axons of the same
side form the optic tract and connect the retina to the various visual targets. Axons driving structured visual
information reach the dorsal lateral geniculate nucleus (LGN) in the thalamus. Relay neurons in the LGN
send their axons to the primary visual cortex (V1), located in the occipital pole. As the initial stage of cortical
processing, V1 integrates information about rapidly changing stimuli, high acuity, and colour vision.
Higher-level processing, such as object recognition and spatial relations between objects in the visual field,
occurs in other visual areas via the ventral and dorsal streams.

Two metrics assess the quality of vision or the presence of visual impairment: visual acuity and visual
field. Visual acuity determines the sharpness of vision. A healthy subject can recognise an octotype on a
Snellen chart when it subtends 5 min of arc (figure 2(a)). This value corresponds to a minimum angle of
resolution (MAR) of 1 min of arc or a 5 yum separation on the retina [10]. Cone density, which is not
homogeneous across the visual field, is directly related to our visual acuity. The maximal visual acuity
is in the centre of the fovea and drops rapidly with increased eccentricity (figure 2(b)). The other parameter
used to define the quality of vision is the visual field size. A normal visual field for one eye spans
approximately 60° nasally to 107° temporally and from 70° above the horizontal meridian to 80° below
(figure 2(c)).

Vision loss generally occurs when the visual acuity or the visual field size decreases. The World Health
Organisation defines blindness as a presenting visual acuity less than 3/60 (20/400) or a visual field size less
than 20°. Although more than 50% of blindness cases worldwide can be prevented or treated, such as
cataract (33.4%), uncorrected refractive error (20.9%) and trachoma (1.4%), others suffer from incurable
pathologies such as macular degeneration (6.6%), glaucoma (6.6%) or diabetic retinopathy (2.6%) [13].
Opverall, any type of disease occurring along the entire visual pathway due to genetic, degenerative, traumatic
or environmental reasons can cause blindness.

Benjamin Franklin proposed in 1752 the idea of using electricity to restore sight [14]. A few years later, in
1755, Charles LeRoy evoked visual disturbances in a blind volunteer by delivering electric current pulses
through a wire coiled around his head [15]. Despite this demonstration of electrical stimulation of the visual
system, the systematic exploration of the occipital cortex via electrical stimulation started only after World
War I. In 1918, Lowenstein and Borchardt induced flickering perception in the opposite half of the visual
field by stimulation in one occipital pole [16]. Then, Krause and Foerster induced small evoked flickering
visual percepts in different locations of the visual field by moving the stimulated point [17, 18]. These
experiments demonstrated the possibility of electrically inducing the perception of bright white/yellow dots
(called phosphenes). Phosphenes are the building blocks of artificial vision [19]. Blind people perceive the
world by combining multiple phosphenes in a meaningful manner (figure 3(a)). Initially, phosphenes might
be irregular and difficult to interpret, but it is assumed that neuroplasticity triggered by learning and
rehabilitation will improve artificial vision over time (figure 3(b)) [20].
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Figure 1. (a) Layered structure of the retina. RPE: retinal pigmented epithelium; OS: outer segment; IS: inner segment; ONL:
outer nuclear layer; OPL: outer plexiform layer; INL: inner nuclear layer; IPL: inner plexiform layer; GL: ganglionic layer; NFL:
nerve fibre layer; OLM: outer limiting membrane; HC: horizontal cell; BC: bipolar cell; AC: amacrine cell; RGC: retinal ganglion
cell. The original image has been obtained by the authors from the Wikimedia website where it was made available by FOxartan
under a CC BY-SA 3.0 licence. It is included and adapted within this article on that basis. It is attributed to Peter Hartmann.
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Retina_layers.svg). (b) Drawing of the visual system. LGN: lateral geniculate nucleus;
V1: primary visual cortex. The original image has been obtained by the authors from the Wikimedia website where it was made
available by Miquel Perello Nieto under a CC BY-SA 4.0 licence. It is included and adapted within this article on that basis. It is
attributed to Miquel Perello Nieto. (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Human_visual_pathway.svg).
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Figure 2. (a) Snellen chart to assess visual acuity. The MAR is the minimum angle of resolution corresponding to the smallest
recognisable gap in the octotype. Reproduced from [11]. CC BY 4.0. (b) Quantification of the visual acuity as function of the
retinal eccentricity (or distance from the fovea). Reproduced from [12]. CC BY 4.0. (c) Horizontal (top image) and vertical
(bottom image) visual field size. For the horizontal size, the cyan area corresponds to the visual field of the left eye and the white
area corresponds to the visual field of the right eye. The binocular area is indicated by the arrows. The dashed lines are the vertical
and horizontal meridian respectively.

3. Neuroprostheses for artificial vision through electrical stimulation

Visual prostheses are classified into four categories based on the location along the visual pathway

(figure 4(a)). Accordingly, this section describes the current approaches to visual prostheses, organised by
position following the natural flow of information: retina, optic nerve, LGN, and V1 (figure 4(b)). We will
discuss each approach’s main advantages, drawbacks, and clinical applications.

Most of the work to date has been focused on retinal stimulation, which quickly became the preferred
strategy since it uses the downstream natural process of visual information. The optic nerve is also a target to
elicit phosphenes and could have a broader range of applications than retinal prostheses. The LGN in the
thalamus has potential for individuals with either retinal or optic nerve pathologies. Similarly, the visual
cortex is a target for all blindness, but cortical injuries and stroke. The population of blind patients that could
benefit from prostheses increases by moving the surgical placement from the retina to the cortex. However, at
the same time, there is also an increase in surgical complexity and risks.
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Figure 3. (a) Phosphenes arranged as a square generated by stimulating four electrodes simultaneously. (b) Neuroplasticity
improves perception over time. (a), (b) Reproduced from [20]. CC BY 4.0.
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Figure 4. (a) The cyan circles show the possible locations for visual implants along the visual pathway: retina, optic nerve, LGN,
and V1. (b) Illustration of the four categories of visual prostheses. Reprinted from [37], Copyright (2015), with permission from
Elsevier. (c) Illustration of vision in a sighted (top), AMD (middle) and RP (bottom) subject. (d) Epiretinal, subretinal and
suprachoroidal placement of retinal implants. Subretinal prostheses might be separated from target cells (BCs) by remaining
debris following photoreceptor degeneration, represented by circles (in light blue). The original image has been obtained by the
authors from the Wikimedia website where it was made available by FOxaTaH under a CC BY-SA 3.0 licence. It is included and
adapted within this article on that basis. It is attributed to Peter Hartmann. (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:
Retina_layers.svg).
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3.1. Retinal prostheses

Retinal prostheses aim to electrically stimulate the surviving retinal neurons. Therefore, they can offer
artificial vision only to blind patients with outer retinal diseases, causing the progressive loss of retinal
photoreceptors. These diseases are the major causes of incurable blindness in the western world [21]. They
include retinitis pigmentosa (RP), macular dystrophies (e.g. Stargardt disease) and age-related macular
degenerations (AMDs). Macular degeneration affects retinal cones and results in blurred or no vision in the
centre of the visual field (figure 4(c)). In contrast, peripheral vision remains preserved in most cases. AMD is
the most preeminent pathology amongst outer retinal diseases. Unlike AMD, RP is a set of rare inherited
retinal rod-cone dystrophies, causing loss of night vision and the constriction of the visual field (tunnel
vision), later followed by cone dysfunction and eventually total blindness (figure 4(c)) [5, 22].

Retinal prostheses have quickly become the leading device among visual prostheses. Several devices have
been commercialised [23-25] thanks to their relative ease of implantation and lower surgical risks compared
to other approaches. Besides the ease of surgical accessibility, they can also profit from the retinotopic
organisation and early positioning in the visual pathway [26, 27].

Retinal prostheses can be implanted in three locations (figure 4(d)). Epiretinal prostheses are anchored to
the retinal inner surface, subretinal prostheses are inserted between the retina and the RPE, and
suprachoroidal prostheses are implanted between the choroid and the sclera. Consequently, the retina can be
electrically stimulated either from the GL (as in epiretinal prostheses) or the INL (as in subretinal and
suprachoroidal prostheses). The device position (epiretinal, subretinal or suprachoroidal) and the
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Figure 5. (a) The Argus® II system. Reproduced from [62]. CC BY 4.0. (b) The Alpha-IMS subretinal prosthesis. Reproduced
from [52]. CC BY 4.0. (c) The PRIMA Bionic Vision System composed of the PRIMA photovoltaic retinal prosthesis and the
wearable projecting glasses with camera. (d) Fundus image of the PRIMA implant placed below the macula of one patient with
atrophic AMD. Reproduced from [48]. CC BY 4.0.

characteristics of the electrical pulses (such as duration and waveform) determine which cell population is
predominantly activated [28, 29]. Subretinal and suprachoroidal prostheses primarily activate BCs, whose
membrane depolarisation triggers synaptic release causing the glutamatergic excitation of RGCs. This
mechanism is known as network-mediated stimulation since RGCs are indirectly stimulated via their
presynaptic network. Epiretinal prostheses with short (e.g. less than 1 ms) and rectangular pulses directly
activate RGCs. However, the network-mediated stimulation is also possible from an epiretinal device if long
(more than 8 ms) or non-rectangular pulses are used [29-31].

For more extensive reading about retinal prostheses, we refer to previous articles [32-36].

3.1.1. Epiretinal prostheses

The implantation of epiretinal prostheses relies on a surgical approach familiar to vitreoretinal surgeons.
Epiretinal surgery allows the placement of sizable devices for artificial vision in a large portion of the visual
field [38-40]. Wide artificial vision is crucial for totally blind people to perform everyday visual tasks such as
general orientation, safe ambulation, obstacle avoidance and object recognition [41]. Moreover, another
advantage of epiretinal implants is the facilitation of heat dissipation via the vitreous [42]. The main surgical
drawback is the requirement of one or more retinal tacks to anchor the prosthesis to the retina, which could
cause retinal damage. Retinal tacks also lose mechanical stability over time, which can increase the distance
between electrodes and the retina and, in consequence, increase the current required for retinal stimulation
and reduce resolution [43—45].

Epiretinal stimulation remains an open challenge. Although the electrodes are close to RGCs, they are not
directly in contact with their somas. In fact, the NFL composed by the axons converging to the optic disc is in
between electrodes and cell bodies (figure 4(d)). Due to axonal activation, phosphenes often appear with an
elongated shape distorting the image perceived by the patient [46]. A way to mitigate this phenomenon is to
use long and non-rectangular pulses that will preferentially induce network-mediated stimulation, resulting
in a more localised activation [29, 31].

So far, only two epiretinal implants have received commercialisation approval for RP patients: the Argus®
II (Second Sight Medical Products Inc; CE mark and FDA approval) in figure 5(a) and the IRIS® IT (Pixium
Vision SA; CE mark) [34, 35]. Both devices are now out of production. A third device is currently under
clinical evaluation (NR600, Nano Retina, Rainbow Medical Group). The implant is a wireless light-powered
prosthesis with three-dimensional penetrating electrodes to stimulate BCs from the epiretinal side.
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3.1.2. Subretinal prosthesis

Subretinal prostheses are inserted between the retina and the RPE (figure 4(d)). Therefore, they do not need
fixation with retinal tacks and have greater mechanical stability. On the other hand, subretinal surgery is
more delicate due to the adhesive junctions between the retina and the RPE [47]. Subretinal prostheses
directly stimulate the remaining INL and use its processing capability. For this reason, these prostheses might
provide higher visual acuity and more naturalistic perception [48, 49]. However, the presence of debris due
to photoreceptor degeneration might increase the distance from the electrodes to BCs and reduce resolution
and stimulation efficiency [50]. A major constraint in subretinal prostheses however is the maximum size of
the implant, which is limited by the risk of retinal detachment. Devices have a size providing a maximum
restored visual angle of about 10°, suitable only for applications where a small part of the visual field is lost,
such as AMD [48, 49]. For totally blind patients, like in RP or severe forms of AMD, a much wider visual
field would be required to allow the patient to perform everyday tasks [41].

Subretinal prostheses have been pioneered in the early 90s by the artificial silicon retina (ASR,
Optobionics): an array of photovoltaic diodes coupled to capacitive electrodes. Six RP patients have been
implanted with the ASR device [51]. However, visual improvements were likely due to a generalised
neurotrophic effect rather than a direct effect from electrical stimulation. Today, only one subretinal
prosthesis, the Alpha IMS implant (figure 5(b)) and its successor Alpha AMS (Retina Implant AG), have
received marketing approval (CE mark) [52, 53]. Unfortunately, the company dissolved in 2019. The
subretinal prosthesis PRIMA (Pixium Vision SA) is currently in clinical evaluation for AMD patients
(figures 5(c) and (d)) [48, 49].

3.1.3. Suprachoroidal prosthesis
The third location is the suprachoroidal space, between the choroid and the sclera (figure 4(d)). This
location reduces the risk of retinal damage compared to the other two approaches since it does not require
intravitreal manipulation [54]. However, a high risk of subretinal and suprachoroidal haemorrhage has been
reported during preclinical and clinical evaluation [55-57]. Like subretinal prostheses, they have good
mechanical stability without fixation with retinal tacks [56, 58] and, like epiretinal prostheses, they have
good heat dissipation capacity and allow the insertion of large arrays [57]. Suprachoroidal prostheses aim at
the stimulation of BCs, but the considerable distance between the electrodes and the retina is a major issue.
The presence of choroid, RPE, and debris of photoreceptors makes the selective stimulation of BCs extremely
difficult, leading to poor spatial resolution [59, 60]. Due to the considerable distance from BCs, high current
amplitudes are required for retinal stimulation, possibly leading to damage due to overstimulation [35, 61].
Two clinical trials are ongoing in RP patients, one in Australia (Bionic Vision Technologies) [57] and one
in Japan (Osaka University) [58]. The results showed that implanted patients could localise static objects,
light or trajectories, despite the poor visual acuity. In Australia, the second generation of the suprachoroidal
prosthesis with more electrodes is currently under clinical assessment [55].

3.2. Optic nerve prostheses

When severe damage to the eye or the retina occurs (as traumatic eye injury or retinal detachment), or the
lack of optical transparency prevents vitreoretinal surgery, retinal prostheses are no longer suitable [63].
Optic nerve prostheses are an attractive solution to overcome the exclusion criteria of retinal implants

(figure 4(b)). Moreover, the relatively small diameter of the optic nerve facilitates the electrical stimulation of
a wide visual field.

In 1998, a group in Leuven (Belgium) was the first to propose a prototype of optic nerve prosthesis in
humans [64]. They implanted a self-sizing spiral cuff with four electrodes in the intracranial segment of a
blind subject suffering from RP. The patient reported phosphenes and described them by their position,
shape, number of dots, colour and dimension. The results showed excellent retinotopic correspondence
between the quadrant of the visual field in which the phosphene appeared and the electrode used. After a few
months of training, the patient distinguished line orientations and identified characters despite having only
four electrodes [65—67]. The research proved that optic nerve stimulation elicits phosphenes in the entire
visual field with some degree of selectivity. However, phosphenes were irregular in shape and not stable over
time. The lack of stable phosphene could be attributed to the lack of mechanical stability of the cuff
device [68].

The other challenge presented by existing cuff devices is to selectively activate specific fibres, including
those in the central portion of the nerve, to improve the resolution of artificial vision [69]. Therefore,
intraneural arrays were implemented to increase fibre selectivity (figure 6(a)). Three platinum wires were
implanted in the optic disc of an RP patient eliciting phosphenes in three distinct positions for each electrode
[70]. Unfortunately, functional vision tests were not performed. Recently, a few groups have developed optic
nerve prostheses based on intraneural electrode arrays. The C-Sight project tested an optic nerve prosthesis

6
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Figure 6. (a) Sketch of epineural and intraneural nerve prostheses. Epineural are less invasive than intraneural, but also less
selective. Reproduced from [76]. © The Author(s). Published by IOP Publishing Ltd. CC BY 4.0. (b) Picture of the OpticSELINE.
Adapted from [74], with permission from Springer Nature. (c) Picture of the epicortical array explanted after 36 years from one of
Dobelle’s patients. Reproduced from [77]. © The Author(s). Published by IOP Publishing Ltd. CC BY 4.0. (d) Picture of one
module of the GENNARIS intracortical visual prostheses developed at the Monash Vision Group. Reproduced from [78].

CC BY 4.0.

based on four stiff electrodes to stimulate the intra-orbital segment of the nerve in rabbits and cats [71-73].
However, this implant is too rigid compared to the nerve tissue and is therefore unsuitable for chronic
implantation. Another group has validated a thin and flexible intraneural electrode array called OpticSELINE
(figure 6(b)). Results in rabbits showed that the selective activation of different portions of the optic nerve
induced spatially organised cortical activation patterns in the rabbit’s V1 [63, 74, 75]. These are promising
steps towards developing a more focused optic nerve stimulation. However, the long-term functionality of
the device and the biocompatibility should be tested before moving into human application [69].

3.3. Thalamic prostheses

The LGN is a stratified compact structure in the thalamus receiving input from the optic nerve and relaying
information to the primary visual cortex [7]. Given its deep location, only recently have visual prostheses
targeting the LGN been investigated thanks to advances in deep brain stimulation (figure 4(b)). Three main
advantages drive the interest in the LGN. First, it can help patients who lost the optic nerve, for example, due
to glaucoma or ocular trauma. Second, it is possible to cover a wide visual field with an overrepresentation of
the foveal region, thus restoring possibly high-acuity artificial vision [79]. However, since the LGN is located
after the optic chiasm, a bilateral implant is required to cover both hemifields. Third, LGN presents
retinotopic organisation and well-defined physical separation of the parvocellular and magnocellular
pathways, respectively relaying information about small, slow, colourful things (parvocellular; high spatial
frequency information; low temporal frequency information) and large, fast, and colourless things
(magnocellular; low spatial frequency; high temporal frequency) [37, 80]. Therefore, it might encode a more
naturalistic perception.

In animals, LGN microstimulation produced simple discrete visual percepts [81] and visual cortical
responses similar to those elicited by natural vision [82]. So far, there have been very few preclinical studies
in animals conducted to test the stimulation efficacy [81, 83, 84]. With future advancements from the
technological point of view, LGN visual prostheses could start to carve their way into a feasible solution for
patients [85].

3.4. Cortical prostheses
After the pioneering experiments of Lowenstein and Borchardt [16], Krause [17] and Foerster [ 18], cortical
prostheses were the first ones to be developed among visual implants.

The first cortical prosthesis had only four intracortical electrodes [86, 87] but was able to evoke some
visual percepts in the subject [88]. In 1968, Brindley and Lewin proposed the first permanently implanted
cortical prosthesis, consisting of an epineural array of 80 electrodes implanted over the occipital cortex

7
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[89, 90]. The volunteer, a blind subject with glaucoma, perceived phosphenes and recognised simple
patterns. A second subject was implanted a few years later with a bilateral device. He recognised patterns
induced by sequential activation of electrodes corresponding to the Braille alphabet [91]. At the same time,
Dobelle started a long-term project to develop a portable cortical visual prosthesis. Initial results in the first
set of subjects were promising [92—94], but the project suddenly closed after the bilateral implantation of 16
blind volunteers between 2002 and 2004.

A cortical prosthesis offers the advantage of artificial vision in most conditions of blindness, excluding
traumatic brain injuries and stroke [7]. On the other hand, the complexity of the visual cortex with neurons
specifically tuned for specific cues [95] could hinder the ability to evoke simple uniformly shaped
phosphenes. Stimulation paradigms adapted explicitly for each patient might also be required [96]. This
aspect becomes even more critical when considering the effect of neuroplasticity, which is the ability of the
nervous system to change its activity in response to intrinsic or extrinsic stimuli by reorganising its structure,
functions, or connections [97]. Indeed, researchers demonstrated that visual perception and performance in
solving visual tasks could improve with learning and time [20, 98].

Cortical prostheses follow two main approaches: epicortical arrays placed on the cortical surface
(figure 6(c)) or intracortical electrodes penetrating the cortical layers (figure 6(d)). Epicortical prostheses are
less invasive since they do not penetrate the brain, as confirmed by a post-mortem study on a patient
implanted by Dobelle, who retained the epicortical array for 36 years (figure 6(c)) [77]. However, the current
amplitudes required to elicit a phosphene is much higher than with intracortical electrodes because of the
distance between the electrodes and the neurons. This distance reduces the spatial resolution of artificial
vision [99], and high currents might be unsafe due to the risk of seizures [88]. Intracortical prostheses are
more invasive but take advantage of the close contact between the electrodes and the neurons to provide a
more selective stimulation at much lower current amplitudes [100, 101]. Therefore, evoked phosphenes are
smaller and closer. However, the implantation technique requires pneumatic insertion tools that limit the
area reachable with the device to only the occipital pole. Contrary to epineural implants, intraneural
electrodes cannot be placed in the interhemispheric fissure, where a large portion of the visual field is
mapped [102]. In this case, phosphenes are evoked only in a few degrees of the visual field. Therefore, placing
the electrodes in higher visual areas where spatial representation is still preserved [26, 103] could be a
possible solution to enlarge the visual field.

Four projects are currently in clinical evaluation. The Orion I (Second Sight Medical Products Inc.) is a
flexible electrode array already implanted in six subjects. However, due to the high current intensities
required to elicit phosphenes, this approach might induce seizures, as reported by one subject [104, 105].
The other three are intracortical prostheses. The GENNARIS (Monash Vision Group) consists of 11 modules
with 43 electrodes each (figure 6(d)) [106]. The CORTIVIS (Miguel Hernandez University of Elche) uses a
Utah array with 100 electrodes [107]. The ICVP (Illinois University of Technology) is developing a wireless
floating microelectrode array with 16 microelectrodes [108].

For more extensive reading about cortical prostheses, we refer the reader to previous review articles
[37, 109, 110].

4. Current challenges and potential solutions

Visual prostheses have been an incredible breakthrough leading to artificial vision in several blind patients
suffering from RP, AMD, glaucoma, or other traumatic injuries. So far, retinal prostheses have reached
marketing approval [23, 53, 111], and other devices are in preclinical and clinical testing. However, artificial
vision still does not offer the patient the possibility of regaining fully functional vision. Quantitative
limitations in artificial vision are a product of both technological and biological challenges, which will be
addressed in the following paragraphs, together with potential solutions.

4.1. Quantitative limitations

4.1.1. Visual field size

Everyday experience shows that the visual angle size has primary importance in mapping and interacting
with the environment, consequently affecting one’s understanding of layout space, walking distance
evaluation, identify-and-reach tasks, spatial cognition, and attention. Many studies have highlighted that
restoring a large visual field is necessary to make artificial vision helpful in everyday life [41, 112-116].
Studies under simulated prosthetic vision identified a visual angle of 30°-35° as the minimal requirement for
mobility and daily tasks (figure 7) [41, 117-120]. However, this number might underestimate the real needs
of implanted patients due to the perceptual and behavioural learning required to adapt to artificial vision
[121, 122]. The entire visual field is mapped over the anatomical area in all the structures mentioned (retina,
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Figure 7. (a)—(c) Virtual reality views of a busy street with cars: left view (a), central view (b) and right view (c). (d) Image
rendering is simulated prosthetic vision of the busy street with cars at increasing visual angles. Reproduced from [41].
© The Author(s). Published by IOP Publishing Ltd. CC BY 4.0.

optic nerve, LGN and V1). Therefore, as a rule of thumb, enlarging the visual field means having electrodes
covering a wider tissue area.

In retinal prostheses, wide coverage of the retina remains an open challenge. Moreover, it is possible only
for epiretinal and suprachoroidal implants. Subretinal prostheses are typically small in size, since large
subretinal implants might encounter considerable difficulty in the surgical placement and represent a high
risk of retinal detachment [32]. Multiple PRIMA devices have been placed in the rabbit eye to increase
the visual angle [123]. However, it remains unclear if this tiling procedure will be feasible in patients.

On the other hand, the surgical fixation to the retina is another open challenge for wide epiretinal
implants [124].

Larger prostheses might also require larger and potentially riskier incisions to insert the device and from
which the connection cable will have to exit the eye to connect with the stimulator. Nevertheless, the main
issue with wider prostheses is the limited number of electrodes usually available in the array. In conventional
visual prostheses, the electrode number and electrode density are limited by the implantable pulse generator,
the cable from the pulse generator to the array, and the feedlines in the array. A fixed electrode number
reduces the electrode density if electrodes are spread over a wider surface area, which might worsen visual
resolution [125]. One way to overcome this problem in retinal prostheses is to use wireless photovoltaic
technology where each pixel converts incident light into electrical stimulation [38, 39, 48, 49, 126—132]. In
retinal stimulation, photovoltaic technology is intuitive since the retina is designed to absorb the light
entering from the pupil. Photovoltaic retinal stimulation is achieved using artificial light projected into the
eye (using a projection system as in augmented reality goggles) and absorbed by a semiconductor layer
embedded into the stimulating electrodes. This wireless solution avoids a trans-scleral cable which are
known to limit the maximum number and density of electrodes on the device and to induce post-operative
complications such as eye inflammation or leakage through the incision. To this aim, POLYRETINA is a
high-density wide-field epiretinal prosthesis containing 10 498 photovoltaic pixels distributed over an active
area of approximately 43° [38, 39, 131, 132]. Yet, an open challenge for both subretinal (PRIMA) and
epiretinal (POLYRETINA) photovoltaic implants is projecting wide-angle images through the pupil
necessary to increase the visual field size.

Both the optic nerve and LGN are compact, making it easier to access the entire visual field of one eye
(optic nerve) or a whole hemifield (LGN) with a single implant. However, their small size is a challenge for
implant and electrode miniaturisation, particularly when targeting the optic nerve. An epiretinal implant like
POLYRETINA on the other hand can have more than 10 000 electrodes over 43° (approximately 140 mm?),
that is an area ten times larger than the total cross-area of the optic nerve.

Most of the primary visual cortex surface lies in the interhemispheric area and the calcarine fissure [102],
creating a hurdle for developing wide-angle cortical prostheses. Although placing the electrodes in higher
visual areas [103] could be a possible solution to enlarge artificial vision.
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4.1.2. Spatial resolution

The visual angle is certainly not the only barrier. Object identification and recognition require devices that
are able to provide a high enough resolution during artificial vision. In other words, increasing spatial
resolution means increasing the number of separable phosphenes per unit area evoked in the patient’s visual
field. Another challenge threatening artificial vision lies in the capability of the device to stimulate multiple
independent phosphenes to create form perception.

So far, most studies regarding spatial resolution have been conducted with retinal implants. Clinical trials
showed that the best visual resolution was achieved using subretinal prostheses. The highest visual acuities
reported to date, as measured with the Landolt-C test, were 20/460 with the subretinal implant PRIMA (in
AMD patients) [48] and 20/546 with the subretinal implant Alpha-AMS (in RP patients) [133]. Grating
acuities reported in the literature range from 20/1260 with the epiretinal Argus® I implant to 20/364 with
the subretinal Alpha-AMS implant [53]. This comparison shows that subretinal prostheses have so far
provided better resolution than epiretinal prostheses. This result is primarily due to two factors. First, the
Argus® IT implant had a significant separation between electrodes (575 pm), about 5-8 times higher than
PRIMA and Alpha-AMS. A larger electrode separation will inevitably lead to a lower resolution. Second, the
Argus® I implant stimulates RGCs directly. Therefore, evoked phosphenes are distorted (resulting in an
elongated shape) due to unwanted axonal stimulation in nerve fibre bundle trajectories [134—136]. Two
approaches have been proposed to improve resolution in epiretinal stimulation. One solution would be to
selectively activate individual RGCs by establishing a one-to-one connection between RGCs and electrodes
[137]. Also, high stimulation frequency allows discrimination among RGC types [138]. Otherwise,
increasing the pulse duration [31] or using non-rectangular pulses [29] facilitates network-mediated
stimulation. Sinusoidal electrical stimuli in epiretinal configuration allowed the classification of overlapping
but spatially displaced objects in explanted retinas [139]. Epiretinal prostheses with higher pixel density and
targeting network-mediated stimulation might overcome these issues and provide high resolution.
POLYRETINA reported ex-vivo a spatial resolution of 120 pm (or 20/480) equivalent to the electrode
separation [132]. The two approaches to avoid axonal stimulation (selective direct stimulation and epiretinal
network-mediated stimulation) point towards different directions, and today they seem mutually exclusive.
However, this is an important research question that needs to be addressed in epiretinal stimulation.

Subretinal implants are further away from the GL, and usually induce circular phosphenes. However,
patients might still experience arcuate and linear phosphenes when high current amplitudes are used [140],
most probably due to direct RGC activation. A similar effect has also been observed with suprachoroidal
implants, where the subjects described geometrically complex percepts [141].

Reducing the size of the electrode is necessary to increase electrode density. However, the electrode size is
not the only limiting factor, and further reducing the electrode diameter might not correlate to better
resolution [142]. On the other hand, the denser the electrodes, the higher is the risk of cross-talk between
electrodes. Visual prostheses could benefit from current-steering approaches that would limit the extent of
the activated tissue during stimulation, reducing the risk of cross-talk and increasing the spatial selectivity. A
common approach is to use bipolar stimulation through two close electrodes, as shown in retinal [36, 143,
144], optic nerve [75], and thalamic prostheses [81]. Different groups demonstrated that spatially organised
phosphenes are induced by applying current-steering or modulating current amplitudes during optic nerve
stimulation [65, 73]. Despite these results, the selective activation of a few optic nerve fibres by each electrode
remains an open challenge. Another example of nonspecific activation can also be found when stimulating
the visual cortex. In animal studies, researchers have found that stimulation activates interconnected neurons
distant from the electrode, even at low currents [145].

From the perceptual point of view, each electrode should evoke a reproducible phosphene located in a
region of the visual field. The stimulation parameters play a crucial role in the characteristics of phosphenes,
such as brightness, duration, size or colour. Generally, short trains of charge-balanced biphasic pulses evoke
individual phosphenes [146]. Whether the stimulation through multiple electrodes is synchronous or
sequential [91, 98, 147], each electrode should excite selectively only a specific subset of neurons, different
from those stimulated by neighbouring electrodes. When the stimulation resolution is low, as it is for the
Argus® II or epicortical visual prostheses, it has been shown that phosphenes might fuse into a blob during
synchronous activation of multiple electrodes. The sequential activation of electrodes is an attractive strategy
allowing form vision in patients [91, 98].

Future developments in field-steering technology will be beneficial to improve stimulation therapies not
only for visual prostheses but in general for the neuroprosthetics field.

4.1.3. Temporal resolution
Artificial vision can also be hampered by poor temporal resolution. A significant limitation in artificial vision
is phosphene fading [148-150], a perceptual phenomenon similar to the Troxler effect, which affects retinal
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prostheses and makes continuous perception above flicker fusion nearly impossible. In sighted humans, the
Troxler effect is prevented by various ocular micromovements (tremors, drifts and microsaccades) that
refresh a static image and limit retinal adaptation [151, 152]. Retinal prostheses can avoid fading if three
criteria are met [153]. First, natural or artificial light must activate the electrodes, so that eye micro
movements can effectively shift the stimulated area of the retina, like for Alpha IMS/AMS [53], PRIMA [48]
and POLYRETINA [132]. Second, high-density electrode arrays are required to ensure high-resolution
stimulation to move the projected image by one or two electrodes over the prosthesis leading to stimulation
of different retinal areas. Third, patients must have preserved their physiological ocular micromovements,
such as for AMD patients. However, this ideal case is rarely reached and has only been reported for the
PRIMA device [48] and some patients with Alpha IMS, most likely with preserved eye movements [154].
Contrarily, patients implanted with Argus® II, IRIS® IT and EPI-RET 3 prostheses were instructed to perform
large body and head movements to scan the visual scene and refresh the stimulation pattern on their retina.
Such large movements made the experience of artificial vision physically and mentally tiring. Therefore,
several groups have developed an interest in exploring compensatory stimulation strategies to reduce retinal
desensitisation and avoid fading [155-157] and tested them with sighted subjects under simulated prosthetic
vision [153].

Another limitation is the maximal frame frequency and the possibility of reaching flicker fusion (30 Hz
or above). So far, flicker fusion has been achieved only for the PRIMA device in AMD patients [48]. Patients
with other retinal prostheses were more comfortable with lower frame frequencies (between 1 and 20 Hz),
most likely due to the process of perceptual fading. The retina has been widely studied, and much knowledge
has also been gained thanks to the many patients who have been implanted. Meanwhile, little is known about
other visual targets. Stimulation approaches, such as dynamic current steering, have been investigated and
proved to be a helpful strategy for recognising shapes [91, 98] and while dynamic current steering combined
with high-density electrode arrays holds promises of improvement in cortical prostheses [100], more needs
to be known about safe stimulation frequency limits and the possibility of reproducing flicker fusion. As
such, it is crucial to understand how to modulate spatiotemporal stimulations to generate individual
phosphenes and combine them into perceived objects and visual scenes.

4.2, Technological challenges

4.2.1. Electrode—tissue interface

The electrode—tissue interface is one of the most critical elements of a neural interface from a mechanical,
chemical and electrical point of view [158, 159].

Electrodes should be close to and have a comparable dimension of target neurons to achieve
high-resolution stimulation, ideally down to a single neuron [20]. However, decreasing the electrode size
imposes constraints on the electrode material to maintain low impedance and high charge injection capacity.
Exceeding the charge injection limit of electrodes will cause irreversible damage to both electrodes and tissue.
Since the charge injection limit is a property of a material, smaller electrodes can safely deliver less charge
compared to larger electrodes. Smaller electrodes have higher charge density stimulation threshold and lower
dynamic range, as shown in explanted ratinas [160, 161]. These results have important implications for
high-density prostheses.

In the last 20 years, advances like carbon-based materials and nanomaterials have been explored to
improve the performance at the electrode—tissue interface [162—165]. Conductive polymers have been widely
used in implantable devices for research as they are considerably softer than metals, flexible and
conformable, and have a high charge injection capacity [166—170]. The use of polymer-based coatings in
visual prostheses could be beneficial to allow smaller and denser electrodes [33]. Among carbon-based
materials, graphene-based materials emerge in neural interfaces, given their outstanding electrical and
optical properties [171]. Recently, the safety and biocompatibility of graphene electrodes for retinal implants
has been assessed [172]. Nanomaterials for neural stimulation have also been developed thanks to the latest
advancement in nano-engineering [173]. In addition, these novel materials are compatible with flexible and
stretchable substrates and cleanroom microfabrication processes. In conclusion, reducing the electrode size
will allow visual prostheses to significantly increase the number of electrodes in the array, which might
translate into higher visual acuity and improved visual function for the patients.

Another crucial element of the electrode—tissue interface is the biological response. It has been shown
that all biocompatible materials used so far provoke an inflammatory response and some degree of foreign
body reaction [174, 175]. For visual prostheses, regardless of whether they are epineural or intraneural,
matching the neural tissue mechanical properties with the implanted ones would help in improving the
long-term stability and efficacy of the stimulation. In particular, for epineural prostheses, when the target
tissue covers a wide area (like in the retina or the visual cortex), the choice of the substrate plays an
important role. Exploiting conformable or foldable substrates has two advantages: ease of insertion during
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the surgical procedure and improved contact with the neural tissue [176]. Minimally invasive surgical
insertion is crucial for epiretinal prostheses, where having a large implant in order to cover a greater visual
field would mean having to create a wider incision with associated risks. To overcome this issue,
POLYRETINA is a foldable and injectable photovoltaic epiretinal prosthesis that can be safely delivered with
a 6 mm size cut through the sclera and conform better to the curvature of the eye [39, 38]. Accessibility is
also an issue for cortical prostheses since most of the visual field is mapped in the interhemispheric area and
the calcarine sulcus. The surgical procedure is just one aspect of the challenge. The prosthesis should
conform to the shape and curvature of the cortical surface. Soft, flexible or conformable arrays like those
developed for auditory brain stem stimulation could offer a potential solution to ensure better coverage of
the target area [177]. An injectable ultra-thin electrode mesh could be a possibility to overcome the issue for
both retinal and intracortical approaches [178, 179]. Besides, advancements from the material side should be
followed by solutions for hermetic packaging to ensure robust isolation barriers over long periods [180].

4.2.2. Image processing and advanced encoding strategies

In general, a visual prosthesis is composed of a camera worn on glasses, capturing the visual information and
sending it in real-time to a signal-processing unit that converts the image into a sequence of stimulation
patterns. Visual information processing is a crucial step. However, traditional computer vision approaches,
such as edge detection, contrast enhancement, and difference of Gaussians, have been tested in retinal
prostheses and proved limited usefulness in daily life [181-183].

Recent studies in healthy subjects under simulated prosthetic vision have investigated other solutions
such as saliency detection and object recognition [184]. Saliency detection extracts a region or object of
interest by computing from image features, and it can be divided into three types: feature-based,
region-based and object-based. This method works efficiently for image or static object recognition tasks.
However, due to the complexity of saliency calculation, real-time performance is the limiting factor for visual
prostheses [185-188]. Machine learning approaches, such as convolutional neural networks [189] and deep
learning [190, 191], could recognise multiple objects in complex scenes, helping navigation, obstacle
avoidance and target object finding. A drawback of these methods is the high training cost required for good
accuracy. Once the visual information has been pre-processed and features have been extracted, a
personalised spatiotemporal stimulation strategy should be generated. Such a customised approach is needed
because phosphenes maps are specific to each patient and might change over time. Machine learning could
also play a role in optimising stimulation parameters to create more naturalistic electrical stimulation
patterns, as shown for optic nerve [192] and cortical [193] prostheses. Last, the conceptual idea of multi-area
cortical stimulation has been recently proposed to help create high visual acuity, colour and motor
perception to provide a more naturalistic perception [103]. Combining machine learning and multi-area
stimulation will require further experimental investigation and both hardware and software advancements.

Similar to other neuromodulation therapies [194], researchers are also considering and exploring
bi-directional and closed-loop feedback approaches for retinal [36, 195-198] and cortical [100, 199]
prostheses. This combination would allow prostheses to automatically adjust the stimulation parameters and
improve the performance over time. Most of the image processing algorithms and the closed-loop
approaches have been tested so far in-silico or in-vitro. The challenge for the future will then be to determine
their efficacy in real-world settings. One additional parameter to consider when designing closed-loop
feedback is the presence of voluntary and involuntary eye movements. They affect the spatial localisation of
the phosphene elicited by retinal [200] and cortical [101] stimulation, even after years of blindness.

4.2.3. Wireless power and data transmission

Neurostimulation has been routinely performed with electrodes wired to an electric pulse generator.
Leads-wires breakage is common [35] and leads to malfunctioning or not functioning of the device.
Moreover, cables and connectors apply mechanical forces on the implant and the tissue, causing long-term
scarring [201]. New methodologies of wireless modulation of the nervous system have recently started to
gain attention.

Photovoltaic technologies have emerged for wireless stimulation in retinal implants [49, 165]. In
particular, new developments in organic bioelectronics and photovoltaics showed superior features in
conformability, flexibility and stretchability [38, 39] compared to silicon-based technology. One important
key factor to consider in organic photovoltaics technology is the light conversion efficiency of the materials.
It is necessary to find efficient materials to reduce the electrode size and offer better resolution while
maintaining a sufficient output current for stimulation [165]. While photovoltaic prostheses [38, 48] rely
only on passive light-to-charge conversion from projected images, the NR600 implant (Nano Retina,
Rainbow Medical Group) uses infra-red laser light projected onto photovoltaics elements to power an image
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detector collecting natural light from the eye optics and a processing unit converting the image into
patterned electrical stimulations.

While light-based technologies are convenient for retinal implants, they are not well suited for other
visual prostheses which do not have a natural transparent window to light. Thus, other wireless data and
power transfer solutions can be used [201]. Among the approaches under investigation, inductive power
transfer seems to be the preferred solution for high-resolution intra-cortical stimulation [202] due to the
small distance between the transmitter and the receiver. The GENNARIS system (Monash Vision Group)
uses inductive power transfer from a single transmitter coil to transmit data and power to 11 implanted
receiver with 43 electrodes each [106].

4.3. Biological challenges
Another significant limiting factor for better artificial vision is the insufficient understanding of the neural
visual code in blind individuals and the effect of visual deprivation and plasticity [203].

In general, a prosthesis is validated for its efficacy in animal models. However, it remains unclear whether
experimental animals are appropriate models to predict efficacy in humans. Preclinical trials are performed
either on sighted [74, 100, 204-206] or blind [126, 132] animal models. Even when blind animal models are
used, it is difficult to establish how well they reflect human diseases. For example, most of our knowledge
comes from rodents with genetic mutations leading to an RP-like form of blindness. These rodents show a
significant remodelling of the retinal circuits after photoreceptor degeneration [207]. Yet, there are divergent
opinions about the integrity of retinal circuits in humans. While some studies reported their anatomical and
functional preservation [208, 209], others highlighted the remodelling and reorganisation of the synapses,
particularly in RP patients, but also in advanced dry forms of AMD [210-212]. In addition, remodelling
might be extremely variable from patient to patient. Variability could also be found in the residual
oculomotor behaviour, cellular preservation along the visual pathway, and remaining neuroplasticity. Last,
motor strategies, mental representations and associative perceptions that can be affected by visual field loss
are impacted by each patient’s history of blindness [121, 213, 214]. For example, in patients affected by
retinal degenerations, the synaptic reorganisation might reduce the efficacy of the electrical stimulation
[207, 215, 216]. Given the unpredictable nature of these plastic events, if stimulation parameters are not
adapted accordingly, they might distort evoked phosphenes. Therefore, candidates for visual prostheses must
be carefully screened. Among other criteria, the selection for retinal prostheses is based on retinal imaging to
verify structural integrity [217] and corneal stimulation with lens electrodes to verify the retinal excitability
[217-219]. Additional criteria should be considered since these tests are not informative on the functional
preservation of the retinal circuits.

The success of visual prostheses strongly depends on our understanding of the adaptive and
compensatory changes occurring within the brain [220] and the role of perceptual learning. Psychophysical
testing and personalised visual rehabilitation strategies should be challenged to improve the outcome of
artificial vision. In addition to measures of quantitative visual function such as acuity, field size, motion
detection and localisation, other measures of qualitative functional vision will also be required for a more
accurate depiction of a person’s abilities with a visual prosthesis. These are commonly described as
orientation and mobility or activities of daily living [35]. The downside of these tests is the limited relevance
out of a controlled laboratory environment. On the other hand, it is hard to evaluate real-world functional
assessment and self-reports due to their highly subjective and non-standardised nature [221]. Virtual, mixed
and augmented reality could help create virtually controlled but highly complex environments. These
simulations can be helpful to gain an insight into what would be the real-world performance for an
implanted subject. Augmented reality settings simulating prosthetic vision could help compare the accuracy
of virtual reality prediction and patient performance. Additionally, the cognitive fatigue reported so far by
users has discouraged them from using the implant long-term [221]. Hence, this mental effort should also be
included in a standardised evaluation by mapping body movements, head scans [153], eye movements,
decision time and pupillary measures [222].

Finally, designing a multisensory rehabilitation based on gamification in the short-term [121] and
supported with a pharmacological enhancement of synaptic plasticity [223-225] could also improve the
capacity of patients to make practical use of their devices in the long-term.

5. Road to market: what to learn from the first generation of clinically approved visual
prostheses

In the last 30 years, significant efforts have been made to develop and commercialise visual prostheses.
However, the only systems approved for clinical use target the retina and patients affected only by RP. These
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are the Argus® II (Second Sight Medical Products Inc.), the IRIS® II (Pixium Vision SA) and the
Alpha-IMS/AMS (Retinal Implant AG). None of them is still on the market.

The number of people affected by RP is estimated to be about 1.5-2 million [226], but only 12% of these
have a visual acuity worse than counting fingers and 0.5% have no perception of light [227]. So far, retinal
prostheses have been implanted in end-stage RP patients which are not enough to make a profitable market
[228]. The potential market size is also drastically reduced considering that some of these patients might have
other complications leading to exclusion according to criteria set for each device.

Companies have had to face economic problems related to limited market size, cost of research and
development, regulatory approval, and low acceptance of the device by clinicians and patients [229]. Second
Sight Medical Products leveraged the existing Argus® II technology and developed Orion I, a surface grid for
subdural stimulation of the primary visual cortex. Orion I has been accepted as a breakthrough device by the
FDA and has already been tested in six completely blind subjects for 19 months with positive outcomes.
Pixium Vision focused on the PRIMA device to address geographic atrophy in AMD patients [48, 49]. Two
early feasibility studies are active in Europe and the United States of America simultaneously. This double
strategy must comply with two different regulatory approval procedures, one from the FDA and one for CE
certification in Europe [229].

Medical device regulation is another crucial step for any kind of neuroprosthetic device. It has been
implemented to protect patients’ safety by using only sufficiently tested devices before entering the market.
Currently, the FDA offers pre-submission processes that allow early dialogue with the assessment body and
simplify the path for innovative devices. On the other hand, Europe has not yet defined streamlined
processes to obtain the CE mark for complex devices such as visual prostheses, even though new regulations
have been implemented since 2020 [229].

The device cost needs to be discussed to make visual prostheses available while keeping the company
profitable. The Argus® II ranged from 115 000 EUR in Europe to 150 000 USD in the United States of
America, excluding surgery, hospitalisation, and rehabilitation. A patient implanted with the Argus® II
estimated that the total cost of device, surgery and rehabilitation was 497 000 USD [228]. Companies should
therefore find agreements with insurances or governments to reimburse these costs, provided that the
benefits for visual prosthesis recipients lead to a tangible reduction in health care costs [47].

Finally, Second Sight Medical Products and Retinal Implant AG discontinued their products. The Argus®
IT was approved for clinical use in many countries with more than 350 users worldwide. The device is now
obsolete, and users declared not having technical support if their implant will stop working [228]. Despite
being justified by financial elements, this outcome remains ethically unacceptable and solutions must be
found to ensure clinical and technical support to existing patients. Nevertheless, several groups continue to
run successful clinical trials and pursue commercial development. Despite the long, unpredictable and costly
road to market, they could take advantage of this favourable moment in which neurotechnology is receiving
great financial attention. Neurotechnology is a rapidly growing field, with several new companies entering
the business. Unfortunately, not all these companies will succeed. Learning from previous experiences will
help neurotech entrepreneurs to develop a sustainable business.

6. Conclusion

Restoring vision is the grand challenge that many research groups and companies are trying to solve.
Although remarkable engineering progress has been made since the very first prototype of a visual prosthesis
[87], results from the clinical use of commercially available retinal prostheses showed that for now, patients
affected by retinal degeneration could only expect a form of vision substitution (artificial vision) rather than
vision restoration [221].

Visual prostheses should provide higher resolution and wider angle to substantially help the patients to
perform daily activities autonomously. This goal includes reducing the electrode size and finding biomimetic
materials so that wireless electronics can be physically embedded within the neural tissue for a long-term
period. Artificial intelligence can play a relevant role by advancing image processing and encoding steps to
fine-tune the stimulation parameters towards a more naturalistic perception. Moreover, prostheses might
learn to adapt in a contextually dependent manner and provide the patient information in the most helpful
and accurate way possible. The ability to artificially produce a visual perception in blind individuals lies in
the present understanding of the visual system, its processing units, and how electrical stimulation along the
visual pathways can elicit visual sensations. Undoubtedly, a deeper understanding of the functioning of the
visual system in blindness is crucial knowledge to design better visual prostheses. Fundamental neuroscience
research in animal models and humans is necessary to close significant knowledge gaps, including
understanding the role of visual plasticity and neurorehabilitation, determining the impact of retinal
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remodelling and deciphering the neural code to restore vision in blind subjects. The combination of these
elements will make artificial vision closer to vision.

To accomplish this mission, interdisciplinary teams of clinicians and healthcare providers, materials
scientists, engineers, neuroscientists and artificial intelligence experts will have to work hand-in-hand
towards the next generation of visual prostheses. Lastly, the joint effort of regulatory bodies in streamlining
the approval processes for innovative technologies and investors helping to close the gap from research to
market will be essential to make the artificial vision a sustainable solution for those patients still in the dark.

Artificial vision has always been a pioneering research activity in the medical field. Charles LeRoy
performed his experiment three decades before Luigi Galvani reported about animal electricity. One of the
first permanent cortical stimulators implanted in humans was a visual prosthesis [89]. The Argus® II [111]
was among the first implantable microelectrode arrays manufactured with cleanroom processes to be
approved by regulatory agencies. The subretinal visual implant Alpha IMS [150] was one of the first
CE-approved implantable medical devices with a high-channel-count (1500 pixels) and implantable
electronics in contact with the central nervous system. Photovoltaic retinal prostheses [48] were the first
example of neurostimulation devices providing fully wireless electrical stimulation to the nervous system
without the need for implantable batteries or active electronic units. Certainly, research in visual prostheses
will push neurotechnology even further.
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