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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my teacher and mentor and my very good friend, Knud Lundbæk (1912–1995).
He was a dedicated physician taking care of diabetic patients as well a researcher and teacher for many
young physicians. After his retirement, he explored new areas, namely the interrelationship between
different cultures. He was really a foresighted man.

Carl Erik Mogensen, Aarhus, March 2007

Introduction

In 1991, I wrote with Eberhard Standl in a book on pharmacology of diabetes: “Treatment of diabetes has
become an increasing challenge to the clinicians in recent years. A rapid development has taken place
within a number of pharmalogical areas, both with respect to insulin-dependent and non-insulin-dependent
diabetes, and also within the prevention and treatment of complications of both types of diabetes.”

This is even more true today. Since then we have observed a rapid development in the area with new
drugs for treatment of hyperglycemia – both oral agents and new insulin preparations. Indeed, within the
area of complications, there are also many new perspectives in the treatment strategy. Combination treat-
ment with agents that treat hyperglycemia is more and more important, also in combination with several
agents controlling the complications has become more and more common. It is not unusual that patients
receive four or five or six or even more drugs.

Problems within diabetes treatment can usually be divided into two phases, namely (i) acute and short-term
treatment of patients and related to well-being and near-perfect physical abilities for professional and
leisure activities, most often related to good metabolic control. (ii) On the other hand, the long-term per-
spective is preventive treatment of complications, both microvascular and vascular complications. Under
special situations such as pregnancy, treatment is critical. A number of co-morbid situations are important:
heart disease (although not always specifically related to diabetes), obesity (an increasingly important
problem), and lipid management (very common). Since 1991, we have seen a rapid development in the
treatment of one important issue, namely treatment of erectile dysfunction, which is even more important
in diabetic than in nondiabetic individuals.

The so-called metabolic syndrome is also becoming more and more pertinent and an increasing
number of patients fulfill that criterion (although it may not be a true syndrome); therefore, multifac-
torial intervention is important. Indeed, this book is meant as a working guide and a source for more
basic knowledge regarding pharmacological treatment, for the practising diabetologist, the internist,
and the general physician.
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It has been a great pleasure for me to work with many colleagues, most of them personal and/or
professional friends that I have known for many years. They represent, I believe, the clinical excel-
lence in diabetes treatment, and it has been possible to collect all the chapters within a few months,
which is quite remarkable when you have some experience in editing books.

Finally, I would like to thank the publishers – Springer, who are very much involved in diabetes
treatment in general. It has been a pleasure to work with them throughout the whole process – from
creating the idea to seeing the book on the street.

References

1. Pharmacology of diabetes. Present practice and future perspectives. Eds C.E. Mogensen and E. Standl. Walter de
Gruyter, Berlin/New York, 1991.

Editorial assistant: Birgitte Josefine Henriksen
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Aperitif

Edwin Gale, Bristol, UK

Why should anyone bother to put a textbook together? I have often wondered about this, even while doing
the job myself. All those who have engaged in this activity will tell you that the work will be harder than
you can imagine, that chasing reluctant authors is a depressing business, and that there are easier ways of
making money. Worse still, the book you produce will typically have many competitors, and is destined to
suffer from built-in obsolescence. All these are questions for those who create a textbook. For you, the
reader, the question is: should you consider looking further into this one?

I think you should. The reason, I suggest, is that physicians treat patients, and that this is a book about
treatment. Therapy for diabetes is life-long, monotonous, demanding, and has benefits that are mostly
deferred into a distant future. Pleasing though it is for patients to learn that their cholesterol, blood pres-
sure, or glycated haemoglobin have fallen within the target range, the fact is that they often feel no better
in consequence, and may sometimes actually feel worse. The main argument we can offer them in defence
of a demanding diabetes regimen is that—as Maurice Chevalier said of old age – it is so very preferable to
the alternative.

A celebrated physician once remarked that it is not the disease that has the patient, but the patient that
has the disease, that matters. Nowhere is this more true than for diabetes, for which no treatment will work
unless the patient is committed to its success. Insulin is often its own argument, since patients feel so
much better for it that they are often reluctant to stop. This is not the case when it comes to pills: people
like to ask for them, but are less enthusiastic when it comes to swallowing them on a regular basis—and
no medication will work if the patient is not taking it.

Doctors are, or should be, passionate advocates for the benefits of the treatment they offer. Their pas-
sion and their advocacy provide the core element in therapy. However, how do we know which treatment
is best? Guidelines are necessary and useful, but choosing the right set of treatments, with the help of the
person who will have to take them, is the essence of good medicine. And here the choices become ever
more complex. Since diabetes is so intimately involved with lifestyle, especially in the overweight, behav-
iour change is the necessary prelude to any other intervention. Beyond this point, the options proliferate.
There are currently nine classes of glucose lowering medication in development or on the pharmacist’s
shelf, each with its advantages and disadvantages. Further choices as to lipid-lowering and antihy-
pertensive agents will have to be made, with the possible addition of anti-obesity medication. And behind
these routine elements of therapy come all the special situations, pregnancy, foot ulcers, erectile dys-
function, and so forth. The diabetes physician must be equipped to deal with all of these, and this is a
book which covers them all, which is refreshingly up to date, and currently seems to have no competitors.

It might seem that there is no lack of good advice about medication for diabetes. Specialist associations
issue an unending stream of guidelines, and government agencies are increasingly guided by advisory
bodies such as the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) in the UK, bodies which review the

FM.qxd  11/7/07  10:26 PM  Page vii



evidence and advice as to how money for health care should be spent. Meanwhile, big Pharma continues to
generate new therapies, at ever-increasing cost to the consumer. According to one analysis, global drug costs
of US$3.8 billion dollars for diabetes in 1995 expanded to an estimated US$17.8 billion in 2005, and are
projected to hit US$27.9 billion by 2010 [1]. As these estimates reveal, we have entered a realm of
unsustainable costs and diminishing returns. And it is here, at the cutting edge of pharmacological inter-
vention, that evidence-based medicine lets us down, for the sources of information are controlled by
those who wish us to invest in their therapy.

How then do we make the best choice for the patient sitting in front of us? At the end of the day, the
wisest advice will usually come from experienced, impartial, and critical clinicians, which is what this
book has to offer.

Reference

Hauber A, Gale EAM. The market in diabetes. Diabetologia 2006;49:247–252.

viii Aperitif
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1
Pharmacoepidemiology of Diabetes
Jørgen Rungby and Andrew J. Krentz

Keywords: Pharmacoepidemiology, Pharmaco-
economics, Pharmacosurveillance.

The Epidemiology of Antidiabetic
Drugs

Type 1 Diabetes

Type 1 diabetes requires insulin treatment soon
after diagnosis and thereafter insulin must be
continued life-long without interruption. By some
definitions type 1 diabetes may have shorter or
longer periods early in the disease during which
insulin is not yet needed. Insulin secretagogues
are often used in such cases before the diagnosis
becomes clear, but they will eventually fail to con-
trol hyperglycaemia as marked insulin deficiency
becomes established. Furthermore, as the obesity
epidemic also strikes in patients with type 1
diabetes, combinations of classical insulin treat-
ment regimens with insulin sensitizers, metformin,
and in some countries, thiazolidinediones, are
becoming more common. Nonetheless, for the
5–10% of the world’s diagnosed diabetics who
have type 1 diabetes, insulin monotherapy
remains lifesaving therapy. The prevalence of
type 1 diabetes varies enormously with popula-
tion genetics, a subject that has been thoroughly
discussed elsewhere. Within the seven major
insulin markets (USA, Japan, France, Germany,
Italy, Spain, UK – total sales) the prevalence
of type 1 diabetes ranges from 0.2% (Japan) to
0.7% (Germany). In these countries alone, more
than 3.1 million (with an expected increase to

3.4 million in 2011) people are affected. Even
though insulin treatment is mandatory, a number
of issues cause continued concern from a phar-
macoepidemiological viewpoint.

Availability of Insulin

Unfortunately insulin, even in standard formulations
(porcine, bovine or human insulin in vials for sub-
cutaneous injections), is not necessarily accessible
to all patients with type 1 diabetes. In a survey by
the International Diabetes Federation (IDF) Task
Force on Insulin performed in 2003 [1], only 44
and 40 out of 74 responding countries reported
uninterrupted access to insulin for people with type
1 or type 2 diabetes, respectively. Thus, in 30 coun-
tries, people with type 1 diabetes were without con-
tinuous access to insulin. Cost remains a major
cause of lack of access. However, availability,
transportation problems and poor quality of insulin
were also reported as major issues. There are con-
siderable regional differences with African coun-
tries reporting the worst situation. An unfortunate
consequence of low access to insulin is pressure on
health personnel and authorities to give preference
to people with type 1 diabetes over people with
type 2 diabetes. However, as highlighted recently
by Beran and Yudkin [2] the life expectancy of
patients with type 1 diabetes in parts of sub-
Saharan Africa remains extremely short. This situ-
ation has changed little in some countries over the
last decade. On a global basis, the commonest
cause of death in a child with diabetes eight
decades since the discovery of insulin is lack of
access to the drug. The recent decision by
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NovoNordisk to make insulin available to 50 of the
world’s poorest counties at no more than 20% of
the average price in Europe, North America and
Japan has been applauded [3]. However, the impact
of this initiative has so far been limited.

New Insulin Formulations

In many countries, animal insulin in vials remains
the cheapest and most accessible form of insulin,
although in North America human insulin is now
the cheaper option. The paradigms for insulin treat-
ment have changed within the last two decades
with the introduction of insulin analogues and, to a
certain extent, increasing use of insulin pumps as
an alternative to subcutaneous injections. Currently
a new change is emerging, namely the use of non-
injection insulins, with inhaled insulins becoming
available in some countries [4]. In contrast to the
situation in type 2 diabetes, there is as yet no con-
vincing evidence for insulin treatment during the
pre-diabetes phase of type 1 diabetes. The market
therefore reflects the prevalence and availability of
insulin and, unfortunately, health economy politics
including reimbursement policies.

The Global Insulin Market

Sales of rapid-acting analogues of insulin now
exceed those for human sequence insulin. Humalog
and Novolog (Novorapid) had combined sales
totalling US$1555.2 million in 2005 compared with
US$870.2 million for all other rapid-acting insulins,
Humalog being the market leader. The intermediate-
acting insulins, Humulin and Novolin (Insulatard)
being the dominant examples, sold US$1050.8 mil-
lion in 2005, which was a small decrease compared
with 2004. The market (US$1576.8 million in 2005)
for prolonged-duration analogues is dominated by
Lantus, with Levemir gaining some ground since its
introduction. All insulins, including premixed for-
mulations with a sale of US$2256.1 million in 2005
and dominated by Novolog Mix, Novolin Mix and
Humalog Mix, are used for both type 1 and type 2
diabetes (all data from [5]). As a consequence there
has been a general increase in the use of insulin.
Data from recent years in Denmark (with an esti-
mated 25,000 patients with type 1 diabetes and more
than 200,000 patients with type 2 diabetes) are
shown in Fig. 1. Data from France [6] showed a

tripling of the use of insulin from 1976 to 1989 most
likely driven by the increasing burden of type 2 dia-
betes. In addition, the adjuvant use of novel amyli-
nomimetics has gained some ground in the USA.

4 Jørgen Rungby and Andrew J. Krentz
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FIG. 1. Trends in the use of insulin in Denmark in the
new millennium, all insulins (defined daily doses, DDD)
(A), fast-acting insulins (left human insulin, middle
lispro, right aspart) (B), basal insulins (left glargine,
middle detemir, right human insulin) (C). (From The
Danish Medicines Agency at www.dkma.dk.) The numbers
reflect the use of insulin in 44,467 patients in 2001,
increasing to 56,501 in 2005. Total use of analogues is
increasing.
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Prescribing of Insulin in Type 1 Diabetes

Internationally, guidelines for the treatment of
type 1 diabetes vary little between countries. In
essence, the goal remains near-normal glucose
levels without inducing severe hypoglycaemia.
The options available are legion although the
intrinsic limitations of subcutaneous insulin deliv-
ery continue to act as a barrier to attainment of
this goal in the majority of patients. Although
some regimens appear to offer certain advantages
over others [7], the choice of treatment remains
dependent on the availability of insulin prepara-
tions (and delivery systems), local professional
expertise and provision of support, and individual
preferences of both patients and the diabetes
healthcare team. As stated above, while para-
digms of care may change, the choice of therapy
often reflects the impact of factors other than
evidence for treatment efficacy (and safety). For
example, in otherwise comparable markets
(Denmark and Sweden), the use of continuous
subcutaneous infusion systems varies signifi-
cantly [8] according to reimbursement policies.

Type 2 Diabetes

In the majority of subjects type 2 diabetes is usu-
ally not well controlled by lifestyle modifications
and so presents major challenges to pharmacother-
apy. The increasing number of ways to attack the
cardinal metabolic defects of type 2 diabetes –
insulin resistance and beta-cell failure – leaves
patients and doctors with numerous possibilities
for pharmacological interventions. The forecast of
increased prevalence of diabetes in the coming
years raises enormous ethical and practical ques-
tions, which must be resolved to supply patients
with the necessary drugs. Data from the IDF sug-
gest that overweight and obesity will affect major
proportions of the population in the USA and large
European countries, with France at 36% and the
USA at 51.9% [1] by 2011, the latter increasing
from 45.5% in 2005. Unless this trend is reversed,
which at the moment appears unlikely, type 2 dia-
betes will affect significant proportions of the pop-
ulation. In 2005, Italy registered 6.2% of its
population as having type 2 diabetes (increasing
from 6.0% in 2004); corresponding figures
from the USA were 6.1% and 5.9%. In the USA,

diabetes mortality increased form approximately
68,000 deaths in 1999 to 74,000 deaths in 2003.
Diabetes is the sixth leading recorded cause of
death in the USA [5].

Availability

Varying with socioeconomics and health policies,
the availability of oral or injectable antidiabetic
agents varies. However, basic drugs for beta-cell
stimulation, the sulphonylureas, and for treating
insulin resistance and increased hepatic glucose
output (the biguanides) remain cheap, effective and
widely accessible. Alpha-glucose inhibitors and, in
particular, thiazolidinediones, retarding the rates of
intestinal glucose absorption and tissue insulin
resistance, respectively, are alternatives that have
been increasing in use and availability.

The Market for Antidiabetic Agents 
for Type 2 Diabetes

Including insulin, half of the global diabetes
market is accounted for by the USA. Other major
markets are Germany (7%), the UK (4%) and
France (3%). Highly populated countries with sub-
stantial numbers of people with diabetes such as
Russia and Brazil each account for approximately
1% of the market. The market is dominated by
(54%) original branded drugs; however, generics
account for some of the market and unknown
numbers of patients are treated with “generics” in
countries such as China and India where licensing
regulations are less strict [5]. Oral antidiabetic
drugs account for 58% of the total market worth
US$18.6 billion in 2005, an increase of 11.5%
compared with 2004. The market is led by the
thiazolidinediones with a pioglitazone turn-over
worth US$ 2.544 billion in 2005 (rosiglitazone
US$ 2.258 billion, rosiglitazone/metformin com-
bination US$ 382.7 million, metformin US$
518.7 million, glimepiride US$ 857.9 million,
vogiblose US$ 547.1 million). There are few
descriptions of regional differences in prescrip-
tion patterns. It can only be assumed that, as for
insulin, availability varies and expectedly even
more so since several oral antidiabetics can be
used to achieve the same treatment goals in the
individual patient. When drugs for associated
conditions are included, it is likely that for some
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high-prevalence countries, Germany, for example
[9], diabetes may account for more than 20% of
total pharmacy costs; cardiovascular drugs are the
most important cost factor, reflecting the rates of
atherosclerotic complications.

Prescribing of Antidiabetic Drugs 
for Type 2 Diabetes

Although hard end-point studies are somewhat
sparse in diabetology, little doubt exists that near-
normal blood glucose levels are beneficial, relieving
symptoms and preventing long-term vascular com-
plications. Guidelines are legion, and treatment
goals are becoming increasingly ambitious. For
example, the latest IDF guidelines for the treatment
of type 2 diabetes [10] aim for HbA1c levels lower
than 6.5%. Since this goal is rarely achieved through
lifestyle measures alone, oral antidiabetic agents are
usually required. Initially, monotherapy is com-
menced with the most appropriate drug, based on the
clinical and biochemical profile of the patient, and in
the light of safety considerations. For most patients,
drugs from different classes are required in varying
combinations, insulin being ultimately necessary in
many patients. Current guidelines recommend
metformin and sulphonylureas as first-line therapy.

Other regimens may be equally effective or even
more so. However, comparative studies are sparse.
With very prevalent diseases such as type 2 diabetes,
pharmacoeconomics become extremely important.
Thus, both the economy of society at large and the
economy of the individual patient must be taken into
account when choosing drug therapy. Safety issues
remain important since treatment will often be
continued for many years or even life-long, during
which time complications, for example, nephropathy
or cardiovascular disease, that may alter the safety
profile of certain drugs may develop.

Trends in the Use of Antidiabetic Drugs

A recent survey [11] of antihyperglycaemic drugs
in ten European countries showed that their use
increased in all countries but with very different
treatment patterns. The use of insulin doubled from
1994 to 2003 in some countries (England and
Germany) but remained stable in others (Belgium,
Portugal, Italy). The use of biguanides increased
substantially, whereas the use of sulphonylureas
increased more moderately in most countries.
Insulin accounted for more than 50% of the daily
antidiabetic doses in Sweden, the corresponding
number in Portugal was <20% (Fig. 2). In an
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FIG. 2. Use of insulins (black), sulphonylureas (white) and biguanides (grey) as proportions of the total use of
antidiabetics drugs in ten European countries (2003). Regional variation is substantial. Reproduced with
permission from [11].
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interesting comparison between Finland and
Denmark (with the expected prevalence of diabetes
being 7.2% and 6.9% in 2003, respectively) it was
found that in 2000, 3.15% of the population in
Finland (insulin 1.76%, oral agents 2.40%) was
treated with antidiabetic drugs, the corresponding
numbers for Denmark was 1.96% for any antidia-
betic treatment (insulin 0.78%, oral agents 1.31%)
[11]. It is unlikely that differences in detection
levels of diabetes or different diabetic phenotypes,
let alone drug availability, can explain such a dif-
ference. Local therapeutic convention is a plausible
explanation. As described in a comparison of two
neighbouring communities in Sweden [12] tradi-
tion (specialized diabetes clinician compared with
non-specialist clinicians) may have major influ-
ences on both drug type and dose. Along with pro-
gressively more aggressive treatment of glycaemia,
the use of cardiovascular and lipid-lowering drugs
also increases with time in patients with diabetes
[13]. Although the result is improvements in a
number of biochemical risk factors, the relation
between prescriptions and improved survival
remains somewhat elusive since time-related
changes are severely confounded by improved
diagnostic awareness and, particularly in the case
of diabetes, of recent changes in diagnostic levels
of blood glucose [14].

The impact of recommendations or guidelines
(more similar between countries for cardiovascu-
lar diseases) has been studied in the Euroaspire
programme [15]. Among patients with coronary
heart disease there appears to be room for
improvement in aspects of cardiovascular pre-
scribing if international guidelines were to be rig-
orously applied. For antidiabetic drugs, however,
it has been shown that changes in recommenda-
tions coincide with substantial changes in drug
prescription [16].

Use of drugs to prevent diabetes or to treat
related diagnoses (e.g. polycystic ovary syndrome)
may result in changes in prescription patterns in the
future. Such changes may confound the interpreta-
tion of data on drug use. At present there is some
evidence for the efficacy of metformin, troglita-
zone (now withdrawn), orlistat, rosiglitazone and
rimonabant [17–19] on delaying the development
from impaired glucose tolerance to diabetes.
However, use of these drugs to prevent diabetes is
not currently recommended.

Pharmacoepidemiology of Diabetes:
Safety Considerations

While phase 1 and 2 trials are necessary for the
demonstration of early safety in humans, phase 3
trials (randomized controlled trials) are unsurpassed
in design for the demonstration of the effects of a
drug on the disease course (efficacy). Post-marketing
phase 4 trials vary in design; however, they are
often not suited to evaluate therapeutic effects
(effectiveness) in the population as a whole and
long-term safety in non-selected groups of patients.
Pharmacoepidemiology offers methods, retrospec-
tive but often including prospective follow-up
designs, that allow for the surveillance of larger
populations for longer periods. In many cases, as
has recently been described for glargine, a long-act-
ing insulin analogue, efficacy and effectiveness
measurements are comparable in type and magni-
tude [20]. Unfortunately, safety issues have in some
cases been undetected, and to some extent over-
looked, as was the case for troglitazone in the late
1990s [21,22]. It should be borne in mind that well-
established antidiabetic drugs such as metformin,
sulphonylureas and insulin, even when used appro-
priately, are associated with appreciable rates of
morbidity and, less frequently, mortality [23].

Diabetes-related pharmacoepidemiological
research, applying state-of- the-art methodologies,
may prove to be a helpful tool in choosing which
drugs to prescribe. Recently we [24, 25] and others
[26] have evaluated the safety of sulphonylureas
by epidemiological methods. Based on preclinical
evidence it was suspected that some sulphony-
lureas were preferable to others with respect to the
main cause of mortality in type 2 diabetes,
myocardial infarction. In population-based studies
from Italy and Denmark similar results have
shown a significantly reduced risk of myocardial
infarction and mortality (relative risks being
approximately 0.8) for gliclazide and glimiperide
when compared with other sulphonylureas. This
applies for monotherapy as well as for combination
therapy when sulphonylureas are used together with
antidiabetic agents from other classes. The results
were unchanged by corrections for a large number
of potential confounding factors, a key issue in
epidemiological research that can now be met with
an increasing use of detailed databases that allow
simultaneous registrations of treatment, disease and

Ch01.qxd  11/7/07  10:26 PM  Page 7



8 Jørgen Rungby and Andrew J. Krentz

mortality data and a large number of socioeconomic
parameters. The estimated number of participants in
a prospective controlled trial designed to test this
hypothesis would be >60,000 for a 5-year period
making the performance of such a study less than
likely on economic and practical grounds.

Thus, structured epidemiological surveillance of
established diabetes treatments can powerfully
complement more established methods used during
the development of new drugs.
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2
New Definitions of Diabetes: Consequences
Knut Borch-Johnsen

Keywords: Diagnosis, IFG, IGT, classification,
definitions.

In 1980, the World Health Organisation (WHO)
ended a long phase of confusion by providing inter-
national standards for diagnosis and classification
of diabetes [1]. Before this, confusion existed with
respect to the glucose threshold for diagnosis of dia-
betes and other categories of glucose intolerance as
well as the glucose load used for the oral glucose
tolerance test. As always, however, new scientific
data and insight combined with health political
issues have led to several revisions of the diagnostic
criteria and classification of patients with diabetes
as well as with other categories of glucose intoler-
ance. The first revision was made in 1985 [2], the
second in 1999 [3] and most recently the third revi-
sion came out in 2006 [4] based on a collaborative
effort between WHO and the International Diabetes
Federation (IDF). In addition to these global defini-
tions, national agencies like the American Diabetes
Association (ADA) [5,6] as well as international
organizations such as the IDF [7] have provided
definitions that are not fully in accordance with the
WHO definitions of diabetes, glucose intolerance
and the metabolic syndrome (Table 1). This lack of
concordance has not only created confusion among
researchers but also among clinicians. As a conse-
quence of the use of different diagnostic criteria,
studies and trials may no longer be directly compa-
rable as “diabetes” “IGT” or “IFG” no longer
represents the same population in different studies.
Finally, the fact that leading personalities within the
field of diabetes have identified themselves with
some definitions and not with others as the “fathers
and mothers” of the different definitions has split

observers and users into groups of “believers”
rather than into scientific orientation.

This chapter focuses on the following questions
related to definition and classification of diabetes:

● What are the criteria used to identify diagnostic
thresholds for DM and impaired glucose regulation
(IFG and IGT together)?

● Redefining diabetes – what are the consequences
for prognosis and diagnostic tests?

● Reclassifying diabetes – how to differentiate
between type 1 and type 2 diabetes?

● Establishing a third category – IFG – why and
what is IFG?

● Lowering the threshold for IFG – what are the
consequences?

● Open questions by 2007

What are the Criteria Used to
Identify Diagnostic Thresholds for
DM and Impaired Glucose
Regulation (IFG and IGT Together)?

Diabetes is a disease characterised by abnormal
glucose metabolism, a risk of developing microvas-
cular complications specific to diabetes and a
markedly increased risk of developing macrovas-
cular complications. Consequently, all three ele-
ments have been used in trying to define diagnostic
thresholds or cut points for diabetes.

Defining diabetes by glucose distribution: In
some populations [8,9] but certainly not in all [10]
the glucose distribution is bimodal, suggesting that
there are distinctly different glucose distributions
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in individuals with and without diabetes. This
bimodality was an essential element in deciding on
the 2-h post-OGTT cut-point for diabetes in 1980
and 1985 [1,2] with the final cut-point of 11.1 mmol/l
largely based on data from the Pima Indian popula-
tion in the USA. A recent analysis based on global,
epidemiological data shows that bimodality is not a
universal phenomenon, but furthermore in popula-
tion where this is found, the actual cut-point in the
bimodal distribution varies between populations. In
other words, defining diagnostic threshold values for
diabetes based on distributions of glucose values at
the population level is not particularly helpful.

Defining diabetes by microvascular complications:
The microvascular complications in the retina and the
kidney are to a large extent specific to diabetes. Based
on this observation the ADA expert committee in
1997 [5] was able to define thresholds for fasting and
2-h post-OGTT glucose values based on data from
Egypt and the USA. This analysis led to the lowering
of the fasting plasma glucose threshold from 7.8 to
7.0 mmol/L. Low numbers in the populations
included, however, left this analysis with considerable
uncertainty with respect to the optimal cut-point.

Defining diabetes by macrovascular complica-
tions: Although microvascular complications are
only specific to diabetes, macrovascular complica-
tions remain the leading cause of death in diabetic
individuals. Consequently, it has been suggested
that abnormal glucose values should be defined as
the glucose values in fasting and following an
OGTT, which are associated with an increased risk
of developing or dying from CVD (cardiovascular

disease). Several publications from the DECODE-
study have tried to follow this track. For fasting
glucose values this analysis would support a
threshold of 7.0 mmol/L while for the 2-h value
there is no threshold but a continuous increase in
mortality with increasing glucose value from the
normal range, through the IGT range to diabetes as
defined at present [11].

In conclusion none of the three approaches
described here have proven to be superior in defin-
ing diabetes. Nevertheless, the use of microvascu-
lar complications still appears to be the most
rational way as this is the only approach based on
a feature specific to diabetes. This view was also
adopted by WHO in the 2006 version of diagnostic
criteria for diabetes. Thus, the focus should be on
providing additional scientific data that could be
helpful by conducting epidemiological surveys in
individuals without previously diagnosed diabetes,
where standardised screening for retinopathy using
methods that can detect the very early stages of
retinopathy are included as part of the study.

Redefining Diabetes – What are the
Consequences for Prognosis and
Diagnostic Tests?

Following the change in diagnostic threshold for
diabetes by ADA in 1997, a large range of studies
analysed the potential consequences of changing
the diagnostic criteria for diabetes. The largest and

10 Knut Borch-Johnsen

TABLE 1. Changes in diagnostic criteria for diabetes and glucose intolerance (all values are
plasma glucose in mmol/L).

Category WHO 1985 WHO 1999 WHO 2006 ADA 1997 ADA 2003

Diabetes Fasting 7.8 7.0 7.0 7.0 7.0
2 h 11.1 11.1 11.1 11.1 11.1

Impaired Fasting <7.8 <7.0 <7.0 <7.0 <7.0
Glucose 2 h 7.8–11.0 7.8–11.0 7.8–11.0 7.8–11.0 7.8–11.0
Tolerance 
(IGT)

Impaired Fasting Not defined 6.1–6.9 6.1–6.9 6.1–6.9 5.5–6.9
Fasting 2 h Not defined <7.8 <7.8 Not recom- <Not recom-
Glycaemia mended mended
(IFG)

Normal Fasting <7.8 <6.1 <6.1 <6.1 <5.5
(NGT) 2 h <7.8 <7.8 <7.8 <7.8 <7.8

ADA (American Diabetes Association) does not recommend the use of an oral glucose tolerance test.
Consequently the use of ADA-criteria will normally not allow for identification of individuals with IGT
or diabetic individuals where only the post-challenge value is abnormal.
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TABLE 2. All cause excess mortality by fasting and 2 hour glucose
in the DECODE study (Adopted from ref 11).

Fasting plasma glucos (mmol/L)

≤6.1 6.1–6.9 7.0–7.7 ≥7.0

2-h plasma ≤7.7 1 1.1 1.4 1.4
glucose 7.8–11.0 1.6 1.3 1.7 1.7
(mmol/L) ≥11.1 2.1 1.9 2.2 2.3

most systematic effort was done through the
DECODE-study initiated under the European
Diabetes Epidemiology Study Group [12]. This
collaborative effort used population-based epi-
demiological studies of diabetes based on the use
of a standard 75-g oral glucose tolerance test from
a large number of centres in Europe to analyse the
effect of revising the diagnostic criteria. Most of
the publications are based on data from between
25,000 and up to 50,000 individuals.

The first DECODE-publication [12] clearly
showed that there is only a partial overlap between
individuals diagnosed based on the revised fasting
glucose criteria and those diagnosed on the basis of
the 2-h post-challenge value. Approximately 1/3
are diagnosed by the fasting value only, 1/3 by the
2-h value only and the remaining 1/3 are diabetic
based on both the fasting and the 2-h value. The
same study demonstrated some phenotypic differ-
ences between those diagnosed based on the fast-
ing and those diagnosed based on the 2-h value.
Those with diabetic fasting values only tended to
be younger and more obese than those diagnosed
based on the 2-h value.

As the two groups were different in phenotype,
the emerging question was whether this had an
impact on prognosis [13]. As demonstrated in
Table 2 the 2-h post-OGTT glucose value was
more strongly associated with prognosis (all cause
mortality and death from CVD) than fasting
plasma glucose, and individuals with diabetic fast-
ing, but normal post-OGTT values, did not have
any excess mortality at all.

These studies were the first to challenge the
concept that the more convenient diagnosis based on
fasting glucose values equalises the more compli-
cated diagnosis based on the oral glucose tolerance
test. The observations were, however, confirmed by
others, and this was the rationale for WHO in

modifying the diagnostic criteria in 1999, where
WHO in contrast to the ADA recommended the use
of the oral glucose tolerance test in epidemiologi-
cal surveys as well as in the diagnosis of diabetes
in individuals at high risk based on the fasting
plasma glucose.

In conclusion, the revised diagnostic criteria for
diabetes, suggested by ADA in 1997 and subse-
quently confirmed with minor modification by
WHO in 1999, increased the number of individuals
with diabetes to a moderate extent. They identified a
fasting plasma glucose level that statistically (but not
necessarily clinically) corresponded better to the
diagnostic 2-h value, but initiated studies that clearly
demonstrated that the prognostic impact of fasting
versus 2-h post-challenge glucose is not identical.

Reclassifying Diabetes – How 
to Differentiate Between Type 1
and Type 2 Diabetes

So far the focus on the 1997 ADA and 1999 WHO
revision of the diagnostic criteria has been on the
impact of the revised diagnostic thresholds.
Another often neglected but equally (or even more)
important revision relates to the classification of
patients. In 1985, patients were classified as having
insulin-dependent (IDDM) and non-insulin-
dependent (NIDDM) diabetes based on the under-
lying disease, that is, whether beta-cell dysfunction
was reduced to a level where insulin was needed to
survive without entering ketoacidosis (insulin-
dependent diabetes) or whether the patient had
diabetes based on insulin resistance (with or without
associated beta-cell dysfunction) where the patient
would survive without insulin, but where insulin
could be necessary to maintain acceptable metabolic
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control. From 1985 and onwards several clinical
studies [14] as well as practical clinical experience
demonstrated that a large proportion of patients
characterised as non-insulin dependent would sub-
sequently need insulin to maintain acceptable
metabolic control. This often led to confusion with
respect to classification of the individual patient,
and increasingly patients were re-classified from
NIDDM to IDDM. This clinical observation com-
bined with a wish to establish a classification based
on a combination of clinical stages and aetiological
types [15] led WHO to abandon the terms IDDM
and NIDDM and to reintroduce the terms Type 1
and Type 2 diabetes. This development was helped
by the identification of several markers of autoim-
munity linked to the destruction of beta cells such as
islet cell antibodies (ICA), insulin auto- antibodies
(IAA) and auto-antibodies to glutamic acid decar-
boxylase (anti-GAD). Consequently, the revised
classification included as the two main groups

● Type 1 diabetes (beta-cell destruction, usually
leading to absolute insulin deficiency). In this
group 85–90% are antibody positive for at least
one of the antibodies ICA, IAA or GAD, while a
smaller group (10–15%) have total beta-cell
destruction without any signs of autoimmunity.
Within the group of patients with type 1 diabetes
there is a smaller group that have antibodies, but
are not insulin-requiring for survival at least for
several years. These patients are characterised by
a slower disease process and very slow loss of
beta-cell function and this group is often referred
to as latent autoimmune diabetes in adults
(LADA).

● Type 2 diabetes (predominantly insulin resistant
with relative insulin deficiency or predominantly
an insulin-secretory defect with/without insulin
resistance). These individuals consequently have
a relative not an absolute insulin deficiency. At
the same time this group of individuals have no
other known specific aetiology. At present this
group comprises 70–80% of all cases of diabetes
(even more in some parts of the world), but given
the fact that molecular biology combined with
other scientific disciplines continuously identifies
an increasing number of “specific types” this
group will gradually diminish. Apart from this
the specific types will not be discussed further in
this chapter.

One problem related to the change in classification
to an aetiological definition is that the diagnosis of
a so-called type 1 process is based on measure-
ment of autoimmune markers, which is not a part
of routine clinical practice, and markers that cur-
rently have none or very limited impact on the
treatment regiment for the individual patient. As a
consequence of this, a patient with diabetes with
considerable residual beta-cell mass and obviously
not insulin requiring from a clinical point of view,
but with an ongoing autoimmune process, will be
diagnosed as having type 2 diabetes unless admit-
ted to a centre where measurement of auto-antibodies
for some reason (typical research) is a part of rou-
tine clinical practice. In this case, in real life, the
classification of the patient would therefore reflect
the centre at which the patient is treated, not the
underlying disease process. This would clinically
be a minor problem, but with 5–15% of patients
with type 2 diabetes being antibody positive, and
given that treatment guidelines differ and type 1
diabetes patients are treated centrally while type
2 diabetic patients are treated in general practice,
this would have tremendous impact on the organi-
sation of the health care system if all patients had
antibodies measured and subsequently were
remitted accordingly.

Another problem that has not been solved is that
even in the general population with normal glucose
tolerance following an OGTT 2–5% are antibody
positive [16,17]. This would suggest that some
antibody positive individuals with clinical T2DM
are truly type 2 diabetic where antibody positivity
reflects a “by chance finding” and not necessarily
an ongoing autoimmune disease process.

Establishing a Third Category –
IFG – Why and What is IFG?

The new category – Impaired Fasting Glycaemia
– was introduced by the ADA expert committee in
1997. This was in many ways the logical conse-
quence of their recommendation to stop using the
OGTT, as this would make the diagnosis of IGT
impossible. The hope was that through establishing
the new category IFG it would be possible to identify
a group comparable to the IGT with respect to risk of
progression to diabetes and risk of developing CVD.

12 Knut Borch-Johnsen
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As already discussed, the DECODE-study
showed that while IGT is associated with an
increased risk of developing CVD this is only the
case in IFG-individuals if they also have abnormal
2-h glucose values [11,13]. In other words, isolated
IFG is not associated with increased risk of CVD
or increased all cause mortality. It has also been
shown that while IGT is often associated with other
abnormalities associated with the metabolic
syndrome as dyslipidemia and hypertension, this is
not the case for isolated IFG (at least not to the
same extent) [18].

The different phenotypes of individuals with
IFG and IGT have led to the question whether these
two conditions reflect the same underlying patho-
genic mechanisms. An answer to this question is
important, as several trials have shown that
progression from IGT to diabetes can be prevented
by life style intervention (diet and physical activ-
ity) [19–22]. These interventions are likely to
exhibit their effects through increased insulin
sensitivity and modifications in body composition.
Consequently, the interventions are only likely to
be effective in the case of insulin resistance as the
underlying mechanism. If, however, IFG is more
linked to beta-cell dysfunction than to insulin
resistance (which would be in compliance with the
relative absence of metabolic abnormalities in IFG-
individuals), then life style intervention would be
less likely to have an effect on this group of indi-
viduals. It should also be noted that IFG only iden-
tifies approximately 25–30% of all individuals with
IGT in a given population. In conclusion it should
therefore be noted that IFG and IGT are not the
same conditions; they are not characterised by the
same phenotypic abnormalities; and they are not
associated with the same risk of progression to
diabetes or risk of developing CVD. Therefore, the
clinical relevance of IFG as a clinical category or
risk group remains questionable.

Lowering the Threshold for IFG 
– What are the Consequences?

The most recent revision of the diagnostic criteria
for IFG by ADA [6] lowered the diagnostic thresh-
old for IFG 6.1–5.6, so now the diagnostic interval
for IFG according to ADA is 5.6–6.9. The major
reason for redefining IFG was an attempt to improve

the alignment of IFG and the corresponding inter-
mediate category based on the oral glucose
tolerance test [impaired glucose tolerance (IGT)] in
predicting the future development of type 2
diabetes. The proposed new diagnostic threshold is
derived from receiver–operator characteristic
curves of the different levels of fasting plasma
glucose that predict the development of diabetes.
The optimal cut-point (optimising the sum of sensi-
tivity and specificity) was between 5.2 and 5.7
mmol/L [6]. A secondary, but equally important
consideration was to increase the proportion of indi-
viduals with IGT identified as having IFG. With the
previous definition (6.1–6.9) [18] only 29% of
individuals with IGT also have IFG. Lowering the
diagnostic threshold to 5.5 mmol/L would increase
this proportion to 69%. Identification of patients
with IGT is important from the perspective of
preventive medicine, as this is the group where inter-
vention studies have proven effective in preventing
progression to diabetes as discussed above [19–22].

We used the DETECT-2 database [23] to analyse
the consequences of change in diagnostic criteria
on concordance between IFG and IGT, on the
CVD-risk profile in individuals with IFG and on
the public-health impact of modifying the diagnos-
tic criteria [24]. We analysed the impact on con-
cordance based on populations from Denmark,
France, USA, India and China. In these countries
the prevalence of IGT was 12.0, 8.2, 20.3, 11.2 and
10.3%, respectively, and based on the old criteria
for IFG only 3.5, 3.5, 4.4, 3.0 and 2.8% were IGT
and IFG positive. As indicated above, one aim was
to increase the fraction of IGT individuals identi-
fied through IFG, and this was a success as the
prevalence of combined IGT and IFG positivity
based on the new criteria increased to 7.2, 6.1, 9.4,
7.2 and 5.2%, respectively, in the five countries.
However, everything comes with a price. The
increased probability of identifying individuals with
IFG was only possible because the prevalence of
IFG increased dramatically from 11% to 16% with
the old criteria to 29–46% with the new criteria.
Consequently, the probability of an individual with
IFG also having IGT decreased from approximately
27% to 20%. As expected, the cardiovascular risk
profile is even less atherogenic in individuals classi-
fied as IFG based on the new diagnostic criteria
from ADA, as illustrated in Table 3 based on
data from the Inter99 study from Denmark [24,25].

2. New Definitions of Diabetes: Consequences 13
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The public health impact of the ADA-revision of
the diagnostic criteria is illustrated in Fig. 1. We
used population-based studies from India, China and
USA and the demographic data from WHO for these
three countries to illustrate the effect by calculating

the number of individuals in the age group of 45–64
years that would have IFG based on the WHO and
ADA criteria, respectively. The effect was dramatic
in all three countries leaving the number of individuals
characterised as having IFG so high that any possibil-
ity of individual-based prevention programme would
seem impossible to even think of.

In conclusion, from this part of the chapter the
revised diagnostic criteria for IFG seem to have
limited relevance. The additional individuals iden-
tified by the revised criteria seem to be at low risk
of developing CVD; they have lower probability of
also having IGT and meanwhile the overall number
of individuals diagnosed as having IFG will be
double to triple. All together this explains why
WHO did not follow ADA in their 2006 version of
diagnostic criteria for diabetes and impaired glu-
cose regulation [4].

Open Questions by 2007

With the recent publication from WHO and IDF on
definition and diagnosis of diabetes mellitus and
intermediate hyperglycaemia [4], a natural question
could be – have we now reached the end of the
road? Unfortunately, the only possible answer is a
no. Science is progressing, and as part of this, our
understanding of the underlying aetiology and
pathogenic mechanisms behind abnormalities in

14 Knut Borch-Johnsen

TABLE 3. The cardiovascular risk profile according to the diagnostic criteria in the Inter99
population [24] (from ref [24]).

IFG_old IFG new 
(6.1–6.9 mmol/L) (5.6–6.0 mmol/L) p-value

N 1,645 788
% Women 29.6 38.4 <0.0001
Age 49.4(6.8) 47.4(7.4) <0.0001
SBP (mmHg) 139.5(17.4) 133.1(15.8) <0.0001
DBP (mmHg) 88.0(11.4) 84.4(10.6) <0.0001
Total-cholesterol (mmol/L) 5.9(1.2) 5.7(1.1) <0.0001
HDL-cholesterol (mmol/L) 1.3(0.4) 1.4(0.4) 0.002
Triglyceridea (mmol/L) 1.5(0.6) 1.2(0.5) <0.0001
Fasting insulin (pmol/L) 47.0(0.6) 37.8(0.5) <0.0001
2-h insulin (pmol/L) 211.2(0.9) 160.1(0.9) <0.0001
BMI (kg/m2) 28.4(4.8) 27.0(4.4) <0.0001
Waist (cm) 94.6(12.3) 90.0(12.1) <0.0001
% daily smoker 64.4 64.5 N.S

Values are mean (SD), where stated percentage are given.
aValues are geometric means and coefficient of variation.
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FIG. 1. Number of individuals with IFG in India, China
and USA in the age group 45–64 years based on the
WHO and ADA diagnostic criteria for IFG by 2005
(based on the DETECT-s study (modified from [24])).
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glucose metabolism will improve. Definition and
classification of diseases must (or at least should)
always be following progress in our understanding
of the disease aetiology. When it comes to defini-
tion and classification of diabetes there are a num-
ber of open questions.

1. Could the diagnosis of diabetes be simplified?
This was the intention of the ADA-recommenda-
tion in 1997, where they recommended discontin-
uation of the logistically complicated and
time-consuming oral glucose tolerance test and
recommended that all diagnostic tests should be
based on fasting glucose. Unfortunately, this strat-
egy did not fulfil its aim, and consequently the
WHO retained the OGTT. An alternative would be
to replace the diagnosis based on fasting plasma
glucose or the OGTT with a diagnosis based on
HbA1c as it reflects the average plasma glucose
over a period of 2–3 months and as it does not
require any special preparation such as fasting.
HbA1c is associated with the risk of retinopathy in
the same manner as fasting or 2-h glucose [5] and
is associated with the risk of developing CVD
even in the non-diabetic range [26]. There is, how-
ever, still a considerable variability dependent on
the laboratory method used although standardisa-
tion is ongoing [27], and the association between
HbA1c and the category of normal or impaired glu-
cose metabolism is not clear-cut [28]. If the diag-
nosis was to be made on HbA1c and not on glucose,
this would clearly lead to the reclassification of
individuals and it would require global standardis-
ation of the method. Consequently, this change
will not happen in the near future, but it may hap-
pen in the more distant future.

2. Should intermediate hyperglycaemia (IFG and
IGT) be redefined? As outlined above, the
rationale for maintaining IFG as a separate cat-
egory is somewhat weak. On the other hand,
there is a need for identifying individuals at
high risk of developing diabetes with the aim of
initiating targeted intervention in these. At
present little is known with respect to the
underlying mechanisms behind IFG and IGT,
but several studies are ongoing. These studies
will tell us whether we will need this category
also in the future.

3. How should patients with auto-antibodies (anti-
GAD in particular) be classified? According to

the 1999 WHO classification, all these individuals
are expected to have an ongoing type 1 process
classifying them as having type 1 diabetes
independent of the actual glucose levels. From a
scientific point of view this seems rational, but
in practice this creates confusion. If the principle
was followed rigorously then up to 10–15% of
all current type 2 diabetic patients should proba-
bly be reclassified, almost doubling the pool of
patients classified as having type 1 diabetes.
Generally, patients with type 1 diabetes are
treated in specialised centres but would that be
relevant for all patients now classified as having
type 1 diabetes and what would be the correct
treatment for these patients to preserve their
residual beta-cell function. All these answers are
presently unanswered and call for further studies
leading to clarification and ultimately to new
classification guidelines.
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The Insulin Resistance Syndrome: 
Concept and Therapeutic Approaches
Gerald M. Reaven
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Introduction

Approximately 70 years ago Himsworth and
colleagues completed a series of elegant experiments
demonstrating for the first time the importance of
insulin resistance in human disease [1–5]. The
results of their experiments challenged the prevail-
ing dogma that “all cases of human diabetes could
be explained by a deficiency of insulin,” and
suggested, “a state of diabetes might result from
inefficient action of insulin as well as from a lack of
insulin.” Furthermore, they proposed that diabetes
could be subdivided into two categories “according
to which of these disorders predominates into
insulin sensitive and insulin insensitive types.”

As prescient as Himsworth’s findings were, the
view that diabetes was one disease, secondary to an
absolute deficiency of insulin, remained conven-
tional wisdom until 1960 when Yalow and Berson
introduced the insulin immunoassay [6]. Using this
specific measurement of plasma insulin concentra-
tion to compare normal subjects to patients with
type 2 diabetes, they concluded “that the tissues of
the maturity-onset diabetic do not respond to his
insulin as well as the tissue of the nondiabetic
responded to his insulin.” To use Himsworth’s ter-
minology, Yalow and Berson provided evidence
that patients with maturity onset (type 2) diabetes
were insulin insensitive.

Despite the findings of Yalow and Berson, the
notion that a defect in insulin action could play a

role in human disease continued to be debated
until the introduction in the following decade of
specific methods with which to quantify insulin-
mediated glucose disposal [7, 8]. Once these
methods were available it was demonstrated over
the next several years that the vast majority of
patients with either impaired glucose tolerance
(IGT) or type 2 diabetes were insulin resistant
[7–11], and that the presence of insulin resistance
in normoglycemic individuals predicted the
developoment of type 2 diabetes [12,13]. Thus,
approxmately 40 years later, there was general
agreement that “insulin insensitivity,” as defined
by Himsworth, is a characteristic defect in
patients with type 2 diabetes.

The importance of insulin resistance in the
pathophysiology of type 2 diabetes is no longer an
issue. However, it has become apparent in the past
two decades that the clinical implication of this
defect in insulin action extends far beyond its role
in the etiology of states of glucose intolerance.
Values of insulin-mediated glucose disposal vary
six- to eight-fold in apparently healthy individuals
[14,15], and a significant number of patients with
normal glucose tolerance are as insulin resistant as
patients with type 2 diabetes [16]. Insulin-resistant,
nondiabetic individuals secrete the amount of
insulin needed to maintain normal or near-normal
glucose tolerance. However, the combination of
insulin resistance and compensatory hyperinsuline-
mia is hardly benign. For example, the more insulin
resistant and hyperinsulinemic an individual is, the
greater the simulation of hepatic triglyceride (TG)
synthesis, and the higher the plasma TG concentra-
tion [17–19]. Plasma high-density lipoprotein
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cholesterol (HDL-C) concentrations are significantly
lower in insulin-resistant/hyperinsulinemic indi-
viduals, and both a high TG and a low HDL-C
concentration are independently related to insulin
resistance/hyperinsulinemia [20]. There is also
evidence that the prevalence of insulin resist-
ance/hyperinsulinemia is increased in patients with
essential hypertension [21,22]. Since cardiovascular
disease (CVD) risk is increased in association
with all three of the abnormalities associated with
insulin resistance [23–25] – high TG, low HDL-C,
and hypertension – it seemed apparent that type 2
diabetes was not the only clinical syndrome likely
to develop in insulin-resistant individuals. In 1988,
the findings listed in Table 1 were subsumed under
rubric of Syndrome X [26], with the suggestion
that this cluster of related abnormalities significantly
increased the risk of CVD.

The concept of Syndrome X was introduced to
emphasize the fact that type 2 diabetes was not the
only clinical syndrome related to insulin resistance,
and was focused on risk of CVD. We now know that
the insulin-resistant individuals are more likely to
develop many more abnormalities than those listed
in Table 1 (see Table 2), and the number of clinical
syndromes that occur more commonly in insulin
resistant individuals is not limited to type 2 diabetes
and CVD as seen in Table 3. Based upon these
findings, the notion of Syndrome X has outlived its
usefulness, and as the number of abnormalities and
clinical syndromes more likely to occur in insulin-
resistant individuals continues to grow, the concept
of an Insulin Resistance Syndrome (IRS) now
seems to be a more appropriate term to designate
the protean manifestations associated with insulin
resistance [27,28]. At the same time the list of clin-
ical syndromes more likely to occur in insulin-
resistant individuals was growing, the World Health
Organization (WHO), the Adult Treatment Panel III
(ATP III) of the National Cholesterol Education
Program, and the International Diabetes Federation
(IDF) proposed the establishment of a new diagnos-
tic category; the metabolic syndrome [29–31].
Although the details of how to diagnose the meta-
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TABLE 2. Abnormalities associated with insulin resistance/compensatory hyperinsulinemia.
● Some Degree of Glucose Intolerance

Impaired Fasting Glucose
Impaired Glucose Tolerance

● Dyslipidemia
↑ Triglycerides
↓ HDL-C
↓ LDL-Particle Diameter (small, dense LDL-particles)
↑ Postprandial Accumulation of TG-rich lipoproteins

● Endothelial Dysfunction
↑ Mononuclear Cell Adhesion
↑ Plasma Concentration of Cellular Adhesion Molecules
↑ Plasma Concentration of Asymmetric Dimethylarginine
↓ Endothelial-Dependent Vasodilatation

● Procoagulant Factors
↑ Plasminogen Activator Inhibitor-1
↑ Fibrinogen

● Hemodynamic Changes
↑ Sympathetic Nervous System Activity
↑ Renal Sodium Retention

● Markers of Inflammation
↑ C-reactive Protein, WBC, etc.

● Abnormal Uric Acid Metabolism
↑ Plasma Uric Acid Concentration

● Increased Testosterone Secretion (ovary)
● Sleep Disordered Breathing

TABLE 1. Syndrome X – increased risk of cardiovascular
disease.
● Insulin Resistance
● Compensatory Hyperinsulinemia
● Varying Degrees of Glucose Tolerance
● ↑ Plasma TG Concentration
● ↓ Plasma HDL Cholesterol Concentration
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bolic syndrome vary with the definitions of the
three organizations, they all share the goal of trying
to identify individuals at increased CVD risk. The
utility of the overall concept, let alone the relative
advantages and disadvantages of the three different
definitions of the metabolic syndrome, can be
debated [32–35], but that critique is outside the
purview of this chapter. Instead, the effort will be to
focus on the broader concept of the IRS, and what
interventions might be useful to prevent and/or
attenuate the adverse clinical outcomes associated
with insulin resistance.

Insulin Resistance,
Hyperinsulinemia, and the IRS

Insulin resistance is not a disease, but a physiolog-
ical abnormality that increases the likelihood that
one or more of the abnormalities listed in Table 2
will be present. Furthermore, because the abnor-
malities seen in Table 2 occur more commonly in
insulin-resistant individuals, they are at increased
risk to develop one or more of the clinical syn-
dromes listed in Table 3. However, the relationship
between insulin resistance and the changes seen in
Tables 2 and 3 is complicated, and the abnormali-
ties and clinical syndromes listed in these tables
can occur in the absence of insulin resistance. It
must also be emphasized that insulin-resistant indi-
viduals do not necessarily develop any of the
clinical syndromes listed in Table 3.

The focus of this chapter does not permit an
extensive discussion of the complex relationship
between insulin resistance, compensatory hyperin-
sulinemia, and the abnormalities and clinical syn-
dromes that makeup the IRS, and reviews of these
issues are available [27,28]. However, it is impor-
tant to briefly discuss the relationship between
insulin resistance, compensatory hyperinsulinemia,
and differential tissue insulin sensitivity in the

pathogenesis of the abnormalities and clinical syn-
dromes that make up the IRS. To begin with, type
2 diabetes is the only clinical syndrome listed in
Table 3 that is not associated with a significant
degree of hyperinsulinemia. Obviously, in this
instance, it is the failure of the pancreatic β-cell to
adequately compensate for the insulin resistance
that is responsible for the development of the
clinical syndrome [16]. In the case of the other
abnormalities and clinical syndromes listed in
Tables 2 and 3, it is the relationship between
insulin resistance, compensatory hyperinsulinemia,
and the individual tissue response to the chroni-
cally elevated plasma insulin concentrations that is
responsible for the observed pathophysiology. In
this context, it is necessary to address the question
of differential tissue insulin sensitivity, for if this
phenomenon did not exist, there would be no IRS.
For example, the ability of insulin to stimulate
muscle glucose uptake and inhibit free fatty acid
(FFA) release from the adipose tissue is highly
correlated [36]. In insulin-resistant individuals,
daylong increases in plasma insulin (muscle insulin
resistance) and FFA (adipose tissue insulin resist-
ance) concentrations act upon a liver that is insulin
sensitive to stimulate hepatic TG synthesis [17,18].
One consequence of these events will be an
increase in hepatic very low-density lipoprotein
(VLDL)-TG synthesis and secretion, leading to
hypertriglyceridemia, while at the same time there
will be a tendency for the fat content of the liver
to increase and nonalcoholic fatty liver disease to
develop. The kidney is another example of an
organ that retains normal insulin sensitivity in the
presence of muscle and adipose tissue insulin
resistance, and the compensatory hyperinsulinemia
increases renal sodium retention and decreases uric
acid clearance, thus contributing to the increased
prevalence of essential hypertension and higher
plasma uric acid concentrations in individuals with
the IRS [37]. A third example is polycystic ovary syn-
drome (PCOS), where insulin increases testosterone
secretion by ovaries that are likely to be hypersensi-
tive to the stimulatory effects of insulin [38].

Thus, although insulin resistance at the level of
the muscle and the adipose tissue may be the fun-
damental abnormality that underlies the IRS, it is
the compensatory hyperinsulinemia, preventing the
development of type 2 diabetes in insulin-resistant
individuals, which is responsible for most, if not
all, of the abnormalities and clinical syndromes

3. The Insulin Resistance Syndrome 21

TABLE 3. Clinical syndromes associated with insulin
resistance.
● Type 2 Diabetes
● Cardiovascular Disease
● Essential Hypertension
● Polycystic Ovary Syndrome
● Nonalcoholic Fatty Liver Disease
● Certain Forms of Cancer
● Sleep Apnea
● Congestive Heart Failure
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that constitute the IRS. In other words, if differen-
tial tissue sensitivity to insulin did not exist, and if
all tissues were equally resistant to the action of
insulin, there would be no IRS.

Interventions Aimed at Improving
Insulin Sensitivity

It is not possible within the confines of this chapter
to discuss all possible therapeutic approaches to the
abnormalities and clinical syndromes that comprise
the IRS. For example, although type 2 diabetes is
one of the clinical syndromes that occur more com-
monly in insulin-resistant individuals, guidelines
outlining appropriate treatment are readily avail-
able, and need not be reviewed here. Instead an
attempt will be made to selectively address issues
considered to be of particular clinical relevance;
decisions for inclusion and exclusion that will
clearly reflect the biases of the author.

If insulin resistance/compensatory hyperinsu-
linemia play a primary role in the pathogenesis of
the IRS, it seems obvious that increasing insulin
sensitivity, and thereby also lowering circulating
plasma insulin concentrations, should be the treat-
ment of choice. Unfortunately, as should soon
become apparent, the situation is not quite that sim-
ple. In this next section, an attempt will be made to
clarify the preceding, somewhat opaque, sentence.

Weight Loss

It has been clear for more than 30 years that over-
weight/obese individuals are more likely to be
insulin-resistant/hyperinsulinemic, and that weight
loss in these individuals will improve insulin sensi-
tivity, associated with lower plasma insulin concen-
trations and an improved lipoprotein phenotype
[39]. It is now well-recognized that a variety of
metabolic abnormalities improve when over-
weight/obese individuals lose weight, and that this
intervention can lead to substantial clinical benefit.
For example, it has been shown that weight loss
leads to clinical improvement in patients with essen-
tial hypertension [40], PCOS [41], and nonalcoholic
fatty liver disease [42]. Of greater relevance to this
book is the finding that weight loss, in association

with an increase in physical activity, can delay the
progression of IGT to frank 2 diabetes [43,44].
However, rather than discuss these findings in detail,
since they have been addressed in many other pre-
sentations, the emphasis in the remainder of this
section will be on some issues that are less commonly
considered and are perhaps less well-appreciated.

Although the gravity of the obesity epidemic is
well appreciated, efforts to deal with it effectively
are compromised by widespread pessimism
concerning the ability to achieve sustained weight
loss in overweight/obese individuals. The problem is
further confounded by continuing controversies
concerning the relative superiority of weight-loss
diets that vary widely in their macronutrient content.
In the absence of compelling evidence that compli-
ance is greater with any specific macronutrient
combination, other than the necessity that individu-
als are willing and able to follow a diet containing
less energy than they use, it does not seem possible
to propose the “best” diet to help overweight/obese
individuals with the IRS lose weight.

In this context, it must be emphasized that not all
overweight/obese individuals are insulin resistant
and at increased risk to develop the adverse conse-
quences associated with the defect in insulin action.
Prospective studies from our research group have
indicated that the upper-third of an apparently
healthy population is sufficiently insulin resistant to
develop the adverse clinical syndromes of the IRS,
whereas those in the lower-third are at much less risk
[45,46]. Although approximately 75% of individu-
als in the most insulin-resistant tertile are over-
weight/obese, 30% of those in the most insulin
sensitive tertile are also overweight/obese, and at
low risk of the IRS [47]. Thus, it seems sensible that
the most intensive efforts at weight loss be initiated
in those overweight/obese individuals that will benefit
the most if the intervention is successful. Obviously,
the first step in achieving that goal would be to
identify those overweight/obese persons that are
also insulin resistant, and it appears that there is a
relatively simple way to accomplish that task [48].

How to Identify Overweight/Obese Individuals
Who Will Benefit the Most From Weight Loss

Since there is no simple clinical way to quantify
insulin resistance, the alternative is to either initiate
similar efforts at weight loss in all overweight/obese
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persons, or use surrogate estimates of insulin
resistance to identify those that will benefit the
most from weight loss. Health care professionals
electing the second course usually rely on meas-
urements of fasting plasma insulin (FPI) concen-
trations, or various formulae involving the use of
both fasting plasma glucose (FPG) and insulin
concentrations (HOMA-IR, QUICKI, FPG × FPI,
etc.) to identify insulin-resistant persons. FPI
concentrations are reasonably predictive of direct
measures of insulin resistance in nondiabetic indi-
viduals, but the relationship (r-value ~0.6) only
accounts for ~36% of the variability in insulin
action, and the use of the more complicated surro-
gate estimates of insulin action does not substan-
tially increase the magnitude of the relationship
[15,49]. More importantly, plasma insulin meas-
urements are not standardized, and it is not possi-
ble to interpret the clinical significance of values
from one laboratory to another. We have shown in
overweight/obese individuals that the plasma
TG/HDL-C concentration ratio is as good a surro-
gate marker of insulin resistance as is FPI concen-
tration, and has the added ability to identify
individuals who have the atherogenic profile that
characterizes the IRS, and are thereby at increased
risk of CVD [48]. Based upon the results of these
studies, we have suggested that an overweight/obese
person with a TG/HDL-C concentration ratio
(mg/dL) ≥3.0 is highly likely to be both insulin
resistant and at increased CVD risk; the higher the
value, the less sensitive and the more specific the
ratio, while values <3.0 increase sensitivity and
lose specificity. This approach is certainly not
perfect, but it does provide a way to decrease the
number of overweight/obese individuals that
deserve intensive weight loss efforts, and identify
those that will benefit the most if weight loss can
be accomplished.

Insulin-Resistant Individuals Can Lose Weight

Although there appears to a perception that insulin-
resistant/hyperinsulinemic individuals cannot lose
weight, several studies, performed in different eth-
nic groups, have indicated that insulin-resistant
individuals, using either insulin concentrations as a
surrogate measure of insulin resistance, or direct
measures of insulin-mediated glucose disposal,
either gain the same, or less weight, over time

[50–54]. Furthermore, the ability to lose weight in
response to calorie-restricted diets does not vary as
a function of differences in either insulin resistance
or daylong circulating insulin concentrations
[55,56]. Consequently, although it is very difficult
to carry out successful weight loss programs, the
impediment is not because the individual may be
insulin resistant/hyperinsulinemic.

Benefits of Weight Loss in Insulin-Resistant,
Overweight/Obese Individuals

As indicated at the beginning of this section, it was
shown many years ago that insulin sensitivity
improved when insulin-resistant, nondiabetic,
overweight/obese individuals lost weight, associ-
ated with a decrease in the plasma insulin response
to oral glucose and lower plasma TG concentrations
[39]. Similar improvements in insulin sensitivity
have been demonstrated in several subsequent
studies, and we have also shown following moder-
ate weight loss that the slightly elevated daylong
plasma glucose and FFA concentrations seen in
nondiabetic, insulin-resistant, overweight individu-
als return to the values of equally overweight,
insulin-sensitive person [55–57]. Although the
daylong hyperinsulinemia that characterizes nondi-
abetic, overweight, insulin-resistant individuals
also declines with weight loss, it usually does not
fall to the level seen in insulin sensitive, equally
obese individuals [55–58]. Concentrations of
C-reactive protein (CRP) and asymmetric dimethy-
larginine are also higher in insulin-resistant than in
insulin-sensitive individuals matched for adiposity
[57,58], and fall in association with weight loss in
insulin-resistant persons. Thus, a moderate amount
of weight loss in insulin-resistant, overweight/obese
individuals improves insulin sensitivity, resulting in
changes in carbohydrate and lipid metabolism, and
markers of vascular inflammation and endothelial
dysfunction that would decrease risk of type 2
diabetes, CVD, and other clinical syndromes
associated with the IRS.

Pharmacological Interventions

There are three pharmacological agents often
referred to as “insulin sensitizers”; two thiazoli-
denedione (TZD) compounds (rosiglitazone and
pioglitazone) and metformin. Despite the frequency
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with which this term is applied to metformin, in the
absence of weight loss, insulin-stimulated glucose
disposal does not increase in metformin-treated
individuals [59–61]. It is outside the province of this
chapter to discuss the mechanism of action of met-
formin, nor its use as an effective treatment of type
2 diabetes or PCOS, but the clinical utility of
metformin does not seem to reside in its ability to
enhance insulin-stimulated glucose uptake.

In contrast, there is no question that TZD
compounds will enhance insulin-stimulated glucose
uptake in insulin-resistant, nondiabetic individuals,
associated with a decrease in daylong plasma
insulin and FFA concentrations [62,63]. In addition,
there is evidence that TZD compounds have poten-
tially clinically beneficial effects, independent of
their ability to enhance insulin sensitivity, for
example, decreasing circulating inflammatory
markers and increases in plasma adiponectin
concentrations [62,64].

In addition to their clinically useful metabolic
benefits, TZD compounds are approved for treat-
ment of type 2 diabetes, and have been shown to
decrease hepatic steatosis in patients with nonalco-
holic fatty liver disease [65] and result in preg-
nancy when given to women with PCOS [66]. In
light of this appealing clinical profile, the possibil-
ity that these compounds might be particularly
effective in reducing CVD, and preventing the
development of type 2 diabetes in particularly sus-
ceptible individuals, that is, insulin resistant, but
without known disease. At the present time there
are no data indicating that the development of CVD
can be decreased when a TZD compound is given
to insulin-resistant, nondiabetic individuals, with
no evidence of CVD. On the other hand, there is
information concerning the use of “insulin sensitiz-
ers” in delaying the progression to type 2 diabetes
of individuals classified as having prediabetes.

Diabetes Prevention Program

The study [44] was initiated with two pharmaco-
logical treatment arms (metformin and troglitazone);
however, the hepatic toxicity of troglitazone
resulted in a premature closure of that portion of
the study. As discussed above, although metformin
is unlikely to act by increasing insulin-stimulated
glucose disposal, it is often considered to be an
“insulin sensitizer.” Be that as it may, the report of

the diabetes prevention program (DPP; [44])
found that the administration of metformin, 850
mg, twice/day, resulted in a 31% decrease in the
incidence of type 2 diabetes during the average
follow-up period of 2.8 years. Parenthetically,
the life-style intervention of weight loss and
increased physical activity led to a 58% decrease in
the incidence of diabetes, and this intervention
was statistically more effective than metformin.

The results of metformin treatment arm are often
viewed as evidence that “diabetes was prevented.”
However, it is essential to distinguish between pre-
venting type 2 diabetes, as compared with simply
lowering plasma glucose concentration by admin-
istering an effective anti-hyperglycemic agent. In
the case of metformin, 668 individuals were willing
to stop the drug for 1–2 weeks, and within this
period ~8% of these apparently nondiabetic sub-
jects met the diagnostic criteria for diabetes [67].
Based on these data, the authors concluded that
26% of the initial impact of metformin to delay the
appearance of type 2 diabetes in the initial study
was related to the anti-hyperglycemic effect of
metformin. On the other hand, since the period
of withdrawal was relatively short, an average of
11 days, it could be argued that this estimate may
well be an underestimate.

The DREAM Trial

The second large trial [68] attempting “to pre-
vent” type 2 diabetes involved the administration
of rosiglitazone RSG), 8 mg/day for 2 years, to
more than 5,000 volunteers with either IGT or
impaired fasting glucose (IFG). At the end of the
study period, significantly fewer RSG-treated
subjects had type 2 diabetes than the placebo-
treated group (10.6% vs. 25.0%, p < 0.001). Not
unexpectedly, the mean decrease in both FPG (0.5
mmol/l) and plasma glucose concentration 2 h
after oral glucose (1.6 mmol/l) were lower in
those receiving RSG. There was also a significant
decrease in both systolic (1.7 mmHg) and dias-
tolic (1.4 mmHg) blood pressure in the RSG-
treated group. The improvement in glycemia in
those receiving RSG was seen despite an average
increase in body weight of 2.2 kg. Several meas-
ures of CVD were also evaluated, without any
evidence that RSG-treated individuals were faring
better. Indeed, there was a significant increase in
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the number of subjects with “confirmed heart failure”
in RSG-treated subjects (p = 0.01), and the com-
posite evidence of CVD was actually somewhat
lower in placebo-treated subjects (p = 0.08).

Although the authors state that a withdrawal
period is planned, there are currently no data avail-
able similar to the DPP study regarding how often
the RSG was “treating” type 2 diabetes, rather than
delaying its progression.

Pharmacological Interventions
Aimed at Decreasing CVD Risk

Theoretically, if insulin sensitivity is enhanced in
insulin-resistant persons, the associated improve-
ment in CVD risk factors should lead to a decrease
in CVD. Although there is substantive evidence
that weight loss and treatment with TZD com-
pounds will improve insulin sensitivity in insulin-
resistant individuals, associated with an improved
CVD risk profile, there are no clinical trials that
provide experimental evidence that either approach
will decrease CVD events. In the absence of such
information, it is necessary to consider the poten-
tial clinical utility of addressing specific CVD risk
factors, associated with the IRS, in an effort to
decrease CVD. In the next section, therapeutic
approaches to two such factors – dyslipidemia and
hypertension – will be considered.

Dyslipidemia

Although a high plasma TG was the first abnor-
mality in lipoprotein metabolism shown to be asso-
ciated with insulin resistance and compensatory
hyperinsulinemia [17,18], it is now apparent (see
Table 2) that the dyslipidemia in the IRS consists of
high TG and low HDL-C concentrations, smaller
and denser LDL-particles, and the postprandial
accumulation of TG-rich remnant lipoproteins
[69]. Since all of these changes increase risk of
CVD [24,25,70,71], it seems reasonable to suggest
that clinical interventions aimed at improving this
highly atherogenic lipoprotein profile would be
highly desirable. Furthermore, since a low HDL-C
concentration, a shift to smaller and denser
LDL-particles, and an increase in postprandial
lipemia are highly related to an increase in the

plasma TG-pool size [69], treating hypertriglyc-
eridemia offers a rational target to decrease the
adverse effect of the dyslipidemia of the IRS on
CVD risk. Given this theoretical context, it should
not be surprising that evidence from both the
Helsinki Heart Study and the Veterans Affairs HDL
Intervention Trial (VA-HIT) study showed that
CVD was decreased with administration of gemfi-
brozil [72,73], a drug that lowers plasma TG
concentration. It is of particular interest that the
data from the VA-HIT study also indicated that
the greatest decrease in CVD associated with
gemfibrozil treatment was seen in those individuals
classified as being insulin resistant on the basis of
their FPI concentration [74].

Based upon these data, it seems reasonable to
conclude that insulin resistance/compensatory
hyperinsulinemia is highly likely to be present in
apparently healthy individuals displaying the
atherogenic lipoprotein profile characteristic of the
IRS, and such persons will benefit from treatment
with gemfibrozil.

Essential Hypertension

Approximately 50% of patients with essential
hypertension are insulin resistant/hyperinsulinemic
[75], and it is this subset of patients with essential
hypertension that have the atherogenic lipoprotein
phenotype characteristic of individuals with the
IRS: high TG and low HDL-C concentrations,
smaller and denser LDL-particles, and an exagger-
ated degree of postprandial lipemia [69].
Furthermore, there is evidence that it is these
patients in whom essential hypertension is present
as a component of the IRS that are at the greatest
CVD risk [76–79]. The importance of the link
between the dyslipidemia present in insulin-
resistant/hyperinsulinemic patients with essential
hypertension and CVD has received considerable
support from results of the Copenhagen Male
Study. In one publication [78], Jeppesen and
colleagues demonstrated that blood pressure,
per se, was less predictive of CVD in individuals
with the characteristic dyslipidemia of the IRS – a
high TG and a low HDL-C concentration – than in
those without these changes in lipid metabolism.
These findings support the view that the development
of CVD in individuals with a high TG and low
HDL-C concentration was independent of differences
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in baseline systolic or diastolic blood pressure. In
contrast, the higher either systolic (p < 0.001) or
diastolic (p < 0.03) blood pressure was at the
beginning of the study, the greater the incidence of
CVD in those without the dyslipidemia of the IRS.

In a second study [79], participants in the
prospective Copenhagen Male Study were divided
into three groups on the basis of their fasting plasma
TG and HDL-C concentrations. Individuals, whose
plasma TG and HDL-C concentrations were in
the upper third or lower third, respectively, of the
whole population, were assigned to the high
TG-low HDL-C group. At the other extreme, a
low TG-high HDL-C group was composed of
those individuals whose plasma TG and HDL-C
concentrations were in the lower third and upper
third, respectively, of the study population for
these two lipid measurements. The intermediate
group consisted of those participants whose lipid
values did not qualify them for either of the two
extreme groups. The results of their analysis indi-
cated that the development of CVD in patients
with hypertension in the lowest TG and highest
HDL-C category was no different than in nor-
motensive individuals with a similar lipoprotein
profile, and the greatest incidence of CVD was
seen in patients with hypertension who also were
in the highest TG and HDL-C group.

Based upon these findings, it seems reasonable
to suggest that lowering blood pressure is a neces-
sary, but not sufficient, approach to reducing CVD
in patients in whom essential hypertension is pres-
ent as one of the manifestations of the IRS. Thus,
at the simplest, the choice of drugs used to lower
blood pressure should be selected with awareness
of their possible deleterious effect on the adverse
CVD risk factors often present in patients high
blood pressure. For example, it is probably not the
best approach to treat a patient, who has a high TG
and a low HDL-C concentration, with more than
12.5 mg of hydrochlorothiazide, and in the absence
of a previous myocardial infarct, to use a beta-
blocker. More importantly, aggressive treatment
of the dyslipidemia, if present, seems to be highly
justified. It must be emphasized that there is no
evidence that this approach will decrease CVD
risk in hypertriglyceridemic patients with essential
hypertension. On the other hand, given the evi-
dence that the atherogenic lipoprotein profile of the

IRS greatly increases CVD risk [24,25,70,71], and
the results of the VA-HIT and Helsinki Heart stud-
ies [72–74], it would seem prudent to aggressively
treat hypertriglyceridemia when present in patients
with essential hypertension.

Conclusion

Insulin-mediated glucose disposal varies widely in
the population at large, with approximately 50% of
the variability in insulin action resulting from
differences in lifestyle variables; with degree of
adiposity and physical fitness each accounting for
approximately (25%). The remaining 50% is famil-
ial, likely to be of genetic origin, with powerful
ethnic differences. Type 2 diabetes develops when
insulin-resistant individuals cannot secrete the
increased amounts of insulin needed to overcome
the insulin resistance. However, the majority of
insulin-resistant individuals are able to maintain
the degree of hyperinsulinemia required to prevent
manifest decompensation of glucose homeostasis.
Although compensatory hyperinsulinemia prevents
the development of frank hyperglycemia in insulin-
resistant persons, insulin-resistant/hyperinsuline-
mic individuals are at greatly increased risk of
being somewhat glucose intolerant, with a dyslipi-
demia characterized by a high plasma TG and low
HDL-C concentration, and an increase in blood
pressure. These changes increase CVD risk, and
because the importance as CVD risk factors of
insulin resistance/compensatory hyperinsulinemia
and its associated cluster of abnormalities was not
widely appreciated at the time, the term Syndrome
X was introduced in 1988 to focus attention on
these relationships.

An enormous amount of new information relevant
to the role of insulin resistance in human disease
had appeared since the introduction of the concept
of Syndrome X, and the abnormalities related to
insulin resistance have broadened considerably. At
the same time, it has become clear that the adverse
clinical outcomes associated with insulin resistance
extend far beyond type 2 diabetes and CVD. For
example, in addition to type 2 diabetes and CVD,
insulin-resistant individuals are at increased risk to
develop essential hypertension, PCOS, nonalco-
holic fatty liver disease, congestive heart failure,
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sleep disordered breathing, cognitive dysfunction,
and certain forms of cancer. In addition, insulin
resistance and its consequences have been shown
to complicate protease inhibitor treatment of
HIV/AIDS, as well as the use of atypical antipsy-
chotic drugs in patients with schizophrenia.
Consequently, it is suggested that the various
abnormalities and clinical syndromes more likely
to occur in insulin-resistant individuals be
subsumed under the rubric of the IRS.

To discuss the treatment of all of the manifestations
of the IRS is beyond the competence of this indi-
vidual, and would seem to require the creation of a
multiauthored monograph. It did seem possible
that some clinical utility might result from a con-
sideration of lifestyle and pharmacological
approaches to enhancing insulin sensitivity in
apparently healthy, nondiabetic, insulin-resistant
individuals, and this has been the main focus of the
chapter. In the case of the dyslipidemia and essen-
tial hypertension associated with the IRS, an addi-
tional attempt was made to consider potential
interventions, above and beyond improving insulin
sensitivity, which might be useful in an effort to
reduce risk of CVD. It is clear that we have learned
a great deal since the original observation of
Himsworth that a defect in insulin action could
lead to a disease: type 2 diabetes. The clinical prob-
lems associated with insulin resistance will only
increase as the world grows more obese and less
physically active, and the need to develop thera-
peutic approaches much more effective than the
relatively primitive ones discussed in this chapter
will become paramount.
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4
Medical Emergencies – Diabetic
Ketoacidosis and Hyperosmolar
Hyperglycaemia
Niels Møller and K. George M.M. Alberti
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hyperglycemia, ketone bodies, glucose, insulin, fluid
and electrolyte therapy.

Diabetic ketoacidosis (DKA) and hyperosmolar
non-ketotic hyperglycaemia (HH) are acute, life
threatening conditions, which represent the ulti-
mate metabolic consequences of deranged type 1
and type 2 diabetes [1–4]. The hallmark of DKA is
metabolic acidosis caused by rapid excess of
ketoacids (3-hydroxybutyrate and acetoacetate)
while hyperosmolarity caused by hyperglycaemia
is the most notable feature of HH. The distinction
is not clear-cut as DKA patients may be very
hyperosmolar and ketone body levels are generally
modestly elevated in HH. Although the clinical
picture may vary considerably depending on
co-morbidities, differential diagnosis seldom poses
major problems and in the rare cases in which
distinction is difficult, treatment generally follows
the same principles, regardless of aetiology.

Mortality rates have been steadily declining over
the recent years [5], but remain close to 5% for
DKA and between 10% and 15% for HH [1]. The
decline in mortality may be a consequence of lower
incidence of DKA and HH, earlier diagnosis,
improved treatment or – more plausibly – all
combined. It is likely that improved education
schedules and self-monitoring (e.g. blood ketone
testing), organisation of specialised diabetes
clinics and the use of standardised low-dose
insulin regimens [1,6] have contributed to this
favourable trend.

Diabetic Ketoacidosis

DKA is the most important and demanding med-
ical emergency within the fields of diabetology
and endocrinology. There is no generally accepted
definition of DKA and in particular very mild
cases may be problematic. As a minimum it
seems reasonable to require that pH is below nor-
mal range and that levels of ketoacids (ketone
bodies) in blood or urine are markedly elevated.
As outlined in Table 1 there is a continuous dete-
rioration from clinically insignificant stress ketosis
to full blown severe ketoacidosis. In the US pop-
ulation it has been estimated that between 2% and
8% of hospital admissions in children with
diabetes are due to DKA [7] and that the annual
incidence rate of DKA in children is around 5 per
1,000 patients [8].

Pathogenesis and Pathophysiology

In DKA the major culprit is insulin deficiency.
Insulin deficiency may be relative, for example,
in the setting of severe infection, where normal
amounts of insulin are insufficient or absolute
when insulin therapy is neglected. At some stage
insulin deficiency becomes coupled with an
excess of counter-regulatory hormones and
cytokines [9,10]. The traditional catabolic
(stress) hormones include glucagon, epinephrine,
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growth hormone and cortisol, all of which have
well-described metabolic actions. The metabolic
actions of cytokines are in general not so well
understood and it is possible that many of these
actions are mediated by hypothalamo-pituitary
activation and subsequent elevation of catabolic
hormones.

Lipid Metabolism

Contrary to popular belief deranged lipid – not
carbohydrate – metabolism is the main cause of DKA.
In essence DKA is caused by uncontrolled lipolysis in
adipose tissue and uncontrolled ketogenesis in liver.

Adipose tissue is present in regional depots such
as subcutaneous upper and lower body and vis-
ceral fat [11]. Apart from these classic depots fat is
present in most other tissues, for example, connec-
tive tissue, bone marrow, liver and muscle. The
picture is further complicated by the fact that
within each tissue fat is distributed in compart-
ments. In muscle for instance fat is present
intramyocellularly, intermyocellularly and inter-
muscularly. Under physiological conditions lipolysis

is tightly controlled by lipases. Hormone-sensitive
lipase and probably also adipose triglyceride
lipase stimulate release of free fatty acids and
glycerol into the circulation. This process is inhib-
ited by insulin and low insulin levels increase
lipolysis swiftly. The stress hormones, such as
epinephrine, growth hormone and cortisol, stimu-
late lipolysis. It is plausible that dehydration per se
also participates in the stimulation of lipolysis [12].
These events take place in the course of hours and
may rapidly triple or quadruple blood concentra-
tions of free fatty acids.

Ketogenesis occurs in the liver by oxidation of
free fatty acids to ketoacids/ketone bodies. Ketone
bodies, in particular 3-hydroxybutyrate, are phylo-
genetically ancient fuel compounds, which are
present and prominent in very primitive species
[13], suggesting that they have played an important
role throughout evolution over the past 2–3 billion
years. Physiologically ketone bodies provide
important fuel energy for the brain and other tis-
sues under fasting, prolonged exercise and other
conditions of fuel shortage. In DKA ketogenesis
becomes uncontrolled and circulating levels of
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TABLE 1. Classification of clinical pictures and diagnostic criteria (adapted from Standards of Medical Care in
Diabetes – 2004/2006 POSITION STATEMENT Diabetes Care 27:S94–S101, 2004, 2006 by the American Diabetes
Association, Inc.).

Diabetic ketoacidosis
Stress Compensated Hyperosmolar
ketosis DKA Mild Moderate Severe hyperglycaemia

Plasma Variable Generally Generally Generally Generally >35–40 
glucose increased increased increased increased mmol/L

Arterial Normal Normal Decreased 7.0–7.25 <7.0 Generally 
pH >7.25 normal

Serum Normal Marginally 15–18 10–15 <10 >15 
bicarbonate decreased mmol/L mmol/L mmol/L mmol/L

Urine Increased Increased Increased Increased Increased Normal/ 
ketones marginally

increased
Blood Increased Increased Increased Increased Increased Normal/ 

ketones marginally
increased

Anion gapa Normal/ Marginally >10 >12 >12 Variable
marginally increased
increased

Mental Normal Normal Normal Normal/ Drowsy– Drowsy–
status drowsy coma coma

aCan be calculated as: [Na+]–([Cl−] + [HCO3
−]).
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ketone bodies rise manifold. This occurs because
of both increased supply of fatty acids to the liver
and because low levels of insulin and high levels of
glucagon in the liver promote ketogenesis [14]. In
normal individuals this unrestrained process is
prevented by compensatory rises in insulin secretion,
but this does not occur in type 1 diabetes.

Glucose Metabolism

Hyperglycaemia is usually present in DKA, but it
is important to realise that DKA not infrequently
presents with normal or modestly elevated glucose
concentrations [15]. This may particularly be the
case during caloric deprivation due to, for exam-
ple, gastrointestinal disease. Hyperglycaemia is
caused by a combination of lack of insulin and
excess of stress hormones, leading to insulin
resistance. In the liver this increases gluconeo-
genesis and hepatic glucose production. It is
unlikely that the kidney plays any significant role
in the initial stages of DKA [16]. The ensuing high
glucose levels generate a high flux state with
increased peripheral glucose disposal, but the
increased mass action of glucose is generally
insufficient to compensate fully. Muscle glucose
metabolism is characterised by low insulin levels
and insulin resistance because of high levels of
stress hormones, high levels of free fatty acids and
varying degrees of dehydration.

Precipitating Factors

Unless related to omission of insulin therapy, DKA
is usually precipitated by coexisting illness. The
most common factor is infection ranging from
trivial viral infections to full-blown septicaemia.
Other precipitating factors are cardiovascular
events (myocardial infarction, stroke), gastroin-
testinal disease, inflammatory diseases, pancreatitis,
trauma and major surgery, alcohol abuse and drugs
(e.g. glucocorticoids). All of these factors induce
insulin resistance due to stress hormone responses.
Furthermore, poor appetite and food deprivation
will often lead the patient to take less insulin, erro-
neously of course. In this context gastrointestinal
disease with nausea and vomiting poses a specific
problem and it may be necessary to admit such

patients to hospital for intravenous glucose and
insulin therapy.

Psychological factors also play an important
role. Poor compliance is commonly seen in
younger patients, patients with psychiatric ill-
nesses and in minority groups with poor under-
standing of diabetes care principles for linguistic
or cultural reasons.

Diagnosis and Clinical Presentation

DKA usually develops over a short period of time,
generally in less than 24 h. There may have been
some antecedent days with general malaise and
poor metabolic control. Depending on the degree
of hyperglycaemia, the history will include symp-
toms of polydipsia and polyuria. Specific symp-
toms depend on precipitating factors and
co-morbidity. Physical examination may reveal
poor skin turgor, hyperventilation (Kussmaul),
hypotension, tachycardia and impairment of men-
tal status. Many patients have infection, but
patients may present with normothermia or even
hypothermia due to peripheral vasodilation caused
by the acidemia.

Prompt diagnosis and initial treatment rests on:
(i) careful clinical examination, (ii) determination of
plasma glucose, (iii) measurement of ketones in blood
or urine, (iv) measurement of plasma potassium and
other electrolytes and (v) assessment of acidemia.
If glucose is high and blood/urine ketones are
markedly elevated, DKA is likely and fluid and insulin
therapy can usually be initiated, unless the patient is
severely hypokalaemic (<3.5 mmol/L). If potassium
is very low supplementation must be given before
insulin therapy. However, rehydration should not be
delayed whilst waiting for a potassium measurement.

The next diagnostic steps usually include arterial
gas analysis, blood electrolytes (including anion
gap), serum lactate (if there is doubt about the
cause of the acidemia), complete blood cell count,
biochemical assessment of liver and renal function,
blood and urine cultures, myocardial biomarkers (if
there is suspicion of a myocardial infarction), ECG
and chest X-ray. In this context it is advantageous
that most modern gas analysers also readily pro-
vide potassium concentrations. Another recent
advantage is the advent of bedside ketone body
monitors. It is thus nowadays possible to have
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quick and reliable measures of 3-hydroxybutyrate
concentrations in blood [17], as opposed to
unreliable measurements of acetoacetate in urine or
time-consuming conventional laboratory method-
ology of the past. Diagnostic criteria are shown
in Table 1.

Despite potassium depletion, serum potassium is
typically either normal or elevated due to water
deficiency and an intra- to extracellular shift
caused by insulin deficiency and acidemia. Patients
with potassium in the low range have severe total
body potassium deficiency and should receive
vigorous replacement therapy guided by cardiac
monitoring. Sodium concentrations can be normal
or low, due to osmotic shifts. It can be calculated
that for every 3 mmol/L rise in plasma glucose the
plasma sodium falls by 1 mmol/L. Thus there is
often a real hypernatremia and the sodium levels
will always rise as the glucose is brought under
control. A majority of patients will have leukocyto-
sis, which correlates with ketone body levels rather
than with the presence of infection. There is also
a water deficit of around 10% of body weight.
Non-specific elevations of amylase and liver
enzymes are common.

Differential diagnoses include all other causes of
acidosis. It should be emphasised that many acute
medical conditions induce stress ketosis and may be
associated with acidosis. DKA is a metabolic aci-
dosis characterised by a high anion gap and varying
degrees of respiratory compensation. It is therefore
crucial to obtain measures of ketone body concen-
trations and arterial gas analysis. If there is a major
discrepancy between the extent of the ketonaemia
and the acidemia, then lactate measurements are
warranted. Starvation ketosis and alcoholic ketoaci-
dosis can usually be identified by clinical history.
Other conditions causing metabolic acidosis
include lactic acidosis and intoxication with sali-
cylate, methanol, ethylene glycol (antifreeze) and
paraldehyde. The clinical picture may be blurred
whenever the acidosis is aggravated by renal fail-
ure or respiratory failure. In addition DKA may
imitate other diseases. High levels of potassium
may cause ECG changes suggestive of myocar-
dial infarction, and elevation of myocardial
enzymes and biomarkers may occur in the
absence of clear myocardial infarction [18]. DKA
may also mimic an acute abdomen, particularly
in younger patients.

Management

Management and treatment of DKA rests on four
pillars:

1. Fluid and electrolyte therapy.
2. Intravenous insulin therapy.
3. Treatment of co-morbidities.
4. Careful monitoring of the clinical course.

It is particularly important that treatment is initiated
without delay and that the patient is monitored
frequently and carefully, preferably in a highly
specialised unit. Severe cases should be treated and
monitored in intensive care unit, where possible.
Useful algorithms for treatment are available from
many sources including the American Diabetes
Association. In general the overall goal is a
controlled, gradual correction of metabolic abnor-
malities and fluid and electrolyte deficiencies in
the course of around 24 h.

Treatment of DKA in children and young
adolescents follows slightly different guidelines
than those presented here [19]. It is recommended
that insulin is given continuously intravenously (0.1
IU/kg BW/h) after initiation of fluid and electrolyte
therapy in order to minimise the risk of cerebral
oedema. Otherwise children are in general treated
with weight-reduced doses as indicated later.

Fluid/Saline Therapy

The first priority is to start to replace fluids. Water
and sodium deficits typically are around 10% of
body weight and 10 mmol/kg and isotonic saline
(0.154 mmol/L; 0.9% NaCl) is given at a rate of
approximately 15–20 mL/kg/h or 1 L/h initially,
followed by 250 mL/h after the first 2–3 h depend-
ing on the state of dehydration. Depending on
prevailing sodium concentrations and hydration
hypotonic saline may also be used, but this is
rarely necessary. Urine production and cardiovas-
cular, renal and mental performance should be
monitored frequently.

Insulin

Lack of insulin is the culprit in DKA and insulin
treatment is mandatory. Insulin therapy in adults is
given by infusion of 0.1 IU/kg BW/h or more sim-
ply as 6 units/h. An i.v. bolus of 0.15 IU/kg BW
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(or 10 IU) of regular insulin can be given initially
but is not really required, as most of the initial
improvement in metabolic status is due to rehydra-
tion. Alternatively a bolus of 0.15 IU/kg BW (or 10
IU) may be given every hour or a 20 unit bolus IM
followed by 6 units every hour. If the patient is very
insulin resistant (e.g. assessed by daily insulin
requirements) dosage can be increased and vice
versa if the patient is insulin sensitive. Considering
the short half-life of i.v.-administered insulin, it is
imperative that insulin is given with at least hourly
intervals, regardless of prevailing blood glucose.

Insulin therapy is adjusted based on hourly
measurements of blood glucose and – if possible –
blood ketones, the overall aim being a gradual
decline in both. The initial decline is to a large
extent due to rehydration and expansion of the
extracellular volume. Repeated analysis of arterial
blood gases may be indicated but only in those
patients with very low pH values and/or poor clin-
ical condition. Measurements of ketone levels in
urine is in general unreliable in this phase; these
methods measure acetoacetate, which is quantita-
tively of minor importance compared with 
3-hydroxybutyrate, and acetoacetate in urine may
exhibit a paradoxical initial increase due to increas-
ing blood concentrations (and low urine produc-
tion), despite successful treatment. In particular,
acetone is also measured by standard urine dipstick
methods and may continue to be excreted for up to
48 h after the onset of treatment as it is fat-soluble
and leaches out slowly during treatment.

When glucose concentrations are between 10
and 15 mmol/L, glucose is given i.v. and/or orally
to avoid hypoglycaemia. It is usually possible to
taper i.v. insulin treatment when 3-hydroxybutyrate
concentrations are well below 3 mmol/L. Ten per-
cent of glucose should be used for i.v. replacement
as this provides some extra anabolic substrate. If
the patient is still dehydrated, then the saline infu-
sion should be continued.

Potassium, Bicarbonate and Phosphate

Even though the body is potassium depleted, with
a typical deficit of around 5 mmol/kg, initial potas-
sium values are usually normal or elevated. Insulin
therapy, rehydration and correction of acidosis all
cause a decrease in serum potassium and 20–30
mmol potassium/h may be administered once

potassium levels are below 5.0 mmol/L, provided
renal function is intact. Subsequent potassium
administration is guided by frequent concentration
measurements; adjuvant oral administration may
be used in very mild cases of DKA. It is a frequent
practical problem that there may be some delay
before values are available from the laboratory; gas
analysers that provide instant bedside potassium
concentrations greatly facilitate this process.

Bicarbonate use in DKA is a matter of controversy,
but it is empirically recommended that 25–50
mmol sodium bicarbonate is given hourly for
1–2 h, if pH is below 7.0. Phosphate deficiency of
around 1 mmol/kg is typically present in DKA,
but there is no evidence that phosphate supple-
mentation should be given routinely. In patients
with severe hypophosphataemia and/or cardiac
and skeletal muscle/respiratory weakness, 20–30
mmol of potassium phosphate can be given
hourly for 1–2 h.

Co-morbidity

Coexisting diseases precipitate DKA and DKA
precipitates coexisting disease. Most often
patients with DKA suffer from infectious disease
and signs of infection should be vigorously
sought for and treatment should be instituted on
wide indications. Other prominent co-morbidities
include cardiovascular events (myocardial infarction,
stroke, thrombophlebitis, pulmonary embolism),
acute gastrointestinal disorders and a variety of
intoxications.

Complications

Iatrogenic hypoglycaemia and hypokalaemia are
common and preventable, provided there is access
to rapid analysis of glucose and potassium and –
not less important – a competent and experienced
medical team. Another frequent complication is
recurrence of DKA or unnecessary protraction of
the course, typically due to insufficient insulin
therapy. Thrombotic events are also not uncommon
although more often in HH than DKA.

Cerebral oedema is a rare, but often fatal,
complication preponderant in children and
adolescents. The pathophysiology is poorly
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understood, but may relate to overly aggressive
therapy, the use of hypotonic replacement fluids,
local cerebral overhydration and abnormalities of
vasogenic function [19]. Symptoms frequently
develop 4–12 h after initiation of therapy and
include headache, altered mental status, specific
neurological deficits and signs of increased
intracranial pressure. Treatment with mannitol or
hypertonic saline may be beneficial.

Prevention

Implementation of self-care and shared-care princi-
ples is crucial. Patients should learn about symp-
toms of DKA and be able to measure ketones in
blood or urine. A common lapse is omission/reduc-
tion of insulin during episodes with impaired
well-being and poor appetite. Persistent ketosis
should be treated with extra insulin, fluid and
carbohydrate, when necessary. Furthermore, it is
very important that the individual patient had
ready, 24-h access to diabetological expertise,
preferably in a specialised diabetes centre.

Hyperosmolar Hyperglycaemia

Hyperosmolar hyperglycaemia (HH) is generally
the fulminant result of poorly treated type 2 dia-
betes or delayed diagnosis of previously unknown
type 2 diabetes. HH is less frequent than DKA, but
mortality is higher and remains close to 15% in
many centres [1,20]. As implied hyperosmolality is
the primary clinical problem and there will be
hyperglycaemia of >35–40 mmol/L and an effec-
tive serum osmolality of >320 mOsm/kg (Table 1).
HH most often occurs in frail patients in combina-
tion with other potentially fatal conditions. Strict
differentiation between DKA and HH can be
difficult, because some degree of ketosis may
be present in HH and because, for example, lactic
acidosis, respiratory and renal failure may also be
present. In practise this dilemma is mainly orna-
mental, since diagnostic and therapeutic efforts
follow the same principles.

In line with DKA, HH is most often precipi-
tated by infectious diseases or cardiovascular
events and symptoms of hyperglycaemia usually

have been present for some days. Hyperglycaemia
is caused by a vicious cycle, in which relative
insulin deficiency and high levels of stress hor-
mones lead to increased endogenous glucose pro-
duction and decreased peripheral glucose
utilisation; hyperglycaemia in turn induces hyper-
osmolality and dehydration, which amplifies the
stress hormone response and further impairs
insulin secretion and vice versa.

At presentation the clinical condition is poor and
the patient is very dehydrated with poor skin turgor
and often exhibits altered level of consciousness
(ranging from drowsiness to coma) and signs of
hypovolaemic shock. In general the diagnostic
procedures are similar to DKA. Typically, there
will be a water deficit of 10–20% of body weight
together with sodium, chloride and potassium
deficits between 5 and 10 mmol/kg body weight.

Treatment of HH also follows the same guidelines
as for DKA, the main aim being a controlled
correction of hyperglycaemia, hyperosmolality and
water and electrolyte deficits over 24 h. Patients are
generally more sensitive to insulin and an infusion
of 0.1 IU/kg BW/h is more than adequate in most
cases. Repeated hourly boluses of 0.15 IU/kg BW
(or 10 IU) may also be used. As with DKA dosage
should be adjusted according to normal daily
insulin needs and depending on therapeutic
response. Usually 1L of isotonic saline is infused in
the first hour but after that slower rehydration is
advisable. Haemodynamic performance should be
monitored carefully and it should be borne in mind
that many of the patients have pre- or coexisting
cardiac disease. The use of a central venous
pressure line is helpful. It should be noted that a
significant proportion of HH patients are hyperna-
traemic. In this case hypotonic saline can be used
but more slowly. Potassium is administered along
the same lines as with DKA and it is often wise to
monitor the patient in the intensive care unit.
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Hypoglycaemia may be an important complication in
the treatment of type 1 diabetes. When intravenous
glucose is available, glucagon has no place in the
treatment and certainly also many patients may be
treated with glucose or sweet foods given orally.
However, if the patients are not conscious or acting
negatively, glucagon used intramuscularly or subcu-
taneously is important in a dose of 1–2 mg [1–3].

Glucagon acts by activating the enzymes in
hepatic cells that increase glycogenolysis and
thereby increase the hepatic glucose production.
Quite often, immediate clinical improvement is
necessary to avoid the risk of neurological damage
associated with severely low blood glucose. One
problem might be that glucagon can be useless if
hepatic stores of glycogen are depleted.

Relatives of patients with type 1 diabetes are
quite often keen to use this kind of treatment.
Glucagon is a safe and reliable alternative to intra-
venous glucose, which is, as mentioned, the most
important and rapid restoration of blood glucose.

A glucagon emergency kit should be available
in homes and family members should be instructed in
the use of the kit in case of hypoglycaemia. It
should be followed by the use of glucose as soon
as possible.
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The microvascular complications of type 1 diabetes
mellitus (T1DM) were rarely noted before the
discovery of insulin. The introduction of insulin
therapy allowed patients to live long enough to
develop diabetic retinopathy and diabetic
nephropathy [1]. It was discussed extensively
whether these complications were caused by
hyperglycaemia, and whether they could therefore
be prevented or delayed by improved blood glu-
cose control. The Diabetes Control and
Complication Trial (DCCT) [2] followed up in the
Epidemiology of Diabetes Intervention and
Complications (DCCT/EDIT) [3] showed that
there was a clear-cut relationship between the
degree of glycaemic control measured by HbA1C
and the onset or progression of microvascular com-
plications in T1DM [2,3]. The DCCT ended in
1993, after a mean duration of follow-up of 6.5
years [2]. Interestingly, the DCCT/EDIT extension
study [3] clearly demonstrated that the risk reduc-
tion has been maintained through 7 years of EDIT,
even though the difference in mean HbA1C levels
between the intensive and conventional T1DM
groups was only 0.4% at 1 year (8.3% in the former
conventional treatment group vs. 7.9% in the
former intensive treatment group), continued to
narrow, and became statistically non-significant by
5 years (8.1% vs. 8.2%). Thus, the benefits of 6.5
years of intensive treatment extend well beyond the

period of its most intensive implementation.
Intensive treatment should be started as soon as
possible after the onset of T1DM and maintained
thereafter, aiming at as low HbA1C as practicable.
However, there is an inverse relation between
glycaemic control and the risk of severe hypogly-
caemia in T1DM [2]. In the DCCT, severe
hypoglycaemia occurred about 2.5–3 times more
frequently in the intensive therapy group compared
with the conventional therapy group. Thus,
hypoglycaemia is a major limiting factor to achieving
optimal control for many subjects with T1DM.
There are several reasons why it is difficult in
T1DM to mimic the physiological insulin secre-
tion. This is in part due to the unfavourable phar-
macokinetics and pharmacodynamics of
subcutaneously injected insulin. As demonstrated
by Binder et al. [4] more than 20 years ago, the
coefficient of variation for conventional insulin
preparations is as much as 25% intrasubject and 50%
between subjects. The resulting unpredictability of
glycaemic responses is most prominent with
delayed-acting preparations. In addition, the admin-
istration of subcutaneous insulin in the periphery
rather than into the portal circulation results in hyper-
insulinaemia in the systemic circulation. Insulin
absorption is influenced by the anatomical site of
injection, being faster from the abdomen than from
the thigh. The absorption is faster during exercise and
after intramuscular injection rather than subcuta-
neous injection. Injecting into the abdomen rather
than the thigh can attenuate the effect of exercise.

There are three main types of insulin prepara-
tions: (i) short acting, which have a relatively rapid
onset of action and are injected just before meals
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(‘preprandial’ injections), (ii) intermediate acting,
and (iii) long acting, which have a slower onset of
action and act for long periods, meeting an individual’s
background (round-the-clock) needs. The duration of
action of a particular type of insulin varies considerably
from one patient to another and needs to be assessed
individually. Insulin is given by subcutaneous injection
into the layer of tissue immediately beneath the skin.
Short-acting insulins can also be given by continuous
subcutaneous infusion using a portable infusion pump.
This device delivers a continuous basal insulin infusion
and patient-activated bolus doses at meal times.

Treatments using insulin analogues or insulin
pump treatment with continuous subcutaneous
insulin infusion (CSII) have less variability and a
lower incidence of hypoglycaemia than seen with
traditional insulins and delivery systems.

This chapter deals first with the therapeutic use of
insulin and its analogues in T1DM as well as different
ways of insulin administration, that is, by conventional
intensified insulin therapy with multiple injections
(MDI), pump treatment (CSII) and inhalation (INHI).

Insulin and New Insulin Analogues

The Need for Physiological Insulin Delivery

Physiologically, insulin secretion is characterized by
rapid increases at meal times together with a lower
and constant basal output during interprandial intervals,
including during the night. Secretion falls acutely
during exercise and prolonged fasting. These dynamic
responses maintain euglycaemia (4.0–5.0 mM)

at all times, except for 1–1.5 h after eating, conse-
quently avoiding the damaging effects of hypergly-
caemia. Insulin therapy in T1DM should aim to
mimic nature, that is, limiting postprandial hyper-
glycaemia and preventing hypoglycaemia during
interprandial intervals in T1DM.

Conventional Intensified Insulin Therapy
or Multiple Daily Insulin Injections (MDI)

In conventional intensified insulin therapy (MDI)
using the basal-bolus approach with MDI, continuous
basal insulin supply is obtained by once- or
twice-daily subcutaneous injections of longer-acting
preparations, supplemented by mealtime injections
of more rapid-acting formulations.

Rapid-Acting (Mealtime) Insulins

These include structurally unchanged regular insulin
preparations and short-acting insulin analogues
(SIAs), which dissociate more rapidly than regular
insulins and are absorbed faster. The glucose-lowering
effect of rapid-acting insulins is enhanced by exercise
within 1–3 h after the meal and by reducing the
carbohydrate content of the meals.

Regular (Soluble) Insulins

Following subcutaneous injection of structurally
unchanged regular insulin preparations, the native
insulin tends to associate a hexameric form, which
is slowly dissociated to single molecules and
absorbed, thereby interfering with recreation of the
physiological prandial insulin response (Table 1).
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TABLE 1. Time course of action in T1DM of currently available subcutaneously injected
insulin preparations.

Appearence Onset Peak Duration

Mealtime insulins
Human regular insulin Clear 0.5–1 h 2–3 h 5–8 h

Short-acting analogues
Insulin Lispro Clear 5–10 min 0.5–2 h 3–5 h
Insulin Aspart Clear 5–10 min 0.5–2 h 3–5 h
Insulin Glusiline Clear 5–10 min 0.5–2 h 3–5 h

Basal insulins
Intermediate acting isophane Cloudy 0.5–1.5 h 4–6 h 8–16 h

insulin (NPH)

Long-acting insulin analogues
Glargine Clear 0.5–1 h Peakless? 16–24 h
Detemir (0.3–0.8 U/kg) Clear 1–2 h 8–12 h 17–23 h
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Regular insulin needs to be injected 20–30 min
before eating, or exaggerated postprandial hyper-
glycaemia will result. Subcutaneous absorption of
regular insulin continues well beyond the postpran-
dial glycaemic response with a peak 2–3 h after
injection (Table 1), resulting in continued elevated
circulating insulin levels, which tend to cause hypo-
glycaemia 3–5 h after the injection. Insulin dosages
should be adjusted to optimize blood glucose levels
3–5 h after the injection, rather than 2 h postprandi-
ally. To avoid hypoglycaemia it will often be needed
for the patients to snack between meals.

Short-Acting Insulin Analogues: Insulin Lispro,
Insulin Aspart and Insulin Glusiline

Much attention has been devoted to develop SIA
with pharmacokinetic profiles that mimic prandial
insulin responses. In the SIA Lispro (Humalog),
lysine at position 28 and proline at position 29 of
the B-region of regular human insulin were inter-
changed. In the SIA Aspart (NovoRapid), proline
at position 29 of the B-region was replaced by
aspartic acid, and in the SIA Glusiline (Apidra), the
amino acid, asparagine was replaced by lysine at
position 3 and lysine with glutamic acid at position
29 of the B-chain.

SIAs have lesser tendency toward self-associa-
tion and are therefore absorbed more quickly,
achieving peak plasma concentrations about twice
as high and within approximately half the time
compared with regular insulin (Table 1). When
injected at the start of the meal, the pharmacoki-
netic profile of SIA leads to lower glucose levels
after meals than with regular insulins given up to
30 min beforehand. Another advantage is the pos-
sibility of injecting SIA up to 15 min after starting
to eat without deterioration of prandial glycaemic
control [5]. SIAs also have a shorter duration of
action than regular insulin (Table 1), which reduces
the need to snack between meals.

In a recent Cochrane review [6], the meta-analy-
sis showed in adults with T1DM a small decrease
in HbA1C of −0.1% with SIA compared with reg-
ular human insulin. Assuming that a reduction in
HbA1C with SIA would result in a relative benefit
similar to that found in DCCT [2], 650 patients
would have to be treated with SIA for 1 year to pre-
vent the development of retinopathy in one patient
[6]. In terms of overall hypoglycaemia, comparable

results were obtained with SIA and regular insulin;
however, severe hypoglycaemia occurred less fre-
quently in the SIA group than in the regular group
[6]. Regarding quality of life (QOL), SIA showed
improvement due to changes in the convenience,
flexibility and continuation of treatment [6].
However, SIAs have higher cost than regular
insulin. SIAs are judged safe during pregnancy.
The short duration of action of SIA causes periods
of hypoinsulinaemia between meals if the intervals
between mealtime injections are long. Obtaining
the potential benefits of SIA fully depends on the
application of optimized basal insulin.

Basal Insulin Replacement

Basal Insulin Replacement with Intermediate
Acting Neutral Protamine Hagedorn (NPH) Insulin

The most widely prescribed basal insulin globally is
insulin combined with protamine [7], the so-called
NPH insulin. The action profile of this preparation
is, however, not optimal, with a peak effect at about
4–6 h and a duration of action of 8–16 h (Table 1).
At a common dose of 0.3 U/kg, NPH insulin has
been found to have a duration of around 13 h [8,9],
which is insufficient to control hepatic glucose out-
put to physiological levels. The peak of action of
NPH insulin gives a potential risk of hypogly-
caemia; however, it is the large variability in
absorption of NPH insulin that poses the greatest
problem. Thus, NPH insulin provides a considerable
within-subject variability in T1DM assessed by
the coefficient of variation (CV) for pharmacody-
namic endpoints attaining 46–68% [10]. Variability
of absorption arises from local changes at the injection
sites in combination with the process of absorption
after injection. In addition, there is often inadequate
suspension and mixing of NPH insulin in pens
before injection.

Basal Insulin Replacement with Long-Acting
Analogues: Insulin Glargine and Insulin Detemir

The first of the long-acting insulin analogues to be
used was insulin glargine (Fig. 1). This analogue is
produced by the substitution of glycine for
asparagine at position A21 of the insulin molecule
and by the addition of two arginine molecules at
position B30. These changes lead to a shift in the
isoelectric point toward a neutral pH, which results
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in an insulin molecule that is less soluble at the
injection site and that precipitates in the subcuta-
neous tissue to form a depot from which insulin is
slowly released [11]. As compared with NPH insulin,
insulin glargine results in prolonged insulin absorp-
tion and shows little peak activity, as demonstrated
by differences in disappearance curves (Table 1).

Rates of absorption of insulin glargine at various
sites do not differ. In the study of Lepore et al. [9]
insulin glargine was found to have no peak and to
have a mean (±SE) duration of action of 22 ± 4 h.
It is important not to over-interpret the pharmaco-
dynamic studies, because the data presented are
simply averages of the results obtained in a relatively
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FIG. 1. Molecular structures of the long-acting insulin analogues, detemir (upper part) and glargine (lower part).
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small number of subjects. The onset or duration of
action may be substantially longer or shorter in
individual patients and especially the profiles of
action are dependent on the dose of insulin. In stud-
ies in T1DM the effect of only one glargine dose on
pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic has been
reported [9,10], which does not give a legitimate
impression of the action profile. In this context it is
of interest to note that the time-action profiles of
glargine and the other long-acting insulin analogue,
detemir, are comparable in T2DM and vary criti-
cally with the insulin dose [12]. Glargine did not
show the ‘ideal’ peakless profile with an equal
distribution of the metabolic effect over 24 h in
some studies [10,12]. Thus, a low glargine dose
does not have a duration of action that covers 24 h
in T1DM. Recently, it was found that using insulin
glargine twice daily at breakfast and before dinner
compared with glargine once daily at dinner time –
taken with a rapid-acting insulin analogue at meal
times – gave a better glycaemic profile with
reduced pre-dinner hyperglycaemia in T1DM [13].
However, besides this study [13], all clinical stud-
ies have been carried out with only one daily
glargine injection. Most clinical studies in T1DM,
except two [14,15], have failed to show any clini-
cally significant improvement in HbA1C with
insulin glargine compared with NPH insulin
[16–18], whereas the pre-breakfast blood glucose
level in general is lower. Compared with NPH
insulin + unmodified human insulin, the combina-
tion of insulin glargine plus the SAI lispro, however,
caused an overall improved glycaemic control in
T1DM including HbA1C [14]. It is possible that
experience in using the insulin analogues with
adequate titration may allow improvement of
HbA1C in T1DM to a relevant degree.
Importantly, a reduction in the risk of hypogly-
caemia, especially nocturnal hypoglycaemia, has
been the rule with insulin glargine when compared
with NPH insulin [14,16,17].

Insulin detemir is the second basal insulin that
has been registered (Fig. 1). Its extended action is
achieved by an entirely different principle from
that attempted previously. Thus, a 14-C fatty acid,
myristic acid, has been attached to the lysine
residue at position B29, the threonine having been
removed from position B30. The myristic acid side
chain binds to albumin in the interstitium at the
injection site and in the circulation providing the

longer action profile. Insulin detemir has a lower
in vivo potency compared with NPH insulin and
glargine. Consequently, the commercial prepara-
tion of insulin detemir is formulated as 2,400 nM
concentration (insulin NPH and insulin glargine
both 600 nM) as has proven adequate in clinical
studies. In T1DM insulin detemir (0.1–1.6 U/kg)
has a linear dose–response relationship for both
pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic measures
[10]. Compared to NPH, detemir shows longer
duration and lower maximum effect (Table 1).
A recent study in T1DM using glucose clamp has
demonstrated a lower within-subject variability of
insulin detemir (CV 27%) than of insulin NPH (CV
68%) and insulin glargine (CV 48%) [10]. In most
clinical studies twice-daily insulin detemir has
been compared with twice-daily insulin NPH
[19–24]. Regardless of whether detemir was
administered at equal 12-h interval (morning + dinner)
or with a longer interval (morning + bedtime), this
improved overnight control with lower pre-break-
fast glucose levels together with a lower risk of
nocturnal hypoglycaemic events was seen [23,24].
The study of Home et al. [23] suggests that where
nocturnal hypoglycaemia is a dominant problem,
bedtime detemir may be a better choice than dinner
detemir. Similar improvement in glycaemic control
and hypoglycaemia as seen with twice-daily
insulin detemir can be obtained when it is only
given once daily in T1DM [25]. Thus, insulin
detemir administered once daily at bedtime resulted
in lower fasting blood glucose, less day-to-day
variability in blood glucose and lower risk of
nocturnal hypoglycaemia than NPH insulin [25].
Hermansen et al. [21], comparing the combination of
insulin detemir + insulin aspart with the combination
of NPH insulin + human regular insulin, found that
the analogue regimen caused improvement in pran-
dial glucose increments (Fig. 2, upper part), reduced
plasma glucose variability at all pre-meal time points
and lowered HbA1C more and caused less nocturnal
hypoglycaemia than the human insulin regimen.

There is clinical evidence in favour of both
insulin glargine and insulin detemir over NPH
insulin in T1DM with reduced nocturnal hypogly-
caemia and lower pre-breakfast blood glucose
levels. Data indicate that the combination of SIA
and one of the long-acting analogues compared
with regular insulin + NPH insulin may even
provide a small gain in overall glycaemic control
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with lowering of HbA1C and self-monitored glu-
cose profiles [14,21] (Fig. 2, upper part). It should
be underlined, however, that the direct cost of
long-acting analogues is higher than that of NPH
insulin. Furthermore, the published clinical studies
on insulin glargine and insulin detemir are all
open-label, which may cause bias. Uniquely, there
is a further advantage of insulin detemir over NPH
insulin in body weight control [26]. In all studies
published to date, insulin detemir shows a consis-

tent weight sparing effect compared with NPH
insulin in both T1DM [19–25] (Fig. 2, lower part)
and in T2DM. This may have important implica-
tions for treatment, as weight gain can be a barrier
to compliance and thus jeopardize glycaemic con-
trol [26]. A weight sparing effect has not been
reported with any consistency for any other
insulin, including insulin glargine. The long-acting
insulin analogues, insulin glargine or insulin
detemir, should be considered in subjects with
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FIG. 2. Upper panel: Effects on 8-point plasma glucose profiles at the end of an 18 weeks study period of insulin ana-
logues (insulin detemir + insulin aspart) versus traditional human insulin (NPH insulin + regular insulin) in
T1DM (adapted with permission from Hermansen et al. Diabetologia 2004;47:622–629 [21]). Lower panel: Changes
in weight and HbA1C with insulin detemir and NPH insulin in T1DM trials [19–25].
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T1DM with problems with hypoglycaemia,
unawareness of hypoglycaemia or large plasma
glucose variations on standard treatment with
NPH insulin as basal insulin.

There are potential problems with insulin
therapy in T1DM. In addition to hypoglycaemia
and weight gain, there are a few more rare condi-
tions after starting insulin therapy, for example,
insulin oedema, and local reactions to insulin
injection. Insulin oedema is a rare phenomenon
seen at the start of insulin treatment in poorly
controlled or previously untreated patients.
Oedema is due to acute sodium and water retention.
It usually disappears after a few days. At the
injection sites a localized overgrowth of subcuta-
neous adipose tissue can develop in response to
high local insulin concentrations (lipohypertrophy).
It is a more frequent problem in patients in MDI
regimen who inject repeatedly at the same site,
for example, in the abdomen. Injection into the
lipohypertrophic area may worsen the glycaemic
control due to impaired insulin absorption.
Lipoatrophy is loss of subcutaneous fat at the injection
site, causing pitting of the skin. In addition, local
reactions at the injection sites can occur with
erythema, burning or tender subcutaneous nodules.

Self-Monitoring of Plasma 
Glucose (HBGM)

Self-monitoring of plasma glucose (HBGM) is
fundamental to diabetes care [27,28]. Frequent
monitoring facilitates improved glycaemic control,
avoidance of hypoglycaemia and lifestyle flexibil-
ity when results are used to assist the individual in
their dietary choices, physical activity and insulin
doses. HBGM should be carried out three or more
times daily in T1DM on MDI and at least four times
daily on insulin pump treatment. To achieve post-
prandial glucose targets, postprandial HBGM may
be appropriate. Obviously, it is important to
instruct subjects with T1DM in HBGM and
routinely evaluate the patient’s technique and abil-
ity to adjust therapy. Glucose monitors are now
much smaller than previously, require very small
amounts of blood (2–10 µL), are faster at providing
a result (5–15 s) and can be used at sites other than
fingertips. Most metres incorporate data manage-
ment systems; however, keeping a blood glucose

logbook is needed to detect patterns of glucose
control and make appropriate dose adjustments
[27]. Continuous glucose monitoring technologies
using subcutaneous sensors are being used in clin-
ical care as a means of accessing more complete
glycaemic data than are available with traditional
self-monitoring.

Treatment Targets

Glycaemic control is fundamental to the manage-
ment of diabetes. Glycaemic control is best
judged by the combination of the results of the
patient’s HBGM measurements and the current
HbA1C value. The HbA1C should be used not
only to assess the patient’s control over the pre-
ceding 2–3 months but also as a check on the
accuracy of the metre and the self-reported meas-
urements as well as the adequacy of the HBGM
testing schedule [28]. The goal is to achieve an
HbA1C as close to normal as possible – representing
normal fasting and postprandial glucose
concentrations – in the absence of hypogly-
caemia. However, the goal can be difficult to
achieve. According to the American Diabetes
Association (ADA), treatment regimens that
reduce average HbA1C to <7.0%, preprandial
plasma glucose between 5.0 and 7.3 mM and peak
postprandial plasma glucose <10 mM in non-
pregnant individuals are recommendable [28]
(Table 2). As seen in Table 2 the recommended
targets for the glycaemic control judged by
HbA1C is slightly lower for the International
Diabetes Federation (IDF) and American
Association for Clinical Endocrinology than for
ADA. Less-stringent treatment goals are appro-
priate in people with severe or frequent hypogly-
caemia and in people with limited life
expectancy or older adults.
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TABLE 2. Targets for the glycaemic control according to
the American Diabetes Association (ADA), the
International Diabetes Federation (IDF) and the American
Association of Clinical Endocrinologists (AAEC).

ADA IDF AAEC

HbA1C % <7.0 ≤6.5 ≤6.5
F-PG mM 5.0–7.3 ≤6.0 <6.0
PP-PG mM <10.0 <7.5 <7.8

F-PG mM, fasting plasma glucose in mM; PP-PG mM, post-
prandial plasma glucose in mM
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Insulin Pump Treatment or
Continuous Subcutaneous 
Insulin Infusion

Insulin pump therapy started in UK in 1976. Insulin
pumps deliver a continuous basal insulin infusion
(CSII) and patient-activated bolus doses at meal
times. The pump is attached to the patients by an
infusion set consisting of long flexible tubing with a
needle or catheter on the end and is inserted subcuta-
neously in the patient. In two meta-analysis CSII was
compared with conventional insulin treatment
[29,30], which is not the actually used MDI. CSII
caused a significant reduction in HbA1C of the size
of 0.4–0.8% [29,30]. This degree of improvement in
glycaemic control for 10 years would reduce the
number of patients developing retinopathy by about
5% [29]. Using SIA for CSII provides a further
small, but statistically significant improvement in
glycaemic control (− 0.19% in HbA1C) as compared
with regular insulin [31]. Therefore, the insulin of
choice for CSII is now SIA. The frequency of hypo-
glycaemia is less after CSII treatment rather than
after MDI treatment in more recent studies but is not
affected if SIA is used instead of regular insulin [31].
With proper education and pump practice, the fre-
quency of ketoacidosis is the same on CSII and MDI.
A marked rise in blood glucose before breakfast, the
so-called ‘dawn phenomenon’, occurs quite often in
T1DM. It is due to a combination of waning of the
circulating insulin concentration from the previous
basal insulin injection and an increase in insulin
resistance caused by nocturnal rise in growth
hormone. If moving of the injection time of the

previous basal insulin or a dose increase does not
solve this problem, the modern CSII treatment with
pre-programmed increase in the late night/early
morning can minimize the dawn blood glucose
increase. Clinical guidelines are the first step in mak-
ing standards of care explicit. Table 3 gives the indi-
cations for CSII in T1DM suggested by a Danish
expert committee [32]. CSII should be cancelled in
case of recurrent ketoacidosis, if HbA1C increases,
recurrent local infections/reactions, and when lack-
ing compliance [32,33]. There ought to be demands
on the CSII treatment teams about knowledge and
education, experience and organization and monitor-
ing [32,33]. The total insulin requirement per 24 h
usually decreases 15–20% after starting with CSII.
Approximately 40–50% of the daily insulin doses are
given as the basal rate, but some patients require up
to 60%. The remainder is given as premeal bolus
doses. The insulin requirement in adults is about 20%
lower between 01 and 03 A.M. compared with that
between 05 and 07 A.M.. Standard advice is to
decrease the basal rate during the night and after
physical exercise and to increase in case of intercur-
rent illness with a rise in plasma glucose levels.
Approaches with carbohydrate counting to the nutri-
tional management of T1DM allow adjustment of
premeal insulin boluses to both the premeal glucose
levels as well as the carbohydrate content of the
meal. Calculation of insulin to carbohydrate ratios
allows increased flexibility in meal planning. Testing
for ketones is mandatory if plasma glucose is >15 mM
for more than a couple of hours or if the patient is ill
or is nauseous/vomiting. The evidence suggests that
the expanding use of CSII is justified. Despite the
fact that a number of patients could greatly benefit
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TABLE 3. Indications for insulin pump treatment (CSII) in T1DM.

CSII should be offered to subjects with T1DM who are not satisfactorily controlled on MDI, that is having
HbA1C >7.5% (>7.0% for women who want to become pregnant) in case this is due to one or more of
the following reasons:

If the patient despite optimized treatment inclusive of a dose increase of insulin experiences recurrent
and/or unpredictable hypoglycaemic events

If the patient has hypoglycaemic unawareness
If the patient has erratic swings of blood glucose concentrations or an erratic lifestyle with delayed or

missed meals and/or unpredictable activity
If the patient cannot control night time blood glucose levels on MDI even after having tried a long-acting

insulin analogue, for example, patients with dawn phenomenon where the dose of basal insulin cannot
be increased due to nocturnal hypoglycaemia

And under the prerequisite that the unacceptable treatment with MDI is not due to:
Not wanting to measure HBGM to a sufficient degree (≥4 times daily)
Insufficient compliance and/or understanding of the interplay between insulin, diet and exercise
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for an affordable cost, there is still unwillingness in
some countries to fund and reimburse insulin pump
therapy [32]. CSII in T1DM is therefore very
unevenly used and available in Western countries
where, for example, only a few percent of T1DM in
Denmark, around 10% of T1DM in Norway and
Sweden and maybe up to 20–25% of T1DM in USA,
are on this treatment [32].

Inhaled Insulin

Subcutaneous injection has been the only route of
insulin administration for daily use by patients with
T1DM for the past 80 years. A barrier to insulin
therapy relates among other things to patient fears
and anxiety about insulin injections. Although
needles have become smaller and sharper, thereby
causing less painful injections some people consider
needles and injections a perceived stigma for diabetic
subjects. It is only recently that alternative routes of
insulin administration are becoming viable. Many
avenues of insulin administration have been explored
including oral, buccal and pulmonary routes [34,35].
Among non-invasive candidates, inhaled insulin
(INH) appears to be the most promising. The lung
offers a large surface area (75 m2) and the alveolar
epithelium is approximately 0.1–0.5 µm thick, allowing
rapid absorption of inhaled drugs.

A number of pharmaceutical companies are devel-
oping INH delivery systems using both liquid and
dry-powder insulin formulations [34,35]. Table 4
briefly indicates those arrived at in phase III studies.
A few companies have developed systems based on
liquid formulations, which utilize relatively complex
pressurized metred-dose devices or nebulization sys-
tems to generate appropriately sized aerosolized
doses. In the AERx system inhalation flow rate,
inhaled volume and duration are patient-controlled

variables that need to be regulated for successful
deep-lung peptide delivery [34]. These systems are
relatively less susceptible to environmental humidity
compared with dry-powdered formulations. However,
the majority of INH delivery systems being developed
employ human insulin inhalation powder formula-
tions that do not require sterile manufacturing condi-
tions (Table 4) [35]. Because of its pharmacokinetic
profile, inhaled insulin has been studied as a premeal
non-invasive alternative to subcutaneous regular
insulin or SIA [36,37]. The bioavailability of INH is
low, that is, as compared with subcutaneous insulin
only about 10–15%. It should be stressed that using
injected insulin is not usually a major concern for the
majority of people with T1DM, given the availability
of patient support and education, modern small nee-
dles and insulin pens. Furthermore, the availability of
inhaled insulin will not completely replace the need
for injections of insulin in T1DM because the inhaled
formulation is intended only to replace the need for
preprandial injected insulin and not the basal insulin.
Combining studies that compared INH and subcuta-
neous insulin in T1DM showed no difference [37] or
a small difference in the decrease in HbA1C levels
from baseline favouring subcutaneous insulin [36].
There was no difference between INH and subcuta-
neous insulin in the proportion of patients with T1DM
reporting hypoglycemia and there was no difference
in weight gain [36,37]. The overall patient satisfaction
for INH versus subcutaneous insulin was higher
[36,37]. This included ease of administration, com-
fort, convenience, mealtime flexibility and ease of
taking insulin many times a day [36,37]. The question
naturally arises concerning immunogenicity with
delivering peptides to the deep lung with inhaled
insulin devices. In T1DM higher levels of insulin anti-
bodies were seen after INH versus subcutaneous
insulin, however, the level of insulin antibodies was
not associated with altered dosing requirements for
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TABLE 4. Insulin inhalation systems in phase III studies.

Trade name Delivery system

Exubera (Pfizer) Dry-powder, single-dose blister packs (1–3 mg); 
breath-activated inhaler

AERx iDMS (Novo Nordisk) Liquid aerosol; patient guided by microprocessor feedback
inhaler system

Technosphere (MannKind) Dry-powder, encapsulated in microspheres with diketopiperzine
derivative; breath-actuated inhaler

AIR [Alkermes (Eli Lilly)] Dry-powder phospholipid matrix; small mechanical and breath-
actuated inhaler
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INH, glycaemic control or adverse outcomes (allergic
events, pulmonary side effects or hypoglycaemia)
[36,37]. However, there are several potential
problems to be overcome with patients who smoke
and patients with impaired pulmonary function con-
ditions that could affect the kinetics of INH.
Previously, it has been demonstrated that smoking as
well as chronic obstructive lung disease can increase
pulmonary absorption of INH whereas asthma
decreases it. Mild to moderate cough is seen with INH
[34,36,37]. A major concern with INH is the potential
for pulmonary toxicity because of the growth-pro-
moting properties of insulin. Small decreases in lung
function as judged by FEV1 and DLCO have been
found to develop early in the treatment with INH but,
however, it does not progress over 2 years. At present
it can be concluded that INH offers an alternative non-
invasive route for premeal insulin administration with
glycaemic efficacy in T1DM [36,37]. INH should be
a treatment option for people who have poor
glycaemic control despite other appropriate therapeu-
tic interventions and adequate educational support
and who are unable to initiate or intensify preprandial
subcutaneous insulin therapy because of (i) a marked
and persistent fear of injections or (ii) severe and per-
sistent problems with injection sites, for example as a
consequence of lipohypertrophy despite support with
injection site rotation [37]. In patients receiving
inhaled insulin, treatments should only be continued
beyond 6 months if there is evidence of a sustained
improvement in HbA1C [37]. Initiation of inhaled
insulin treatment and monitoring of response should
be carried out at a specialist diabetes centre [37]. INH
is contraindicated in people with poorly controlled,
unstable or severe asthma or severe chronic obstruc-
tive pulmonary disease and in patients who smoke
because of the unpredictable absorption with changes
in smoking behaviour.
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Introduction

The underlying insulin resistance and impaired
insulin secretion in patients with type 2 diabetes
worsen over time, necessitating the use of antidia-
betic drugs, often in combination, to control
glycaemic levels [1]. From the UKPD study the
main explanation for the progressive history of type
2 diabetes seems to be a failure of beta-cell function
over time [2], while insulin resistance may be more
constant from diagnosis [2]. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that insulin treatment is necessary in most
patients 10–15 years after diagnosis to maintain of
HbA1c level as close to normal as is safely possible
[2]. A consensus recommendation for the treatment
of type 2 diabetes has recently been published [1].
The algorithm for treatment strategy includes early
and aggressive use of insulin, the most powerful
antidiabetic drug, to achieve treatment goals. Many
patients and health care professionals delay insulin
treatment due to concerns about injection-site pain,
hypoglycaemia and weight gain, despite the fact
that several studies have suggested that improve-
ment of glycaemic control by insulin treatment
improves the well-being and quality of life [3,4].
Furthermore, insulin treatment is often delayed
because a traditional stepwise approach is applied,
with a period of lifestyle modification followed by
a slow process of uptitration of oral monotherapy
and eventually combination therapy, despite failure
to achieve glycaemic targets [5]. Moreover, there is
no consensus about the most optimal insulin regi-
men for treatment of subjects with type 2 diabetes
[1]. Of note, most of the studies on insulin treatment
of subjects with type 2 diabetes have been initiated

by the pharmaceutical companies and have not been
investigator driven. The studies have often been per-
formed for registration and promotion of the new
insulin analogues.

The aim of insulin replacement therapy is to
normalise or near-normalise blood glucose in order
to reduce the complications of diabetes mellitus.
Until a few years ago we only had fast-acting
human insulin and the long-acting neutral protamin
Hagedorn (NPH) insulin. The pharmacokinetics of
the traditional insulin preparations does not match
the profile of the normal physiological insulin
secretion. Another problem is that some patients are
characterised by a large day-to-day variation in gly-
caemic level, which in part is explained by a large
day-to-day variation in insulin absorption [6]. The
absorption rate of the fast-acting human insulin is
with a peak action 2–4 h after injection and does not
provide the early and quick rise in plasma insulin
required to prevent exaggerated postprandial hyper-
glycaemia after a meal. The pharmacokinetic pro-
file also increases the risk of hypoglycaemia 3–5 h
after a meal, especially if snacks are omitted [6].
The intermediate acting NPH insulin cannot deliver
insulin in a constant and reproducible low-level rate
that characterises normal insulin secretion, but pro-
duces a peak in insulin concentration 4–6 h after
injection, which increases the risk of nocturnal
hypoglycaemia [6]. On this background the new
insulin analogues were developed, making a more
physiological insulin regimen realistic for many
patients, since onset and duration of the action of
these analogues more closely mimic human insulin
secretion. At the moment we have three rapid-acting
insulin analogues with similar pharmacokinetic
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profiles for targeting postprandial hyperglycaemia,
two long-acting insulin analogues, and several
biphasic premix analogues.

The present narrative review will discuss whether
the new insulin analogues have improved the
treatment of type 2 diabetic patients. First the two
long-acting analogues glargine and detemir will be
discussed, followed by a review of the biphasic
premix insulins. Comments will be given on the
rapid-acting insulin analogues used in combination
with NPH insulin or the long-acting insulin ana-
logues. The use of inhaled insulin in the treatment
of type 2 diabetes will also be mentioned. Combi-
nation therapy with insulin plus oral antidiabetic
drugs versus treatment with insulin alone and the
comparison of human insulin versus insulin
analogues are also a part of the present review.
Lastly, it is helpful to distinguish between basal and
postprandial hyperglycaemia caused by ingestion of
food, since the strategies for treatment of diabetes
primarily control one or the other of these aspects of
hyperglycaemia. Recommended HbA1c targets for
treatment of subjects with type 2 diabetes are
between 6.5% and 7.0% [1]. The majority of indi-
viduals with type 2 diabetes in both the USA and
Europe do not achieve a HbA1c <7.0 [7,8].

Treatment with NPH Insulin and
the Long-Acting Insulin Analogues

One treatment concept has gained popularity in
recent years following its success in clinical trials:
the addition of a long-acting basal insulin formula-
tion to an existing oral antidiabetic drug (OAD)
treatment, followed by aggressive titration of the
insulin dose to achieve target levels of glycemia.
Adding basal insulin has been shown to lower the
entire 24-h blood glucose profile, and in combina-
tion with metformin the increase in weight after
initiation of insulin treatment has been signifi-
cantly reduced [9,10].

Both long-acting insulin analogues – insulin
glargine and insulin detemir – have been imple-
mented in the “treat to target” approach used in
type 2 diabetic patients. The analogues are
injectable, clear solutions, but the mechanisms by
which they achieve prolonged activity differ entirely
as described in detail in Chapter 8 and in [11,12].

Insulin Glargine (Lantus)

Insulin glargine (Lantus) was the first available
long-acting human insulin analogue [12]. Glargine
is a clear solution and there is no need to thoroughly
mix it before injection. Insulin glargine (21A-Gly-
30Ba-L-Arg-30Bb-L-Arg-human insulin) differs
from native insulin in that the 21 amino acid residue
aspargine on the A chain has been substituted with
a glycerine residue and 2 arginine residues have
been added to the C terminus of the B chain,
making glargine soluble in the acidic environment
at pH of 4 [12]. Glargine precipitates in the neutral
pH of subcutaneous tissue, which prolongs its
absorption to the blood. The addition of zinc as a
hexamer-stabilising agent further prolongs the
duration of action. Insulin glargine must not be
mixed with other insulins [12].

Clamp studies in normal subjects and type 1 dia-
betic patients have confirmed that the duration of
glargine is longer than NPH insulin and the action
profile is flatter. Median duration of action is 23 h
for glargine versus 14 h for NPH insulin, and dur-
ing the first 12 h intra-individual variability of the
absorption rate is lower with glargine [13]. The
pharmacokinetic suggests that glargine is more suit-
able than NPH human insulin to mimic the normal
pattern of physiological basal insulin secretion.

Insulin glargine has been compared with NPH in
type 2 patients. In theory, basal insulin supplemen-
tation with glargine offers the advantage of a sim-
ple once-daily injection regimen, which is easy to
add to current oral glucose-lowering drugs.

In the “treat-to-target” studies glargine was
administered once daily at bedtime and NPH was
given once daily at bedtime or twice daily at bed-
time and in the morning in combination with
sulfonylurea (glimepiride)[14–19]. The overall
conclusions from the studies are that the reduction
in HbA1c was similar in the glargine and NPH
groups and that the number of patients reaching the
target of HbA1c <7.0% was not different. The fasting
blood glucose was lower in the glargine groups
than in the NPH groups. Except for one of the studies,
comparing either bedtime or morning glargine
versus bedtime NPH insulin, significantly more
patients reached an HbA1c <7.5% with morning
glargine than with bedtime glargine and bedtime
NPH insulin [16]. In another study there was no
difference in the reduction in HbA1c between
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morning and bedtime administration of glargine
and similar proportion of patients achieved HbA1c
<7.0 at the end of the study period [20].

In a recent 36-weeks study glargine or NPH
insulin were combined with metformin [21].
HbA1c decreased similar values in the two groups,
but the incidence of hypoglycaemia was lower in
the glargine group the first 12 weeks of treatment.
Thereafter, no difference was observed between the
two treatments.

Treatment with glargine has also been compared
with biphasic premix insulin. Once-daily morning
glargine added to OADs induced a greater reduc-
tion in HbA1c and fasting blood glucose than
twice-daily biphasic human premix (30% regular
and 70% NPH) alone [22]. In three other studies,
which are discussed later in detail, glargine once
daily compared with twice-daily biphasic premix
lispro (Mix 25) or biphasic premix aspart (BIAsp 30).
The reduction in HbA1c was greater in the premix
groups [23–25].

In 518 type 2 patients on basal-bolus regimen
with glargine at bedtime plus a rapid acting
analogue before meals or NPH once or twice daily
in combination with fast-acting human insulin
before meals [15], a similar HbA1c level was
achieved in the two groups, and the decrease in
fasting blood glucose and the number of hypogly-
caemic episodes were the same.

The glargine studies (treat-to-target) are very
important landmark studies. The studies illustrate for
the first time the importance of using a forced titra-
tion algorithm to optimise glycaemic control. The
treat-to-target studies have shown that it is possible to
obtain HbA1c below 7.0% in approximately 50% of
subjects with type 2 diabetes using one injection and
one blood glucose measurement per day.

Hypoglycaemia

One of the greatest barriers to intensive insulin
therapy is the risk of hypoglycaemia. A recent
meta-analysis indicates that the incidence of symp-
tomatic hypoglycaemia, nocturnal hypoglycaemia
and severe hypoglycaemia is less (approximately
50%) during treatment with insulin glargine com-
pared with NPH insulin [26]. In patients reaching
an HbA1c below 7.0% the risk of moderate and
severe nocturnal hypoglycaemia is reduced with
46% and 59%, respectively, with glargine compared

with NPH insulin [26]. The reduction in nocturnal
hypoglycaemia with glargine is most likely
explained by its smooth time-action and less day-
to-day variation in insulin absorption compared
with NPH insulin.

Weight Gain

Weight changes have not been measured in most
studies, but in two studies the weight changes were
similar in the glargine and the NPH group when
insulin was added to oral agents [14,17]. When
subjects were randomised to prandial fast-acting
human insulin with once-daily glargine or twice-
daily NPH insulin, less weight gain was seen with
glargine [15].

Comments on the Glargine Studies

Insulin glargine was the first candidate to challenge
the position of NPH insulin as basal insulin.
Glargine appears safe with a clinical benefit
regarding risk reduction of hypoglycaemia. In most
studies no differences have been observed between
glargine and NPH insulin in the level of HbA1c at
the end of the studies. Insulin glargine has a role in
the treatment in type 2 diabetes in combination
with metformin or sulphonylurea. Glargine can
also be combined with prandial insulin including
inhaled pulmonal insulin. Insulin glargine used in a
simple once-daily injection regimen is easy to add
to current oral glucose-lowering drugs. The low
injection and monitoring frequency may increase
the acceptance and compliance of insulin treat-
ment. The disadvantage of basal insulin is that it
does not address the key secretory defect (loss of
first-phase insulin secretion) in type 2 diabetes and
therefore provides inadequate insulin profile to the
postprandial glucose excursions. As titration is
focusing on fasting plasma glucose, this removes
the focus from postprandial glucose control. As
glycaemic control deteriorates, as a consequence of
failing beta-cell function, more insulin injections
are needed with fast-acting insulin or biphasic pre-
mix insulin before some of the meals. There are no
clinical controlled studies of glargine in pregnant
women, and glargine should not be used during
pregnancy. Glargine is more expensive than the
conventional insulins such as NPH insulin.
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Insulin Detemir (Levemir)

In insulin detemir (B29lys(epsilon-tetradconoyl),
des B30 human insulin) a 14-C fatty chain has been
attached to position B29 and the amino residue at
position B30 has been omitted [11,27]. When
injected subcutaneous it dissociates exposing the
fatty free acid chain, which subsequently binds to
the free fatty acid binding sites on the albumin mol-
ecule [11,27]. Insulin detemir is 98–99% albumin
bound in human plasma [11,27]. It is only the free
fraction of detemir that is biologically active. The
albumin binding and the ensuing slow release of
detemir from albumin cause the prolonged blood
glucose lowering effect of this insulin [27]. The
soluble formulation ensures a homogenous concen-
tration, with no need for resuspension before
administration. The peak effect appears after 6–7
hours and the profile is more flat for detemir
insulin compared with NPH insulin. The day-to-
day variation in time action profile with detemir is
much lower (CV 27%) than with insulin glargine
(CV 48%) and NPH insulin (CV 68%). Insulin
detemir may provide more consistent insulin levels
and more predictable blood glucose concentrations
than NPH insulin, which is one of the explanations
for the reduced risk of hypoglycaemia during treat-
ment with detemir.

Two studies have compared insulin detemir with
NPH insulin in patients with type 2 diabetes
[29,30]. Hermansen and coworkers in a treat-to-target
protocol compared insulin detemir and NPH
insulin added to oral therapy in patients with type 2
diabetes [29]. Approximately 65% received more
than one oral glucose lowering drug. Totally 476
type 2 patients were randomised to addition of
twice-daily insulin detemir or NPH insulin. Insulin
doses were titrated towards a pre-breakfast and pre-
dinner plasma glucose target of <6.0 mmol/L. At
24 weeks, HbA1c had decreased by 1.8% and 1.9%
(from 8.6% to 6.8% and from 8.5% to 6.6%) for
detemir and NPH insulin, respectively. A 10-point
diurnal glucose profile was not different between
the groups at the end of the study period, but the
day-to-day variation in plasma glucose was lower
in the insulin detemir group. In both groups 70% of
the patients received HbA1c <7.0%, but the pro-
portion achieving this goal without hypoglycaemia
was higher with insulin detemir than with NPH
insulin (26% vs. 16%). The risk for hypoglycaemia

with insulin detemir was reduced by 47% and
nocturnal hypoglycaemia by 55% compared with
NPH insulin. Mean weight gain was 1.2 kg with
detemir and 2.8 kg with NPH insulin. With increasing
BMI patients gained less weight with detemir.

In the second study insulin detemir and NPH
were administered to type 2 patients in poor control
and they were treated with oral antidiabetic drugs
[30]. It was a 20-week randomised, 3-arm, parallel-
group trial including 504 patients treated with
either insulin detemir before breakfast, or evening
insulin detemir or NPH insulin during the evening.
Evening was defined from 1 h before dinner to
bedtime. The basal HbA1c was around 9.0% and
the reductions in HbA1c were −1.58%, −1.48%
and −1.74% in the three groups. As expected
fasting plasma glucose was higher in the group
treated with morning insulin detemir, whereas no
difference was observed in the two groups treated
with evening insulin. A nine-point glucose profile
shows similar results with the lowest glycaemic
values at day time in the morning detemir group
and higher values overnight. Compared with NPH
insulin overall risk of hypoglycaemia and noctur-
nal hypoglycaemia was reduced by 53% and 65%,
respectively, with evening detemir. Nocturnal
hypoglycaemia was reduced with 87% in the group
treated with morning detemir compared with
evening NPH insulin. Weight gain was 1.2, 0.7 and
1.6 kg, respectively, with morning and evening
detemir and NPH insulin. The weight gain was
significantly lower with evening detemir compared
with NPH insulin.

The two studies comparing insulin detemir with
NPH insulin support the results from the studies in
type 1 diabetic patients, that detemir reduces the
risk of hypoglycaemia, especially during night
time compared with NPH insulin. A meta-analyses
of insulin detemir versus NPH insulin in type 2
diabetic patients demonstrated a 39% reduction
for hypoglycaemia with insulin detemir [31].
Furthermore, the weight gain during treatment with
detemir was less than that in the groups treated
with NPH insulin.

The explanation for the less weight gain with
insulin detemir is unknown. It is not explained
only by fewer hypoglycaemic events and thereby
theoretically a reduced caloric intake. Potential
explanations for the weight-sparing effect of
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insulin detemir could include improved hypothal-
amic insulin signalling and change in appetite
regulation [32] or a relative reduction in peripheral
lipogenesis [11,33].

The titration algorithms used in the studies with
glargine and detemir were rather similar. The initial
insulin dose has been low, approximately 10
units. Insulin dose was often titrated every third
day by the mean of three self-measured plasma
glucose levels. In patients receiving insulin in the
morning, the dose was titrated to obtain a pre-din-
ner plasma glucose below 5–5 to 6.0 mmol/L, and
in patients taking insulin in the evening, titration
aimed at a fasting plasma glucose concentration of
<6.0 mmol/L.

Comments on Insulin Detemir

The smooth time-action profile of detemir in
combination with a low day-to-day variation of
effect on glycaemic control seems to be translated
into improved glycaemic control. If the average
glucose levels are unchanged, then extreme high
and low glucose excursions will be of lower
frequency, and thus occurrence of hypo- and hyper-
glycaemia will be reduced. At the simple level
improved glycaemic control should be possible
without increasing the risk of hypoglycaemia by
the use of insulin detemir. In type 2 diabetes
weight gain is problematic when starting insulin
treatment and can act as a barrier to acceptance of
insulin therapy. An interesting observation from
the studies is the weight advantage of levemir
compared with NPH insulin. Thus, during a 
6-month period the weight gain was only 50% of
that observed with NPH insulin.

Treatment of Patients with Type 2
Diabetes with Biphasic Premix Insulin

A popular alternative to treatment with a long-acting
basal insulin plus OAD – the “one pill, one shot”
regimen discussed above in patients with type 2
diabetes is a twice-daily biphasic premixed insulin
combined with OAD. Along with a beneficial
effect on prandial glucose control, biphasic premix
insulin may reduce the risk of diabetic complication
and cardiovascular disease [34]. Twice-daily

biphasic premix insulin is often used as an initial
insulin regimen and also as a substitute if basal
insulin fails to achieve the HbA1c goal. Biphasic
premix insulin is convenient to patients, but titra-
tion of the fix ratio of prandial and basal insulin
may be difficult.

Comparison of Biphasic Premix 
Insulin Analogues with Biphasic 
Premix Human Insulins

Several new biphasic premix insulin analogues
have been introduced during the last years.
Novomix 30, contains 30% rapid-acting aspart and
70% protamin – crystallised aspart. HumaLog
(Mix 25), contains 25% rapid-acting lipro and 75%
protamine-crystallised lispro. Biphasic premix
analogues are available in other differently propor-
tioned premix preparations, but these are used less
frequently. The new premix insulin analogues can
be injected immediately before a meal and the peak
insulin concentration of the fast-acting component
coincides with prandial glucose excursions [35].
The fast-acting component inhibits hepatic glucose
production and promotes glucose uptake in the
peripheral tissues and thereby reduces postprandial
glucose excursions.

The new biphasic premix insulin analogues have
been compared with biphasic premix human
insulin [36–40]. The degree of glycaemic control
obtained has been similar to the human premix
insulins and the premix analogues. In McNally’s
study the incidence of nocturnal hypoglycaemia
was reduced with the analogue, but in the other
studies no significant difference was observed in
hypoglycaemia with the premix human insulin and
the new analogues [39]. Postprandial hypergly-
caemia was, as expected, reduced more with the
biphasic premix analogues.

Comparison of Premix Insulin Analogues
with Long-Acting Insulin Analogues

In a 28-week study 209 subjects treated with
OADs (except secretagogues) were randomised
to BIasp 30/70 twice-daily or insulin glargine at
bedtime and titrated to target blood glucose
(4.0–5.5 mmol/L) before breakfast and dinner
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for biphasic premix aspart (BIasp) and before
breakfast for insulin glargine by algorithm-
directed titration [23]. At the end of the study
HbA1c was lower in BIasp 30/70 than in the
glargine group (6.9 ± 1.2 vs. 7.4 ± −1.2%), espe-
cially for subjects with baseline HbA1c >8.5%.
More patients in the BIasp group reached target
HbA1c below 7.0% than the glargine-treated
patients (66 vs. 40%) [23]. Reduction in HbA1c
was 3.1% versus 2.4%, respectively (p < 0.05).
The reduction in fasting plasma glucose was
comparable between the groups. The number of
minor hypoglycaemic episodes, weight gain (5.4
kg vs. 3.5 kg) and insulin dose (79 vs. 51 units
per day) were greater in the BIasp group than in
the glargine group [23].

In another 26-week study insulin naïve type 2
patients were randomised to insulin BIasp 30/70
plus metformin or insulin glargine plus glimepiride
[41]. Baseline mean HbA1c was about 9%.
HbA1c reduction was 0.5% greater (1.6% vs.
1.1%) in the BIasp-treated subjects compared
with the subjects treated with glargine. The mean
plasma glucose values and the prandial glucose
increments evaluated from seven-point diurnal
plasma glucose profiles were significantly lower
for BIasp 30 plus metformin compared with the
glargine plus glimiperide-treated group. One
major hypoglycaemic episode occurred in each
group, and 20% and 9% displayed a minor hypo-
glycaemic episode in the two groups. The mean
insulin doses in the two groups were not different
at the end of the study (0.40 IU/kg BIasp and
0.39 IU/kg glargine). The weight gain was 0.7 kg
in the BIasp group and 1.5 kg in the glargine
group.

Similar results have been presented by Malone
and coworkers [24,25] using biphasic lispro 25/75
versus once-daily insulin glargine. In 597 patients
twice-daily biphasic insulin lispro 25/75 was
compared with once daily insulin glargine. Both
insulins were taken in combination with met-
formin. After 16 weeks of treatment more subjects
reached target HbA1c <7.0% in the group receiving
biphasic premix lispro than in those taking glargine
(41% vs. 22%, p < 0.001).

The studies indicate that the degree of glycemic
control obtained by biphasic premix insulin ana-
logues is better than that with glargine in patients
with type 2 diabetes mellitus.

A study of practical clinical interest is “The 
1-2-3 study” using BIasp 30/70 [42]. The
patients were treated with two OAD or one OAD
plus once-daily basal insulin. Patients discontin-
ued prior basal insulin and started insulin treat-
ment with once daily BIasp 12 units before
dinner, and at week 16 a pre-breakfast dose of
BIasp was added, if HbA1c exceeded 6.5%.
After additional 16 weeks a third dose of BIasp
was added before lunch if HbA1c still exceeded
6.5%. Once-daily

BIasp enabled 21% of the patients to achieve
HbA1c <6.5%. With two injections of BIasp 52%
and with three daily injections 60% achieved
HBA1c <6.5%, indicating that approximately 50%
of patients with type 2 diabetes can obtain a HbA1c
below 6.5% by the addition and vigorous titration
of two daily injections of BIasp 30 to oral antidia-
betic agents [42].

In a smaller study insulin treatment was given
as once-daily BIasp 30 before dinner, human
insulin premix 30 before dinner or NPH insulin at
10 P.M. [43]. After 12 weeks of treatment the
reduction in HbA1c was 1.3%, 1.2% and 1.1% in
the three groups.

Comments on the Treatment with
Biphasic Premix Insulin

The explanation for the results with biphasic pre-
mix insulin versus basal insulins is that both
postprandial and basal glycaemia are controlled
by the biphasic premix insulin. In patients with
high HbA1c, basal hyperglycemia plays a
greater role for the HbA1c level than in a situa-
tion with low HbA1c, where postprandial hyper-
glycemia contributes more to overall glycaemic
control [44]. The biphasic premix insulin ana-
logues have an advantage over basal insulin
alone because they provide the rapid-acting
insulin component that covers mealtime hyper-
glycaemia. Therefore, it is not surprising that the
premix insulin can reduce HbA1c more than
intermediate-acting or the long-acting insulin
analogues. Conversely, premixed regimens are
relatively inflexible with their fixed ratio
between the fast- and long-acting components.
They can be difficult to intensify, because of risk
of hypoglycaemia and weight gain.
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Treating Subjects with Type 2
Diabetes with Multiple Injections
(Basal-Bolus Therapy)

Multiple injections with fast-acting insulin before
the meals and intermediate or long-acting insulin at
bedtime (basal-bolus regimen) is the first choice
insulin regimen in most type 1 patients, but is not
used very much in patients with type 2 diabetes.
Nevertheless, prandial glucose regulation is an
emerging concept, since epidemiological and
mechanistic studies indicate that postprandial glu-
cose contributes significantly to overall glycaemic
exposure and also contributes to the vascular com-
plications in type 2 diabetes [34,45]. Adding pran-
dial insulin to basal insulin is a logical approach
when the target of HbA1c cannot be achieved by
the combination of basal insulin and oral therapy.
Basal-bolus therapy represents the most physiolog-
ical insulin regimen, but is more complex and the
patient needs to be more educated and motivated
for glucose monitoring. A few studies have evalu-
ated the efficacy of multiple injections in type 2
diabetic patients.

In the first study the efficacy and safety of a
basal-bolus regimen compared insulin detemir or
NPH insulin in combination with mealtime insulin
aspart in 505 patients with type 2 diabetes (BMI
30.4 ± 5.3 kg/m2, HbA1c 7.9 ± 1.3%) [46]. The
patients were randomised 2:1 to insulin detemir or
NPH insulin. After 26 weeks significant reduction
in HbA1c was observed for both insulin detemir
(0.2%) and NPH insulin (0.4%). HbA1c was com-
parable at study end (insulin detemir 7.6% and
insulin NPH 7.5%). Nine points self-measured
blood glucose profiles were similar for the two
treatments as were reduction in fasting plasma glu-
cose. The within-subject day-to-day variation in
fasting plasma glucose was significantly lower
with insulin detemir. Moreover, patients receiving
insulin detemir gained significantly less body
weight than those treated with NPH insulin (1.0
and 1.8 kg, respectively). The frequency of hypo-
glycaemia was similar in the two groups. Dose of
basal insulin and insulin aspart was not different
between the groups.

In a second study detemir plus aspart was
compared with NPH and human fast-acting insulin
[47]. Nocturnal hypoglycaemia weight gain and

within-person variation in self-monitored plasma
glucose were less in the analogue regimen, indicat-
ing, as found in patients with type 1 diabetes, that
the use of analogue insulin reduces weight gain,
hypoglycaemia and day-to-day variation in plasma
glucose within subjects.

Three studies, including 722, 295 and 148 patients,
compared lispro with human fast-acting insulin in
combination with basal insulin found no difference
in HbA1c. In one of the studies (n = 722) fewer
episodes of hypoglycaemia were registered. In all
studies postprandial plasma glucose was lower with
the rapid-acting analogue than with human insulin
[48–50].

In a fourth study the rapid-acting insulin
analogue glulisine from Sanofi aventis was com-
pared with fast-acting human insulin. NPH insulin
was used as basal insulin in both arms (n = 876).
After 26 weeks of treatment, 0.16% greater reduc-
tion in HbA1c and lower postprandial glucose
excursions in favour of insulin glulisine were
observed, but without any differences in episodes
of hypoglycaemia [51].

Comments on Treatment with 
Basal-Bolus Regimen

It is still unknown whether it is essential to address
postprandial hyperglycemia by using rapid-acting
insulin before the meals to reduce the risk of a car-
diovascular event and late diabetic complications.
Nevertheless, in many patients, especially with a
poor endogenous insulin secretion, treatment of
both basal and postprandial hyperglycaemia with a
basal-bolus regimen is necessary to reach a target
of HbA1c less than 6.5–7.0%. The practical burden
imposed by the frequency of injections and
glucose testing may be taken into consideration
before choosing multiple injections in a subject
with type 2 diabetes mellitus.

Treatment of Subjects with Type 2
Diabetes Using Pulmonary Inhalation
of Insulin

Several pharmaceutical companies have developed
inhaled insulin, and exubera from Sanofi aventis
and Pfizer has been approved in several countries.
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The lungs with their large surface area and the thin
alveolar epithelium allow rapid absorption of
inhaled insulin [52]. The bioavailability has a range
of 15–25% [52]. The exubera insulin is a fine pow-
der insulin in doses of 1 or 3 mg, corresponding to
approximately 3 and 9 units of human insulin. The
clinical trials have shown that the insulin antibody
levels increase with the use of inhaled insulin, but
this has not been linked to any changes in glycemic
control and episodes of hypoglycaemia or allergic
reactions [53]. The pharmacokinetic profile of exu-
bera is quite similar to that of rapid-acting insulin
analogues, but with a duration of action between
that of rapid-acting analogues and fast-acting
human insulin [54].

The development of inhaled insulin must be seen
in the light of a substantial resistance to insulin
therapy in patients with type 2 diabetes and physi-
cians who care for the patients. The reasons for this
resistance include anticipated pain, inconvenience,
fear of hypoglycaemia and weight gain [55,56].

Several clinical controlled trials have evaluated
treatment with inhaled insulin. In 779 type 2
patients with an HbA1c >8% the availability of
inhaled insulin as a treatment option significantly
increased the proportion of patients who would
theoretically choose insulin treatment [57]. Thus,
patients were three times more likely to choose
insulin when inhaled insulin was available
compared with conventional insulin treatment [57].

In the first smaller randomised trial 68 type 2
patients with HbA1c between 8.1 and 11.9%
despite treatment with sulfonylurea and/or met-
formin were randomised to receive inhaled insulin
in addition to pre-study OHA (oral hypoglycaemic
agents) or to continue to take OHA alone for 12
weeks [58]. After 12 weeks a mean reduction in
HbA1c of 2.3% was found in the first group,
compared with 0.1% in the group treated with
OHA alone [58]. No long-acting insulin was used
in the study.

In another study exubera was used in monother-
apy or added to dual oral agent therapy in type 2
patients with an HbA1c between 8% and 11% [59].
The study design was a 12-week open label ran-
domised trial. Exubera was used as a premeal
insulin in the two insulin arms with either dual oral
agents or as monotherapy. In the third treatment
arm patients continued receiving dual oral agents
[59]. At week 12 both inhaled insulin groups had a

significantly greater reduction in HbA1c of 1.9%
and 1.4%, respectively [59]. In the control group
the decrease in HbA1c was 0.2%. Hypoglycaemia
and cough were more often reported in the two
groups treated with inhaled insulin. Pulmonary
function tests showed no statistically significant
differences between the groups, but increased
insulin antibody titers were observed in the inhaled
insulin groups [59].

In a 6-month study type 2 diabetic patients were
randomised to treatment with premeal inhaled
insulin plus bedtime ultralente or at least two injec-
tions of subcutaneous insulin (premix human/NPH
insulin) [60]. HbA1c decreased similarly in both
groups (0.7% vs. 0.6%), and no difference was
found in the number of hypoglycaemic events.
Insulin-binding antibodies increased more in the
inhaled insulin group [60].

In the study by DeFronzo and coworkers,
inhaled insulin was compared with rosiglitazone in
150 patients with suboptimal control on diet and
exercise (HbA1c 9.4%) [61]. The HbA1c reduction
was greater in the inhaled insulin group (2.3%)
compared with 1.4% in the rosiglitazone group.

Lastly, Barnett et al. in a 24-week study ran-
domised type 2 patients uncontrolled on sulfony-
lurea monotherapy to inhaled insulin before meals
or metformin and demonstrated in subjects with
HbA1c >9.5% at randomisation a greater reduction
in HbA1c in the inhaled insulin-treated group
(2.2% vs. 1.8%) [62]. In the patients with HbA1c
<9.5% at randomisation, the decrease in HbA1c
was not different between the two groups. More
events of hypoglycaemia were observed in the
inhaled insulin group [62].

Comments on Inhaled Insulin

In type 2 patients the effect of inhaled insulin
before meals on HbA1c did not seem to differ from
that of fast-acting human insulin. Adding three
times inhaled insulin to existing oral therapy is
generally more effective than adding another oral
hypoglycaemic agent. In the trials, subjects have
been more satisfied with inhaled insulin than with
subcutaneous insulin treatment. Whether this
outcome will be borne out in clinical practice
remains to be determined. Inhaled insulin seems to
be most suitable in patients with controlled fasting
blood glucose using a basal insulin.
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Smoking is a contraindication for inhaled insulin
and inhaled insulin is not recommended in patients
with asthma or chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease. All candidates for inhaled insulin should
have their lung function checked before and after
6 months and then every year. If lung function has
declined more than 20% or by more than 500 ml
from baseline, inhaled insulin should be discontin-
ued. The long-term effect of inhaled insulin in the
human lung and on neoplastic lung tissue is
unknown. Pulmonary insulin is much more expen-
sive than human insulin and still needs to be
compared with the rapid-acting insulin analogues.
In the UK, the NICE institute recommends that
inhaled insulin should be only prescribed by
diabetes specialists for patients with needle phobia
or severe problems at injection sites.

Insulin Monotherapy versus
Combinations of Insulin with Oral
Hypoglycaemic Agents in Patients
with Type 2 Diabetes

A Cochrane meta-analysis from 2004 of 20 studies
including 1,811 patients with type 2 diabetes
concluded that the quality of the studies was low,
with no assessment of morbidity or mortality
[63]. Insulin plus OHA combination therapy
statistically had benefits on glycaemic control
compared with insulin alone, but only when the
latter was applied as once-daily injections of
NPH insulin [63]. Conversely twice-daily bipha-
sic premix or NPH insulin were superior to
insulin plus OHA therapy regimens where insulin
was administered as once-daily injection. Insulin
plus OHA combination therapy was associated
with a 43% relative reduction in total daily
insulin requirement [63]. No significant differ-
ences in hypoglycaemia between insulin plus
OHA and insulin alone were reported.
Combination therapy with metformin and bed-
time NPH insulin reported significantly less
weight gain compared with insulin monotherapy.
Insulin plus OHA combination therapy should be
considered a suitable simple starting regimen for
most insulin requiring type 2 diabetic patients
[63]. Another comprehensive meta-analysis has
reached similar conclusions [64].

Concluding Remarks

Type 2 diabetes mellitus is a progressive disease,
where both fasting and postprandial blood glucose
concentrations are elevated. Owing to the progres-
sive nature of the disease, an evolving treatment strat-
egy is necessary to maintain glycaemic control.
A main problem in the treatment of subjects with
type 2 diabetes is that physicians do not initiate and
increase pharmacologic treatment in a timely fashion,
but often wait until HbA1c has increased to above
8% [65]. Therefore, better definitions of the goals
and method for initiating insulin therapy are needed.

The insulin regimen recommended for the
individual patient will often depend on the state of
the disease. If insulin treatment is started early,
when the patient is treated with one or two OADs
and HbA1c is about 7%, most patients can be
treated with NPH insulin or one of the long-acting
insulin analogues at bedtime. Later, when the
endogenous insulin secretion has diminished treat-
ment with a twice-daily biphasic premix insulin
may be reliable to control glucose. Later treatment
with multiple injections can be necessary in a sub-
group of type 2 patients to control hyperglycaemia.

The regimen based on premixed insulin achieves
good glycaemic control but with unwanted effects
of more hypoglycaemia than the long-acting ana-
logues. The place of inhaled insulin in the treat-
ment of type 2 diabetes is at present unknown.
Inhaled insulin can be an option in a few patients
with needle phobia, but the degree of control
obtained is comparable to that observed using fast-
acting human insulin before main meals. The prac-
tical burdens imposed by the frequency of
injections and glucose testing may be taken into
consideration when choosing the insulin regimen.

It can be recommended that insulin treatment is
combined with metformin. The combination
improves glycaemic control and reduces the weight
increase after starting up insulin when compared
with treatment with insulin alone. The combination
with metformin reduces the insulin dose.

An increasing number of type 2 diabetic subjects
are treated with insulin, including insulin ana-
logues. At present, there is no hard end point on
mortality, morbidity or late diabetic complication,
indicating the superiority of analogue insulins
compared with conventional insulin treatment.
HbA1c, fasting plasma glucose, postprandial 
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glucose regulation, day-to-day variation in blood
glucose control, risk of hypoglycaemia and change
in weight have been the main outcome in the clini-
cal randomised studies comparing the new and old
insulin preparations. No major difference in
HbA1c has been demonstrated between the
analogue and human insulin-based regimens. The
benefit of the long-acting analogues has been
seen in relation to the reduction of risk of hypo-
glycaemia and in less weight gain with insulin
detemir. It is still unknown whether it is essential
to address the postprandial hyperglycemia by
use of rapid-acting insulin or a biphasic premix
insulin analogue before the meals to reduce the
risk of cardiovascular events and late diabetic
complications.

Lastly, the profile of adverse events and benefits,
the relative costs of the different insulin preparations,
and the complexity of insulin regimens together with
the wishes of the individual patients should be
considered when the treatment strategy is decided.
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Introduction

Development of diabetes mellitus is closely
related to development of insulin resistance [1].
However, insulin resistance itself cannot com-
pletely explain the development of hypergly-
caemia, because impairment of beta-cell function
is strongly involved in the pathogenesis of disease
[2,3]. As fasting plasma glucose increases, it is
overt that insulin secretion decreases progressively
[4,5]. In particular, loss of first-phase insulin
secretion seems to be the first and most important
defect of the beta cell. In the UKPDS, the decline
in insulin secretion was strongly associated with
disease progression [6]. In Pima Indians, develop-
ment of diabetes mellitus was associated with only
a modest deterioration in insulin sensitivity, but a
major decrease in acute insulin response to glu-
cose [7]. In addition, loss of first-phase insulin
secretion has been shown to be a predictor of
impaired glucose tolerance in the San Antonio
Heart Study [8].

Thus, effective treatment of diabetes mellitus
will have to include drugs that improve insulin
secretion.

History

Sulfonylurea

In 1942, the first sulfonylurea (SU) VK 57 was
investigated in the Section of Infectious Diseases,
Montpellier Hospital, France [9]. A few years later,
that compound was shown to induce neoformation
of insulin granules in rat beta cells. Since 1954 SUs
(Fig. 1) have been available in the USA [10] and for
many years they have been remained the most
popular pharmacological drug in the treatment of
diabetes mellitus. First-generation SUs include
chlorpropamide, tolbutamide, tolazamide and
acetohexamide and are now rarely used. They have a
lower binding affinity to the sulfonylurea receptor
and must therefore be given in higher doses than
second-generation SUs like glibenclamide
(=glyburide), glipizide, gliquidone, glimepiride and
gliclazide (Table 1). In addition, the major side
effect – hypoglycaemia – occurs more frequently in
the longer-acting first-generation SUs [10–14].

Most guidelines like the 1999 IDF [15], the 2004
American Diabetes Association [16] as well as
European national guidelines recommend SUs
as first-choice monotherapy as well as combina-
tion-therapy with other antidiabetic drugs. As
second-generation SUs seem to be safer, but essen-
tially of equal efficacy [17], they have been
preferred in most countries during the last years.
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Non-SU Secretagogues

In order to improve postprandial glycaemic
control, but to avoid hypoglycaemic episodes, the
non-sulphonylurea moiety of glibenclamide, sub-
sequently called meglitinide, was studied in the late
1970s and showed insulinotropic effects [18]. This
finding led to the development of a relatively new
class of medications: repaglinide, a benzoic acid
derivative; and nateglinide, a phenyl-alanine deriv-
ative of meglitinide. Due to their short metabolic
half-life and subsequent short stimulation of
insulin secretion, postprandial hyperglycaemia is
limited with a decreased risk of hypoglycaemia
late postprandially [18–20]. However, when com-
pared with one another, repaglinide was shown to
be the more effective agent: In a 16-week random-
ized clinical trial in 150 type 2 diabetic patients
previously treated with diet and exercise (HbA1c
in both groups 8.9%), repaglinide monotherapy
was more effective than nateglinide monotherapy
in reduction of HbA1c (−1.57% vs. −1.04%,
p = 0.002) and fasting blood glucose (−57 vs. −18
mg/dL; p < 0.001) [21].

Mechanism of Action

Insulin secretagogues bind to the so-called SU-
receptors, which is a subunit of the voltage-dependent
potassium adenosine triphosphate (KATP) channels
on beta cells. Upon closure of those channels with
subsequent inhibition of the efflux of potassium
ions from the resting beta cell, the cell membrane is
depolarized and voltage-dependent calcium chan-
nels are opened. The calcium entry into the cell
leads to contraction of microtubules and thereby
insulin exocytosis from vesicles, that is insulin
secretion [10,22,23]. Thus, SUs induce insulin
secretion at lower plasma glucose thresholds as
normal. When given in maximally effective doses
(Table 1), all available SUs seem to have equipo-
tent capacity for stimulation of insulin secretion
and lowering plasma glucose [24–27]. Similar
results were obtained from the UKPDS comparing
first- and second-generation SUs [11,12].

Glinides induce insulin secretion similarly (closure
of the KATP channels), but they bind to the sulfony-
lurea receptor at a different site and with different
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R1 SO2 NH NHCO R2

FIG. 1. Common chemical structure of sulfonylureas.

TABLE 1. Overview of first- and second-generation sulfonylureas as well as non-SU secretagogues.

Daily dosage Duratio zn of action 
Drug (mg) Ingestion per day (h)

First-generation sulfonylureas
Chlorpropamide 100–500 Once 60
Tolbutamide 500–2,000 Once 6–12
Tolazamide 100–1,000 Once 12–24
Acetohexamide 250–1,500 Once 12–18

Second-generation sulfonylureas
Glibenclamide 2.5–20 Twice (or three times) 16–24
Glipizide 5–20 (40) Once 12–24
Gliquidone 15–180 Twice 12–16
Glimepiride 1–8 Once (twice) 16–24
Gliclazide 40–240 Once (twice) 16–24
Gliclazide MR 30–120 Once 16–24

Non-SU secretagogues
Repaglinide 1.5–12 Three times 1–2
Nateglinide 180–540 Three times 1–2
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kinetics [18]. Unlike conventional sulphonylureas,
they are not internalized within the beta cell and have
less stimulatory effect during postabsorptive condi-
tions. Therefore, the risk of severe hypoglycaemic
episodes has been shown to be markedly less than
with classical SUs [28,29].

Treatment

There is huge variation in optimal dosing of each
member of the SUs and the glinides (Table 1). If
starting with monotherapy, it is best to start with the
lowest recommended dose and to titrate upward
every 7–14 days to achieve the desired glycaemic
control without hypoglycaemia [23]. In some cases,
the titration interval can be increased to 3–4 weeks,
but there is no therapeutic advantage in waiting more
than 4 weeks to increase the SU-dose [4]. About two
thirds of the glucose lowering action of insulin sec-
retagogues is already achieved at about half the
maximal daily dose [24,30]. During SU monother-
apy, most studies report a reduction in HbA1c of
about 1–2% [10,11,24,25] compared with placebo.

After initiation of therapy, only ~25% of patients
will achieve sufficient glycaemic control with
HbA1c levels ≤7%. Those patients can be classified
as complete responders [4]. Recently diagnosed
diabetes mellitus, only moderate fasting hypergly-
caemia at diagnosis (<~12 mmol/L or 220 mg/dL),
absence of glutamic acid decarboxylase antibodies, no
history of insulin therapy and good beta-cell func-
tion are predictors of good SU response [31]. Most
of the diabetic patients (~50–60%) show good
initial response, but do not achieve the desired treat-
ment goals (fasting plasma glucose <7.8 mmol/L or
<140 mg/dL) [4]. In such cases of partial response,
a combination-therapy with other oral agents or even
with basal insulin (“bed time insulin”) will be nec-
essary. In the rest of the patients (~15–25%) SUs or
glinides will not be able to decrease fasting plasma
glucose concentrations significantly (primary fail-
ure) [26]. Very high fasting plasma glucose concen-
trations (up to 17 mmol/L or >300 mg/dL) and low
fasting C-peptide concentrations are predictors of
primary failure. Some of those cases finally can be
diagnosed as late onset autoimmune diabetes
(LADA) [32] and need insulin treatment.

Although SUs are very effective in lowering
blood glucose and HbA1c, this effect vanishes after

some years. In the UKPDS, net HbA1c reduction
after 10 years was only 0.9% [11]. After good
initial response to SU therapy, the yearly secondary
failure rate is about 5–7% [6,11,12]. After 10–12
years, most patients require additional oral medica-
tions or insulin therapy. The reasons for treatment
failure are manifold: progression of disease-related
factors (insulin resistance, weight gain), lack of
exercise and concomitant medication (beta block-
ers and thiazide diuretics) [33,34]. In addition, beta
cells lose their ability to maintain augmented
insulin secretion continuously over the years [6].
That decline in beta-cell function parallels the pro-
gressive deterioration of glycaemic control, leading
to the hypothesis that long-term SU exposure
might cause desensitization and/or exhaustion of
beta cells [9]. That concern was supported by stud-
ies that showed apoptosis in beta-cell lines and
rodent islets [35]. In a recent study [36], repaglin-
ide and nateglinide were compared with gliben-
clamide in isolated human islets with regard to cell
apoptosis. In that study, only small advantages for
the non-SU secretagogues could be shown at low
concentrations. However, at 4-day exposure of the
islets to secretagogues, beta-cell apoptosis was
similar for all secretagogues [36]. In addition,
hyperglycaemia per se as well as increased concen-
trations of plasma free fatty acids [37,38] could
have toxic effects on beta cells [39].

Differences between first- and second-generation
SUs have been studied recently and indicate
preserved insulin responsiveness in islets incubated
with glimepiride in contrast to glibenclamide or
chlorpropamide [40]. Another second-generation
SU, gliclazide, could even have protective effects
on beta cells by reducing free radicals and thereby
protecting the cells from oxidative stress [41].

On the other hand, in large clinical trials like the
UKPDS or the recently published ADOPT-study
[42], the loss of beta-cell function was not unique
for therapy with insulin secretagogues, but
occurred at the same rate of decline during therapy
with metformin or diet, suggesting that progressive
reduction of insulin secretion is peculiar for
diabetes mellitus type 2. In the ADOPT-study, the
yearly loss of beta-cell function 3–5 years after
diagnosis of diabetes mellitus was similar when
comparing glibenclamide, metformin or rosiglitazone
treatment. In that study, progression of disease, that
is, increase in HbA1c and fasting plasma glucose,
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was lower during treatment with rosiglitazone or
metformin than during treatment with gliben-
clamide (Fig. 2). However, the increase in HbA1c
levels was less pronounced than the increase in
fasting plasma glucose, indicating that postprandial
glucose concentrations were still effectively lowered
by glibenclamide.

Side Effects

Hypoglycaemia

The main and most frequent side effect during
therapy with insulin secretagogues is hypogly-
caemia. Given the large number of patients treated
with SUs, hypoglycaemia remains a major clinical
concern even if the incidence is relatively low
[4,9] and side effects are reversible when therapy
is discontinued or reduced. Large variation of
hypoglycaemic attacks has been reported depending
on the pharmacological agent used and the meta-
bolic control: from 2% [26] up to 38% in the
glibenclamide-treated patients of the ADOPT-study
[42]. The risk of major events was reported
between 0.6% and 2% in the ADOPT-study and
the UKPDS [11], being markedly lower than in
intensively treated type 1 diabetic patients in the
Diabetes Control and Complications Trial (DCCT)
[43] despite similar metabolic control.

Hypoglycaemia induced by SUs is of particular
concern in older diabetic patients, who very often
are treated with polypharmacy and in many cases
have reduced liver or kidney function [9]. In addi-
tion, higher incidence of hypoglycaemia has been
observed for older long-acting first- and even
second-generation SUs like glibenclamide,
whereas new SUs like gliclazide and glimepiride
seem to be less associated with hypoglycaemia,
although given only once daily [10]. In a 100-min
hyperglycaemic clamp study, glibenclamide
suppressed hepatic glucose production more
than glipizide [13], which could explain its
higher incidence of hypoglycaemia. During
treatment with glimepiride in a 1-year study
markedly fewer hypoglycaemic episodes occurred
with glimepiride than with glibenclamide [44].
Recently, a modified released derivative of gli-
clazide with different pharmacokinetic profiles has
been introduced and studied under normal clinical
practice in the GUIDE-study. In that double-blind,
27-week study, 845 type two diabetic patients were
randomized to either gliclazide modified release
(MR) 30–120 mg once daily or glimepiride 1–6 mg
once daily as monotherapy or in combination
with their current treatment (metformin or alpha-
glucosidase inhibitor). HbA1c decreased similarly
in both groups from 8.4% to 7.2% on gliclazide MR
and from 8.2% to 7.2% on glimepiride. Throughout
the study, no hypoglycaemia requiring external
assistance occurred. Hypoglycaemia with blood
glucose level <3 mmol/L occurred significantly less
frequently (p = 0.003) with gliclazide MR (3.7% of
patients) compared with glimepiride (8.9% of
patients). The distribution of the sulphonylurea
doses was similar in both groups [14]. As the avail-
ability of once-daily effective sulphonylurea with a
good safety profile is of relevant clinical interest,
many diabetes experts prefer treatment with the new
second-generation SUs.

If adherence of patients is high, therapy with
repaglinide and nateglinide can help to avoid hypo-
glycaemic episodes, especially in patients with
renal diseases or older patients. A number of studies
have shown markedly reduced risk of hypogly-
caemia using glinides at similar glycaemic control
compared with SUs [18,45]. In a study comparing
repaglinide and nateglinide, 7% of subjects treated
with repaglinide had minor hypoglycaemic
episodes versus 0 patients for nateglinide [21].
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FIG. 2. Changes of fasting plasma glucose (FPG), HbA1c
and body weight after 4 years treatment with either
rosiglitazone, metformin or glibenclamide in the ADOPT-
study population (for details see text and ref. 42).
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Changes in Body Weight

SU treatment is usually associated with weight
gain, usually from 2 to 5 kg, which is problem-
atic in a group of patients already overweight
[10,11,46]. However, this effect is also com-
monly seen during treatment with insulin and
thiazolidinediones. Compared with the latter,
the increase in body weight observed at SU
treatment seems to be less [9,42]. In the
UKPDS, mean body weight changes ranged
from 1.7 kg (glibenclamide) to 2.6 kg (chlor-
propamide). Nevertheless, this undesirable
effect was paralleled by maintenance of good
glycaemic control as well as reduction in
diabetes related (micro-)vascular complications
during intensive treatment. The results of the
UKPDS were confirmed by the ADOPT-study,
where body weight increased by 1.6 kg in the
first year, but then remained stable during
glibenclamide treatment [42].

Recently developed SUs seem to have only
moderate impact on weight gain or even to be
neutral: In Mexican Americans treated with diet
and exercise, no difference in body weight gain
between glimepiride and placebo treatment was
reported within 14 weeks (+2.3 vs. +2.1 kg) [47].
In another study, even body weight reduction could
be observed within 12 months compared with
glibenclamide [48]. Similarly, treatment with
gliclazide MR seems to be at least neutral on body
weight: In the GUIDE-study, body weight was
stable during 27 weeks with mean changes from
83.1 to 83.6 kg and 83.7 to 84.3 kg on gliclazide
MR and glimepiride, respectively [14].

Repaglinide and nateglinide seem to increase
body weight only slightly or to be at least neutral.
During a 1-year monotherapy study, which com-
pared repaglinide and gliclazide, no weight gain or
serious hypoglycaemic events were reported in
either treatment during the study [49]. In another
study, when repaglinide and nateglinide were
directly compared during 16 weeks of therapy,
mean weight gain at the end of the study was 1.8 kg
in the repaglinide group as compared with 0.7 kg
for the nateglinide group [21].

Taken together, those data suggest that the rele-
vance of body weight gain in response to therapy
with insulin secretagogues may have been overes-
timated even when using older SUs [9].

Cardiovascular Implications

SUs bind to a subunit of the KATP channel complex
inducing closure of the channel. In the past years,
different cross-reactivity with cardiovascular KATP
channels have been investigated [50]. Particular
attention has been set on the phenomenon of
ischemic preconditioning, which (self)protects the
myocardial cells from ischemia and reduces infarct
size [51]. As preconditioning is a result of opening
the KATP channels, it could be opposed by closing
these channels, a fact that raised concerns about
possibly increased cardiovascular complications
and mortality during SU therapy [9]. In a recent
study, left ventricular myocardial function was
determined in type 2 diabetic patients with known
coronary artery disease after therapy with either
insulin or glibenclamide. Stress conditions were
provoked by dipyridamole infusion. Patients
treated with glibenclamide showed much worse
myocardial function assessed with echocardiogra-
phy. This effect could be restored when therapy
was changed to insulin [52].

Clinical and epidemiological data on the impact
of SU use on myocardial infarction are controver-
sial. In 1970, concerns about cardiovascular safety
were raised upon results of the University Group
Diabetes Program, in which treatment with tolbu-
tamide increased cardiovascular mortality compared
with insulin and placebo [53]. In diabetic patients
undergoing direct balloon angioplasty for acute
myocardial infarction, sulfonylurea drug use was
associated with an increased risk of in-hospital
mortality [54]. However, no detailed information on
the specific SUs is given in that study. As data were
collected between 1985 and 1994, probably first or
early second-generation SUs have been used. In
another study, treatment with glibenclamide or
glipizide was associated with an attenuated magnitude
of ST-elevation during myocardial infarction,
resulting in failure to meet the criteria for throm-
bolytic therapy and as a consequence leading to
inappropriate withholding therapy in those patients
[55]. Some other studies yielded similar results
[56,57], whereas others even suggested decreased
cardiac mortality on treatment with SUs [58,59]. In
the UKPDS and other studies, SU treatment seemed
to be neutral [11,60,61]. It is of note that most of
those data are based on the use of “older” SUs.
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In the ADOPT-study [42] glibenclamide was
associated with a lower risk of cardiovascular
events (including congestive heart failure) than was
rosiglitazone (p < 0.05), and the risk associated
with metformin was similar to that with rosiglita-
zone (Table 2). This observation differs from the
UKPDS findings, which suggested that metformin
reduces overall mortality and may reduce coronary
events. This difference may be related to the facts
that patients in the ADOPT-study were younger
and had a shorter follow-up period than did the
British study. The lower cardiovascular risk associ-
ated with glibenclamide compared with rosiglita-
zone or metformin in the early phase of type 2
diabetes needs further confirmation, but could be
related to better postprandial glucose lowering
induced by glibenclamide, since HbA1c values
were only slightly different, whereas fasting glu-
cose levels were significantly higher in the SU
group (Fig. 2).

Few data about new SU agents are available.
Recently, in an epidemiologic study, the association
between the use of SUs and other antidiabetic drugs
and the risk of cardiovascular complications has
been investigated [62] in a population-based case-
control study. From those data, the risk of myocar-
dial infarction appeared higher among users of
“old” SUs like glibenclamide, glipizide and tolbu-
tamide [adjusted odds ratio (OR), 2.07; 95% confi-
dence interval (CI), 1.81–2.37] than among users of
glimepiride and gliclazide (adjusted OR, 1.36; CI,
1.01–1.84). If diabetes was not treated with phar-
macotherapy, the OR was 3.51 (CI 2.92–4.22).

In a study with type 2 diabetic patients under-
going coronary angioplasty, inhibition of ischemic
preconditioning assessed by metabolic and

electrocardiographic parameters was less severe
during treatment with glimepiride than with
glibenclamide. Restitution of a preconditioning
response in glimepiride-treated patients may be
the potential beneficial mechanism [63]. Other
studies confirm different selectivity of SUs for
beta cell versus cardiovascular KATP channels and
therapeutic benefits of glimepiride in comparison
with glibenclamide [64–66].

This epidemiological and observational approach
evaluating the effect of “old” versus “new SUs”
was recently enlarged in a Danish nationwide
population-based study [67]. Altogether, 72,913
patients with first-time admissions with myocar-
dial infarction were followed up including 6,644
patients with type 2 diabetes, 3,992 of them were
treated with SUs (1,438 were on “new SUs” and
2,554 on “old SUs”). Remarkably, 30-day mortal-
ity was significantly lower in patients on “new
SUs” (19%; gliclazide: 17.4%; glimepiride:
19.4%) compared with patients treated with old
SUs (25.9%). The relative risk ratio for mortality
after myocardial infarction associated with the
use of “new SUs” was 0.75 (p = 0.009). The data
observed in Danish patients with myocardial
infarction are in agreement with a recent report
from Italy [68], which evaluated the 3-year mor-
tality in 696 diabetic patients treated with differ-
ent combinations of insulin secretagogues and
metformin. The yearly mortality was 8.7%, when
metformin was combined with glibenclamide, but
only 3.1%, 2.1% or 0.4% when the biguanide was
combined with repaglinide, gliclazide or glim-
piride. The risk ratio for mortality associated with
glibenclamide versus other SUs was significantly
increased: 2.09 (CI: 1.07; 4.11).
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TABLE 2. Vascular serious adverse events during treatment with rosiglitazone, metformin 
or glibenclamide in the ADOPT-study population (for details see text and ref. 42).

Rosiglitazone Metformin Glibenclamide 
(n = 1,456) (n = 1,454) (n = 1,441)

Cardiovascular disease, n (%) 49 (3.4%) 46 (3.2%) 26 (1.8%)a

Myocardial infarction
Fatal, n (%) 2 (0.1%) 2 (0.1%) 3 (0.2%)
Non-fatal, n (%) 22 (1.5%) 18 (1.2%) 11 (0.8%)
CHF, n (%) 12 (0.8%) 12 (0.8%) 3 (0.2%)a

Stroke, n (%) 13 (0.9%) 17 (1.2%) 12 (0.8%)
Peripheral vascular disease, n (%) 7 (0.5%) 6 (0.4%) 4 (0.3%)

ap < 0.05 versus rosiglitazone.
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In addition to coronary heart disease, other
effects of modern SUs have been investigated: In a
recent study, the effects of treatment with gliben-
clamide and gliclazide on forearm post-ischemic
reactive hyperaemia were investigated. Four-week
treatment with glibenclamide but not gliclazide
resulted in sustained reduction of post-ischaemic
reactive hyperaemia. The authors concluded that
this difference was most probably based on different
SU-receptor binding [69].

However, other mechanisms could contribute to
such effects: gliclazide could also possess haemor-
rheologic properties [70,71]. It reduces platelet
reactivity, increases prostacyclin synthesis and
increases fibrinolysis [9]. In one study, administra-
tion of either modified release or standard
gliclazide to type 2 diabetic patients resulted in a
fall in 8-isoprostanes, a marker of lipid oxidation,
and an increase in total plasma antioxidant capac-
ity, superoxide dismutase and thiols, all of them
antioxidant parameters [72]. In a similar study,
where these data were confirmed, gliclazide, but
not glibenclamide reduced systolic and diastolic
blood pressure [73]. Following that data, gliclazide
possesses antioxidant properties that produce
measurable clinical effects at therapeutic doses. In
another study, gliclazide, but not glibenclamide
treatment was able to lower serum ICAM-1 levels
in poorly controlled type 2 diabetic patients, which
typically have elevated serum ICAM-1 as a marker
of endothelial dysfunction [74].

Similarly, glimepiride, but not glibenclamide,
has been shown to improve insulin resistance and
TNF-alpha, interleukin-6, high sensitive-CRP,
lipoprotein(a), homocystein and plasminogen
activator inhibitor-1 (PAI-1) levels, all markers of
atherosclerotic disorder [75,76]. In vitro studies sug-
gest that glimepiride, and to a lesser extent gliclazide
are more potent inhibitors of platelet aggregation
than gliquidone and glibenclamide [77].

Conclusion

Although new therapeutic options for mellitus have
been introduced during the last few years, sulfony-
lureas are still widely used for the treatment of
diabetes mellitus. Despite the fact that all available
SUs lower blood glucose effectively, new agents
like glimepiride and gliclazide have much less

interaction with the vascular system and patients
suffer from less hypoglycaemic events. In addition,
non-SU insulin secretagogues like repaglinide or
nateglinide can help to avoid hypoglycaemia in
patients with irregular food intake.
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Introduction

Type 2 diabetes mellitus is a complex chronic metabolic
disorder, which results from defects in both insulin
secretion and insulin action. An elevated rate of basal
hepatic glucose production in the presence of hyperin-
sulinemia is the primary cause of fasting hypergly-
caemia. After a meal, impaired suppression of hepatic
glucose production by insulin and decreased insulin-
mediated glucose uptake by muscle contribute almost
equally to postprandial hyperglycaemia.

Over 40 years ago various biguanides (e.g.
metformin, phenformin, buformin) were used in dif-
ferent countries for the treatment of type 2 diabetes.
All but metformin was removed from the interna-
tional market in the 1970s because of the associated
high risk of lactate acidosis [1]. In the late 1970s and
early 1980s of the last century papers about this drug
were rejected from leading journals, since it was felt
that metformin is already historical. Since metformin
had not been marketed in the USA at that time, it was
only in 1995 that it was approved for use there, after
safety concerns were satisfied by decades of experi-
ence in Canada, Europe and Asia. It is astonishing
that metformin could only be used in Germany for
decades in the late phase of type 2 diabetes in combi-
nation with sulfonylureas, when most patients had
already contraindications. Remarkably, in the last 10
years the role of metformin changed from devil to
angel and it is now recommended as first-line drug by
almost all guideline committees worldwide (Fig. 1).

Mechanisms of Action 
of Metformin

The mechanism by which metformin exerts its
antihyperglycaemic effects is still not entirely
clear, but may be mediated by activation of
hepatic and muscle adenosine monophosphate-
activated protein kinase [2], which is a major reg-
ulator of lipid and glucose metabolism.
Metformin improves fasting and postprandial
glucose levels during an oral glucose tolerance
test, whereas the plasma insulin response to glu-
cose is unchanged or may be decreased in
patients with hyperinsulinemia [3]. Metformin
ameliorates hyperglycaemia by reducing hepatic
glucose production and gastrointestinal glucose
absorption and improving peripheral sensitivity
to insulin [4–7]. Unlike sulfonylureas, it does not
stimulate insulin secretion, aggravate hyperinsu-
linemia or cause hypoglycaemia [3–7]. However,
the insulin-sensitizing effect of metformin is
much smaller compared with that of thiazolidine-
diones [7]. The insulin-sensitizing action of met-
formin on peripheral tissues may be mainly
explained by glucose toxicity. It is well known
that chronic hyperglycaemia causes deterioration
of both beta-cell function and insulin action and
that these effects are reversed by improved gly-
caemic control.

The major action of metformin in patients with
diabetes is to decrease hepatic glucose output,
primarily by decreasing gluconeogenesis, but it
may also, as a lesser effect, increase glucose uptake
by skeletal muscles [6,7].
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Clinical Efficacy of Metformin:
HbA1c Lowering, But No 
Weight Gain

In placebo-controlled trials, metformin lowered
HbA1c concentrations by about 1.0–2.0% [8,9].
The efficacy of metformin monotherapy was equivalent
to the monotherapy of sulfonylurea or thiazoliden-
diones [10,11]. The greatest advantage of metformin
compared with other anti-diabetic agents (insulin,
sulfonylureas or thiazolidendiones) has been the
fact that it is associated with weight loss but not
with weight gain [1,9–14]. This has been shown
for drug-naïve patients as well as for patients
already receiving other oral anti-diabetic drugs.
In the UKPDS, weight gain was modest with met-
formin and very similar to the diet group, whereas
treatment with insulin and sulfonylureas was
associated with a significant weight gain of 4–8
kg over 10 years [14]. The effect of metformin to
pioglitazone or gliclazide in monotherapy or
combination therapy was recently studied in large
randomized head-to-head studies (QUARTET

Studies) [11–13]. Table 1 shows that the HbA1c-
lowering effect was very similar among the differ-
ent oral anti-diabetic drugs, whereas weight change
versus baseline and the frequency of symptomatic
hypoglycaemic events was quite different. In the -
head-to-head comparison of metformin with
pioglitazone in 1,199 drug-naïve patients using a
parallel-group, double-blind study design, HbA1c
decreased similarly by 1.4% and 1.5% in both
groups from baseline after 52 weeks [11].
However, the glycaemic improvement in the piogli-
tazone group was associated with an increase in
body weight of 1.9 kg, whereas body weight
decreased by 2.5 kg in the metformin group, resulting
in a difference of 4.4 kg after 1 year.

Recently, the data of the ADOPT (A Diabetes
Outcome Progression Trial) study confirmed the
significant difference in weight loss or weight gain
when either metformin, glibenclamide or rosiglita-
zone was used as first-line monotherapy in patients
with recently diagnosed type 2 diabetes [15]. The
mean HbA1c level at 4 years was only 0.13% less
in the rosiglitazone group than in the metformin
group and 0.42% less than in the glibenclamide
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group. Over a period of 5 years, the mean weight
increased from baseline by 4.8 kg in the rosiglita-
zone group, but decreased by 2.9 kg in the
metformin group, resulting in a difference in body
weight of 7.7 kg at the end of the study. Based on
these data David Nathan concluded in his editorial
[16] that metformin remains the logical choice
when initiating pharmacotherapy for type 2 dia-
betes given the modest glycaemic benefit of
rosiglitazone (with the risk of fluid retention and
weight gain) and higher cost (including the need
for more statins and diuretics). Surprisingly, the
proportions of patients with cardiovascular events
were similar in the rosiglitazone and metformin
groups but were higher than in the glyburide group.
This observation differs from the UKPDS findings,
which suggested that metformin reduces overall
mortality and may reduce coronary events [17].
This difference may be related to the shorter
follow-up period of the ADOPT study compared
with the UKPDS. In addition, the patients in
ADOPT were younger and had better glycaemic
control at study entry.

The mechanism for the weight loss associated
with metformin therapy despite significant
improvement of glycaemic control in contrast to
other anti-diabetic drugs is not known, but an
anorectic effect has been accused since many years.
Several studies have shown that metformin reduces
hunger and food intake [18,19]. Interestingly,
metformin attenuates hypoglycaemia-induced
hunger, but does not appear to influence post-
hypoglycaemic food intake [18]. Recent studies
may now explain why patients treated with metformin

show weight loss or no weight gain despite significant
lowering of glycosuria and HbA1c levels.
Metformin enhances GLP-1 secretion in experi-
mental animal studies [20] and inhibits DPP IV
activity in type 2 diabetic patients [21], suggesting
that the drug may have potential for future
combination therapy with incretin hormones.

Metformin as First-Line
Pharmacotherapy of Type 2 
Diabetes

A recently published consensus statement from
the American Diabetes Association (ADA) and
the European Association for the Study of
Diabetes (EASD) suggested using metformin as
first-line pharmacotherapy not taking into account
clinical characteristics such as obesity or body
weight [22]. The authors recognized that for most
individuals with type 2 diabetes, lifestyle inter-
ventions failed to achieve or maintain metabolic
goals, either because of failure to lose weight,
weight regain, progressive disease or a combina-
tion of factors. Therefore, they arrived at the
consensus that (i) metformin therapy should be
initiated concurrent with lifestyle intervention at
diagnosis and (ii) metformin is recommended as
the initial pharmacological therapy, in the absence
of specific contraindications, for its effect on
glycaemia, absence of weight gain and hypogly-
caemia, generally low level of side effects, high
level of acceptance and relatively low cost [22].
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TABLE 1. Effects of oral anti-diabetic drugs on HbA1c, hypoglycaemic events and weight
change in four randomized double-blind studies (QUARTET) results after 1 year.

Number of HbA1c Hypoglycaemia Weight Weight 
Patients % % change (kg) difference (kg)

aMetformin 597 −1.5 1.3 −2.5
4.4aPioglitazone 597 −1.4 1.5 +1.9

bMetformin + 317 −1.5 1.3 +1.5
0.1

pioglitazone
bMetformin + SU 317 −1.4 11.2 +1.4
cSU + pioglitazone 319 −1.35 10.7 +2.8 3.8
cSU + metformin 320 −1.43 14.1 −1.0
SU = Sulfonylureas

aSchernthaner et al. J Clin Endocrinol Metab 2004;89:6068 [11].
bMatthews et al. Diab Metab Res Rev 2005;21:167 [12].
cHanefeld et al. Diabetes Care 2004;27:141 [13].
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Metformin treatment should be titrated to its
maximally effective dose over 1–2 months, as tol-
erated. Rapid addition of other glucose-lowering
medications should be considered in the setting of
persistent hyperglycaemia. In the ADA–EASD
consensus statement the initial body weight is not
given as a criterion for the use of metformin [22].
Recently, authors of an Australian study [23] con-
cluded that metformin is at least as efficacious in
the non-obese as it is in the obese type 2 diabetic
patients and that their study provides evidence-
based data to support metformin use in non-obese
individuals who have type 2 diabetes.

Metformin in Combination Therapy

Many studies have shown that metformin can be
used in combination with all available anti-dia-
betic drugs including sulfonylureas, glinides, α-
glucosidase-inhibitors, thiazolidendiones, DPP-4
inhibitors as well as with injection of insulins and
GLP-1 agonists [9,13,24–29]. The combination of
metformin and sulfonylureas is the most common
oral combination therapy and is used by about 50%
of all type 2 diabetic patients. During the last years
many other oral combination therapies were studied
and are now in clinical use. In principal, most of the
oral anti-diabetic drugs (metformin, sulfonylureas,
thiazolidendiones and DPP-4 inhibitors) – with
the exception of α-glucosidase-inhibitors – can
lower HbA1c by about 1%. Since the action of the
mechanism of the drugs are quite different, combi-
nation therapy is logical and helpful.

As already mentioned earlier metformin was
recently recommended as first-line pharmacother-
apy of type 2 diabetes by the ADA–EASD consen-
sus group [22]. However, there was no strong
consensus regarding the second medication added
after metformin other than to choose among
insulin, a sulfonylurea (SU) or a thiazolidendione.

A 1-year randomized double-blind study in 639
type 2 diabetic patients [13] showed clinically
equivalent improvements in glycaemic control for
the combination therapy of metformin and SU
(HbA1c decrease 1.36%) or pioglitazone and SU
(HbA1c decrease 1.20%). Pioglitazone addition to
SU significantly reduced triglycerides (−16% vs. −
9%; p = 0.008) and increased HDL-cholesterol
(14% vs. 8%; p < 0.001) compared with metformin

addition. LDL-cholesterol was increased by 2%
with the addition of pioglitazone and decreased by
5% with the addition of metformin to SU (p <
0.001). Remarkably, urinary albumin-to-creatinine
ratio was reduced by 15% in the SU plus pioglita-
zone group and increased by 2% in the SU plus
metformin group (p = 0.017). In two 2-year,
randomized, multicentre trials the long-term effects
of three different oral anti-diabetic combination
therapies were compared [25]. In the type 2 diabetic
patients with inadequate glycaemic control (HbA1c
7.5–11%) studied, HbA1c was lowered similarly
when either metformin or pioglitazone was added
(HbA1c decrease 1.16% vs. 1.03%). Whereas
weight decreased by 1.7 kg when metformin was
added to SU, a significant weight gain of 3.7 kg was
observed when pioglitazone was added to SU [25].

Several studies have evaluated the effect and
safety of adding metformin to patients who had
poor glycaemic control despite treatment with
insulin [26,27]. In a study with 390 patients [26]
metformin use compared to placebo, was associated
with improved glycaemic control (mean HbA1c
6.9% vs. 7.6%, p < 0.0001), reduced insulin
requirements (63.8 vs. 71.3 IU, p < 0.0001);
reduced weight gain and decreased plasma LDL-
cholesterol. Thus, in type 2 diabetic patients who
are intensively treated with insulin, the combina-
tion of insulin and metformin results in superior
glycaemic control compared with insulin therapy
alone, whereas insulin requirements and weight
gain are less. In another study [27] the addition of
either metformin or troglitazone to insulin was
compared with insulin monotherapy in 88 type 2
diabetic patients with a high baseline HbA1c value
of 8.7%. Aggressive insulin therapy significantly
improved glycaemic control in type 2 diabetic
subjects to levels comparable with those
achieved by adding metformin to insulin therapy.
Although troglitazone was the most effective in
lowering HbA1c, total daily insulin dose and
triglyceride levels, treatment with insulin plus
metformin was advantageous in avoiding weight
gain and hypoglycaemia.

A recent study presented evidence that DPP-4
inhibition by vildagliptin when added to metformin
in type 2 diabetes over 52 weeks improved beta-
cell function along with improved postmeal insulin
sensitivity [28]. When Exenatide (10 µg BID) was
added to metformin instead of placebo [29],
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HbA1c decreased by 0.78% from the baseline
value of 8.2% associated with a further weight loss
of 2.8 kg. Thus, the combination of metformin with
injection of Exenatide seems to be superior to the
combination therapy of metformin with insulin.

More recently, metformin has been used success-
fully in different forms of anti-diabetic triple therapy
[30–34], which are becoming more and more popu-
lar to avoid insulin therapy. In these studies met-
formin was either combined with sulfonylureas and
thiazolidendiones, or with sulfonylureas and
Exenatide and in the end also with thiazolidendiones
and insulin as proposed as the final step in the
recently published ADA–EASD algorithm [22]. In a
recent review [22] the triple therapy (metformin plus
sulfonylurea plus thiazolidendione) was seen rela-
tively critical. It should be considered only when
patients are already close to target and when circum-
stances make it difficult to use insulin. Furthermore,
the combination of three oral agents is more expen-
sive than using insulin plus metformin, and no bene-
fit has been shown.

Cardiovascular Endpoint 
Studies with Metformin

In a substudy of the UKPDS (with a median
follow-up of 10.7 years), among overweight (54%
with obesity) participants allocated to intensive
blood glucose control, metformin (n = 342) showed
a greater benefit [17] than chlorpropamide, gliben-
clamide or insulin (n = 951) for any diabetes-
related outcomes [98 vs. 350, relative risk (RR)
= 0.78; p = 0.009] and for all-cause mortality (50
vs. 190, RR = 0.73; p = 0.03). For the rest of the
outcomes like diabetes-related death, myocardial
infarction, stroke, peripheral vascular disease and
microvascular disease, there were no significant
differences between both comparison arms.
Moreover, the overweight participants assigned to
intensive blood glucose control with metformin
(n = 342) showed a greater benefit than overweight
patients on conventional treatment (non-intensive
blood glucose control, mainly with diet) (n = 411),
for any diabetes-related outcomes (98 vs. 160,
RR = 0.74, p = 0.004), diabetes-related death
(28 vs. 55, RR = 0.61, p = 0.03), all-cause mortal-
ity (50 vs. 89, RR = 0.68, p = 0.01) and myocardial

infarction (39 vs. 73, RR = 0.64, p = 0.02). For the
rest of the outcomes such as stroke, peripheral
vascular disease and microvascular disease, there
were no significant differences between both com-
parison arms. However, these results have been
questioned because of findings in a substudy of 537
patients with poorly controlled type 2 diabetes who
had been treated with sulfonylureas for 7.1 years
and who were randomly assigned to receive either
metformin with continued sulfonylurea treatment
(n = 268) or continued sulfonylurea monother-
apy (n = 269). After a mean follow-up of 4 years,
a 96% increase in the risk for diabetes-related
death (p = 0.04) in the group receiving sulfony-
lureas plus metformin was found compared with
the group that continued receiving sulfonylurea
monotherapy. Although the absolute numbers of
heart attacks (33 and 31) and strokes (15 and 13)
were very similar in the two groups, more patients
in the sulfonylurea plus metformin group experi-
enced a fatal heart attack or stroke. The authors
pointed out that in the substudy, the number of
patients and events was small and the duration of
combination therapy was short. Furthermore, early
addition of metformin in patients with suboptimal
control while on maximum sulfonylurea therapy
resulted in improved glycaemic control [3].
However, this early addition of metformin to sul-
fonylurea therapy was also associated with an
increase in diabetes-related mortality compared
with continued sulfonylurea alone [2]. Two recent
observational studies also reported significantly
increased mortality associated with metformin
use, suggesting caution in the use of metformin for
type 2 diabetes [4,5]. These discrepancies have
left some questions regarding the overall benefit
of metformin therapy, alone or in combination
with sulfonylureas [6].

Observational Studies:
Cardiovascular Death, Heart 
Failure and Outcome 
in Coronary Intervention

In a retrospective cohort study of patients newly
treated with oral hypoglycaemic agents, Evans et al.
[36] found that those treated with sulfonylureas only
(n = 3,331), or combinations of sulfonylureas and
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metformin (n = 2,147), were at higher risk of
adverse cardiovascular outcomes than those treated
with metformin alone (n = 2,286).

In the metformin monotherapy cohort 4.7% of
patients died (35.5% cardiovascular deaths),
compared with 17.9% of patients in the SU
monotherapy cohort (42.4% cardiovascular deaths).
After adjusting for all available confounders, the risk
for mortality and cardiovascular mortality in
patients in the SU only cohort remained signifi-
cantly increased with 1.43 and 1.70, respectively
compared to the metformin monotherapy. Patients
in the combination cohorts had significantly
increased risk of mortality (2.47 and 2.16) and car-
diovascular mortality (2.29 and 2.43) despite the
adjustment for all available confounders and irre-
spective whether the patients started either with
sulfonylureas or metformin and then added the
other drug. A significantly reduced risk for overall
mortality [odds ratio (OR) = 0.60] and cardiovas-
cular mortality was already earlier observed in a
Canadian observational study [37] of 1,150 users
of metformin therapy in comparison with 3,033
users of sulfonylureas. By contrast, in that study
sulfonylurea plus metformin combination therapy
was also associated with reduced all-cause mortal-
ity (OR = 0.66).

Prospective controlled studies about the use of
metformin in diabetic patients after acute myocar-
dial infarction or heart failure are not available.
Indirect information is coming from several large
observational studies. In a retrospective cohort
study of 24,953 diabetic patients [38] discharged
after hospitalization with acute myocardial infarc-
tion, mortality rates after 1 year were not signifi-
cantly different in patients treated with either
metformin [Hazard ratio (HR) = 0.92] or a thia-
zolidendione (0.92) in comparison with patients
who did not receive an insulin sensitizer but were
lower in those prescribed both drugs (0.52).

In a retrospective cohort study [39] of 16,417
Medicare beneficiaries with diabetes discharged
after hospitalization with the principal discharge
diagnosis of heart failure. One-year mortality rates
were lower in 2,226 patients treated with a thia-
zolidendione (30.1%) or in those 1,861 treated with
metformin (24.7%) compared with 2,069 treated
with neither insulin-sensitizing drug (36.0%,
p < 0.0001 for both comparisons). In multivariable
models, treatment with thiazolidendiones (HR = 0.87)

or metformin (HR = 0.87) was associated with
significantly lower risks of death, whereas no asso-
ciation was found between treatment with sulfonyl-
ureas (HR = 0.99) and mortality. However, there
was a higher risk of readmission for heart failure
thiazolidendiones treatment (HR = 1.06) and a
lower risk with metformin treatment (HR = 0.92).

It is well known that diabetic patients undergo-
ing coronary interventions have worse clinical and
angiographic outcomes in comparison with non-
diabetic patients. In the retrospective analysis of
the PRESTO (Prevention of Restenosis with
Tranilast and its Outcomes) trial the effect of dif-
ferent anti-diabetic treatment was analysed [40] in
1,110 diabetic patients who received non-sensitizer
therapy (insulin and/or sulfonylureas) and in 887
patients who were treated with sensitizers (met-
formin with or without additional therapy).
Compared with patients on non-sensitizer therapy,
those on sensitizer therapy showed an adjusted OR
of 0.72; p = 0.005 for any clinical event. The dif-
ferences between the non-sensitizer therapy group
and the sensitizer group were attributable mainly to
decreased rates of death (OR = 0.39; p = 0.007) and
myocardial infarction (OR = 0.31; p = 0.002). In
this retrospective analysis, use of metformin in dia-
betics undergoing coronary interventions appeared
to decrease adverse clinical events, especially death
and myocardial infarction, compared with diabetic
patients treated with non-sensitizer therapy.

Observational Studies: Cancer

In a population-based Canadian cohort study [41] of
10,309 new users of metformin or sulfonylureas
with an average follow-up of 5.4 years it was found
that patients with type 2 diabetes exposed to
sulfonylureas and exogenous insulin had a signifi-
cantly increased risk of cancer-related mortality
compared with patients exposed to metformin.
Cancer mortality 4.9% (162 of 3,340) for sulfony-
lurea monotherapy users, 3.5% (245 of 6,969) for
metformin users and 5.8% (84 of 1,443) for subjects
who used insulin. After multivariate adjustment, the
sulfonylurea cohort had greater cancer-related mor-
tality compared with the metformin cohort
(adjusted HR = 1.3; p = 0.012). Insulin use was
associated with an adjusted HR of cancer-related
mortality of 1.9 (p < 0.0001). It is unclear whether
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this increased risk is related to a deleterious effect
of sulfonylurea and insulin or a protective effect
of metformin or due to some other unmeasured
confounders.

Similar observations were made in a case-
controlled study from Scotland [42] suggesting that
the use of metformin may be associated with reduced
risk of cancer (HR = 0.79). In line with these obser-
vational studies are new experimental data [43]
demonstrating that metformin is an AMP kinase-
dependent growth inhibitor for breast cancer cells.

Side Effects, Contraindications 
and Safety of Metformin

Gastrointestinal side effects, including abdominal
discomfort and diarrhoea, are the most common
adverse events, occurring 10–15% of patients,
depending on the dose [1,8,11]. These side effects
usually improve with continued use and are minimal
if started at a low dose (e.g. 250–500 mg/d) and
slowly titrated upward. Discontinuation of therapy
because of side effects occurs in less than 4% of
patients. Because metformin does not increase insulin
secretion [3], biochemically documented hypogly-
caemia is rare [11] in diabetic patients treated with
metformin alone (Table 1). Metformin is contraindi-
cated in patients with risk factors for lactate acidosis
or drug accumulation, for example in those with mod-
erate to severe kidney, liver or cardiac dysfunction.
Metformin is contraindicated in renal failure because
of the associated risk for lactate acidosis. It can be
used at low dosages up to a creatinine clearance of
30–60 mL/min and should be avoided with clearances
<30 mL/min [44]. There is increasing evidence that
the risk of lactate acidosis associated with metformin
treatment is a very low risk. A recent Cochrane
Database Systematic Review [45] of the incidence of
fatal and non-fatal lactate acidosis with metformin
compared with placebo and other glucose-lowering
therapies in patients with type 2 diabetes demon-
strated no increased association, with an incidence of
lactate acidosis of 8.4 cases per 100,000 patient-years
in the metformin group and 9 cases per 100,000
patient-years in the non-metformin group [45]. Based
on these and other findings, it has been proposed that
advanced age per se, mild renal impairment and
compensated heart failure can no longer be upheld as
contraindications for metformin [46].

Improvement of Cardiovascular Risk
Profile by Metformin

During the last two decades a number of studies
showed beneficial effects of metformin on tradi-
tional and non-traditional cardiovascular risk factors
[11,47–58]. Metformin reduces fasting and post-
prandial insulin levels [3], insulin resistance [4–6]
and has beneficial effects on lipids, thrombosis and
blood flow. Metformin has a weight-lowering effect
[11,13,15] and reduces hypertriglyceridaemia [11],
elevated levels of PAI-1 [47], factor VII [49], C-
reactive protein [51,52,54] and intact proinsulin and
des 31,32 proinsulin concentrations [48]. In ran-
domized head-to-head comparisons (Fig. 2) of oral
anti-diabetic drugs metformin treatment reduced
triglycerides by 10% and increased HDL-cholesterol
by 7%, whereas pioglitazone reduced triglycerides
by 19% and increased HDL-cholesterol by 14%
[11]. By contrast, LDL-cholesterol decreased by 4%
under metformin therapy, but increased by 8% under
pioglitazone. Remarkably, HbA1c improvement was
very similar and the prognostically important total
cholesterol/HDL-cholesterol ratio was reduced iden-
tical by 8% (Fig. 2) in both treatment arms [11].
Recent studies indicate that metformin has direct
effects on fibrin structure/ function and stabilizes
platelets, two important components of arterial
thrombus [55]. In addition, metformin has been
shown [56,57] to reduce soluble vascular cell adhe-
sion molecule-1 (sVCAM-1) and migration
inhibitory factor (MIF). Metformin also reduces
methylglyoxal, a reactive alpha-dicarbonyl that is
thought to contribute to diabetic complications in a
dose-dependent fashion and minimizes the effect of
worsening glycaemic control on methylglyoxal
levels [50].

A recent Cochrane Systematic Review [59] about
all available studies with metformin arrived at the
following conclusion: Metformin may be the first
therapeutic option in the diabetes mellitus type 2 with
overweight or obesity, as it may prevent some vascu-
lar complications, and mortality. Metformin produces
beneficial changes in glycaemia control, and moder-
ated weight, lipids, insulinaemia and diastolic blood
pressure. Sulfonylureas, alpha-glucosidase inhibitors,
thiazolidendiones, meglitinides, insulin and diet fail
to show more benefit for glycaemia control, body
weight, or lipids, than metformin.
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Thiazolidinediones (TZD) are known as insulin-
sensitizing agents since they work by improving the
action of insulin, independently of the pancreas.
Rosiglitazone and pioglitazone are the two agents
currently available and the pharmacology and use
of these drugs will be discussed in this chapter.

Thiazolidinediones – Insulin
Sensitizers

Thiazolidinediones are insulin-sensitizing agents
used in the treatment of type 2 diabetes. Two
of these agents are currently available for clinical
use in the USA: pioglitazone (Actos), and rosigli-
tazone (Avandia), both of which were approved by
the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in 1999.
Troglitazone (Rezulin), the first clinically available
thiazolidinedione, was withdrawn in March 2000
due to concerns about severe liver toxicity and has
now been replaced by these newer agents, which
have demonstrated hepatic safety.

Mechanism of Action

Thiazolidinediones bind and activate the nuclear
receptor peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor-
γ (PPARγ). This receptor is expressed predominantly
in adipocytes, where it regulates adipocyte differen-
tiation and the expression of adipocyte-specific
genes [1]. It is expressed in lower levels in muscle
and liver tissue [2] and has also been identified in
several other tissues (discussed below). Based on

affinity for PPARγ, rosiglitazone is a more potent
PPARγ ligand than pioglitazone.

The mechanism of action of thiazolidinediones
has not been fully elucidated; however, the unique
effects of this class of oral medications on glycemia
as well as multiple vascular risk factors appear to be
based on their amelioration of some of the patho-
genetic links between visceral adiposity, insulin
resistance, and type 2 diabetes (Fig. 1). The binding
of PPARγ by a thiazolidinedione is known to affect
the transcription of a number of genes [2]. Animal
studies have offered some insight into the effects of
thiazolidinediones on glucose and fat metabolism.
Free fatty acids (FFA) are believed to be a major
contributor to insulin resistance by inhibiting
insulin action in skeletal muscle and the liver [3].
One of the main actions of the thiazolidinediones is
to lower circulating levels of FFA by increasing
their retention in certain adipose tissue depots [4].
Thiazolidinediones are potent inducers of the dif-
ferentiation and proliferation of precursor cells into
small, metabolically active adipocytes, which
appear to take up and retain circulating FFA, prima-
rily in a subcutaneous compartment.

Analogous to FFA, tumor necrosis factor-α
(TNF-α) is a cytokine secreted by adipose tissue,
which has also been implicated as a mediator of
insulin resistance in skeletal muscle and the liver.
Thiazolidinediones suppress the secretion of TNF-α
as well as antagonize the effects of this cytokine at
the cellular level in insulin target tissues [5].
Additional mechanisms of thiazolidinedione action
have also been recently identified. For example, the
levels of adiponectin, a recently described protein
with insulin-sensitizing properties specifically
secreted by adipose tissue that circulates in
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relatively abundant quantities in the bloodstream,
are dramatically increased by thiazolidinediones.
Since adiponectin levels are reduced in patients
with obesity and insulin resistance, the increased
levels elicited by thiazolidinedione treatment may
mediate some of the insulin-sensitizing properties
of this class of drugs [6]. TZDs affect fat distribu-
tion by increasing subcutaneous peripheral fat
depots and reducing intrahepatic and visceral fat,
which, according to current views of the pathogen-
esis of insulin resistance, contributes to the
improvement in insulin sensitivity and the decrease
in circulating FFA and adipocytokines [7].

In human studies, thiazolidinediones improved
insulin sensitivity by increasing glucose disposal in
muscle and other tissues [8–10]. They also inhibited
hepatic glucose production to a lesser extent [11].
Serum FFA and insulin levels are decreased with thi-
azolidinedione therapy.

Effects on Pancreatic Insulin Secretion

Clinical use of thiazolidinediones consistently
results in reduced plasma insulin levels and

reduced insulin requirements in patients with type 2
diabetes taking insulin, reflecting an increase in
insulin sensitivity. Although these agents do not
directly stimulate β-cell insulin secretion, studies
indicate that they can restore aspects of defective
glucose-coupled insulin responsiveness in humans
and animals with type 2 diabetes.

There are several potential mechanisms whereby
thiazolidinediones might enhance β-cell function,
in addition to simply lowering ambient levels of
glycemia and reducing “glucotoxic” signaling
abnormalities in β-cells. Recently, abnormal β-cell
secretory responsiveness and potential cell death
(apoptosis) have been attributed to chronic effects
of accumulated triglycerides and FFA derivatives in
the pancreatic islet cells in obesity with insulin
resistance, a phenomenon that has been dubbed
“lipotoxicity” [12,13]. This hypothesis also postu-
lates that the effect of thiazolidinediones to redis-
tribute fat stores in the body, including from the
pancreatic islets, and to reduce circulating levels of
FFA, may improve β-cell function [14]. In diabetes-
prone, obese rodents, pre-clinical data has shown a
potent effect of thiazolidinediones to restore β-cell
insulin content and preventing loss of β-cell mass in
models of type 2 diabetes [12,15,16].

Effects on Glycemic Control

The US FDA has approved pioglitazone and
rosiglitazone for use as monotherapy for type 2
diabetes or in combination with metformin,
sulfonylureas, or insulin.

It is important to know that because of the drugs’
effects on adipose tissue metabolism and the
distribution of adipose stores in the body, several
weeks to months are typically required to observe
a clinical response. It is helpful to instruct patients
that there is an expected delay in the glucose low-
ering effects on a thiazolidinedione, so they can
anticipate the clinical outcome. In addition,
patients should be followed on a starting dose for
3–4 months, before increasing the dose.

Pioglitazone

Pioglitazone monotherapy is effective in type 2
diabetes. In a study of 408 patients, pioglitazone
reduced HbA1c in a dose-dependent fashion [17].
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FIG. 1. Mechanism of the pleiotropic actions of the
thiazolidinediones. Working via the PPAR-γ receptor
system in adipose tissue, the thiazolidinediones interrupt
the pathogenic signaling between the expanded visceral
adipose mass in obesity, which leads to improved insulin
sensitivity in skeletal muscle and liver, enhanced pancreatic
β-cell insulin secretion, and improved vascular endothelial
function. The processes affected by the thiazolidinediones
include redistribution of adipose stores, reduced circulating
levels of FFA, diminished levels and tissue effects of
cytokines (TNF-α), and increased circulating levels of the
insulin-sensitizing, anti-atherogenic plasma protein
adiponectin, which also arises from adipose tissue. The
thiazolidinediones have also been shown to have direct
effects in muscle and endothelial cells, which is likely to
also contribute to some of their pharmacologic activity.
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Mean HbA1c changes compared with baseline in
all patients groups were as follows: +0.2%, −0.3%,
−0.3%, and −0.9% with 7.5 mg, 15 mg, 30 mg, and
45 mg once-daily dosing, respectively, at 26 weeks
of therapy. The groups were further analyzed with
respect to previous antihyperglycemic therapy. In
both drug-naïve and previously treated patients,
HbA1c was decreased to the greatest extent by the
45-mg dose (−1.9% and −0.6% compared to
baseline, respectively).

In combination studies with sulfonylureas or
metformin, pioglitazone has resulted in an
improvement in glycemic control. Five hundred
and sixty patients who were receiving a stable dose
of a sulfonylurea were randomized to receive
pioglitazone 15 mg once daily, 30 mg once daily, or
placebo [18]. After 16 weeks, HbA1c was 0.9%
and 1.3% lower than placebo with the 15- and 30-mg
doses, respectively. Another study assessed the
effect of adding pioglitazone to stable therapy with
metformin. Three hundred and twenty-eight
subjects received pioglitazone 30 mg daily in
combination with metformin or placebo. At 16
weeks, HbA1c was reduced by about 0.6% in the
pioglitazone + metformin group compared with
baseline. In contrast, HbA1c increased by almost
0.2% in the placebo + metformin group [19].

A 16-week trial compared the combination of
insulin + pioglitazone with insulin alone. Five hun-
dred and sixty-six patients with type 2 diabetes
who were being treated with insulin received
pioglitazone 15 mg or 30 mg once daily or placebo
in addition to their pre-study insulin regimen.
HbA1c was reduced by 0.73 and 1.0% in the
15-and 30-mg groups, respectively, compared with
insulin + placebo [20].

Rosiglitazone

Rosiglitazone is effective as monotherapy in the
treatment of type 2 diabetes. In a 26-week study of
959 patients with type 2 diabetes, rosiglitazone was
given as 4 or 8 mg once daily, or 2 or 4 mg twice
daily [21]. Drug-naïve patients had the greatest
reductions in HbA1c. The effect was dose-dependent,
and the 4-mg twice-daily dosing proved superior
to the 8-mg once-daily dosing (∆HbA1c −0.8%
and −1.1% compared with baseline, respectively).
In patients who were not drug-naïve, the 4-mg
twice-daily dose was again the most effective,

resulting in HbA1c decreases of −0.54% in patients
who were previously treated with a single agent
and −0.43% in patients who were previously
treated with multiple agents. In this study, fasting
plasma glucose declined starting at the fourth week
of therapy and was maximally lowered at weeks
8–12. In another trial, rosiglitazone monotherapy
in doses of 2 or 4 mg twice daily reduced HbA1c at
26 weeks by 1.1% or 1.5%, respectively, in patients
with and without previous exposure to antihyper-
glycemic agents [22]. Both of these trials found
that HbA1c decreased initially at 8 weeks and
achieved maximal effects at weeks 18–26.

Rosiglitazone has been studied in combination
with sulfonylureas and metformin. In a trial of 574
patients with type 2 diabetes who were receiving
therapy with a sulphonylurea, low-dose rosiglita-
zone, or placebo was added to glibenclamide, gli-
clazide, or glipizide. The maximum dose of
rosiglitazone in this study was 2 mg twice daily,
which resulted in the greatest decrease in HbA1c
(−1.0% compared with placebo + sulfonylurea) at
26 weeks [23]. The combination of metformin and
rosiglitazone was also found to be effective therapy
in a study of 348 patients with type 2 diabetes.
These patients discontinued all antihyperglycemic
agents except for metformin and were then ran-
domized to receive placebo, rosiglitazone 4 mg
once daily or 8 mg once daily. At week 26, HbA1c
had decreased compared with baseline by 0.56%
and 0.78% in the 4- and 8-mg groups, respectively
and increased by 0.45% in the placebo group [24].

In a recent trial, the addition of rosiglitazone to
insulin therapy was evaluated in patients with type 2
diabetes. Patients who were taking insulin were
randomized to receive placebo or rosiglitazone 4 or
8 mg once daily. HbA1c was reduced by a greater
degree in the rosiglitazone groups at 26 weeks of
therapy (−0.6% and −1.2% in the 4- and 8-mg
groups, respectively, compared with baseline). The
placebo group exhibited an average increase of
0.1% in HbA1c [25].

Prevention of Diabetes

A recent study [26] examined the effects of rosigli-
tazone in the prevention of type 2 diabetes. The
double-blind, randomized controlled trial consisted
of 5,269 patients with either impaired fasting glu-
cose or impaired glucose intolerance. They were
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assigned to receive rosiglitazone 8 mg daily versus
placebo for approximately 3 years. The outcomes
revealed a significant difference in the develop-
ment of diabetes in the rosiglitazone-treated group
(11%) versus placebo (26%). The rosiglitazone
group also showed a significant regression to nor-
moglycemia (50%) versus placebo (30%). There
was, however, a small but statistically significant
number of heart failure cases, which occurred in
the rosiglitazone group (0.5%) versus placebo
(0.1%). The trial concluded that an 8-mg dose of
rosiglitazone daily, can prevent the development of
diabetes in >60% of patients with impaired fasting
glucose or impaired glucose tolerance.

Effects on Lipids

All of the thiazolidinediones sharply increase high-
density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol and modestly
increase low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol
in patients with type 2 diabetes [27,28]. Pioglitazone
also significantly decreases triglyceride levels [29].

In clinical trials, pioglitazone 45 mg raised HDL
by 19.1% and LDL by 6.0% compared with base-
line after 26 weeks of therapy [27]. Triglycerides
fell by 9.3%. Pioglitazone was also reported to have
dramatic effects on HDL in patients whose HDL
levels fell into the lowest category. In a study of 408

patients with type 2 diabetes, Pioglitazone 45 mg
increased HDL by 31.6% after 26 weeks in patients
who had HDL levels less than 35 mg/dl. In contrast,
HDL levels rose by 12.9% in patients who had
baseline HDL levels greater than 45 mg/dl [30].

Compared with baseline, rosiglitazone 8 mg
raised LDL and HDL by up to 18.6% and 14.2% at
26 weeks and by 12.1% and 18.5% at 52 weeks,
respectively. These results show that LDL levels
remained stable, whereas HDL levels continued to
rise over time. Triglyceride levels in rosiglitazone-
treated patients were variable and usually not
statistically different from placebo controls [28].
Since reciprocal changes are almost invariably seen
in HDL and triglyceride levels in most clinical trials,
the mechanism of the relative lack of triglyceride
lowering with rosiglitazone remains unexplained.

Cardiovascular Effects

The unique benefits demonstrated by the thiazo-
lidinediones on vascular function appear to be
mediated by direct (via PPARγ receptors in vascular
cells) as well as indirect mechanisms (via changes
in circulating factors, including adipokines,
cytokines, and FFA). A summary of the effect of
thiazolidinediones on vascular function and cardio-
vascular risk factors is presented in Table 1.
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TABLE 1. Summary of effects of thiazolidinediones on
cardiovascular risk factors and vascular function.

Lipids
↓ FFA
↓ Tiglyceride levels
↑ HDL-C and LDL-C
↓ LDL-C oxidation
↑ Buoyancy of LDL particles

Coagulation/fibrinolysis
↓ PAI-1 and fibrinogen

Vascular inflammation
↓ CRP, MCP-1, ROS
∆ Macrophage function in atherosclerotic lesions
↓ MMP-9

Vascular functional effects
↓ Intimal-media thickness
↓ BP
↓ Brachial arterial relaxation
↓ Microalbuminuria
↓ Migration and proliferation of vascular smooth-muscle cells

Platelet aggregation
↓ Platelet aggregation
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Pioglitazone and Macrovascular
Disease

A recent study [31] investigated the effects of
intensive glycemic control on macrovascular dis-
ease. It was a prospective, randomized controlled
trial involving over 5,000 type 2 diabetics with pre-
existing macrovascular complications. They were
randomized to receive either 45-mg pioglitazone or
placebo for approximately 2.5 years. Pioglitazone
was shown to reduce the risk of all cause mortality,
non-fatal myocardial infarction (excluding silent
myocardial infarction), and stroke by approxi-
mately 16% as compared with placebo. There was,
however, an increase in the rate of heart failure in
the pioglitazone group (11%) versus placebo (8%).
The study concluded that pioglitazone improved
cardiovascular outcomes in type 2 diabetics with
high cardiovascular risk profiles.

Effects on Atherogenesis

Rosiglitazone strongly inhibited the development of
atherosclerosis in LDL receptor-deficient mice, a
finding that correlated with increased insulin sensi-
tivity [32]. In another study, rosiglitazone decreased
atherosclerotic lesion area by 60% compared to
controls in mice with angiotensin II-accelerated ath-
erosclerosis [33]. Pioglitazone has also been shown
to markedly decrease neointimal cross-sectional
areas in air-injured rat carotid arteries relative to
controls [34]. In human studies, troglitazone and
pioglitazone treatment resulted in a significant
decrease in common carotid arterial intimal and
medial complex thickness (IMT) (−0.080 mm, N = 135
and −0.084 mm, N = 106, respectively) after 3–6
months of treatment as measured by carotid ultra-
sound. In contrast, control patients had a slight
increase in IMT. There was not a significant corre-
lation between this finding and HbA1c values
[35,36]. A double-blind, placebo-controlled, pros-
pective trial [37] enrolled 97 patients with diabetes
in whom angiography had revealed coronary artery
blockages. The patients were randomized to either a
loading dose of 8 mg of rosiglitazone before
angiography and stent placement, followed by 4 mg
of rosiglitazone for 6 months or placebo on the
same schedule. At the end of the 6-month period,

coronary angiography was repeated: 11.4% of
patients in the rosiglitazone arm had restenosis,
compared with 44.7% of patients in the control
group. Body weight and blood glucose levels were
not significantly different between the 2 groups
after 6 months but C-reactive protein levels were
significantly lower in the rosiglitazone group.

Large randomized studies evaluating cardiovas-
cular outcomes are necessary.

Cardiac Structure and Function

Thiazolidinediones were initially associated with
increased cardiac weight in animal studies.
However, human echocardiographic studies on
rosiglitazone (4 mg twice daily) or pioglitazone
(maximum 60 mg daily) for up to a year have
shown no adverse effects on left ventricular mass
or cardiac output [38,39].

TZD and Heart Failure

Diabetic patients often have significant
cardiovascular risk factors, which may be exacer-
bated with TZD treatment. Congestive heart
failure in diabetics treated concomitantly with
insulin and TZDs has been reported. In placebo
controlled trials the incidence of CHF was signif-
icantly higher in patients using pioglitazone
and insulin (approximately 1%) versus patients
on insulin alone [40].

Although the incidence of heart failure with piogli-
tazone or rosigliatoze monotherapy is low, <1%, the
American Heart Association and American Diabetes
Association have a joint consensus statement regard-
ing the use of TZD in patients with cardiovascular
disease. They recommend TZDs to be used cau-
tiously and initiated at low doses in patients with class
I or II NYHA category heart failure, and they are not
recommended in class III or IV heart failure.

Effects on Blood Pressure

Thiazolidinediones have been shown to lower
blood pressure in animal and human studies.
Mechanisms for the blood-pressure lowering effect
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have not been fully elucidated. An improvement
in insulin resistance is likely responsible, at
least in part.

In insulin-resistant rats, rosiglitazone prevented
the development of hypertension [41]. Pioglitazone
was shown to lower blood pressure in rats to an
extent that was not correlated with alterations in
fasting insulin concentrations [42].

Renal Effects

PPARγ is expressed in the rat kidney, primarily in
the collecting ducts [43]. Its presence in this loca-
tion suggests that it may be involved in water and
sodium retention [44]. It has also been detected in
the mesangial cells of rats [45,46].

All of the thiazolidinediones used clinically have
been shown to delay the onset of proteinuria or
reduce established proteinuria [16,45–47]. In a small
randomized study, pioglitazone significantly reduced
urinary albumin excretion from 142.8 to 48.4
mcg/minute after 3 months of treatment in patients
with type 2 diabetes and microalbuminuria [48].
Rosiglitazone also reduced albumin/creatinine ratio
in patients with type 2 diabetes in a dose-dependent
fashion [22]. Larger, longer-term studies are neces-
sary to confirm the effects of thiazolidinediones on
the delay and improvement of diabetic nephropathy.

Effects on Diabetic Retinopathy

PPARγ is expressed in bovine retinal endothelial
cells [49]. In vitro studies found thiazolidinediones
inhibited the effects of vascular endothelial growth
factor on migration and proliferation of retinal
endothelial cells. In vivo, intravitreous injection of
both agents inhibited development of retinal neovas-
cularization. These results indicate that thiazolidine-
diones may be effective in the treatment of diabetic
retinopathy pending further research in humans [49].

Nonalcoholic Steatohepatosis

An uncontrolled trial included 30 adults with histo-
logically confirmed steatohepatosis and treated
with rosiglitazone (4 mg twice daily) for 48 weeks
[50]. All patients were overweight. Paired biopsies

before and after treatment were available in 26
patients, showing significant improvement. Mean
serum ALT levels also showed corresponding
improvement. Similar studies were done using
pioglitazone [51,52]

Thiazolidinediones in Polycystic
Ovary Syndrome

Polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS) is characterized
by menstrual irregularities, infertility, hyperandro-
genism, obesity, and insulin resistance. In a study of
rosiglitazone (4 mg twice daily for 2 months) with or
without clomiphene in 25 women with PCOS who
had not responded to clomiphene alone, ovulatory
rates were higher in the combined versus monotherapy
groups (77% and 33%, respectively) [53].

Pioglitazone has also been shown to improve
ovulation rates and hyperadrogenism associated
with PCOS. In a randomized controlled trial [54],
40 women were assigned to receive 30 mg piogli-
tazone versus placebo for 3 months. The results
revealed that the pioglitazone group had a signifi-
cant decrease in their free androgen index as well
as higher ovulation rates (41% had normal ovula-
tion in the pioglitazone group as compared with
5.6% in the placebo group).

These results point to an exciting new treatment
option for PCOS; however, because of the effects
of these agents on gene expression, there may be
hazards in early pregnancy and are not recom-
mended for that use.

Adverse Effects

The most commonly reported adverse events with
both pioglitazone and rosiglitazone were upper
respiratory tract infection and headache, although
other side effects include abnormal liver function,
edema, weight gain, and anemia.

Hepatic Effects

In combined North American clinical trials, trogli-
tazone was associated with significant transaminase
elevations (greater than three times the upper limit
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of normal) in about 2% of patients compared with
0.6% with placebo [55]. Troglitazone use led to
liver failure and death in more than 20 cases [56],
resulting in its withdrawal from the market by the
FDA in March 2000.

Although premarketing trials revealed no cases
of rosiglitazone- or pioglitazone-induced liver
abnormalities, very few case reports have demon-
strated possible associations between both drugs
and moderate to severe hepatic toxicity [57–60].
Other patients have developed elevations in
transaminases a few weeks after initiation of therapy
with rosiglitazone; in each case, the abnormalities
were reversible 4–7 weeks after discontinuation of
therapy [58,60]. The FDA recommends periodic
monitoring of ALT according to the clinical judgment
of the health care professional.

Edema

Ankle edema occurred in about 5% of patients
treated with both rosiglitazone and pioglitazone;
in some cases, pulmonary edema can develop.
Edema was more frequent in insulin combination
therapy with either drug (about 15% compared
with 5.4–7% with insulin alone). The reasons for
fluid retention and peripheral edema with TZDs
are multifactorial. The increase in plasma
volume may result from a reduction in renal
excretion of sodium and an increase in sodium
and free water retention. TZDs may also interact
synergistically with insulin to cause arterial
vasodilatation, leading to sodium reabsorption
and an increase in extracellular volume [61,62].
In case reports, the edema has not been responsive
to diuretics [63,64].

Weight Gain

Pioglitazone and rosiglitazone are both associated
with dose-dependent and time-dependent weight
gain. The average weight gain ranged from 0.5 to
3.5 kg in patients treated with either drug as
monotherapy. When either drug was combined
with insulin or a sulfonylurea, the weight gain
was more dramatic. Mechanisms for weight gain
with thiazolidinediones may include increased
adipogenesis resulting from PPAR-γ activation,

fluid retention, and increased appetite [65]. In
general, improvement in glycemic control with
decreased glycosuria and caloric retention and
storage may result in expanded adipose tissue and
body weight. Several studies have shown that the
weight gain with TZDs may be associated with an
increase in subcutaneous fat. However, at the
same time, there is a reduction in visceral fat and
an overall decrease in the ratio of visceral to sub-
cutaneous fat. This change in fat distribution
seems to underlie the improvement in glycemic
control despite an overall increase in body weight.

In a recent report, patients with a shorter duration
of diabetes and higher body mass index were
significantly more likely to gain weight on pioglitazone
therapy [66].

Anemia

Anemia was reported in 1% of patients treated
with pioglitazone and 1.9% with rosiglitazone. In
pioglitazone-treated patients, hemoglobin decreased
by 2–3% within the first 4–12 weeks and remained
stable thereafter [27]. Rosiglitazone also caused a
decrease in hemoglobin of up to 1 gm/dl [67]. This
effect is most likely related to hemodilution
secondary to a slight increase in plasma volume
[68]. Studies have shown that thiazolidinediones
do not cause hemolysis or affect red cell mass or
erythropoiesis [68,69].

Hypoglycemia

Since the thiazolidinediones work independently
of the pancreas, and typically reduce insulin
levels in patients with type 2 diabetes, there is
very little, if any, clinical risk of hypoglycemia
with these agents. However, when circulating
insulin levels are increased, such as in patients
taking a sulfonylurea or insulin, the addition or
pioglitazone or rosiglitazone may result in hypo-
glycemia. This is usually apparent after four or
more weeks of therapy, since it takes few months
for the full clinical effect of the thiazolidine-
diones to be manifest in most patients. Under
these circumstances, the sulfonylurea or insulin
dose should be reduced and therapy with the
thiazolidinedione continued.
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Pharmacokinetics and Metabolism

Pioglitazone

Pioglitazone is available in 15-, 30-, and 45-mg
tablets. When administered in the fasting state,
pioglitazone is measurable in serum within 30 min
and peak concentrations occur in 2 h [27].
Administration of pioglitazone with food delays
the time to peak concentration to 3–4 h but does not
diminish the extent of its absorption. Pioglitazone
alone has a half-life of 3–7 h; pioglitazone in com-
bination with its active metabolites has a half-life
of 16–24 h. Steady-state concentrations are
reached within 7 days. Its volume of distribution is
0.63 L/kg and it is more than 99% protein-bound,
principally to albumin. Pioglitazone is metabolized
by hydroxylation, oxidation, and conjugation into
active and inactive metabolites. M-III (an active
keto derivative), and M-IV (an active hydroxy
derivative) are the principal metabolites in humans.
Hepatic metabolism is extensive and occurs via
cytochrome (CYP) P450 isoforms CYP2C8 and
CYP3A4 [28]. Urinary excretion is 15–30% and is
primarily in the form of metabolites. The primary
excretion of pioglitazone and its metabolites
appears to be through bile and feces [27].

Rosiglitazone

Rosiglitazone is available in 2-, 4-, and 8-mg tablets
and is 99% orally bioavailable [67]. Peak plasma
concentrations occur in 1 h. When administered with
food, there is a decrease in the time to peak concen-
tration and in the maximum concentration; however,
these effects are not felt to be clinically significant
[70]. The elimination half-life of rosiglitazone is 3–4 h
and independent of the dose [67]. Its volume of dis-
tribution is 17.6l. It is 99.8% plasma protein-bound,
primarily to albumin. Rosiglitazone is metabolized
via hydroxylation, N-demethylation, and conjuga-
tion. None of its metabolites are considered active.
Metabolism of rosiglitazone differs from pioglita-
zone in that it occurs via hepatic cytochrome P450
(CYP) 2C8 and to a lesser extent by CYP2C9,
avoiding the 3A4 system, which is a common route
for the metabolism of a variety of drugs used in clin-
ical practice. Urinary excretion of rosiglitazone
metabolites is 64%; fecal excretion is 23% [67].

Drug Interactions

Pioglitazone

The concurrent administration of pioglitazone with
digoxin, glipizide, metformin, and warfarin, res-
pectively, has been studied in healthy volunteers.
Medication pharmacokinetics was not altered with
any of these drug combinations [27]. The p450
system CYP3A4 metabolizes pioglitazone and can
be associated with drug interactions if this enzyme
is induced or inhibited, although pioglitazone itself
does not affect the function of CYP3A4 [28]. Since
estrogens are also metabolized by CYP3A4, piogli-
tazone has been studied in combination with oral
contraceptives and other hormone replacement
therapies. The pharmacokinetics of both agents
remained unchanged with administration of piogli-
tazone, indicating that dosing adjustments are
ordinarily not necessary [71].

Rosiglitazone

Rosiglitazone has been studied in combination
with acarbose, digoxin, metformin, nifedipine, ran-
itidine, warfarin, and oral contraceptives [67,72]
There have been no clinically significant effects on
the pharmacokinetics of any of these agents in
combination with rosiglitazone.

Special Populations

No adjustment in the dosage of either pioglitazone
or rosiglitazone is required in renal insufficiency or
in elderly populations [27,67]. However, there are
now few reports of congestive heart failure caused or
exacerbated by thiazolidinediones in the setting of
chronic renal insufficiency [73], which suggests that
in patients with renal insufficiency, a lower dose of a
thiazolidinedione may be safer to use. Neither drug
should be used in patients who have serum hepatic
transaminase levels greater than 2.5 times the upper
limit of normal (see adverse effects). Both agents are
classified as pregnancy category C and should be
avoided in pregnant women. It is not known whether
either drug is excreted in breast milk. There are
insufficient data supporting the use of either drug in
pediatric populations [27,67].
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Learning Elements

Key Points

1. Thiazolidinediones act via PPAR-gamma recep-
tors to change the metabolism and distribution of
adipose stores in the body, resulting in enhanced
insulin sensitivity.

2. Improvement in the insulin resistance that under-
lies the pathogenesis of type 2 diabetes and the
metabolic syndrome leads to pleiotropic effects,
including reduced glycemia, enhanced beta cell
function, reduction in the inflammatory milieu,
improvement in dyslipidemia and blood pressure
vascular endothelial function, cardiovascular risk
reduction, and in the prevention of diabetes.

3. These agents act independently of the pancreas
and reduce circulating insulin levels, enabling
them to provide aggressive glycemic control
without hypoglycemia.

Pitfalls/Complications

1. In some patients, thiazolidinediones are associ-
ated with fluid retention and weight gain, which
can be exaggerated when used in combination
with insulin secretagogues or insulin. These
adverse effects appear to be integral to the
insulin-sensitizing effects of these drugs and may
be mediated by the PPAR-gamma receptor.

Because of these issues, neither thiazolidinediones
is appropriate for use in patients with symptomatic
congestive heart failure or severely compromised
cardiac function.
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Introduction

Type 2 diabetes (T2D) is a fast-growing disease
with an increase in prevalence of some 5% per
year. This increase may, however, in part, be
explained by a reduction in mortality indicating
that the investment in better treatment has been
fruitful [1]. Especially, treatment of arterial
hypertension and dyslipidaemia may have had
an impact, whereas severe hyperglycaemia still
seems to present a serious problem in T2D
subjects and therefore needs more attention. The
UKPDS clearly showed the existence of a close
correlation between blood glucose values and
diabetic complications, as also seen in type 1 dia-
betes [2] (Fig. 1). In fact, the epidemiological
calculation based on the UKPDS data showed a
reduction of about 20% in both mortality rate
and in the risk of developing myocardial infarct
per 1% reduction in HbA1c [2]. Consequently,
we must aim to normalise HbA1c values in
these subjects.

In most countries today, the recommendation is
therefore to reduce HbA1c values to a level below
7.0% (normal range: 4.4–6.4%). Several surveys,
however, indicate HbA1c levels in most diabetic
populations to be above 8–9%, and a clinical
experience of values of 10% or higher is not
unusual [3]. Therefore, new treatment modalities
seem to be needed. In this review, we will discuss

the pathophysiology of T2D, the treatment of the
pathophysiological defects and thereby end up
with a recommendation for a combination of
antidiabetic drugs.

Pathophysiology

Until now treatment of hyperglycaemia in T2D sub-
jects has mainly been of empirical origin, and for
many years it was based on the experiences gained
from type 1 diabetes. However, T2D is not just an
insulin deficient disease, but rather an insulin resist-
ant condition. Therefore, insulin action must be
improved as part of the treatment as well. The
pathophysiology is very complex, but recent years
have revealed many details, and today we know that
several organs and cellular defects are involved [4].
One defect cannot explain the cascade of events
leading to frank hyperglycaemia, and due to the
multifactorial aetiology, T2D cannot be treated by a
single drug or change in lifestyle alone. This has,
however, been the approach until recently, as clearly
indicated by UKDPS [5]. The authors of that land-
mark study also concluded that multifactorial inter-
vention including polypharmacia is necessary [6].

Why is Blood Glucose Elevated 
in T2D Subjects?

The main reason for the elevation of blood glucose in
diabetes is reduced insulin-mediated glucose meta-
bolism due to reduced insulin secretion and insulin
resistance. Due to these defects in insulin-mediated
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glucose disposal, blood glucose values increase until
reaching a level where glucose itself – glucose-
mediated glucose disposal – is able to compensate
for the reduced insulin-mediated glucose metabo-
lism, resulting in normal glucose disposal. In other
words, the increase in blood glucose in T2D is a
compensation for the reduced insulin-mediated glu-
cose disposal. Thus, the degree of hyperglycaemia
depends on the degree of impairment of insulin
secretion and action. Due to this compensation,

diabetic subjects do survive (which is often forgot-
ten), but they pay the price of chronic hypergly-
caemia (which may lead to severe diabetic
complications). Therefore, we must try to correct
this devastating situation by improving the insulin-
mediated glucose metabolism. This can be done by
improving insulin secretion and action or both.

The Role of the Liver in Fasting 
and Postprandial Glycaemia

Blood glucose is determined by the rate of glucose
appearance (Ra) and the rate of glucose disappear-
ance (Rd). An increase in Ra or a decrease in Rd (or
both) may result in hyperglycaemia. Glucose
appearing in blood can derive from both ingested
carbohydrates and the endogenously produced glu-
cose from liver and kidneys. Most focus has been
on the basal hepatic glucose production (HGP), as
for several years HGP, alone, was claimed to deter-
mine fasting blood glucose values in the morning.
This conclusion was based on the finding of a
strongly positive correlation between the two
variables – a correlation explained partly by the
fact that HGP and fasting glucose are mathemati-
cally dependent and partly by the fact that the
methods used for estimating HGP over-estimated
HGP in parallel with the increase in blood glucose,
strengthening the positive correlation [7]. There-
fore, the importance of this correlation has been
weakened, as the methodology was improved [8].
The improved methodology has also led to the con-
clusion that HGP in the postabsorptive state is nor-
mal or only slightly increased (up to 20%) [9].
It therefore seems illogical aiming for a major
HGP reduction overnight, for example, by giving -
long-acting insulin at night, as suppression of
glucogenolysis may induce hypoglycaemia at
night. Therefore, the concept must be reconsidered.

If fasting hyperglycaemia is not alone caused by
an increase in HGP overnight, what could then add
to fasting hyperglycaemia? Naturally, the reduced
insulin-mediated glucose disposal (Rd) may play a
role, but it is well known that glucose uptake in
skeletal muscle during the fasting state is trivial, and
therefore defects here may only play a minor role.
Another possibility is that a spillover is created from
the daytime when postprandial blood glucose values
are severely increased. Reduced glucose disposal

5
0.5

0.5

0.5

1

1

1H
az

ar
d 

ra
tio

H
az

ar
d 

ra
tio

H
az

ar
d 

ra
tio

4
All cause morlality

Updated mean haemoglobin A1c concentration (%)

21% decrease per 1%
reduction in HbA1c

21% decrease per 1%
reduction in HbA1c

14% decrease per 1%
reduction in HbA1c

Death related to diabetes

Any end point related to diabetes

P<0.0001

P<0.0001

P<0.0001

4

4

6 7 8 9 10

FIG. 1. Hazard ratios, with 95% confidence intervals as
floating absolute risks, as estimate of association
between category of update mean HbA1c concentration
and any end point or deaths related to diabetes and all
cause mortality. Reference category (hazard ratio 1.0) is
HbA1c <6% with log-linear scales. p-value reflects con-
tribution of glycaemia to multivariate model. Data
adjusted for age at diagnosis of diabetes, sex, ethnic
group, smoking, presence of albuminuria, systolic blood
pressure, high- and low-density lipoprotein cholesterol
and triglycerides [2].
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after the meal may result in glucose accumulation in
blood, which is not metabolised before bedtime, and
this may add to fasting hyperglycaemia through
overnight hyperglycaemia. This hypothesis is sup-
ported by the finding that reduction of postprandial
glycaemia by diet (low carbohydrate) alone also
results in reduction of fasting blood glucose. As a
consequence, treatment of fasting hyperglycaemia
may not primarily aim to reduce HGP overnight, but
rather aim to improve the insulin-mediated glucose
disposal postprandially.

Postprandial hyperglycaemia can be addressed
using pharmacological treatment, and also by
changing the diet, since the major part of glucose
appearance in the body during a 24-h period is due
to intake of carbohydrates. T2D subjects overeat
and this can therefore explain postprandial hyper-
glycaemia as the values decline immediately after
reducing the carbohydrate intake [10]. Several stud-
ies have shown a dramatic effect when reducing
energy intake for a few days only [10]. Therefore,
diet treatment must be part of the hyperglycaemic
treatment in T2D subjects. However, despite the
significant effect obtained immediately, hypocalory
diet treatment is disappointing in the long term as
indicated by the UKPDS study, probably due to a
decline in compliance [6]. Pharmaceutical com-
pounds are therefore needed in most diabetic sub-
jects in order to normalise postprandial blood
glucose values. The only drug known to improve
hepatic insulin sensitivity is Metformin, but recon-
struction of the first-phase insulin response is
another and more promising possibility for
reduction of postprandial hypoglycaemia.

Is the Glucose Disappearance 
Rate Reduced in T2D?

Glucose disappears into skeletal muscle, fat tissue
and liver, mediated by insulin, and into the central
nervous system, blood cells and several other tis-
sues mediated by the mass action of glucose itself.
The insulin-mediated glucose uptake in skeletal
muscle is significantly reduced in T2D subjects
due to a reduced glycogen synthesis and glucose
oxidation (Fig. 2) [11]. Since most glucose after a
meal is taken up in skeletal muscle, the defect in
insulin action adds to the degree of postprandial

hyperglycaemia. Thus, insulin resistance plays an
important role in postprandial blood glucose values
[12]. Improvement of insulin action in T2D
subjects must therefore be a primary aim for the
normalisation of blood glucose values, mainly in
the postprandial state. Normalisation of insulin
sensitivity in peripheral tissues in T2D has,
however, never been the main objective, as we pos-
sessed no tools carrying the potential for reaching this
objective. However, the recently discovered PPAR
(peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor) gamma
agonists, namely glitazones, carry this potential.

Lack of First-Phase Insulin 
Response in T2D Subjects

Besides the reduced insulin-mediated glucose
uptake in skeletal muscle (and in liver and fat
tissue), the abnormal insulin secretion pattern
characterised by a lack of first-phase insulin release
may also play a pathophysiological role, since the
postprandial insulin peaks disappear in T2D
subjects (Fig. 3). A recent publication has shown
that the reduction of the first-phase insulin response
to meals is already present at normal fasting glucose
values in T2D subjects [13]. This indicates a need
for an earlier insulin treatment than what has been
the routine for several years. Furthermore, these
findings indicate that it is unphysiological to treat
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FIG. 2. Dose–response effects of insulin on glucose disposal
(Rd) and HGP in T2D patients with fasting hyperinsuli-
naemia (closed symbols) and in age- and weight-matched
control subjects (open symbols). *p < 0.05 [9].

Ch11.qxd  11/7/07  10:32 PM  Page 101



102 Henning Beck-Nielsen and Jan Erik Henriksen

T2D subjects with NPH (Neutral Protamine
Hagedorn) insulin once or twice daily, as it only
increases the 24-h plasma insulin values without
reconstructing the physiological insulin profile.
However, the insulin response to meals can be
reconstructed using rapid-acting insulin analogues.
Therefore, based on this pathophysiological consid-
eration, it is difficult to find the arguments for the
present routine with NPH insulin or long-acting
insulin analogues once or twice daily, without treat-
ing postprandial hyperglycaemia.

Conclusion on Pathophysiological
Considerations

Obese T2D subjects suffer from insulin resistance
in both liver, skeletal muscle and adipocytes.
Furthermore, the secretory capacity of insulin in
beta cells is reduced compared with the degree of

insulin resistance. Due to hyperglycaemia itself, the
24-h insulin profile is elevated compared with con-
trols without diabetes, but the secretion pattern is
characterised by reduced, delayed and often absent
insulin peaks in the postprandial state compared
with normal controls (Fig. 3). The reason for the
increase in fasting glucose values has been dis-
cussed above, and it was concluded that postpran-
dial glucose excursions also play a role in the
post-absorptive values. Thus, it seems very impor-
tant to treat postprandial hyperglycaemia, and if this
is done properly, T2D subjects may go to bed with
normal blood glucose values. However, if insulin
values during the night are too low or the degree of
insulin resistance remains present, HGP will
increase and a reduction in HGP may be necessary.

Based on our theories of the pathophysiology of
T2D, the obvious question is therefore whether a
correction of these three major pathophysiological
defects – insulin resistance in the liver, reduced

FIG. 3. Twenty-four-hour blood glucose (a) and insulin (b) values together with insulin aspart values (c) after 6
months of treatment with either NPH insulin (control group) or triple therapy. (d) The scattered area represents the
24-h insulin profile in healthy non-diabetic subjects in hospital. Eight-point home-measured blood glucose profiles
in all subjects studied (mean values) [17].
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insulin-mediated glucose uptake, specifically in
skeletal muscle, and reduced first-phase insulin
secretion – will result in normo-glycaemia. Until
now, no treatment modalities have been able to
normalise these three defects at the same time.
However, the recent development in pharmacological
treatment has made it possible.

Triple Therapy

Our triple-therapy model combines three antidiabetic
drugs in addition to lifestyle changes aiming to
treat the three major defects in the pathophysiology
of T2D, as mentioned above. To correct these three
defects, we chose a rapid-acting insulin analogue,
insulin aspart, since it has been shown to be able to
reconstruct the insulin peaks after meals [14]; a
glitazone, in this case rosiglitazone, since these
drugs are the most potent insulin synthesizers on
the market improving Rd by 50–75% and further-
more reducing lipid accumulation in skeletal
muscle and liver [15]; and finally Metformin,
thanks to its effect on gluconeogenesis in the liver
resulting in improved insulin sensitivity [16].
Metformin furthermore reduces appetite and
thereby theoretically may reduce the glucose intake,
and it is also the only drug shown to be able to
reduce mortality in T2D subjects [6]. These phar-
maceutical compounds are of course supplements
to diet treatment, which must always be the basis.

To test this new antidiabetic combination ther-
apy – named triple therapy – we used T2D subjects
already treated with insulin after failed peroral
treatment. These types of diabetic subjects suffer
from severe metabolic disturbances and are the
most difficult subjects to control. In this study, sub-
jects were allocated to continue NPH treatment
once or twice daily or shifted to triple therapy [17].
In both groups, our aim was to normalise HbA1c
values and blood glucose values without inducing
severe hypoglycaemia. The subjects measured
blood glucose pre- and postprandially daily and at
night. Based on these values, subjects were
instructed in adjusting the insulin dose in accor-
dance with an algorithm depending on the use of
insulin aspart or NPH insulin. In the triple-therapy
group, only insulin aspart was given at meals and
no insulin was given at night (in accordance with
the hypothesis discussed above). Metformin and
rosiglitazone were increased up to full dose,

meaning Metformin 1 g twice daily and rosiglitazone
8 mg daily during the first 2 months.

After half a year of triple therapy, Hb1Ac was
reduced by 2% from 8.8 to 6.8 in the triple-therapy
group, whereas it remained unchanged in the
NPH group despite an increase in insulin dose of
50% [17]. The diurnal profile of blood glucose
measured at the hospital and at home (Fig. 3)
clearly indicated that triple therapy resulted in
normalisation of blood glucose values during most
of the 24-h period (Fig. 3). At home, no postprandial
increase in blood glucose was seen, whereas an
increase was seen after supper during hospitalisa-
tion only. Fasting blood glucose values were identi-
cal in the two groups after 6 months of treatment
and blood glucose values increased slightly during
the night in both groups. No nocturnal hypogly-
caemia was seen at all in the triple-therapy group in
spite of the near-normalisation of Hb1Ac values.
However, during the day, more mild (but no severe)
hypoglycaemic attacks were seen in a few subjects.
Thus, triple therapy, which affects the three major
pathophysiological defects in T2D, was able to
eliminate postprandial hyperglycaemia and keep
nightly blood glucose values stable without inducing
severe hypoglycaemia. This clearly supports our
hypothesis indicating that the three defects described
are essential to the development of hyperglycaemia
and that focusing on postprandial hyperglycaemia
using a specific treatment is important. It further-
more seems to be less important trying to treat basal
HGP values during the night by night time basal
insulin if postprandial elevation is eliminated.

How Does Triple Therapy Improve
Glucose Metabolism?

First of all, insulin aspart given at the initiation of the
meal was in fact able to reconstruct the necessary
fast and high insulin peaks compared with non-
diabetic subjects (Fig. 3). This seems to be important
since the insulin concentration obtained (24-h area
under the curve) is much lower in triple therapy
despite much lower blood glucose values. This indi-
cates that the insulin profile is more important than
the absolute amount of insulin given. We were able
to measure insulin aspart with a specific antibody
and thereby, for the first time in insulin-treated
subjects, measure the amount of endogenous insulin
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produced together with exogenous insulin. Endogenous
insulin secretion is still seen to continue with rela-
tively low peaks at meals and with an overnight con-
centration of about 50 pmol/L, which is interestingly
close to the values seen in non-diabetic controls
(Fig. 3). However, the exogenous insulin aspart
gives rise to significant peaks after meals, with a
steep rise just after injection and an appropriately
declining rate following the peak. Interestingly, all
exogenous insulin was metabolised around midnight
and therefore the T2D subjects rely on endogenous
insulin only during the night. To our knowledge this
is very important since it protects against nightly
hypoglycaemia, as a fall in blood glucose during the
night will immediately result in reduced insulin
secretion. This can explain why no hypoglycaemic
attacks were seen in the triple-therapy group during
the night, and this is one of the greatest fortunes
when using this new approach.

Blood glucose values increased during the night
in the triple-therapy group despite “normal” serum-
insulin values. The reason for this must of course
be that both the liver and peripheral tissue are
insulin resistant. However, during home blood glu-
cose measurements, the mean value reached in the
morning was between 7 and 8 mmol/L (based on
measurements every morning during 6 months),
which is an acceptable value.

As seen in Fig. 3, blood glucose values during
triple therapy were not completely normalised dur-
ing the 24-h period. This may be explained by
insulin resistance, since our euglycaemic hyperin-
sulinaemic clamp studies showed an improvement
only in peripheral insulin sensitivity of about 60%.
Therefore, to completely normalise blood glucose
values, a more potent insulin synthesizer than
rosiglitazone is needed.

Drawbacks of the Proposed 
Triple-Therapy Regime

First of all, triple therapy is an expensive treatment,
but several studies of intensive therapy in T2D,
including UKDPS, have shown it to be cost-effective
because of the heavy expenses related to the
treatment of diabetic complications [18]. Secondly,
subjects may gain weight. During this half-a-year
study, it was, however, only about 2 kg and this
may be explained by the 2% reduction in HbA1c.

Comparative Studies 
to Triple Therapy

The combination of three oral antidiabetics can be
compared with our approach, but the small number
of trials published has not been able to bring
HbA1c levels below 7.8% [19]. In three other pub-
lished studies, Metformin and a sulfonylurea (SU)
preparation have been combined with NPH insulin
with only a modest effect on HbA1c values (prob-
ably due to a modest improvement of peripheral
insulin resistance).

In a recent study (more alike ours), in which
Metformin, troglitazone and NPH insulin were
given in combination, a near-normalisation of
HbA1c was described, too. These two triple-therapy
models including glitazones (reducing peripheral
insulin resistance) are both very effective,
probably due to treatment of peripheral insulin
resistance [20].

Both insulin aspart and insulin lispro have been
tested as a part of the classical basal bolus insulin
regime in type 1 diabetes and were tested in T2D as
a part of that regime. However, for several reasons
none of these studies turned out to be successful
when compared with the combination of NPH
insulin and SU or with treatment with regular insulin
three times a day and NPH at night [19]. An obvious
conclusion is that the insulin sensitivity must be
improved in accordance with the application of the ana-
logues in order to obtain the full effect of these
short-acting analogues. However, it is difficult to
compare insulin regimes if they are not administered
in the same trials and in comparable groups of diabetic
subjects, since T2D is very heterogeneous.

What Have We Learned from 
these Studies?

We conclude that treatment of the three major
pathophysiological defects in T2D using drugs
affecting specifically theses abnormalities results
in proper insulin peaks at meals and improved
insulin sensitivity in both the periphery and in the
liver. These interventions induced near-normalisation
of the 24-h glucose profile and HbA1c values.
Therefore, a normalisation of the physiological glu-
cose homeostatis must be the goal for the treatment of
T2D. This does not always imply initiation of triple
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therapy since dual therapy may also be effective in
many subjects, whereas monotherapy only works
in fewer subjects and for a shorter period.

Which Drugs Should be Considered
for Combination in T2D?

Most T2D patients without contraindications for
Metformin should start with that drug – but not until
lifestyle intervention has failed [21]. In most
patients, monotherapy by Metformin is not suffi-
cient in time due to a decline in beta-cell function
and/or weight gain or non-adherence to the lifestyle
guidelines. Therefore, a secondary drug must be
added. Here, we have three choices: SU (gliclazide,
glimepiride, glipizide), glitazones (pioglitazone and
rosiglitazone) and insulin. Despite these choices,
dual therapy may also fail in time and a third drug
must be added in order to reach the goal for HbA1c,
namely ≤7.0% (in Europe ≤6.5%). Thus, a combi-
nation of 2–3 antidiabetic drugs, including insulin
when necessary, has now become more usual. In
this review, acarbose, which may have a minimal
effect as well as severe side-effects, will not be
discussed. Furthermore, the new GLP-1 analogues
and the DPPIV inhibitors are too new to be put into
perspective in this review.

Advantages and Disadvantages 
of the Antidiabetic Drugs Metformin,
Su, Glitazones and Insulin and 
a Combination of those

Metformin

The unique advantage of Metformin is that it has
been shown to reduce the risk of myocardial infarc-
tion and the mortality rate in T2D subjects (UKPDS)
[21]. Therefore, it is today the first drug of choice. It
may induce lactacidosis in very few subjects and
therefore it should not be used in subjects with
increased serum creatinine. In that case, SU or a gli-
tazone will be the first drug of choice. In about 5%
of subjects, Metformin may induce severe gastroin-
testinal discomfort. An advantage is that the drug
does not induce weight gain and hypoglycaemia. In
lean subjects, Metformin is not the first choice.

SU

SU is the most used antidiabetic drug in T2D today,
as mentioned above. The difference in potency of
the preparations mentioned above is minimal and
no major differences in side-effects are seen either.
The tendency is to use either glimepiride, since it
may not impair cardiac function after a myocardial
infarction, or gliclazides, which may have a benefi-
cial effect on endothelial function. The drawback
of SU preparations is that they can result in
prolonged hypoglycaemic events [22].

Glitazones

Two drugs exist on the market, as mentioned
above. They are identical in potency on glucose
metabolism. They reduce blood pressure and
improve lipid profile [23]. Pioglitazone may have
an advantage compared with rosiglitazone when
triglycerides are taken into account. They are not
recommended as the first drug of choice, but they
can be used in specifically obese subjects, where
Metformin is contraindicated or not tolerated. The
side-effects are weight gain and oedema (fluid
retention) [23]. The weight gain is a few kilograms
more than the weight gain seen in patients treated
with SU or insulin. However, glitazones may
change the body composition in a more beneficial
way. More important is that glitazones reduce fat in
the liver, which turns out to be of clinical impor-
tance. Fluid retention is seen in about 5% of T2D
subjects and, in patients with reduced ejection frac-
tion, this may result in heart failure. T2D subjects
should therefore not be prescribed glitazones if
they suffer from congestive heart failure. A combi-
nation with insulin may further increase this risk.

Insulin

In combination with oral antidiabetic drugs both
NPH insulin and short-acting insulin can be used.
The most successful combination until now has been
Metformin and NPH insulin given at night, where
the insulin doses have been titrated up based on
measurements of fasting blood glucose values. This
combination is powerful and fairly weight neutral,
meaning a slight increase in body weight in most
subjects. It is safe to use and can be handled by the
patients themselves based on an algorithm [24].
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Only a few studies on the combination of
Metformin with long-acting insulin analogues, such
as glargine and determir, have been published. In a
treat-to-target study, NPH insulin was compared
with glargine and no difference was shown in antidi-
abetic potential, but glargine may induce fewer
hypoglycaemic attacks during the night [25].
However, more studies are needed, especially inves-
tigating the combination of determir and Metformin.

Based on a Cochrane analysis, insulin in combi-
nation with SU has no beneficial effect compared
with insulin alone. Moreover, this combination will
increase the body weight [26].

Trials investigating the combination of Metformin
with rapid-acting insulin or insulin analogues, such
as lispro and insulin aspart, are few, but indicate
that the effect on HbA1c is identical to what is
seen when combining Metformin with long-acting
insulin, but postprandial blood glucose values
are of course lower. This combination has been
discussed previously under the heading “Triple
therapy” [17].

From a theoretical point of view the choice
between long-acting or intermediate-acting insulin
and rapid-acting insulin and insulin analogues may
of course also depend on the patient’s phenotype
and preference.

A combination of more than three antidiabetic
drugs seems hazardous and has not been justified
by the literature so far.

What Shall We Aim for?

It is obvious that the aim must be to use as few drugs
as possible – this is an old lesson. On the other hand,
we should aim for near-normalisation of blood glu-
cose values, since a normalisation of HbA1c seems
to reduce the risk of diabetic complications tremen-
dously (Fig. 1). In that respect, the economy may be
taken into account, since combination therapy may
be expensive. It is, however, much more expensive
to treat diabetic complications.

Therefore, it seems obvious to attack the three
major pathophysiological defects in T2D, peripheral
insulin resistance, increased HGP in the liver and the
loss of first-phase insulin response related to a meal,
using lifestyle changes and at least three pharmaceu-
tical drugs. This suggestion is based on a few short-
time studies, but longer studies are on their way.

Algorithm for Combination
Treatment of T2D Subjects

The algorithm proposed by us is based on the statement
paper by the American Diabetes Association
(ADA) and the European Association for the Study
of Diabetes (EASD) [27] and our own experience
based on current pathophysiological knowledge.
The algorithm will be changed in time in accor-
dance with the new literature, but until then the fol-
lowing proposal will be useful. This algorithm
takes into account the specific characteristics of the
drugs used, their synergies, expenses and side-
effects. The goal is – based on the recent literature
– to maintain HbA1c values as close as possible to
the non-diabetic range and to change medication as
rapidly as necessary based on the effect obtained
and the side-effects. The algorithm is based on the
most used and best documented drugs in the field:
Metformin, SU (glimiperide, gliclazide or glip-
izide), glitazones (pioglitazone or rosiglitazone)
and insulin (mainly NPH insulin, but analogues
when indicated – see above).

Algorithm

Lifestyle intervention is the basis for all treatment of
T2D [27]. The improvements of glucose metabolism
obtained initially, specifically on body weight, may
influence the results of the drug added later on
(Fig. 4). Specifically, a change of diet is important as
it has an immediate effect. The amount of calories
should be reduced by reducing intake of not only fat,
but also rapidly absorbed carbohydrates. The patient
should remain on non-pharmacological treatment
for a couple of months before starting drug treatment
in order to obtain the full beneficial effect of lifestyle
changes. The time spent on lifestyle changes alone
of course depends on the achieved blood glucose
values and the clinical situation.

The first drug of choice is Metformin, which
should be titrated up to the highest dose tolerated. To
start with a low dose is recommendable to avoid side-
effects. However, most patients suffer some gastroin-
testinal side-effects, but these side-effects disappear in
most subjects in time. If the goal for HbA1c – either
the international goal or the individually decided goal
– is not reached within 2–3 months, another group of
drugs may be added. As mentioned in Fig. 4,

Ch11.qxd  11/7/07  10:32 PM  Page 106



11. Antidiabetic Combination Therapy 107

three possibilities exist: insulin, SU or glitazones. The
choice depends on several factors: the level of
HbA1c, body weight, age and phenotype.
Furthermore, some drugs may be contraindicated.
The patient’s preference must also be taken into
account, as the patient’s compliance has immediate
impact on the results obtained. Since T2D subjects
need many drugs for treatment, individual education
and motivation are important.

Insulin

Insulin treatment may be initiated earlier in young
subjects, in lean subjects and in subjects with high
HbA1c levels (>8.5%). Today, in addition to
Metformin, intermediate-acting insulin once daily –
often given at night – will be the regime to choose
[24]. This regime is easy to handle, as the patients
themselves can titrate the dose of insulin based on
the fasting blood glucose values. The goal is a fast-
ing blood glucose of <6 mmol/L. The patients may
start with NPH insulin at night and titrate according
to the individually given algorithm. The long-acting
insulin analogues may be used instead of NPH
insulin, since they have demonstrated the same
potency as NPH [25], but with fewer hypogly-
caemic attacks. However, more studies are needed
before recommending the new insulins in general,

but in subjects showing a tendency of hypogly-
caemia or poor control, glargine or determir must be
considered.

A few studies used rapid-acting insulin or rapid-
acting insulin analogues at meal time instead of
intermediate- or long-acting insulin at night, since it
is important to treat postprandial blood glucose
values as stated above (triple therapy). Only a few
studies have been published until now investigating
the combination of these fast-acting insulins with
Metformin. The concept of treating postprandial
blood glucose alone seems as effective as treating
with long-acting or intermediate-acting insulin at
night. The advantage is that the postprandial values
will be lower. However, fasting blood glucose
values may be higher, and therefore more long-term
studies are needed before this change of concept
can be recommended. The only obvious situation is
lean, young T2D subjects with reduced beta-cell
function indicated by C-peptide values fasting
lower than 300 pmol/L. In this case the classical
basal bolus regimes should be considered.

SU

SU is another possibility as add-on medication to
Metformin in cases where the metabolic goal is not
obtained. These drugs may be considered in young
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FIG. 4. Algorithm for the metabolic management of type 2 diabetes [27].
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and lean subjects and in T2D subjects with a
HbA1c value lower than 8.5% after 2–3 months of
monotherapy with Metformin. These drugs can
induce severe hypoglycaemia and are therefore
relatively contraindicated in subjects prone to hypo-
glycaemia, that is, elderly subjects and subjects
suffering from liver diseases [22]. It has been
claimed that SU should not be given to T2D subjects
with coronary arteriosclerosis, but data supporting
this are not very solid. The three different SUs
mentioned above have the same potency and, for the
moment, no scientific evidence exists to choose one
for the other, but the patient’s individual phenotype
must naturally be taken into account.

Glitazones

Glitazones are the newest antidiabetic drugs on the
market, and we therefore have less experience
with these drugs. Both pioglitazone and rosiglita-
zone can reduce HbA1c levels by 1–2% in combi-
nation with Metformin. They seem to work best in
obese subjects with preserved beta-cell function
indicated by a C-peptide level higher than 300
pmol/L in the fasting state. They should not be
used in subjects showing signs of reduced cardiac
function due to fluid retention and oedema, as
stated above. A combination of Metformin and
glitazones seems to be equal to the combination of
Metformin and SU in their blood glucose reducing
effect. Glitazones should be considered as add-on
medications in subjects not tolerating SU, specifi-
cally obese subjects, and in subjects where
Metformin is contraindicated or not tolerated,
glitazones could be the first drug of choice.

Triple Therapy

In some diabetic subjects, the goal is not
reached by dual therapy, and add-on of the third
antidiabetic drug must be considered. The com-
bination of insulin and glitazones has been
shown to be powerful and must be considered if
the goals are not reached, as stated above. Now,
this combination has also been approved in
Europe. Another possibility is to combine the
three oral antidiabetic drugs: SU, Metformin
and glitazones [28].

The algorithm given in Fig. 4 based on the ADA
and the EASD criteria can be recommended as the
basis for the individual treatment.

Conclusion

It is obvious both from the literature and the daily
clinical experience that most T2D subjects need
combination therapy consisting of two or three
antidiabetic drugs. The long-term effect on compli-
cations (hard end-points) and the potential side-
effects (of combinations) have still not been
demonstrated in the literature, but from the UKPDS
study we learned the importance of normalisation of
blood glucose values.
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Introduction

The stimulation of insulin secretion has been a
therapeutic principle since the introduction of
sulfonylureas in the 1950s, when tolbutamide and
carbutamide were introduced. Second- and third-
generation sulfonylureas like glibenclamide and
glimeperide remain to be among the most commonly
used antidiabetic agents, attesting to the fact that
promoting β-cell secretory function is a feasible way
of controlling plasma glucose in patients with type
2 diabetes. Nevertheless, sulfonylureas are far from
ideal as antidiabetic agents, since their use is associ-
ated with weight gain and with the provocation of
hypoglycemia [1]. The latter is caused by the absence
of a strict glucose dependency of the ability to pro-
mote insulin secretion, since sulfonylureas per se are
able to close the ATP-dependent K+ channel, even at
rather low glucose concentrations [2].

The incretin concept was developed when it had
become obvious that the oral ingestion of nutrients,
especially carbohydrates (glucose, starch, etc.)
releases insulinotropic hormones from the gut

mucosa, which in turn augment the insulin secretory
response induced by meal-related glycemic
excursions [3,4]. When the first incretin hormone
to be described in detail, Glucose-dependent
Insulinotropic Polypeptide (Gastric Inhibitory
Polypeptide, GIP) was characterized [5–7], one of
the remarkable properties was the strict glucose
dependency of its insulinotropic actions, both in per-
fused rat pancreas [8] and in human subjects in vivo
[9]. Werner Creutzfeldt, in his 1978 Claude–Bernard
lecture to the European Association for the Study of
Diabetes [3], made this characteristic of GIP a core
component of the definition of incretin hormones in
general. Obviously, with a peptide like GIP, it was
impossible to provoke hypoglycemic episodes, even
when it was administered at high doses. A natural
compound that potently stimulates insulin secretion,
however, without a risk of provoking hypoglycemia,
attracted attention as a potential candidate parent
compound for the development of antidiabetic
drugs. Because GIP has lost most of its insulino-
tropic activity in patients with type 2 diabetes
[10–13], it was not until the identification of
glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) [14–18] and the
demonstration that GLP-1 had preserved
insulinotropic (and additional) activities in patients
with type 2 diabetes [11,19,20] that the idea of using
incretin hormones as the basis for novel antidiabetic
drugs could be actively persued.
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Definition of the Problem 
and Basic Pathophysiology

Secretion and Action of Incretin
Hormones in Physiology

Physiological Roles of Gastrointestinal
Peptide Hormones

The ingestion of nutrients elicits the secretion of
gastrointestinal hormones intimately involved in the
regulation of gut and gallbladder motility, digestive
juice secretion, and postprandial carbohydrate metab-
olism. In particular, incretin hormones stimulate
insulin secretion from the endocrine pancreas.
Through the action of incretin hormones, enteral nutri-
tion provides a more potent insulinotropic stimulus
relative to an isoglycemic intravenous challenge. This
phenomenon is named the “incretin effect” [3,21–23].

GIP

The first incretin to be identified, GIP, was
purified from porcine intestine extracts by virtue
of its ability to inhibit gastric acid secretion
(therefore, the original name was gastric inhibitory
polypeptide) [7,24]. Soon, it was discovered that
GIP displayed potent insulinotropic actions in
animals [8,25] and in human subjects [9]. GIP
was shown to be a 42 amino acid peptide hormone
[7,24] synthesized in duodenal and jejunal
enteroendocrine K cells [26] in the proximal small
bowel (duodenum and jejunum) (Fig. 1).

GLP-1

Much later, the second incretin hormone, glucagon-
like peptide-1 (GLP-1), was identified as a partial
sequence of the cDNAs and genes encoding
proglucagon [14,27]. After posttranslational pro-
cessing of proglucagon in gut endocrine L-cells
[16,28–30], GLP-1 exists in two circulating equipo-
tent molecular forms, GLP-1 (“glycine-extended
GLP-1”) and GLP-1 [7–36] amide (“amidated GLP-1”)
[31,32] (Fig. 1). The amidated form is more abun-
dant in the circulation following meal ingestion in
humans [32]. Although the majority of GLP-1 is
synthesized in the distal ileum and colon, plasma
levels of GLP-1, like GIP, increase shortly after
starting meals. This leaves two possibilities: Either
there is an upper gut signal mediating GLP-1 release
from more distal stores [33] (i.e. the locations where
GLP-1 is most abundant [28]). Alternatively, GLP-1
is predominantly released from the sparse L-cells
that are present in the upper gut [28,34]. Quantitative
considerations make it appear feasible that GLP-1
from gut segments coming into direct contact with
chyme is the source of postprandial increments in
GLP-1 concentrations [35].

Proteolytic Degradation of Incretin
Hormones by Dipeptidyl Peptidase-4

Plasma levels of total GLP-1 (including proteolytic
degradation products) are low (“basal”) in the fasted
state (approximately 5 pmol/L) and increase rapidly
following meal ingestion, reaching levels in plasma

112 Michael A. Nauck et al.

FIG. 1. Peptide structures of the two main incretin hormones, glucose-dependent insulinotropic polypeptide
(gastric inhibitory polypeptide, GIP), and glucagon-like peptide 1 (GLP-1). Amino acids shared between both
peptides are shown in dark blue, and amino acids unique to GIP and GLP-1 are shown in light and dark green,
respectively. The red arrow indicates the position of cleavage by dipeptidyl peptidase-4 (DPP-4), the alanine
residue in position 2, which is recognized by DPP-4, is highlighted by a red margin.
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of 15–50 pmol/L [32]. Only a minor proportion of
circulating GLP-1 (approximately 10–20%) is intact,
biologically active GLP-1. This is true after endoge-
nous secretion [36] as well as during exogenous
administration, for example, during continuous intra-
venous infusion or after subcutaneous injection [37].
The major reason is the rapid proteolytic degradation
and inactivation by dipeptidyl peptidase-4 (DPP-4)
[38], an aminopeptidase recognizing peptides with a
proline or alanine in the second aminoterminal posi-
tion [39]. It removes the first two aminoterminal
amino acids, rendering the breakdown products
(GLP-1 [9–36] amide or GLP-1 [9–37]) biologically
inactive or even weakly antagonistic [40–44]. The
circulating levels of intact GLP-1 and GIP are further
kept low by rapid renal clearance [45,46]. Whether
additional proteases such as human neutral endopep-
tidase 24.11 are also essential determinants of GLP-1
inactivation remains under active investigation
[47,48]. Mice with targeted inactivation of the DPP-4
gene exhibit increased levels of plasma GIP and
GLP-1, increased insulin secretion, and reduced glucose
excursion following a glucose challenge [49].

GIP and GLP-1 Receptors

GIP and GLP-1 exert their actions via engagement
of structurally distinct G protein-coupled receptors.
GIP receptors are predominantly expressed on islet
β-cells, and to a lesser extent, in adipose tissue and
in the central nervous system [50–53]. In contrast,
GLP-1 receptors are expressed in pancreatic
endocrine β-cells [54,55] and in several peripheral
tissues including the central and peripheral nervous
system, heart, kidney, lung, and the gastrointestinal
tract [56,57]. Activation of both incretin receptors on
β-cells leads to rapid increases in levels of cyclic
AMP and intracellular calcium, followed by insulin
exocytosis, in a glucose-dependent manner [58].
Incretin receptor signaling is associated with protein
kinase A activation, induction of gene transcription,
enhanced levels of (pro-)insulin biosynthesis [59], and
the stimulation of β-cell proliferation [60,61]. GLP-1
and GIP receptor activation protect β-cells against
toxin-induced apoptosis (elicited by glucotoxicity –
hyperglycemia, lipotoxicity – high concentrations of
free fatty acids, streptozotocin, or hydrogen perox-
ide) and enhanced β-cell survival, findings 
observed in studies of both rodent [62–64] and
human islets [65].

Biological activity of GIP and GLP-1

The main functions of GIP are the glucose-dependent
augmentation of insulin secretion during periods
characterized by physiological hyperglycemia, the
incretin function sensu strictu [8,9,18,66,67].
Animal experiments suggest that GIP receptors on
adipose tissue are essential for adipocyte triglyc-
eride storage after meal ingestion: GIP receptor
knock-out mice do not become obese when fed a
high-fat diet [53].

GLP-1 does not only display glucose-dependent
insulinotropic (“incretin”) activity [15,17,18,68],
but also inhibits glucagon secretion [11,69], decel-
erates gastric emptying [70–73] and reduces food
ingestion [74–78], and promotes enhanced glucose
disposal via neural mechanisms involving recep-
tors in the “hepatoportal” region [79]. All these
actions, which are summarized in Fig. 2 and Table 1,
potentially contribute to glucoregulation. It is of
interest that GLP-1 effects on glucagon secretion,
like those on insulin secretory responses, are
glucose-dependent, whereas counter-regulatory
release of glucagon in response to hypoglycemia
remains undisturbed even in the presence of
pharmacological concentrations of GLP-1 [68].

Effect of Incretin Receptor Knock-out in Mice

The physiological importance of endogenous GIP
and GLP-1 for glucose homeostasis can be examined
using specific receptor antagonists or knock-out
mice. Acute antagonism of either GIP or GLP-1
action lowers insulin secretion and increases plasma
glucose following oral glucose ingestion in rodents
[80,81]. Similarly, mice with inactivating mutations
in the GIP or GLP-1 receptors exhibit reduced
glucose-stimulated insulin secretion and impaired
glucose tolerance [66,82]. GLP-1, but probably not
GIP, is essential also for the control of fasting
glucose concentrations, as acute antagonism or
genetic disruption of GLP-1 action leads to
increased levels of fasting glucose in rodents [82].

Effects of GLP-1 Receptor Antagonists 
in Human Subjects

The GLP-1 receptor antagonist exendin [9–39]
has been used to elucidate the role of endoge-
nously secreted GLP-1 in human volunteers.
Administration of exendin [9–39] leads to a
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reduction in glucose-stimulated insulin secretion,
diminished glucose clearance, and increased
glucagon secretion [83,84]. Indirect evidence
suggests more rapid gastric emptying following
disruption of GLP-1 action in humans as expected
from the activity profile of GLP-1 (Fig. 2) [85].

Activity of the Entero-Insular Axis and
Incretin Hormones in Type 2-Diabetic
Patients

Reduced Incretin Effect in Patients 
with Type 2 Diabetes

In healthy human subjects oral glucose elicits a
considerably higher insulin secretory response than
does intravenous glucose (even if leading to the
same glycemic increments). This incretin effect is
substantially reduced or even completely lost in
patients with type 2 diabetes [86]. The reduction
in the incretin effect probably is an acquired defect,

since it is also found in patients with diabetes
secondary to chronic pancreatitis, whereas chronic
pancreatitis without diabetes is characterized by a
normal incretin effect [87].

Secretion of Incretin Hormones in Patients
with Type 2 Diabetes

Cross-sectional analyses of larger cohorts suggest
that there is a slight reduction in postprandial GLP-1
secretion following the ingestion of a mixed meal
in patients with type 2 diabetes. Subjects with
impaired glucose tolerance display intermediate
results between healthy controls (normal response)
and type 2-diabetic patients (reduced response)
[88]. This is true for both total and intact GLP-1
[36]. However, the overall difference is small, and
concerns the second and third hour after starting
meal ingestion, whereas the characteristic differ-
ences in insulin secretory pattern are found in the
early period after glucose or meal ingestion [89].

114 Michael A. Nauck et al.

FIG. 2. Biological actions of GIP and GLP-1 on various target organs/cells in relation to pathophysiologically
important facets of type 2 diabetes. See Table 1 for related literature.
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Therefore, it cannot be considered likely that the
slight reduction in postprandial GLP-1 secretion in
patients with type 2 diabetes has any immediate
impact on glycemic control. Along the same lines,
any administration of GLP-1 receptor agonists
should not be simply considered a replacement of
an essential hormone (e.g. GLP-1) that is lacking in
patients with type 2 diabetes.

GIP secretion in patients with type 2 diabetes
has been reported as exaggerated [90], normal (on
average) [91], or reduced [88]. In all cases, the
differences were small in comparison with appro-
priate control subjects and are not likely to indi-
cate any importance for the pathophysiology of
the entero-insular axis in type 2 diabetes.
Certainly, there is no complete lack in GIP in
patients with type 2 diabetes.

Insulinotropic Activity of GIP and GLP-1 
in Patients with Type 2 Diabetes

While the interaction of both GIP and GLP-1 with
their respective receptors on healthy pancreatic
endocrine β-cells leads to cAMP production and the
augmentation of glucose-stimulated insulin release in
a very similar manner [92], the insulinotropic activ-
ity of GIP is almost completely lost in patients with
type 2 diabetes [10–13,93]. This does not appear to
indicate a lack of expression of GIP receptors on type
2-diabetic β-cells, since a bolus injection of GIP still
elicits some insulin secretory response [13].
However, prolonged infusion, even of highly phar-
macological doses of GIP, is unable to meaningfully
stimulate insulin secretion. This certainly is the fun-
damental defect underlying the reduced incretin
effect in patients with type 2 diabetes. The patho-
physiology of the entero-insular axis in type 2
diabetes is outlined elsewhere in more detail [94,95].

On the other hand, a considerable proportion of
the insulinotropic activity of GLP-1 as found in
healthy subjects is preserved in patients with type 2
diabetes (Table 1). Physiological concentrations of
GLP-1 (as found after meal ingestion), however,
have little if any effect on insulin secretion in
patients with type 2 diabetes [11].

Upon a closer look, the insulinotropic activity of
GLP-1 is also somewhat reduced in patients with
type 2 diabetes compared with healthy control sub-
jects [96]. However, even a relatively low dose of
GLP-1 can acutely restore the ability of β-cells to

respond to increasing glucose concentrations with
an insulin secretory response similar to healthy
subjects. Nevertheless, the insulin response
remains at approximately 20–25% relative to
the effect in healthy subjects exposed to the same
GLP-1 doses and concentrations [96]. This partial
preservation of insulin secretory effects is suffi-
cient to make GLP-1 a potent insulinotropic agent
in patients with type 2 diabetes.

Pharmacological doses of GLP-1 display the full
spectrum of activities also in patients with type 2
diabetes (Fig. 2, Table 1). This includes effects on
insulin [11,97] and glucagon [11] secretion, gastric
emptying [20,97], appetite, and meal size [76]. As
a consequence, antidiabetic properties of pharma-
cological doses of GLP-1 have been examined in
patients with type 2 diabetes.

Therapeutic Potential of Incretin
Hormones

Owing to their pivotal role in the postprandial
regulation of insulin secretion, both GIP and
GLP-1 have been suggested as potential antidia-
betic drug candidates [4,98]. However, no signif-
icant reduction in glycemia could be achieved in
studies with intravenous infusions of the GIP in
hyperglycemic patients with type 2 diabetes
[99]. Indeed, while GIP exhibits potent
insulinotropic properties in healthy subjects and
probably mediates the major proportion of the
incretin effect under physiological circumstances
[9,10,18,100,101], its insulinotropic effect is
markedly diminished in patients with type 2 dia-
betes [11–13]. It is a current matter of debate
whether this loss of incretin activity in type 2 diabetes
is due to a specific defect, for example, in GIP
signaling on pancreatic β-cells, or whether it goes
along with a general decline in β-cell mass and
function in such patients [102,103]. In support of
the latter hypothesis, the insuliotropic effect of GIP
is not only reduced in patients with type 2 diabetes,
but also in individuals with other forms of diabetes,
such as MODY or type 1 diabetes [104]. A number
of GIP analogues exhibiting prolonged biological
half-lives due to the chemical modifications,
mostly at the N-terminal end of the peptide chain,
have been proposed as potential drug candidates
for the pharmacotherapy of type 2 diabetes
[105–107], but as yet none of these compounds
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has been tested in patients with diabetes. Given the
obvious inefficacy of native GIP in such patients, it
is questionable whether GIP analogues will indeed
exhibit a significant antihyperglycemic potential.
Furthermore, unlike GLP-1, GIP even stimulates
glucagon secretion [108,109], thereby potentially
counteracting its insulinotropic effect.

Antidiabetic Actions of GLP-1

Short-term intravenous infusions of GLP-1
(approximately 1.2 pmol/kg/min, leading to
pharmacological plasma concentrations of total
GLP-1 of approximately 100 pmol/L, and intact
biologically active GLP-1 of approximately 15
pmol/L) lower blood glucose in human subjects
with type 2 diabetes through a transient glucose-
dependent stimulation of insulin and suppression of
glucagon secretion and gastric emptying [110–113].
A 6-week subcutaneous infusion of GLP-1 in
patients with type 2 diabetes achieving plasma
levels of total GLP-1 of around 65 pmol/L [114]
was followed by a substantial improvement in
insulin secretory capacity, insulin sensitivity, a
reduction in HbA1c by 1.2%, and weight loss [114].
Although intravenous or subcutaneous GLP-1 infu-
sions may be useful for the short-term control of
hyperglycemia under a variety of clinical conditions
[115,116], the long-term treatment of type 2
diabetes requires a more feasible approach for
achieving sustained GLP-1 receptor activation. The
proof-of-principle that GLP-1 can help lower, even
normalize plasma glucose in a substantial number
of patients with type 2 diabetes [112], has paved the
way to explore the clinical efficacy of (i) peptides

that act as GLP-1 receptor agonists, but have more
suitable pharmacokinetic properties than are char-
acteristic for the parent compound, GLP-1, and (ii)
DPP-4 inhibitors (small molecules with substantial
oral bioavailability) (Figs. 3 and 4, Table 2).

Therapeutical Approach of
Relevant Drugs, Understanding and
Pinpointing Clinical Pharmacology.
Critical Evaluation of Drugs

GLP-1 Receptor Agonists

Exenatide (synthetic exendin-4)

Exenatide (synthetic exendin-4) was isolated from
the salivary gland of the gila monster, a lizard
found in the deserts of Arizona [117]. Due to an
~50% amino acid homology with native human
GLP-1 (Figs. 1 and 4), this peptide acts as a potent
agonist at the mammalian GLP-1 receptor, but is
not substrate to proteolytic cleavage by DPP-4
[117]. This leads to a circulating plasma half-life of
2–4 h, with exenatide levels being raised for ~6 h
after a single subcutaneous injection [118].

The clinical effects of exenatide in the treatment
of type 2 diabetes have been examined in phase 3
trials (Fig. 5). In these studies, exenatide (5 or 10
µg s.c. twice daily) was added to an existing
therapy with metformin [119], sulfonylureas [120],
a combination of both [121], or thiazolidinediones
[122]. HbA1c-reductions achieved after exenatide
treatment over 30 weeks ranged from 0.8% to
1.0%, with HbA1c-levels at baseline ranging
between 8.2% and 8.6%. In addition, body weight
was reduced by ~1–3 kg after 30 weeks (baseline
weight: ~100 kg), and patients continuing in an
open-label extension study for 80 weeks exhibited
a total weight loss averaging ~4.5 kg [123]. The
latter effect is remarkable in that all other
insulinotropic drugs (sulfonylureas and glinides) as
well as insulin itself typically cause weight gain
during long-term administration [1].

In an open-label comparison of exenatide with
insulin glargine in diabetic patients suboptimally
controlled with metformin and sulfonylurea, both
treatment regimens led to a reduction in HbA1c
levels by ~1.1% after 26 weeks (baseline: 8.2%)
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FIG. 3. Schematic diagram illustrating the action of
dipeptidyl peptidase-4 (DPP-4) on the incretin hormones
GIP and GLP-1.
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FIG. 4. Peptide and chemical structure, respectively, of the incretin mimetics exenatide and liraglutide and the DPP-4
inhibitors sitagliptin ((2R)-4-oxo-4-[3-(trifluoromethyl)-5,6-dihydro[1,2,4]triazolo[4,3-α]pyrazin-7(8H)-yl]-1-(2,4,5-
trifluorophenyl)butan-2-amine) and vildagliptin (1-[[(3-hydroxy-1-adamantyl)amino]acetyl]-2-cyano-(S)-pyrrolidine).
(Modified from Drucker and Nauck 2006 [145]).

TABLE 2. Comparison of the incretin mimetics exenatide, exenatide LAR and liraglutide.

Exenatide Exenatide LARa Liraglutide

Administration s.c. injection s.c. injection s.c. injection
Half-life (h) ≈2–4 >1 weekb ≈12–14
Frequency of injections Twice daily Once weekly once daily
Dose per injection 5–10 µg Up to 2 mgc Up to 2 mg
DPP-4 substrate? No No No
Insulin secretiond ↑ ↑e ↑
Glucagon secretiond ↓ ↓e ↓
Fasting glucose ↓ ↓↓↓ ↓↓↓
Postprandial glucose excursions ↓↓↓ ↓↓↓ ↓↓
Weight reduction Yes Yes Yes
Gastric empting ↓ ? (↓)
Hypoglycemia Nof No No
Nausea Yes (≈50%) Yes (≈25%) Yes (≈10%)
Antibody production Yes (≈45%) Probably yes No

aLAR = long-acting release preparation (biodegradable polymeric microspheres).
bEstimate, since no pharmacokinetic characteristics have been published.
cSince liraglutide strongly binds albumin, only 1–2% are non-albumin bound, free liraglutide 
able to interact with GLP-1 receptors.
dThe influence on insulin and glucagon secretion is glucose-dependent.
eThe active ingredient of exenatide LAR is identical to unretarded exenatide; no studies have 
reported the action profile of exenatide LAR with respect to insulin and glucagon secretion.
fOnly if combined with other agents which can cause hypoglycemic episodes (e.g., sulfonylureas).
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[124]. However, while fasting glucose concentra-
tions were reduced to a greater extent with insulin
glargine, exenatide treatment elicited greater
reductions in postprandial glycemia. The most
striking differences between both treatment regi-
mens were observed in body weight. Thus, patients
treated with insulin glargine experienced a weight
gain of 1.8 kg, whereas patients on exenatide lost on
average 2.3 kg over the treatment period [124].
Similar findings have been reported for the compar-
ison of exenatide and premixed insulin aspart, both
injected subcutaneously twice daily [125] (Fig. 5).

In April 2005, exenatide (trade name, Byetta)
was approved by the FDA for the treatment of type
2 diabetic patients who have not achieved adequate
glycemic control on maximally tolerated doses of
metformin and/or a sulfonylurea. In Europe,
exenatide was approved in November 2006.

Liraglutide

Liraglutide (NN2211; Arg34, Lys26-[N-∈ (γ-
Glu[N-α-hexadecanoyl])]-GLP-1[7–37]) is a GLP-1
derivative developed by Novo Nordisk, which is cur-
rently undergoing phase 3 clinical trials. The plasma
half-life of this compound has been extended to
~10–14 h through an amino acid substitution
(Arg34→Lys) and the attachment of a glutamic acid
and a 16-C-free fatty acid addition to Lys26
[126–128]. The acyl moiety induces non-covalent
binding to albumin with ~1–2% of Liraglutide cir-
culating as the non-albumin bound, “free” peptide
[129]. These modified pharmacokinetic properties
make the compound suitable for once-daily s.c.
administration. In clinical studies in patients with
type 2 diabetes, liraglutide reduced HbA1c levels by
up to 1.75% [130]. Liraglutide induced a moderate
weight loss during chronic administration
[131–133], similar to the effects of native GLP-1
and exenatide.

Long-acting GLP-1 Receptor Agonists

As a single subcutaneous injection of exenatide
does not produce effective glucose control for
more than 6–8 h, there is considerable interest in
the development of longer-acting GLP-1 receptor
agonists, which require less frequent parenteral
administration. Exenatide LAR (“long-acting
release”) is a poly-lactide-glycolide microsphere
suspension containing 3% exendin-4 peptide,

which exhibits sustained dose-dependent glycemic
control in diabetic fatty Zucker rats for up to 28
days following a single subcutaneous injection
[134]. Preliminary experience with exenatide LAR
in 45 subjects with type 2 diabetes mellitus indi-
cates a much greater reduction in fasting glucose
concentrations and HbA1c following once-weekly
administrations of exenatide LAR for 15 weeks
[135]. However, long-term experience with exe-
natide LAR in larger numbers of patients has not
yet been reported. Exenatide LAR is currently
being examined in a Phase 3 trial head to head
against twice-daily exenatide.

Properties of exenatide, exenatide LAR, and
liraglutide are compared systematically in Table 2.

Additional strategies for development of long-
acting GLP-1 receptor agonists include the use of
chemical linkers to form covalent bonds between
GLP-1 (CJC-1131) or exendin-4 (CJC-1134)
(ConjuChem Inc.) [136]. Similarly, recombinant
albumin-GLP-1 proteins (e.g., “albugon”) have been
developed, which mimic the full spectrum of GLP-1
actions in preclinical studies [137]. Although these
drugs are expected to exhibit a prolonged pharmaco-
kinetic profile suitable for once-weekly dosing in
diabetic patients, only limited clinical information is
available about the efficacy and safety of these
albumin-based drugs in human subjects.

DPP-4 Inhibitors

The therapeutic use of GLP-1 is primarily limited by
its rapid in vivo degradation by the enzyme DPP-4
[37,38,138]. DPP-4 is a ubiquitous membrane-spanning
cell-surface amino-peptidase widely expressed in
many tissues including liver, lung, kidney, intestinal
brush-border membranes, lymphocytes, and endothe-
lial cells, which can also be found circulating in
plasma [39,139,140]. DPP-4 nonspecifically cleaves
peptides displaying a proline or alanine residue in the
second amino-terminal position, thereby making a
number of gastrointestinal hormones, including
GIP [38,138,141], GLP-1 [37,38,138,142], GLP-2,
PACAP, Neuropeptide Y, and Peptide YY substrates
to DPP-4 degradation [39].

Endogenous GLP-1 plasma levels typically
increase by ~2–3-fold after meal ingestion and
return to baseline values within ~3–6 h [18,143,144].
Inhibiting DPP-4 activity extents the circulating
half-life of the incretin hormone, thereby raising
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intact GLP-1 levels (Fig. 3) for up to 5 h after meal
ingestion. While DPP-4 inhibitors primarily lower
postprandial glycemic excursions, there is now
evidence that basal concentrations of intact GLP-1
are also raised to some extent by DPP-4 inhibition,
which may explain their (modest) effects on fasting
glycemia [145].

As a rule, DPP-4 inhibitors mimic many of the
actions of native GLP-1, such as the stimulation
of insulin and inhibition of glucagon secretion.
However, unlike GLP-1 and its analogues, DPP-4
inhibitors do not typically influence body weight
or gastric emptying [146]. These discrepancies
might be due to the nonspecific mode of action
of the DPP-4 inhibitors, which also prevent the
degradation of other peptides, especially GIP
and NPY, which might exert opposite effects on
gastric motility and the central nervous control
of appetite. As an alternative explanation, it
seems possible that the modest elevations in
intact GLP-1 levels (approximately doubled)
seen after DPP-4 inhibition are of insufficient
magnitude to elicit significant effects on gastric
emptying and food intake.

A number of small molecule DPP-4 inhibitors
suitable for oral administration are currently under-
going clinical trials. This article focuses on the two
major compounds with available reports regarding
phase 3 clinical trials. Important results are
summarized in Fig. 5.

Sitagliptin

The DPP-4 inhibitor sitagliptin has been developed
by Merck Pharmaceuticals and was recently approved
for the therapy of type 2 diabetes by the FDA under
the name Januvia. The elimination half-life of
sitagliptin is 12–14 h [147], thereby allowing for
once-daily administration. In phase 3 trials enrolling
drug-naïve patients with type 2 diabetes, sitagliptin
led to HbA1c reductions of 0.79% and 0.94% a dose
of 100 and 200 mg, respectively (baseline: 8.0%)
[148]. In diabetic patients inadequately controlled
with metformin (baseline HbA1c: 8.0%), HbA1c-levels
were reduced by 0.65% after 24 weeks of sitagliptin
treatment [149]. Likewise, patients pretreated with
pioglitazone (baseline HbA1c: 8.1%) exhibited a 0.7%
HbA1c-reduction after 24 weeks of sitaglitin treatment
[149]. Regarding the control of glycemia (HbA1c),
sitagliptin was equipotent to the sulfonylurea

glipizide, when added to metformin pretreatment.
Glipizide, however, caused significant weight gain
(Fig. 5). Similar to vildaglitin, sitagliptin does not
have any systematic effect on body weight (Fig. 5).

Vildagliptin

The DPP-4 inhibitor vildagliptin has been devel-
oped by Novartis Pharma and is currently awaiting
approval. Vildagliptin has been studied at doses
between 50 and 100 mg administered once or twice
daily per os [146,150,151]. In a study over 4 weeks,
once-daily administration of 100 mg vildagliptin
reduced fasting glucose by 0.70 mmol/L, and post-
prandial glucose excursions by 1.45 mmol/L [150].
This effect was accompanied by a significant reduc-
tion glucagon levels, whereas plasma insulin
remained rather unchanged [150]. However, similar
insulin profiles at lower glucose concentrations
indicate an improvement in glucose-stimulated
insulin secretion. Consistent with this, indirect
evidence from mathematical modeling studies
suggested a significant improvement in β-cell
function during vildagliptin treatment [152].

In metformin-treated patients with type 2 diabetes,
the addition of vildagliptin led to a reduction of HbA1c
by ~0.8% (baseline: 7.7%), and this effect was main-
tained during an open-label extension for 52 weeks
[153] (Fig. 5). Recent studies in patients with type 2
diabetes treated with the twice-daily administration of
50 mg vildagliptin also demonstrated a significant
improvement in postprandial plasma triglyceride and
apolipoprotein B-48-containing triglyceride-rich
lipoprotein particle metabolism [154], suggesting that
this compound might exert antiatherogenic effects
beyond its glucose-lowering actions.

In a direct comparison, vildagliptin did not quite
achieve noninferiority in comparison with met-
formin in terms of lowering HbA1c-levels, but was
associated with a lower frequency of GI-side
effects [155]. When compared with rosiglitazone,
vildagliptin treatment elicited a similar reduction in
HbA1c-levels, but did not cause a similar increase
in body weight (Fig. 5) [156].

Contrasting Properties of GLP-1 Receptor
Agonists and DPP-4 Inhibitors

Properties of incretin mimetics and DPP-4
inhibitors are systematically compared in Table 3.
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Twice-daily exenatide administered via subcu-
taneous injection is currently indicated for the
treatment of patients with type 2 diabetes mellitus
failing one or more oral agents, often as an
alternative to institution of insulin therapy. In
contrast, once-daily DPP-4 inhibitors may find
use as first-line therapy or as add-on therapy to
patients failing one or more oral agents. Although
there does not appear to be a great difference in
the HbA1c-lowering capacity of GLP-1 receptor
agonists versus DPP-4 inhibitors, the obvious
difference between these classes of drugs is their
effect on body weight. Weight loss is a com-
mon outcome of therapy with native GLP-1
[114], exenatide [119–121], and liraglutide
[157,158], whereas therapy with DPP-4
inhibitors is associated with prevention of
weight gain [150,153,159,160] (Fig. 5). In contrast,
gastrointestinal side effects, predominantly
nausea, are frequently reported following treat-
ment with injectable incretin mimetics, but
have not been described with DPP-4 inhibition

[150,153,159–162]. These differences may be
explained in part by the relatively modest
stabilization of postprandial GLP-1 seen after
DPP-4 inhibition versus the pharmacological
increases in circulating levels of incretin mimetics
exemplified by exenatide. Although nausea is a
common side effect of exenatide therapy, many
patients experience weight loss independent of
nausea [163]. Consistent with the above differences
in circulating levels of GLP-1, incretin mimetics,
but not DPP-4 inhibitors, profoundly decelerate
gastric emptying [97,113,164,165] (Table 3).

Practical Outline in the
Management

In this chapter, a suggestion will be developed on
how incretin mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors will
fit into established treatment algorithms for
glycemic control in patients with type 2 diabetes
(see Fig. 6A).
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TABLE 3. Comparison of the classes of incretin mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors.

Parameter Incretin mimetics DPP-4 Inhibitors

Administration Injection Tablet
GLP-1/GLP-1 receptor agonist Up to 24 h/day Predominantly for 3–6 h after meals, when secretion

concentration elevated from endogenous sources is stimulated)
GLP-1 concentration Pharmacological (> ×5) Close to physiological (≈ x 2–3)
Action through GLP-1 receptors GLP-1 receptors, GIP-receptors (?), 

other receptors (?)
GLP-1 action via Circulation > nerves Nerves > circulation (?)
HbA1c reduction −0.8–1.8% −0.5–1.1%
Weight change −3(−5) kg ±0 kg
β-cell mass effectsa Robust Probable

aAnimal experiments.

FIG. 6. Treatment algorithm for patients with type 2 diabetes. (a) is a simplified version of “a consensus algorithm for
the initiation and adjustment of therapy” for the “management of hyperglycemia in type 2 diabetes” recently published
by Nathan et al. [166,167]). ?*indicates that a higher than target range HbA1c (e.g., >7.0%) indicates the need for inten-
sification of anti-hyperglycemic therapy. The algorithm is based on the availability of metformin, sulfonylureas,
glitazones, and insulin. α-glucosidase inhibitors are not considered. (B) is a development of algorithm (A), but
considering the availability of DPP-4 inhibitors (e.g., sitagliptin and vildagliptin) and incretin mimetics (e.g., exenatide).
The therapeutic options at each step of intensification considerably increase in number. Dotted lines indicate that
progressing through the algorithm this way may require more action than just adding the next antidiabetic drug. In 
some cases, contraindications need to be addressed (e.g., glitazones in combination with insulin, not approved in Europe).
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FIG. 6. (continued). In other cases, especially if a more potent drug is to be added, which relies on a similar mecha-
nism (e.g., incretin-mediated insulinotropic activity), one of the previously used antidiabetic agents may need to be
discontinued (e.g., when adding a sulfonylurea or an incretin mimetic to a patient previously treated with a DPP-4
inhibitor). Note that sufficient study results (see Fig. 5) are not available for all mentioned combinations to provide a
sound scientific basis for their use outside clinical studies.
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Choice of Patients

Incretin Mimetics

Since incretin mimetics are injectable antidiabetic
drugs, their use will most likely be considered, when
oral antidiabetic agents in combinations do no longer
assure glycemic control of the required quality. This
is the moment, when – according to current
guidelines – the start of insulin treatment would be
considered according to most recommendations
[166,167]. However, such guidelines have, until now,
not considered the availability of incretin mimetics or
DPP-4 inhibitors. An attempt has been made to
incorporate these novel antidiabetic treatment
choices into a more complex algorithm (Fig. 6B).

Incretin mimetics (e.g. exenatide) would have
some advantages over using insulin. In particular,
they promote weight loss, whereas the initiation of
insulin treatment must be expected to be associated
with weight gain [1,168]. This difference has been
demonstrated in two head-to-head studies compar-
ing twice-daily exenatide injections either with
once-daily insulin glargine [124] or twice-daily
premixed insulin [125]. It is, however, not known
whether the resulting weight difference (approxi-
mately 5 kg) represents a significant health benefit
in terms of cardiovascular risk or even outcome.
Longer-term studies examining cardiovascular
endpoints will be necessary to clarify this point. It
can, however, be foreseen that for the obese type
2-diabetic patients, who has struggled to lose
weight, an agent that will provide a good chance to
lose rather than to gain body weight is an attractive
choice. Along these lines, for patients in whom
insulin therapy had been initiated recently, and in
whom this has led to considerable weight gain, switch-
ing to incretin mimetics might be a reasonable alterna-
tive. However, studies examining the consequences of
changing therapy from insulin to incretin mimetics in
this particular situation are not yet available.

DPP-4 Inhibitors

Given the fact that metformin is the established
first-line drug for the anti-hyperglycemic treatment
of obese type 2 diabetes [166,167,169], especially
considering the reduction in the incidence of acute
myocardial infarction and related mortality demon-
strated in the UKPDS (obese cohort) [169], the use
of DPP-4 inhibitors may be considered, when met-

formin alone has failed to maintain adequate
glycemic control, or is not likely to achieve treat-
ment goals unless combined with additional agents
(Fig. 6 B). An early initiation of anti-hyperglycemic
combination treatment is supported by the recent
finding that metformin and sitagliptin achieved a
higher likelihood of treatment success when given
in combination to patients with type 2 diabetes not
previously treated with oral agents [170].

As a second oral antidiabetic agent, the use of
DPP-4 inhibitors has to be weighed against the
alternatives, sulfonylureas, glitazones, α-glucosidase
inhibitors, and (basal, “bedtime”) insulin (Fig. 6).
All other treatment choices (except acarbose or
miglitol) will cause weight gain, whereas DPP-4
inhibitors generally can be considered weight-neu-
tral. Sulfonylureas can provoke hypoglycemic
episodes [1], and glitazones may precipitate fluid
retention and congestive heart failure [171,172].
Given the comparable antidiabetic potency of
sitagliptin relative to the sulfonylurea glipizide
[125] and of vildagliptine in comparison with the
thiazolidindione rosiglitazone [156], their weight-
neutrality and unremarkable side-effect profile
make DPP-4 inhibitors a serious contender for
the second oral antidiabetic agent to be added to
metformin treatment.

Given the fact that incretins (both GIP and GLP-1)
are eliminated via the kidneys and that patients with
impaired renal function have elevated circulating
concentrations of GIP and GLP-1, treatment with
usual doses of DPP-4 inhibitors might lead to further
elevations in incretin plasma levels, potentially caus-
ing adverse events. Therefore, lower doses of DPP-4
inhibitors may be appropriate in such patients. Like
in the case of renal functional impairment, not much
is known on the use of DPP-4 inhibitors in patients
with type 2 diabetes and associated diseases leading
to severe organ failure (liver cirrhosis, heart failure,
pulmonary disorders, etc.).

Initiation of Treatment

Incretin Mimetics

Since starting exenatide injections may be associated
with the provocation of nausea, it is better to start
treatment at a lower dose (5 µg per injection, twice
daily subcutaneously) and to increase the dose to 10
µg twice daily after 4 weeks. This has been shown to
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make the 10-µg dose more tolerable [173]. Following
this regimen has been associated with low withdrawal
rates in studies using 10 µg twice daily [124,125].

Initial studies using liraglutide had identified 0.75
mg once daily as a subcutaneous dose close to the
maximum tolerated dose upon a single injection into
treatment-naïve subjects or patients [127,128,131].
Later, a regimen starting at 0.5 mg once daily, and
increasing the dose by 0.5 mg on a weekly basis,
was used to extend the final dosage to 2 mg once
daily [174] for the majority of patients. Therefore, it
appears advisable to start liraglutide at a low dose
and titrate the daily dose up to the 2-mg range. The
most recent trial has reported the use of 0.65, 1.25,
and 1.9 mg once daily [130].

DPP-4 Inhibitors

DPP-4 inhibitors can immediately be started at the
target dose, since the initiation of treatment has not
been associated with any untoward responses. Since
studies examining effects of sitagliptin and
vildagliptin at single (100 mg once daily orally) or
divided doses (e.g., 50 mg twice daily orally) have
not consistently resulted in different efficacy (Fig. 5),
once-daily dosing will probably be the standard.

Choice of Dose and Timing

Incretin Mimetics

In studies examining the dose–response relation-
ships for exenatide, 10 µg twice daily has uniformly
been more effective than 5 µg twice daily
[119–121]. Therefore, for the majority of patients,
exploiting the efficacy of 10 µg twice daily will
be necessary to reach treatment targets. For those
patients achieving their goals already at 5 µg twice
daily, continuing at this dosage is an option.

Given the pharmacokinetics of exenatide injected
subcutaneously into human subjects [175], a single
injection is likely to be clinically effective over a
period of 6–8 h. This can be inferred from the fact
that the glycemic rise after breakfast and dinner is
almost completely abolished when injecting exe-
natide before breakfast and dinner, whereas there
remains a glucose excursion after lunch [124,125].

One consequence of the rather short duration of
action of a single injection of exenatide is that
timing the injection relative to meals is of some
importance. Linnebjerg et al. demonstrated that

exenatide should be injected within 60 min before
starting meals [176]. This appears plausible, since
one important mode of action of exenatide is the
deceleration of gastric emptying [177].

Further, the question arises whether more frequent
injections of exenatide (three or four per day) would
provide even better glycemic control, including a
more profound effect on fasting glucose concentra-
tions and lunch-time glycemic control. One study had
not found advantages of three over two injections
[178]. Rather than increasing the number of injections
per day, the development has been in the direction of
more extended-acting preparations of exenatide.

Preliminary results of using exenatide LAR indi-
cate that doses of 0.8 and 2.0 mg per week (injected
subcutaneously) are effective in reducing HbA1c
considerably [135]. Interestingly, only the higher
dose significantly reduced body weight, while the
effect on HbA1c after 15 weeks was relatively simi-
lar. This raises the question whether the
dose–response relationship is different for glycemic
control and for the reduction in body weight. If this
were true, higher doses should be used, if weight
reduction is among the treatment goals.

Similarly, liraglutide reduced HbA1c at doses of
0.65, 1.25, and 1.9 mg injected once daily subcuta-
neously, to a rather similar extent [130], while only
the higher dose(s) significantly reduced body
weight. Perhaps, the upper end of the dose–response
relationship for weight reduction has not been char-
acterized, and doses even higher than 2 mg daily
would have more profound effects on body weight.
Like with exenatide, the choice of the dose should
consider whether or not weight loss is among the
individual treatment goals.

DPP-4 Inhibitors

Sitagliptin and vildagliptin exert their antidiabetic
activity by inhibiting DPP-4 enzymatic activity. Since
a single dose of 100 mg inhibits DPP-4 activity by
>90% for most of a 24-h period [150,179], there is no
obvious reason why higher doses should be more
effective. As a consequence, a dose of 100 mg once
daily will most likely be used rather uniformly, both
for sitagliptin and vildagliptin, unless they are combined
with other antidiabetic agents (like metformin), which
are usually administered twice daily [170].

Reduced doses may be necessary for patients
with renal functional impairment.
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Choice of Antidiabetic Agents to be Used
in Combination

Incretin Mimetics

A number of potential combinations are depicted in
Fig. 6b. Based on available clinical studies, a
combining exenatide with metformin has the most
obvious advantages: A substantial reduction in
HbA1c is associated with the numerically largest
weight loss [119] (compared with combinations
including sulfonylureas) [120,121] and no
increased risk of hypoglycemia (despite better
glycemic control) [119].

Addition to thiazolidinediones is similarly
possible [122].

If exenatide is to be combined with sulfony-
lureas [120,121,124,125], the benefit of better
glycemic control has to be weighed against the risk
of hypoglycemia and less weight reduction.

A combination of a short-acting incretin
mimetic (to control postprandial rises in
glycemia) and a long-acting insulin (to titrate fast-
ing glucose into the target range [180,181]) may
theoretically appear to make sense, but no studies
are available to report experience with this partic-
ular combination.

DPP-4 Inhibitors

DPP-4 inhibitors can safely be combined with
metformin and thiazolidinediones. A combina-
tion with sulfonylureas does not suggest particu-
lar advantages, since both agents, through
different mechanisms, enhance insulin secretion.
This combination would, most likely, not be as
safe regarding hypoglycemic episodes [182]. No
studies are available regarding a potential
combination with α-glucosidase inhibitors or
insulin treatment.

Measures to Assure Metabolic Control
(Self-Blood-Glucose Monitoring)

Although exenatide was approved by the FDA and
introduced for use in the USA in 2005 (and other
countries since) and sitagliptin has been approved
in the USA and elsewhere in late 2006, no recom-
mendations regarding metabolic control have been
issued. The following suggestions, therefore, are

based on the known properties of incretin mimetics
and DPP-4 inhibitors.

Incretin Mimetics

Since incretin mimetics will be used at fairly
standardized doses (vide supra), and not based on
individual titration (like in the case of insulin),
and since incretin mimetics alone do not provoke
hypoglycemic episodes, there will be a rather
limited need for blood-glucose self-control in
addition to regular determinations of HbA1c. The
frequency of glucose control will primarily
depend on other antidiabetic agents used in
combination and their potential to elicit hypo-
glycemia. Certainly, in comparison with any
insulin regimen, the requirement for blood
glucose-self control will be much smaller. This
could affect the acceptability of such treatment
regimens to patients and on the overall
cost–benefit relationship.

DPP-4 Inhibitors

DPP-4 inhibitors, in their most likely use, in com-
bination with metformin, do not require additional
measures of blood-glucose self-control, since they
are administered at a standard dosage and do not
provoke hypoglycemia. Thus, only occasional pro-
files to assess glycemic control are adequate.

Discontinuation of Treatment

With randomized clinical trials concerning incretin
mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors lasting up to 1 year
[125,155], and open-label follow-up reported up to
2 years [183], it is obvious that these studies cannot
provide an estimate of how long treatment with
incretin mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors can mean-
ingfully control glycemia. It is, however, obvious
that not all patients treated with such agents
achieve their glycemic target, even within the time
frame of the studies that have been reported.
Therefore, preliminary thoughts on when incretin
mimetics or DPP-4 inhibitors should be discontin-
ued, and what the treatment alternatives would be,
seem adequate, even in the absence of studies that
would provide any firm guidance.
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Incretin Mimetics

Treatment with exenatide results in fairly stable
fasting glucose and HbA1c concentrations after
approximately 3 months [119–121,124,125]. If by
then HbA1c targets (e.g., <7.0% [166,167]) have
not been met, intensification of treatment has to be
considered. Since weight loss associated with the
use of exenatide progresses at least up to a duration
of 2 years [183], a secondary improvement of
glycemic control appears possible with further
weight reduction, although this is not clearly
confirmed by serial HbA1c measurements [163].
Certainly, once weight becomes stable and HbA1c
remains outside the target range, antidiabetic
therapy needs to be intensified.

Adding more or other oral antidiabetic agents at
this stage of type 2 diabetes does not seem to be
helpful in achieving adequate glycemic control.
Rather, insulin-based treatment regimens will most
likely be needed. Since there is no reported experi-
ence with a combination of exenatide and insulin,
this cannot be recommended. Established treatment
regimens ranging from a combination of once-daily
basal insulin and oral agents, twice-daily premixed
insulin, or intensified regimens with multiple daily
insulin injections should be initiated instead.

DPP-4 Inhibitors

When a DPP-4 inhibitor added to metformin no
longer adequately controls glycemia, the options
for intensifying therapy include the start of basal
insulin or an incretin mimetic. It is not known
what continued treatment with DPP-4 inhibitors
would add to a combination of metformin (con-
tinued) and basal insulin (newly initiated). In
addition, there has been no published experience
with a combination of a DPP-4 inhibitor and an
incretin mimetic. Such studies are needed to jus-
tify a continuation of DPP-4 inhibitor treatment
under these circumstances. Since there have
been no head-to-head comparisons of the anti-
hyperglycemic efficacy between DPP-4
inhibitors and incretin mimetics, one can only
speculate whether switching from a DPP-4 to an
incretin mimetic would improve glycemic con-
trol. Based on comparisons of the effects on fast-
ing glucose and HbA1c concentrations (Fig. 5),
one might assume that longer-acting incretin

mimetics (exenatide LAR, liraglutide) would
probably provide a better glycemic control than
a DPP-4 inhibitor.

Side Effects of Treatment

Side Effects of Incretin Mimetics

Side Effects of Exenatide

As is typical for the administration of native GLP-1
[184], a considerable proportion of patients receiv-
ing exenatide experience gastrointestinal side
effects, such as nausea and more rarely vomiting
or diarrhea [119–121]. In the phase 3 trials with
exenatide, the frequence of these adverse effects
was reported to be as high as 48% during
treatment with 10 µg of exenatide [119–121].
However, it should be noted that, though frequent,
these side effects were mostly mild to moderate in
intensity and usually transient. Overall, the per-
centage of patients who discontinued exenatide
treatment as a result of side effects was low. When
considering all patients enrolled in the exenatide
phase 3 trials, there also seemed to be an increase
in the frequency of hypoglycemic events
[119–121], but this was limited to the patients
receiving additional treatment with sulfonylurea
drugs [185]. In contrast, the incidence of hypo-
glycemia was unchanged in patients treated with
metformin [119,121].

Antibody formation has been reported in
~40–50% of patients receiving Exenatide treat-
ment [119–121]. However, these antibodies
seemed to exhibit a weak binding affinity and have
not been associated with severely impaired antidi-
abetic effectiveness of exenatide in the majority of
treated subjects.

Side Effects of Liraglutide

In the published phase 2 trials with liraglutide, nau-
sea, vomiting, and diarrhea were the most frequent
adverse events reported, with the incidence of
events being dose-related [131]. Only a small pro-
portion of patients (<5%) discontinued treatment
due to these side effects [131,132]. The frequency
of hypoglycemia was not increased during liraglu-
tide treatment. Side reactions of urticarial injection
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were reported in 1 out of 135 patients exposed to
liraglutide in one trial and did not occur in the other
published studies [131]. No antibody formation has
been reported after exposure to liraglutide.

Side Effects of DPP-4 Inhibitors
(Sitagliptin and Vildagliptin)

A number of theoretical concerns have been
expressed regarding potential adverse effects of
DPP-4 inhibitors. In particular, the large number of
physiological substrates of DPP-4 [39,140] gave rise
to speculations that inhibiting the action of this pro-
tease might interfere with numerous other hormonal
axes, thereby potentially causing adverse reactions.
Furthermore, since DPP-4 is also expressed on
T-lymphocytes as CD26, it was speculated that
chronic DPP-4 inhibition might alter immune functions
[186]. Against these theoretical considerations, the
DPP-4 inhibitors have so far proven to be safe and
well tolerated in clinical studies, and no characteris-
tic pattern of adverse events has been observed
[150,153,159–161]. Thus, in patients with diabetes
pretreated with metformin, the incidence of adverse
effects during 12 weeks of treatment with sitagliptin
was similar to the placebo group [153]. Likewise,
the frequency of side effects was not different from
the placebo group in diabetic patients previously
treated with a dietary regimen [151]. With
sitagliptin, the frequency of gastrointestinal side
effects was slightly higher compared with placebo in
one [148], but not all studies [149,156,187]. Overall,
the gastrointestinal side effects typically reported
during the treatment with GLP-1 analogues do not
represent a problem during DPP-4 inhibitor admin-
istration. Nevertheless, further long-term studies
will be required to confirm the absence of a poten-
tial to cause clinically important adverse reactions
before these drugs can unequivocally be accepted as
safe, especially with regard to their potential effects
on other hormonal axes and immune functions.

Key Issues in the Treatment
Strategy

Based on presently available study results, the clinical
benefit of using incretin mimetics is determined by
their ability to control glycemia (i.e., lower HbA1c),

their inability to cause hypoglycemia unless combined
with other antidiabetic agents that have the potential to
initiate hypoglycemia, their weight effects (promotion
of weight loss in the case of incretin mimetics, weight
neutrality in the case of DPP-4 inhibitors), and their
safety and tolerability, especially the absence of a
potential to cause specific severe adverse events.

The novel classes of antidiabetic agents, incretin
mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors, may hold two addi-
tional promises: A reduction in cardiovascular
complications typically associated with type 2
diabetes [188] and the metabolic syndrome, and a
positive influence on the natural history of type 2
diabetes, which with current treatment options is
characterized by a steady loss of β-cell function
[189,190], which in turn determines a rather short
“durability” of successful glycemic control with
any choice of antidiabetic agents [191,192].

Possible Effects of Incretin Mimetics 
and DPP-4 Inhibitors on β-Cell Mass

Both type 1 and type 2 diabetes are caused by a
significant deficit in β-cell mass, caused by
increased β-cell apoptosis [193–195]. Strategies
to inhibit β-cell apoptosis and/or increase the rate of
β-cell replication may therefore allow for the
prevention or even reversal of diabetes [196]. A num-
ber of studies have suggested that GLP-1 might
exhibit such properties. Thus, in β-cell lines (INS-1
cells), GLP-1 increased the rate of proliferation
through induction of phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase,
protein kinase C zeta, and activation of PDX1 gene
expression [197,198]. In rodent models of diabetes,
GLP-1 led to an increase in β-cell replication, a
stimulation of islet neogenesis, and an inhibition of
β-cell apoptosis [199–203]. An inhibition of β-cell
apoptosis by GLP-1 was also noted in isolated human
islets [65]. These actions therefore raised hopes that
GLP-1 analogues and DPP-4 inhibitors might halt or
even reverse the progression of diabetes.

With exenatide, an increase in β-cell replication
and neogenesis resulting in increased β-cell mass
has been reported after partial pancreatectomy in
rats [199], and a diminished recovery of β-cell
mass after partial pancreatectomy was shown in
GLP-1 receptor knock-out mice [204]. Likewise,
exendin-4 stimulated β-cell neogenesis in strepto-
zotocin-induced diabetic rats [200] as well as in
Goto–Kakizaki diabetic rats [201].
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The effects of liraglutide on β-cell mass and
turnover were studied as well. In db/db mice,
liraglutide treatment significantly increased β-cell
mass and proliferation resulting in improved dia-
betes control [205]. In addition, liraglutide inhib-
ited both cytokine- and free fatty acid-induced
apoptosis in isolated rat islets [206].

Not only GLP-1 and its analogues, but also the
DPP-4 inhibitors have been shown to exert benefi-
cial effects on β-cell mass and turnover. Along
these lines, Pospisilik and colleagues reported a
significant increase in β-cell mass in strepozotocin-
induced diabetic rats following 7 weeks of treat-
ment with the DPP-4 inhibitor P32/98 [207], and
recently a significant increase in β-cell mass was
reported after treatment with des-fluoro-sitagliptin
in high-fat diet (HFD)/streptozotocin (STZ)-
induced diabetic mice [208].

Taken together, these studies suggest that both
incretin mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors might
indeed have a potential to induce β-cell regenera-
tion in patients with diabetes during long-term
treatment. It is, however, difficult to draw firm con-
clusions from these studies in rodents or in vitro for
the situation in humans. In fact, the rates of β-cell
turnover seem to be much lower in humans than in
rodents [193,209], and the overall capacity for islet
regeneration in humans appears to be limited [196].
Furthermore, it is yet impossible to directly meas-
ure changes in β-cell mass or turnover, since the
human pancreas are inaccessible for repeated
biopsy sampling, and since the functional assess-
ment of insulin secretion might only partly relate to
the actual β-cell mass [210]. Therefore, while cur-
rent evidence strongly suggest that the GLP-1 ana-
logues and DPP-4 inhibitors will indeed induce
β-cell regeneration in patients with diabetes, this
question will ultimately have to be answered in fur-
ther long-term trials.

The recommendation of an extended and per-
haps earlier use of incretin mimetics, for example,
starting an injection therapy instead of using oral
antidiabetic agents although oral agents would pro-
vide adequate glycemic control, would require the
demonstration of unique benefits. In principle, the
demonstration that exenatide and liraglutide, like
GLP-1, can inhibit β-cell apoptosis and increase
β-cell mass in isolated pancreatic islets [211–213]
and rodents [199,205], would provide a rationale to
counteract the progressive loss of β-cell function

[189] (and presumably, β-cell mass [193]) typical
of type 2 diabetes. However, although some exper-
iments with human islets or islet cell precursors
have reported similar findings [65,214], only pre-
liminary hints have been gained from clinical stud-
ies examining the long-term effect of incretin
mimetics on parameters of “β-cell health.”
Whether the reported decreases in the proportion of
proinsulin (relative to insulin) [119,120] can be
used as makers of improvements in “functional
β-cell mass,” and whether these changes reflect
specific actions of the treatment with incretin
mimetics or mainly the removal of gluco-lipotoxicity
as a consequence of improved metabolic control,
remain to be demonstrated in long-term studies.
Islet and β-cell turnover appear to be much slower
in human subjects than in rodents [215]. Certainly,
the demonstration of profound improvements in
β-cell mass and function, possibly associated
with a longer durability of anti-hyperglycemic
effects of incretin mimetics relative to other
antidiabetic agents [192], would suggest their use
at earlier stages of type 2 diabetes, perhaps even
including prediabetes.

A similar reasoning seem to apply to DPP-4
inhibitors: In selected animal models, effects of
using sitagliptin [208] or vildagliptin [216] on the
rate of β-cell apoptosis and β-cell mass have been
demonstrated. In one clinical study an improve-
ment in meal-related β-cell function after a year of
treatment has been reported [152]. If substantial
benefits in terms of “β-cell health” could be
demonstrated, this could broaden the indications
for the use of DPP-4 inhibitors.

Cardiac Effects of GLP-1: Consequences
of the Treatment with Incretin Mimetics
and DPP-4 Inhibitors

The GLP-1 receptor is expressed in the heart [56].
In GLP-1 receptor knock-out mice structural and
functional cardiac abnormalities are typical [217].
In animals, exposure to GLP-1 reduces the size of
myocardial necroses in the case of induced infarc-
tion [218]. In a pilot study with patients treated for
acute myocardial infarction, a 48-h infusion of
GLP-1 improved left-ventricular function and a
wall-motility index [219]. In a dog model of dilated
cardiomyopathy, GLP-1 increased glucose uptake
and left-ventricular function [220]. These findings,

12. The Incretin Modulators – Incretin Mimetics and Incretin Enhancers 129

Ch12.qxd  14/7/07  10:36 AM  Page 129



together with the cardiovascular benefit expected
from significant weight loss, make it appear possi-
ble, that incretin mimetics and/or DPP-4 inhibitors
may be agents with the potential to reduce the
incidence of cardiovascular events in patients with
type 2 diabetes, thus targeting one of the main clin-
ical problems of this metabolic disease. Such
potential benefits should be studied in randomized
controlled trials of appropriate size and duration.

With incretin mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors,
two novel classes of antidiabetic agents have been
developed and are in the course of being approved
for the treatment of patients with type 2 diabetes,
which will certainly broaden the armamentarium
of anti-hyperglycemic therapy. This is valid based
on their properties that have already been charac-
terized in clinical trials. Some additional proper-
ties need to be explored in future studies, but hold
the promise to make a substantial contribution to
changing the course of type 2 diabetes, from the
prevention of the transition between the predia-
betic state to manifest diabetes, to improved and
more durable metabolic control with less
unwanted side effects and the prevention of
diabetic complications.

Summary

GLP-1 is an intestinal incretin hormone that stimu-
lates insulin (“incretin”) and suppresses glucagon
secretion, inhibits gastric emptying, and reduces
appetite and food intake. In contrast to the other
incretin hormone, GIP, GLP-1 remains active in
patients with type 2 diabetes. GLP-1 itself, how-
ever, cannot be used for therapeutic purposes
because of its rapid proteolytic degradation and
inactivation (DPP-4) and renal elimination, leading
to a t1/2 of 1–2 min. Therapeutic use of the antidia-
betic properties of incretins, especially GLP-1, can
be made using degradation-resistant GLP-1 recep-
tor agonists (“incretin mimetics”), or inhibitors of
DPP-4 activity (“incretin enhancers”). Clinical
studies with exenatide (two injections per day or
long-acting release form administered once-
weekly) and liraglutide (one injection per day)
have proven the antidiabetic efficacy with reduc-
tions in fasting and postprandial glucose concen-
trations and HbA1c (~1–2%), associated with
weight loss (2–5 kg). Treatment with incretin

mimetics is associated with mild nausea, which
occurs early, mostly transiently, after initiation.
Orally administered DPP-4 inhibitors (e.g.,
sitagliptin, vildagliptin) reduce HbA1c by approxi-
mately 0.6–1.0%. DPP-4 inhibitors are weight-
neutral. There are no specific safety of tolerability
concerns emerging from clinical trials. Both
incretin mimetics and DPP-4 inhibitors have the
potential to increase β-cell mass as shown in ani-
mal studies. However, long-term clinical studies
are required to ascertain specific benefits of using
novel antidiabetic agents derived from the entero-
insular axis, in particular incretin hormones like
GLP-1, in the treatment of type 2 diabetes.
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13
The Role of Alpha-Glucosidase 
Inhibitors (Acarbose)
Markolf Hanefeld and Frank Schaper
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metabolic syndrome, primary prevention, cardiovascular
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Introduction

There is now a bulk of evidence that excessive
postprandial or postchallenge hyperglycemia is an
independent risk factor for cardiovascular disease
[1–3], stroke [4], and all-cause mortality [5]. Rapid
increase in postprandial glucose concentrations has
harmful effects on endothelial function as indicated
by reduced flow-mediated vasodilatation of the
forearm [6] and myocardial blood-flow measure-
ments by contrast echocardiography [7]. Excessive
postprandial glucose excursion initiates a cascade of
proatherogenic and prothrombotic events (Fig. 1).
Recently it has been shown that rapid rise in glucose
level increases the activity of low-grade inflammation
[8]. Furthermore, a direct correlation between oxida-
tive stress measured by urinary 8-iso PGF2α excretion
and mean amplitude of glucose excursion in circadian
blood-glucose profile measurement was demon-
strated by Monnier et al. [9]. On the other hand exces-
sive postprandial hyperglycemia may also have
harmful effects on the beta-cell (glucotoxicity) and
has been shown to deteriorate insulin sensitivity of the
musculature [10]. As shown for fasting hyper-
glycemia, postprandial hyperglycemia is a continuous
risk factor with a linear relationship to cardiovascular
event rate up to the normal range [11]. Therefore, near
to normal control of postprandial glucose with 2 h
postprandial levels below 6–8 mmol/L is nowadays
recommended by many national and international

boards. In modern diabetes treatment strict normal-
ization of the gluco-triad (Fig. 2) should be the target.

This however may lead to a higher risk of
hypoglycemia as long as long-acting oral insulin
secretagogues such as glibenclamide/glimepride or
regular insulin are used to control postprandial
hyperglycemia. Another problem of strict control
of hyperglycemia is weight gain in the case of
advanced type 2 diabetes [12,13].

Postprandial hyperglycemia strongly depends on
the amount of absorbed monosaccharides and the
velocity of absorption in the small intestine.
Carbohydrates are recommended to account for
~50% of the daily supply of calories in type 2 dia-
betes. Monosaccharides play only a minor role as
dietary carbohydrates. They consist mainly of
complex carbohydrates, such as starch (~60%), and
disaccharides, such as sucrose (~30%). Complex
carbohydrates and disaccharides must be hydrolyzed
by intestinal and pancreatic enzymes before they can
be transported through the mucosa of the bowel.
Thus, any medication that delays breakdown of
complex carbohydrates should decrease postpran-
dial hyperglycemia and improve insulin sensitivity,
as well as protecting the beta cells of the pancreas.

Alpha-glucosidase inhibitors (AGIs) were the
first drugs developed to meet the needs of better
postprandial glucose control when sulfonylureas
and biguanides were the only available oral antidi-
abetics that did not show any vasoprotective effect
in the UGDP study [14].

The digestion of complex carbohydrates in the
lower parts of the small intestine and upper part of
colon, as is the case with natural eating habits, has
a stronger stimulating effect on gastrointestinal
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hormones, such as glucagon-like peptide 1 (GLP1),
than the consumption of refined carbohydrates as
typical for modern fast food [15]. AGIs – acarbose,
miglitol, voglibose – are oral antidiabetics that
specifically inhibit alpha-glucosidases in the brush
border of the small intestine. These enzymes are
essential for the release of glucose from more com-
plex carbohydrates [16].

Transit of food from the stomach along the bowel
has stimulatory effects on incretins, which regulate
insulin secretion and beta-cell regeneration as well
as glucagon release.

Pharmacology of 
Alpha-Glucosidase Inhibitors

AGIs were developed by Puls et al. [17] to control
diabetes by inhibition of glucose release from
starch and disaccharides, the major carbohydrate
components in the food.

An appropriate agent (acarbose) of microbial
origin (culture filtrates of actinoplanes) was
first described by Schmidt in 1977 [18], and
this inhibitor was introduced onto the market in
1990. Three AGIs are now in therapeutic
use worldwide (Table 1) and are frequently
prescribed in Asia and Central and South
Europe.

Acarbose is a pseudotetrasaccharide with
nitrogen bound between the first and second
glucose unit. This modification of a natural
tetrasaccharide is important for its high affinity
for active centers of alpha-glucosidases of the
brush border of the small intestine and for its
stability. 1-Desoxynojirimycin is the parent com-
pound of other AGIs such as miglitol, which, in
contrast to acarbose, is a small molecule, similar
to glucose. Voglibose is produced by reductive
alkylation of valiolamine [19].

Pathopysiology of pp state due to excessive hyperglycemia

excessive pp
hyperglycemia

blood
coagulation ↑

HDL-C catabolism ↑

plaque stability ↓

TG-rich lipoproteins
LDL removal ↓

endothelial
dysfunction

(NO release ↓)

insulin
resistance ↑

FFA ↑
fibrinolysis ↓

B-cell function ↓

oxidative
stress ↑

Hanefeld M.1999 Diabetes & Stoffw.

subclinical
inflammtion ↑

FIG. 1. Pathology of postprandial state due to excessive hyperglycemia.

The GLUCO-TRIAD and risk of
atherosclerosis

FPG
The basal

glucose level

PPG
The peak

glucose level

HbA1c
The long-term average glucose level

FIG. 2. The gluco-triad and the risk of atherosclerosis.
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AGIs act as competitive inhibitors because of
their high affinity for alpha-glucosidases; they
block the enzymatic reaction particularly because
of their nitrogen component. Thus, AGIs must be
present at the site of enzymatic action at the same
time as the carbohydrates. The effect on postload
glucose excursion and insulin after a starch-contain-
ing mixed meal is shown in Fig. 3. In principle, all
three AGIs act in the same way, by inhibiting alpha-
glucosidase enzymes in the brush border of the
upper part of the small intestine. There are, how-
ever, some differences with respect to the inhibitory
efficiency on various alpha-glucosidases, which

may be responsible for differences in the frequency
of side effects. Acarbose is most effective on glu-
coamylase, followed by sucrase, maltase, and dex-
tranase [16]. It also inhibits the alpha-amylase, but
has no effect on beta-glucosidases, such as lactase.
Miglitol is a more potent inhibitor of disaccharide-
digesting enzymes, such as sucrase and maltase,
than acarbose, and is also active on isomaltase but
has no effect on alpha-amylase [20]. It also weakly
interacts as a pseudo monosaccharide with the
intestinal sodium-dependent glucose transporter,
without having a clinically relevant effect on glu-
cose absorption [21]. Voglibose is isolated from

TABLE 1. Summary of pharmacological characteristics of AGBs in clinical use.

Drug Acarbose Miglitol Voglibose

Extent of absorption Low High, dose-dependent Low, dose-dependent
Unchanged drug <2% >96% <6%
Metabolites <35%
Bioavailability <2% >96% <6%

Clearance Mainly renal by glomerular Mainly renal by glomerular Mainly renal
filtration filtration

Protein binding Low to high, species-dependent, Low Low to high, species-dependent, 
saturable saturable

Distribution Extracellular, low tissue affinity Extracellular, low tissue affinity Low tissue affinity
Metabolism Extrasystemic in the intestine None None

Excretion
Fecal >65% Low Almost complete
Renal <35% >96% <5%
Biliary <5% <0.2% –

FIG. 3. Effect on postload glucose and insulin excursions after a mixed meal.
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Streptomyces culture broths. It is a strong AGI with
minor effect on alpha-amylase.

Acarbose is absorbed unchanged only by 0.5–1.7%.
About 98% is degraded to glucose, maltose, and
acarviosine by bacterial enzymes (Table 1); about
35% of degradation products appear in the urine.
Miglitol remains unchanged and is excreted
dose-dependently by the kidneys. Only 3–5% of
voglibose is absorbed, and it is almost completely
excreted via feces. After oral administration, about
90% unchanged drug remains. By extrapolation,
the most striking differences between AGIs in clin-
ical use are with respect to absorption. Neither
acarbose nor voglibose are absorbed in their active
form; whereas miglitol is almost completely
absorbed in the upper part of the small intestine, it
has a long-lasting presence in the mucosa. Intake of
acarbose has profound effects on a complex pattern
of intestinal enzymes and gene expression regulat-
ing immune response to food (unpublished data).
AGIs primarily act on the alpha-glucosidases of the
jejunum. Thus, larger proportions of undigested
carbohydrates reach the ileum and colon ascends
(Fig. 4). There they are hydrolyzed by bacterial
enzymes with no malabsorption. The consequence

is formation of gases and short-chain fatty acids
leading to meteorism and flatulence. The intensity
of gas formation together with increased motility
strongly depends on the amount and type of carbo-
hydrates in the food.

There exist striking differences in the regional
use of AGIs as oral antidiabetics. It has been found
that acarbose is more effective in a diet rich in
starch as it is the case in Asian type of nutrition
since it preferentially inhibits glucoamylase [22].
By contrast AGIs are seldom prescribed in the
USA and Northern Europe with a diet rich in fat
and proteins. However, in many Asian countries
with nutrition rich in complex carbohydrates AGIs
are frequently used as first-line drugs and/or in
combination with metformin with less gastroin-
testinal complaints.

Effects on Hormonal Regulation

AGIs neither have a direct effect on insulin secre-
tion nor on insulin sensitivity of target tissues.
However, as reported by Meneilly et al. [23] acar-
bose significantly improves insulin sensitivity in

Acarbose delays carbohydrate absorption

Carbohydrate
absorption

Duodenum Jejunum Ileum

without acarbose
with acarbose

Jejunum

Ileum

Jejunum

Ileum

Without acarbose With acarbose

Carbohydrate
absorption

Carbohydrates

FIG. 4. Acarbose delays carbohydrate absorption.

Ch13.qxd  11/7/07  10:33 PM  Page 146



elderly patients with type 2 diabetes as measured
by euglycemic CLAMP. This may mainly be due to
reduction of postprandial hyperglycemia. Consis-
tent data on postprandial insulin excursion [24,25]
prove a diminished postprandial insulin excursion.
After AGI intake, reduction in postprandial glucose
load may lead to improved beta-cell function.
Accordingly, it could be shown in people with IGT
[26,27] and patients with type 2 diabetes that
proinsulin output is lower after acarbose treatment
[28]. This fits well to the results of the STOP-
NIDDM trial where treatment with acarbose
reduced the incidence of newly diagnosed diabetes
by 36% [29]. A new insight on possible actions of
AGIs on hormonal regulation is provided by the
incretin concept. The slowing down of gastric emp-
tying observed in men after intake of AGIs causes
a decrease in gastric inhibitory polypeptide (GIP)
release. Even more important, the fact that larger
amounts of undigested carbohydrates reach the
lower part of the small intestine rich in C-cells pro-
ducing GLP1 stimulates a long-lasting increase in
this incretin [15,30].

A slower emptying of the stomach and subse-
quent GLP1 increase after mixed meals have been
demonstrated for acarbose [31] as well as for vogli-
bose [30]. GLP1 (60–240 min) and – to less extent
– GIP are natural insulin secretagogues and play a
key role in the entero-insulinar axis. This may sup-
port the therapeutic effect of AGIs behind their
direct effects on postprandial hyperglycemia.

Synergistic Effects on Metabolic
Syndrome

In long-term studies in patients with IGT and type
2 diabetes, respectively, a significant reduction of
body weight in the range of 0.7–0.9 kg was
observed with acarbose [32,33]. In the STOP-
NIDDM trial in patients with prediabetes, individuals
receiving acarbose had lost about 1.2 kg, compared
with individuals receiving placebo [29]. This
weight loss cannot be explained by changes in
dietary habits [33] and malabsorption [16], than
may be rather a consequence of changes in release
of incretins as seen in recent results of treatment
with GLP1 analoges. The strongest effect on traits
of the metabolic syndrome has been shown for

elevated blood pressure. A double-blind, random-
ized, placebo-controlled study in 44 patients with
type 2 diabetes found that achievement of good
glycemic control with acarbose was accompanied by
significant reductions in diurnal systolic, diastolic,
and mean blood-pressure values (p < 0.05) [34].
Similarly, a randomized 6-month study in obese
patients with diabetes found that acarbose treatment
reduced the mean 24-h systolic blood pressure by a
mean of 5.2 mmHg, compared with only 1.6 mmHg
with glibenclamide (p = 0.0001) [35].

In the STOP-NIDDM trial the incidence of newly
diagnosed hypertension was reduced by 34%. In a
meta-analysis of controlled long-term studies with
acarbose (MeRIA), systolic blood pressure was
reduced by 2.7 mmHg (p = 0.024) [36]. The syner-
gistic effect of AGIs on blood pressure may be the
result of improved endothelial function due to
protection from vasotoxic postprandial glucose
spikes [37].

AGIs have no significant effect on total and
LDL-cholesterol [38]. However, recently published
investigations in patients with IGT analyzing LDL-
subfractions reveal a decrease in small dense 
LDL [39]. No significant effects have been shown
on HDL-cholesterol in the STOP-NIDDM study
[29] and the MeRIA meta-analysis [36]. The
major effect is on fasting and postprandial triglyc-
erides with a reduction of about 15% [40]. As
discussed in a review, effect on postprandial hyper-
triglyceridemia may add to vasoprotective power
of acarbose [41].

Low-grade inflammation is closely associated
with the metabolic syndrome and is an accepted
new cardiovascular risk factor. Reductions in post-
prandial glucose excursion by treatment with acar-
bose in patients with type 2 diabetes have shown to
reduce the activity ( p = 0.045) and nuclear local-
ization ( p = 0.02) of the proinflammatory tran-
scription factor NFκB, suggesting a mechanism by
which the anti-inflammatory effects of acarbose
may be mediated [8]. This mechanism would be
consistent with reductions in the level of coagula-
tion factors seen with acarbose treatment. For
example, acarbose has been shown to reduce the
level of fibrinogen in patients with type 2 diabetes
( p = 0.013 vs. placebo) [42] and serum C-reactive
protein levels in individuals with IGT ( p < 0.01 vs.
placebo) [43]. We found a significant reduction in
postprandial leukocyte excursion another indicator

13. The Role of Alpha-Glucosidase Inhibitors (Acarbose) 147

Ch13.qxd  11/7/07  10:33 PM  Page 147



148 Markolf Hanefeld and Frank Schaper

of low grade inflammation by acarbose treatment
compared with placebo (Hanefeld et al., unpub-
lished results). These data suggest that acarbose,
for reasons that are not yet fully understood, has a
beneficial effect on low-grade inflammation activ-
ity and immune response to food.

AGIs have beneficial pleiotropic effects on
major components of the metabolic syndrome,
which should add to their therapeutic benefit in the
treatment of IGT and type 2 diabetes.

Indications for AGIs and Clinical
Practice

AGIs can be used as first-line drugs in newly diag-
nosed type 2 diabetes insufficiently treated with
diet and exercise alone, as well as in combination
with all oral antidiabetics and insulin if monother-
apy with these drugs fails to achieve the targets for
HbAlc and postprandial blood glucose [25,44]. As
first-line drugs, AGIs are particularly useful in
newly diagnosed type 2 diabetes with an excessive
postprandial hyperglycemia, because of their
unique mode of action in controlling the release of
glucose from complex carbohydrates and disaccha-
rides. In these cases, they lower postprandial
blood-glucose level peaks by >50 mg dL−1, result-
ing in an average reduction of HbAlc by 0.7–1.2%.
Table 2 summarizes subgroups of type 2 diabetes
that may preferentially benefit from the use of
AGIs as first-line treatment. Especially elderly
obese women exhibit postchallenge hyperglycemia
as the dominant abnormality of glucose homeosta-
sis. Since AGIs are very safe and have very few
contraindications and drug interactions, they also
may be considered in polymorbid patients with
beginning renal and hepatic dysfunction. Their
weak weight-reducing effect could be an advantage
over oral insulin secretagogues for some patients.
AGIs have no risk of causing hypoglycemia; they

are therefore a rational alternative for patients who
experience hypoglycemic episodes with insulin
secretagogues. In early type 2 diabetes with both
high fasting plasma glucose and high postprandial
glucose, a combination of acarbose either with met-
formin or long-acting insulin secretagogues, such as
glibenclamide and glimepiride, should be consid-
ered. This approach has the advantage of increasing
efficacy and reducing side-effects, if low doses of
either drug are used for the combination.

Many patients on monotherapy with either met-
formin or sulfonylureas do not reach HbAlc levels
<6.5–7%. A further reduction of HbAlc of 0.5–1%
can be achieved by add-on therapy with AGIs
[45,46]. There is increasing evidence that postpran-
dial hyperglycemic excursions add to the risk of
progression of type 2 diabetes and its cardiovascu-
lar complications [47,48]. In this context, AGIs are
also useful adjuncts if postprandial glucose levels
cannot be controlled sufficiently with metformin,
sulfonylureas, or insulin. A meta-analysis revealed
an additional effect of 0.7% of acarbose given after
metformin pretreatment, and 0.85% when added to
sulfonylurea treatment [46]. Extrapolation of con-
trolled clinical trials with AGIs as add-on therapy
showed an additional reduction in postprandial glu-
cose of >40 mg dL−1. The additional reduction in
fasting blood glucose is >20 mg dL−1. Little is
known so far about combination therapy with thia-
zolidindiones and “prandial oral insulin secreta-
gogues,” such as nateglinide and repaglinide.
Scarce information also exists on the clinical use of
AGIs in combination with bed-time administered
long-acting insulin injections in type 2 diabetes.
This combination may be useful in avoiding weight
gain and to achieve better control of postprandial
hyperglycemia. As shown by Monnier et al. [49]
postprandial hyperglycemia accounts for 60% of
variance HbA1c in patients with a HbA1c level
below 7.5%.

Practicalities

Efficacy, side-effects, and compliance with AGIs
strongly depend on rational indication, education of
patients on how to use the drug, and good dietary
advice. Even with good clinical practice, a consid-
erable variation in response and side-effects is seen.
Side-effects depend, among other things, on the

TABLE 2. Indications for AGIs as first-line drug in type 2
diabetes.

Newly diagnosed patients insufficiently treated with diet and
dominating postprandial hyperglycemia

Elderly multimorbid patients
Elderly patients with weight gain or hypoglycemia under

treatment with insulin secretagogues
Patients with hepatic or renal disorders
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dose and time intervals for titration of optimal ther-
apeutic dosage. It is essential to start with low doses
of 25 mg of acarbose or miglitol twice a day, with a
stepwise increase in 2–3 week intervals. A study in
type 2 diabetes patients treated with sulfonylurea
compared the tolerability of stepwise increase with
an initial dose of 100 mg three times per day of
acarbose [50]. The stepwise increase in dosage
reduced specific side-effects from 70% to 31%. The
maximum dosage for acarbose and miglitol is usu-
ally 100 mg three times per day. There are, however,
controlled studies that show that 200 mg three times
per day is more effective, but has a higher rate of
gastrointestinal side-effects [51].

After 3–4 weeks gastrointestinal side-effects
diminish to <20% in almost all studies. In long-
term studies, the great majority of discontinuations
because of side-effects happens during the first 3
months. It is important to reinforce dietary advice
before treatment and if side-effects occur. A high
content of refined carbohydrates and a diet rich in
fat and protein are causes of gastrointestinal dis-
comfort. Patients should be made aware that side-
effects are due to the mode of action, are mostly
transient, and can be prevented by prudent diet.
Table 3 summarizes some guidelines for patients to
help overcome difficulties.

Patients should also take blood-glucose levels
twice a week at 2 h postprandial to see the benefit
of the treatment, because the fasting blood-glucose
levels are not indicative of therapy success in the
first month of treatment.

AGIs in the Primary Prevention 
of Type 2 Diabetes

IGT is prediabetic category and an established risk
factor for cardiovascular disease. Prevalence of
IGT in all nations with a westernized lifestyle is

>15% in subjects aged >40 years. Primary preven-
tion efforts with life-style modification are there-
fore of high priority [52]. In terms of medical
intervention in subjects with IGT, AGIs have been
shown to improve insulin sensitivity and reduce
proinsulin secretion [26,27]. In the STOP-NIDDM
trial, a large placebo-controlled multinational study
of 1,429 subjects with IGT, acarbose reduced the
annual incidence of diabetes by 36% in the inten-
tion to treat analysis [29]. No serious adverse event
associated with acarbose was observed during the
3.4-year follow-up.

AGIs in the Prevention of Cardiovascular
Disease

Acarbose has favorable effects on a broad spectrum
of established cardiovascular risk factors: it lowers
blood pressure, improves atherogenic lipoprotein
profile, has antithrombotic actions, reduces parame-
ters of low-grade inflammation, and downregulates
insulin resistance as already described. In this
respect less data are available for miglitol and vogli-
bose. In a study by Wascher et al. [37] reduction of
postprandial glucose excursion by acarbose was
associated with improved flow-mediated vasodila-
tion. The cardiovascular benefits of acarbose were
shown by the STOP-NIDDM study. The study found
that treatment of people with IGT with acarbose was
associated with a 49% reduction in the incidence of
newly diagnosed cardiovascular events over a mean
follow-up of 3.3 years, including a 12:1 myocardial
infarction in favor of acarbose ( p = 0.02) [53].
Compared with placebo, acarbose treatment reduced
the annual progress of intima media thickness (IMT)
by approximately 50% ( p < 0.027) [54]. The treat-
ment with acarbose reduced the risk of any cardio-
vascular event by 35% ( p = 0.006) as shown in a
meta-analysis of seven long-term placebo-controlled
trials in patients with type 2 diabetes (MeRIA) [36].
Again the strongest effect was on incidence of
myocardial infarction, which was reduced by 
64% ( p = 0.012, Fig. 5). In both studies a trend for
reduction of cardiac failure was observed.

Thus in conclusion, acarbose improves endothe-
lial function, reduces progression of IMT, lowers
incidence of newly diagnosed hypertension, and
prevents any cardiovascular events in particular
myocardial infarction in patients with IGT and type 2
diabetes, respectively.

TABLE 3. Advice to patients to overcome difficulties 
with AGSs.

Start low, go slow
Prefer nutrients with complex carbohydrates (rice, pasta, full

bread, vegetables, fruits)
Avoid refined carbohydrates (sugar, sweets). Take only three

meals
Avoid laxatives, such as sugar alcohols (sorbitol)
Control your postprandial blood glucose to experience the

efficacy of treatment
In most cases gastrointestinal side-effects are transient
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Conclusions

AGIs have been in clinical use for 15 years and are
now registered worldwide. They are among the
best-studied oral antidiabetics, with data from con-
trolled studies and long-term clinical investigations
for all three clinically used compounds. AGIs are
used as first-line drugs in early type 2 diabetes, as
well as in combination with nearly all established
oral antidiabetics and insulin. In some cases of type
1 diabetes, with rapid postprandial glucose rise,
and in cases of premeal hypoglycemia, AGIs may
be introduced as adjunct therapy. Numerous trials
have demonstrated that acarbose is a safe and
effective oral antidiabetic agent in patients with
diabetes and IGT. Furthermore, acarbose reduces
the risk of cardiovascular events, improves differ-
ent cardiovascular risk factors, and may have long-
term benefits for patients with metabolic
syndrome. So far acarbose is the only antidiabetic
drug in the treatment of prediabetes with evidence
for reduction of cardiovascular disease. These
properties can be attributed to the mode of action of
acarbose, which directly targets postprandial
hyperglycamia and avoids several common side-
effects associated with other blood-sugar-lowering
medications. AGIs are very safe drugs. The most
common side-effects are mild-to-moderate GI
events, and these can be minimized if appropriate
stepwise-dosing regimens are used at the start of

the treatment. AGIs are therefore a valuable option
for the management of type 2 diabetes, and partic-
ularly acarbose, the only oral antidiabetic agent
approved for the treatment of prediabetes, can help
to improve clinical management across the dysgly-
camic disease continuum.
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Treatment of Type 2 Diabetes: 
from a Glucocentric Approach
Towards Global Vascular Protection

For long, type 2 diabetes mellitus was considered to be
a relatively benign disorder, at least in the elderly [1].
Insights have, however, become deeper. From epidemi-
ological surveys it is well documented that the age-
adjusted prevalence of coronary heart disease in white
adults who have diabetes is about 45% compared to
about 25% in individuals without diabetes [2].
Cardiovascular disorders (CVD i.e. coronary heart dis-
ease, stroke, and peripheral vascular disease) may
account for about 70% of all deaths in people with dia-
betes mellitus and all manifestations of CVD are also
substantially more common in patients with type 2 dia-
betes than in non-diabetic individuals [3]. Therefore,
type 2 diabetes is not ‘just another risk factor’ for a poor
cardiovascular prognosis; at the population level it
per se defines maximal risk for target organ damage,
primarily the cardiovascular system [4].

During recent years numerous prospective studies
have identified several modifiable risk factors for
CVD in patients with type 2 diabetes. On top of
hyperglycaemia these factors include hypertension,
dyslipidaemia, microalbuminuria, a pro-thrombotic
state, visceral fat accumulation, and associated
chronic low-grade inflammation, smoking, diets

rich in saturated or trans-fatty acids, and lack of
physical activity [5–9].

Even though at present there are no data from
controlled long-term clinical trials to provide
definite answers to the impact on CVD outcome of
each of the individual behavioural factors, there is
overwhelming epidemiological evidence that an
integrated healthy life performance including
no smoking, daily physical activity, a low-fat,
vegetable-/fruit- and seafood-enriched diet and
mental stress coping reduces insulin resistance
and helps preventing CVD in the general popula-
tion. It is reasonable to expect that the same will be
the case in patients with type 2 diabetes. When it
comes to the practicality and impact of sustained
weight loss a randomized controlled trial sponsored
by the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive
and Kidney Diseases termed Look AHEAD: Action
for Health in Diabetes has been initiated [10]. Five
thousand one hundred and forty-five obese type 2
diabetic patients are enrolled for an estimated
period of 10 years to evaluate if an average weight
loss of 7% of body weight induced by altered diet
and exercise habits reduces risk of CVD.

Importantly, crucial information has been gained
from individual risk factor intervention trials in both
diabetic and non-diabetic subjects. Based upon the
results of these interventions in diabetic patients
(for review see [11–14]), the degree of CVD rela-
tive risk reduction with each individual risk factor
target ranges from small (e.g. non-significant for
hyperglycaemia lowering using insulin or sulphony-
lurea in the UKPDS), to moderate (e.g. about 10% with
aspirin therapy) to substantial (e.g. 25–40%
with blood pressure reduction or statin-induced
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lipid lowering). in addition, treatment with ACE
inhibitors as secondary prevention of CVD is
convincingly demonstrated. Based upon the indis-
putable results from clinical endpoint trials, the
pharmacotherapy of type 2 diabetes as reflected in
national guidelines including those from the
American Diabetes Association [15] has changed
from the glucocentric tradition towards an approach
of more global vascular protection.

The outcome of this intensive and integrated
vascular treatment approach aiming at multiple
sources of risk has, however, only been evaluated
in a few studies of patients with type 2 diabetes (for
review see 12–14). By targeting several risk factors
simultaneously using treatment goals in many
respects comparable to current guidelines from the
American Diabetes Association [15], the Steno-2
study, which was initiated 15 years ago, demon-
strated an overall 50% relative risk reduction of
CVD in a high-risk population of type 2 diabetic
patients with microalbuminuria (a marker of a gen-
eralized vasculopathy), thus underscoring the ben-
efits of an intensified intervention integrating both
a target-driven polypharmacological therapy and a
focused behaviour modification [16,17].

Steno-2 Demonstrates that 
an Intensive and Multi-Targeted
Intervention Makes a Major
Difference

The Steno-2 study [16,17] was the first long-term
type 2 diabetes trial that compared the impact of an
intensified, multi-targeted intervention with that of
a usual multifactorial treatment on risk factors for
angiopathy. In a randomized, open, parallel trial, 80
patients with type 2 diabetes and microalbuminuria
were randomized to receive usual care in accor-
dance with national guidelines, while another 80
patients with type 2 diabetes were assigned to
receive an intensified, comprehensive approach
targeting a series of modifiable risk factors. The
primary composite endpoint was death from CVD,
non-fatal MI, non-fatal stroke, percutaneous coro-
nary intervention (PCI), coronary artery bypass
grafting, revascularization, and amputation. At a
mean follow-up of 7.8 years, patients receiving the
intensive therapy had a 53% (95% CI: 27–76%)

lower relative risk of CVD. Shown graphically, the
difference began to be observed within the first year
with a continuous widening gap over time (Fig. 1).
More detailed information on the impact of intensi-
fied interventions on the various components of the
primary CVD endpoint is given in Fig. 2.

Also the secondary endpoints of microvascular
complications were markedly altered: 61% (CI:
13–83%) lower relative risk of nephropathy, 58%
(CI: 14–79%) lower risk of retinopathy, and 63%
(CI: 21–82%) lower risk of autonomic neuropathy.
For the primary CVD endpoint risk reductions
were seen for all the different components except
for mortality. It may be added that this trial was not
statistically powered to evaluate the interventional
impact on mortality.

Compared to the majority of individual risk factor
intervention trials, the absolute risk reduction in the
Steno-2 trial was considerable. The absolute risk
reduction for the primary endpoint was 20% mean-
ing that one CVD event was prevented for every five
patients treated intensively for 7.8 years. In compar-
ison, the absolute risk reductions for most of the
other intervention studies are typically about 5%
giving a number needed to treat of 20. The outcome
of the Steno-2 study may have implications for type 2
diabetes care generally, adding to the accumulating
knowledge and practical experiences that integrating
several pieces of now evidence-based interventions
cut the risk of macro- and microangiopathy by half –
at least in high-risk patients.

How were the Angiopathy-Risk
Reductions Achieved 
in the Steno-2 Trial?

Patients randomized to intensive therapy were fol-
lowed by a diabetes care team consisting of a nurse, a
clinical dietician, and a physician. In this group each
patient paid a visit to the clinic at least every third
month. Individual risk assessments and prioritizations
of risk factor targeting were made at the start of the
trial and whenever appropriate but as a minimum
annually throughout the trial period. At each consulta-
tion measurements of clinical (blood pressure, body
mass index, waist and hip circumference, smoking status)
and biochemical variables (HbA1c, fasting serum levels
of total cholesterol, High-density lipoprotein-cholesterol

Ch14.qxd  11/7/07  10:34 PM  Page 154



14. Multifactorial Intervention in Type 2 Diabetes 155

(HDL-cholesterol), and triglycerides as well as urinary
albumin excretion rate) were performed and the treat-
ment was adjusted accordingly.

The intensive intervention involved a stepwise
introduction of lifestyle and pharmacological inter-
ventions aimed at keeping glycated haemoglobin
(<6.5%), blood pressure (<130/80 mmHg), total fast-
ing serum cholesterol (<175 mg/dL) and fasting
serum triglycerides (<150 mg/dL) at strict targets
close to what was considered normal physiology.
It should be emphasized that the treatment goals in
the intensive arm were made more ambitious
throughout the study concomitantly with the gain of
novel insights from published single risk factor inter-
vention studies. A stepwise introduction of the phar-
macotherapeutic package was chosen to facilitate
concordance. The details of the treatment algorithms
have previously been reported [12–17]. To keep up
the long-term motivation for this integrated and
aggressive approach, at each consultation the patients
were educated about the rationale for the prescribed
polypharmacy and the behaviour modification.

A diet interview was performed annually or
whenever patients or the diabetes educators found
it necessary. In this way continuity in diet educa-

tion was maintained. The dietary intervention was
concentrated on qualitative changes of the diet
including a reduction in the intake of animal fat, an
increase in omega-3 fatty acid-rich food items
(seafood, walnuts and almonds), and an increase in
daily intake of vegetables and fruits. At each con-
sultation patients were encouraged to stop smok-
ing. Structured stop-smoking courses for smoking
patients in the intensive therapy group and their
spouses were organized throughout the follow-up
period. Nicotine substitution was offered for free.
The patients were continuously inspired to increase
the level of leisure-time physical activity of any
type. Otherwise, treatment goals for smoking and
exercise were similar in the two treatment arms.

Treat to Target in Type 2 
Diabetes– is it that Easy?

In evidence-based medicine what seems to be com-
mon sense still has to be documented. The Steno-2
study proved what many diabetes educators for
years had thought to be obvious: that type 2 dia-
betes is a treatable disorder and that the angiopathy
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prognosis of these patients can be dramatically
improved if the intervention is aggressively
directed against a series of modifiable risk factors
and if the patients are offered a continuous educa-
tion and motivation.

A major strength of the Steno-2 study is the
pragmatic treatment approach to the everyday clin-
ical challenges that patients with type 2 diabetes
present. Although the protocol was limited to
patients who had microalbuminuria, this subgroup

of patients may constitute up to one third of all
patients with type 2 diabetes. It may be reasonable,
however, to expect lower absolute risk reductions
for type 2 diabetic patients at lower risk than with
patients included in the Steno-2 trial.

Even in a clinical trial setting such as the Steno-2
study it is, however, quite thought-provoking that
treatment goals were not obtained to greater
extents in the intensive therapy group. Only 15% of
patients in this group achieved an HbA1c value
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below 6.5%, which was the upper normal value for
the applied assay and only about half achieved the
target for systolic blood pressure [16] (Fig. 3).
In addition, it turned out to be extremely difficult in
a long-term perspective to change health behaviour
in middle-aged and elderly overweight people
despite the investment of relatively many educa-
tional resources [16].

Should Every Type 2 Diabetic
Patient be Offered a Steno-2 Like
Treatment Algorithm?

An ongoing trial with a treatment concept and clin-
ical endpoints similar to the Steno-2 protocol is
examining the effect in a low-risk population of
screen-detected type 2 diabetic patients [18]. If sig-
nificant vascular risk reductions are demonstrated
in these low-risk patients, the intensified approach
might be offered to all patients with type 2 dia-
betes. However, until then it seems reasonable to
confine the intensified approach primarily to type 2
diabetic patients with elevated levels of albumin

excretion rate or known CVD. Such patient cate-
gories may well comprise more than half of the
type 2 diabetes population.

The Gap between Clinical Reality
and Guidelines Recommending the
Multi-targeted Therapeutic Package

A recent Swedish survey [19] involving more than
40,000 patients with type 2 diabetes from both pri-
mary care units and diabetes clinics reported that
the new European treatment targets of HbA1c < or
= 6.1%, blood pressure <130/80 mmHg, and total
serum cholesterol <4.5 mmol/L were attained by
16%, 13%, and 28% of the patients in 2003, respec-
tively. Aspirin was prescribed in 36% of cases.
These findings are compatible with reports from
the USA [20] calling for much more focus on the
implementation of current guidelines at the com-
munity level and changes in today’s strategies.
Moreover, since a review from the Cochrane
Library [21] concluded that unstructured care in
the community is associated with poor follow-up,
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worse glycaemic regulation, and a greater mortality
than specialist care of type 2 diabetes, it is obvious that
diabetes care professionals have to reconsider their
CVD risk reduction approaches. That structured care
can be implemented in a community setting has been
demonstrated in a 6-year randomized intervention
study enrolling more than 1,200 patients with newly
diagnosed type 2 diabetes who were treated by
general practitioners [22].

Also nurse-led type 2 diabetes care might well be
a major innovation in the field of successful CVD
risk intervention. The results from a British prot-
ocol-driven, nurse-led cardiovascular risk reduction
clinic using an open clinical algorithm were recently
reported [23]. The primary aim of the study was in
110 patients with type 2 diabetes and hypertension
to optimize blood pressure control; secondary aims
were to reduce modifiable CVD risk factors. Patients
taking one or more antihypertensive drugs were
selected for referral to the nurse-led clinic if blood
pressure was >140/85 mmHg. An open clinical
algorithm was designed to direct the nurse on the use
of antihypertensive, statin, and aspirin therapy plus
lifestyle advice. Blood pressure was reduced to
130/68 mmHg ( p < 0.001), this reduction being sus-
tained at review 9 months later (mean BP 133/67
mmHg), with 87 (79%) achieving BP < or = 140/85
mmHg. Treatment modalities were adjusted to
reduce CVD risk, including antihypertensive med-
ication, lipid-lowering therapy, and antiplatelet ther-
apy. HDL-cholesterol improved from 1.2 ± 0.5
mmol/L to 1.4 ± 0.5 mmol/L ( p = 0.004). The num-
ber of patients with microalbuminuria decreased
from 41 (47%) to 25 (28%) ( p = 0.02), with a fall in
urinary albumin:creatinine ratio from 3.0 (1.3–7.9)
to 1.8 (1.0–5.0) mg/mmol ( p = 0.01). The number of
smokers decreased from 22 (20%) to 14 (13%) 
( p = 0.01). Although not included as an interven-
tion in the protocol, HbA1c improved to 8.1 ± 1.6%
from 8.7 ± 1.6% ( p < 0.001).

The Patient-centred Approach – 
the Essentials of Continued
Education and Motivation

It is the experience of the Steno-2 investigators that
repetitive teaching about the rationale for the indi-
vidual interventions and their expected health

benefits is of utmost significance for the long-term
motivation and therapy adherence of the patients.
A similar experience was recently reported by
Dr Ravid and co-workers who examined whether
motivating patients to gain expertise and closely
follow their risk factors would attenuate the course
of vascular sequelae of diabetes [24]. A random-
ized, prospective study was conducted involving
165 patients who had type 2 diabetes, hypertension,
and hyperlipidemia and were referred for consultation
to a diabetes clinic in an academic hospital. Patients
were randomly allocated to standard consultation
(SC) or to a patient participation (PP) programme.
Both groups were followed by their primary care
physicians. The mean follow-up was 7.7 years, a
period similar to the one of the Steno-2 study. The
SC group attended eight annual consultations.
The PP patients initiated on average one additional
consultation per year. There were 80 cardiovascular
events (eight deaths) in the SC group versus
47 events (five deaths) in the PP group (p = 0.001).
The relative risk (RR) over 8 years for a cardiovas-
cular event in the intervention (PP) versus the
control (SC) group was 0.65 (95%CI, 0.89 to 0.41).
There were 17 and 8 cases of stroke in the SC and
PP groups, respectively (p = 0.05). RR for stroke
was 0.47 (95%CI, 0.85 to 0.32). In the SC group,
14 patients developed overt nephropathy (four
ESRD) versus seven (one ESRD) in the PP group 
(p = 0.05) (Fig. 3). Throughout the study period
blood pressure, serum level of LDL-cholesterol,
and HbA1c were significantly lower in the PP than
in the SC patients. The investigators therefore
concluded that well-informed and motivated
patients are more successful in obtaining and
adequately coping with their risk factors, resulting
in reduced CVD risk as well as slower progression
of microvascular disease.

Also a recent randomized controlled trial in
Canada sought to determine whether a 1-year inten-
sive multi-therapy programme resulted in greater
goal attainment than usual care among patients with
poorly regulated type 2 diabetes [25]. It was demon-
strated that an intensive multifactorial intervention
was successful in helping patients meet most of the
ambitious treatment goals. However, 6 months after
intensive therapy and education, treatment was
stopped and patients returned to usual care, the ben-
efits had vanished, again underlining the critical
importance of continued motivation and support.
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Treatment Barriers

The success of a treatment strategy depends both
on the patient’s ability or will to adhere to the treat-
ment prescribed as well as possible barriers of the
health professional against the treatment. A recent
investigation of the adherence to prescribed oral
medications in type 2 diabetic patients following a
multifactorial approach in a primary care setting
demonstrated that only one in three patients had
adequate adherence [26]. Factors associated with
non-adherence included diabetes duration, com-
plexity of drug regimen and inadequate control of
risk factors for vaculopathy.

Many of the therapies given in an intensified
multifactorial intervention approach are given as
preventive treatments irrespective of the presence
of symptoms, and therefore patients without symp-
toms may find, that the treatment interferes more
with their quality of life than the disease itself. In
this respect, it is worth noticing, that patients may
find that a change in lifestyle and diet can lead to
a large reduction in the quality of life and thus be a
more severe barrier for the adherence to treatment
than taking drugs [27]. Even in case of symptoms, the
start of a treatment may not relieve these, thereby
in itself being a risk factor for non-adherence to
treatment [28].

Many patients with type 2 diabetes and therefore
with multiple health issues may be able to handle
changes only one step at a time. The long-term ther-
apeutic action plan will, however, require multiple
steps but the plan needs to be gradually developed
by the physician and the patient together based
upon individualized risk assessment, digestible evi-
dence-based information, empathetic motivation
and realistic tradeoffs related to benefits and potential
undesired effects of the intervention.

Two different pills plus insulin for control of
blood glucose, one or two for dyslipidaemia, then
three or four for hypertension and on top of this a
low-dose aspirin a day. Upwards of eight or more
drugs a day for each intensively treated type 2 dia-
betic patient and that is even before we consider the
drug treatment of concomitant diseases. No wonder
that patients exposed to life-long intensive treat-
ment of type 2 diabetes to be motivated, need con-
tinued and personalized education about
indications, mechanisms of actions, and potential
side effects of the prescribed medications. Whether

the pill burden of polypharmacy in patients with
type 2 diabetes may be alleviated through the use
of drugs that intrinsically are effective against more
aspects of the metabolic abnormalities or by pre-
scription of a single poly-pill per day containing
many of the known ingredients needed in the pre-
vention of vasculopathy is an intriguing question
that deserves to be pursued [29]. Of course, side
effects including drug interactions will also influ-
ence drug adherence, and finally cost of treatment
may be of major significance [30,31].

On the professional side it has been shown that
barriers of the professionals in following guidelines
are related to their knowledge of the disease and its
rational treatment [32]. One of the obstacles may
thus be that some physicians and diabetes educators
still think of type 2 diabetes as a relatively benign
disease [32] or they may doubt that the impressive
results from the clinical trials can be achieved in
daily practice or they share the concern of some of
the patients that treatment side effects outbalance
benefits. Therefore, to facilitate the implementation
processes of an aggressive micro- and macroan-
giopathy risk intervention in patients with diabetes,
it appears relevant to offer not only postgraduate
training of diabetes care professionals but in order to
reveal treatment resistance also to establish a continuous
monitoring of the response to treatment including
efficacy, concordance, and adverse effects. A proposal
for a focused and multifactorial management of type
2 diabetes is given in Table 1.

Residual Risk of Angiopathy 
and Future Complementary
Treatment Approaches

The cardiovascular complications are by far the
most threatening for the long-term prognosis in
patients with overt type 2 diabetes and the high-risk
microalbuminuric patients participating in the stan-
dard multi-targeted intervention in the Steno-2
study showed an event rate of the combined CVD
endpoint of 7% per year [16]. Although the inten-
sified multifactorial intervention cut this event rate
by half, it is still more than three times as high as
in the matched background population leaving
much room for improvements.

The radical fight back is obviously to intensify
the primary prevention of type 2 diabetes [33–36].
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TABLE 1. A multifactorial approach to a personalized treatment of type 2 diabetes.

Risk assessment
Several computer-based risk scoring programs are available. One of them is the UKPDS Risk Engine (www.dtu.ox.ac.uk), which

has been developed at Oxford University. It can be used to estimate the future risk of the type 2 diabetic patient to develop
ischaemic heart disease or stroke. A CVD risk profile at annual intervals may be a useful tool for the repetitive motivating
dialogues and prioritization of risk marker interventions.

Therapeutic action plan based upon repetitive patient education, listening-, and motivation sessions.
The long-term therapeutic action plan will require multiple steps but the plan needs to be gradually developed by the diabetes

educators and the patient together based upon the individualized risk assessment, digestible evidence-based information,
empathetic listening and motivation, and realistic tradeoffs related to benefits and potential undesired effects of the intervention.
Obviously, regular and readily understood feedback on progress towards the goals is crucial for sustained patient motivation and
treatment success.

An integrated healthy life performance including no smoking, daily physical activity (at least for 1 hour), a low-fat, vegetable-/fruit-
and seafood-enriched diet, and mental stress coping is notoriously difficult to implement. Nevertheless, enthusiastic motivation
for this first-line therapy should be an essential part of the recurring patient education [15].

Hyperglycaemia
Target: HbA1c <6.0% (referenced to a non-diabetic range of 4.0–6.0% using a DCCT-based assay). The target should, however, be

higher in patient with known coronary heart disease or unawareness of hypoglycaemia.
Oral antidiabetic drugs (OAD) are introduced if HbA1c is >6.0% after 3 months of dietary and exercise intervention. Overweight

and obese patients are started on metformin to maximum of 2 × 1 g. If contraindicated or in lean patients, a sulphonylurea or a
meglitinide is prescribed.

Combination of the two types of drugs or addition of a glitazone drug is considered when HbA1c target is not met after 6–9 months.
NPH insulin or long-acting insulin analogues at bedtime or mixed short- and long-acting insulin analogues at the main meals 2–3

times a day should be added when HbA1c is >7.0% despite maximal dose of OADs. At the start of insulin treatment, obese patients
stop the sulphonylurea/meglitinide and the lean patients stop metformin.

Alternatively, the patient may be prescribed a combination of conventional OADs and a DPP IV inhibitor or a GLP-1 analogue

Hypertension
Target: <130/80 mmHg. In diabetic patients with albuminuria the target should be even lower.
Angiotensin II receptor antagonists or ACE inhibitors as initial treatment. Like the HbA1c target the blood pressure target will often

require multiple agents including thiazides, loop diuretics, calcium antagonists and β-blockers.

Dyslipidaemia
Targets: serum LDL-cholesterol <2.6 mmol/L (<100 mg/dL) and fasting serum triglycerides <1.7 mmol/(<150 mg/dL).
Treatment: a statin or a combination of a statin and ezetimibe for raised isolated hypercholesterolaemia or combined dyslipidaemia;

fibrates and/or high doses of omega-3 fatty acids (2 g × 2 daily) in isolated fasting hypertriglyceridemia (>3.4 mmol/L or 
>350 mg/dL).

Albuminuria
Angiotensin II receptor antagonists or ACE inhibitors are prescribed irrespective of blood pressure values.

Prevention of platelet aggregation
Aspirin 75 mg/daily to all type 2 diabetic patients. For patients with very high CVD risk or in whom aspirin is contraindicated,

clopidrogel is an option.

Secondary CVD prevention
Treatment with an ACE inhibitor should be considered.

Depression
About 5% or more of diabetic patients suffer from depression, which should be recognized and therapeutically addressed to ensure

that the patient remains an active and motivated partner of the management plan.

Barriers and treatment resistance
A continuous monitoring of the response to treatment including efficacy, concordance, and adverse effects is a key to dissolve

treatment resistance.
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Perhaps a breakthrough in our understanding of the
molecular pathogenesis of abdominal obesity and
thereby of targets for antiobesity drug development
will be an answer to many of the current shortcomings
in the prevention and successful treatment of the
majority of type 2 diabetes patients since abdomi-
nal obesity is known to cause insulin resistance
and an atherogenic low-grade inflammatory state
partially due to an excessive secretion of pro-
inflammatory adipokines including tumour necrosis
factor alpha.

Another target for major improvement is treat-
ment of resistant hyperglycaemia of type 2 diabetic
patients. The UKPDS showed a steady decline in
pancreatic beta-cell function with diabetes dura-
tion, most likely caused by an accelerated apopto-
sis induced by numerous factors including chronic
exposure to elevated levels of free fatty acids, glu-
cose and proinflammatory cytokines [37]. Any
future intervention that might prevent reduction of
beta-cell mass or function (e.g. GLP-1 analogues,
exanetide and DPPIV inhibitors) is expected to
improve glycaemic regulation as are treatments
which diminish insulin resistance (glitazones) [38].
Due to the progressive nature of type 2 diabetes
more aggressive insulin regimens in combination
with oral hypoglycaemic drugs should be applied
as well.

Treatment targets for circulating levels of LDL-
cholesterol and triglycerides can in most cases
rather easily be achieved with statins, ezemtibine,
fibrates and omega-3 fatty acids. In contrast, it is
much more difficult to improve the low serum level
of HDL-cholesterol as a prominent CVD risk fac-
tor in type 2 diabetes. Some hope is given to sev-
eral novel drug candidates [39].

Continued smoking has disastrous effects on the
progress of retinopathy and cardiovascular compli-
cations. Although much more needs to be explored
about how to successfully apply smoking cessation
approaches, smoking remains a treatable addiction
and in this context one of the most crucial initia-
tives a care provider can take is to refer the patient
(and his spouse) who smokes to repetitive struc-
tured programmes including both psychological
and drug therapy interventions.

Finally, it is anticipated that progress within the
field of pharmacogenomics identifying by geno-
type those patients who are responders and less
responders, respectively, to a given drug treatment

of hyperglycaemia, dyslipidaemia, or hypertension
greatly will contribute to efficacious ‘personalized’
interventions improving the risk marker profile and
thereby enhancing the health of patients suffering
from type 2 diabetes.

Conclusion

Type 2 diabetes is a major risk factor for premature
angiopathy equivalent to existing ischaemic coro-
nary disease. The reason appears to be that besides
hyperglycaemia a clustering of other interactive but
modifiable risk factors for vasculopathy coexists in
these patients more often than would be expected
by chance. During the last 5–10 years several suc-
cessful randomized individual risk factor interven-
tion trials have, however, been performed punching
the nihilistic attitude to improve the vascular prog-
nosis of type 2 diabetes previously taken on by
many physicians and diabetes educators. Thus, to
prevent or postpone premature vasculopathy in type 2
diabetes evidence has been provided that at all age
groups a structured and intensified long-term
approach is required that is far more than just
glucocentric – an approach addressing more vascular
risk factors including hypertension, dyslipidaemia,
platelet aggregation, sedentary behaviour, smoking
and dietary habits. The application of such an inte-
grated and focused therapy for almost 8 years to
high-risk type 2 diabetic patients cuts the relative
risk of micro- and macroangiopathy by half. It is
time to take these health benefits of global vascular
interventions aimed at all validated targets gained in
the controlled clinical trials to the community level,
where it has been documented that a gap exists
between evidence-based diabetology and daily
clinical practice. To facilitate the implementation
process it appears relevant to offer not only post-
graduate training of diabetes care professionals but
in order to identify treatment barriers also to estab-
lish a continuous monitoring of the intervention
including efficacy, levels of patient motivation and
concordance, as well as adverse effects.
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In the past 25 years, the rates of obesity have
tripled in countries that have adopted a Western
lifestyle with decreased physical activity and over-
consumption of cheap, easily available, energy-
dense food. The prevalence of overweight (BMI >
25 kg/m2) is 40–60% and the prevalence of obesity
(BMI > 30 kg/m2) is 10–25% in adults in most
Western countries. Of special concern, this obesity
epidemic also affects children where overweight
among them ranges from 10% to 25%, and the
prevalence of obesity ranges from 3% to 10%.

Obesity, particularly with abdominally located
fatness, is associated with development of type 2
diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and some can-
cers. The increase in the prevalence of type 2 dia-
betes worldwide is closely linked to the increase in
obesity. Moreover, obesity is associated with con-
siderable impairment of the quality of personal and
social life. About 80–90% of type 2 diabetes is
attributable to excess weight. Thus, the best way to
prevent or treat type 2 diabetes is to be able to pre-
vent or to treat excess body weight. There are,
however, obvious problems both in preventing and
in treating excess body weight since most obese
patients losing weight regain it and even though
most people do not like to be obese the prevalence
of obesity is increasing steadily.

Management of obesity should be integrated,
aiming to alter the micro-environment of the
patient and his family to favour a better lifestyle
with more physical activity and a better diet with
focus on more fruit, vegetables, and whole-grain

products. The general success of lifestyle interven-
tions in obtaining long-lasting weight loss in obese
patients is relatively poor. However, minor weight
loss in the range of 2.5–10% maintained for more
than a year has been shown to improve some of the
health complications of obesity. Minor weight loss
maintained for a few years together with increased
physical activity have been shown particularly to
improve glucose-insulin homeostasis by preventing
the development of overt diabetes or to improve the
diabetic state [1,2].

More pronounced weight losses induced by
surgical methods have been shown to reduce
most of the obesity-related complications includ-
ing reducing the development of type 2 diabetes
with more than 80% compared with a control
group [3]. Furthermore, it has now been demon-
strated that pronounced weight loss (induced by
surgery), which can be maintained long-term
(more than 15 years), is able to reduce the obesity-
related mortality by 25–30% (Sjostrom L personal
communication).

Pharmacotherapy

Pharmacological intervention is often recom-
mended as an adjunct to dietary modification and
physical activity when other approaches have failed
for patients with overweight and obesity. Currently
only three medications are suitable for long-term
therapy – orlistat, sibutramine, and rimonabant.
These medications should only be prescribed in
combination with lifestyle modifications and a
structured long-term follow-up. Clinical practice
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guidelines suggest a stepped approach to the man-
agement of overweight and obesity with only those
of significant risk requiring more intensive therapies
such as pharmacotherapy. Thus, pharmacotherapy
could be considered in patients with obesity (BMI >
30 kg/m2) or in those with BMI between 27 and
29.9 kg/m2 with increased risk such as type 2
diabetes, risk of or manifest cardiovascular disease,
or obstructive sleep apnoea [4].

Weight regain is common after the medications
are discontinued, and long-term drug administra-
tion may be required for weight loss maintenance.
Weight regain may, however, occur despite contin-
ued drug treatment. Weight loss usually reaches a
plateau after 6–9 months of treatment. It is unclear
whether this is due to biological or more psycho-
logical factors. Moreover, some obese patients are
refactory to drug treatment and do not respond at
all. Thus, if the patient does not obtain any weight
loss after treatment for 2–3 months, drug treatment
should be stopped. Patients are more likely to be
compliant if they receive ongoing counselling and
follow-up by a dietician and/or general practitioner.
It is also important to discuss realistic expectations
for weight loss and the long-term consequences of
maintaining a healthy lifestyle with the patients.

Sibutramine

Sibutramine acts centrally as a noradrenalin-serotonin
uptake inhibitor and has appetite-suppressing effects.
Sibutramine also stimulates thermogenesis but this
effect seems to play a minor role in weight reduction.
Together with lifestyle modification sibutramine
provides a mean weight loss of approximately 4 kg
after treatment for 1 year when compared with
placebo [5]. The dose of sibutramine used was
either 10 or 15 mg once daily. The number of
patients reaching 5% and 10% weight loss was
34% and 15% larger with sibutramine than with
placebo. Wadden et al [6] have shown that a pro-
gramme of sibutramine together with lifestyle
modification is considerably more successful than
either therapy alone. After a significant weight loss
sibutramine is better to maintain the weight loss for
up to 2 years when compared with placebo [7].

Besides common usually mild side effects such as
dry mouth, constipation, insomnia, and headaches,
sibutramine produces a dose-dependent minor
increase in heart rate and may increase the blood

pressure as well, leading to concerns about potential
cardiovascular negative effects. Thus, it should be
used with caution in patients with hypertension and
the blood pressure should be monitored in all
patients particularly in the initiation of treatment.
Sibutramine is contraindicated in patients with
untreated or poorly controlled hypertension, arrhyth-
mias, coronary heart disease, cardiac failure, and
severe impairment of the liver and kidney function.

Sibutramine and Diabetes

Several smaller interventions with sibutramine in
obese patients with type 2 diabetes have been
performed. In 6- to −12-month interventions
glycemic control improved in parallel with weight
loss and those with a weight loss of ≥10% also
achieved significant decreases in HbA1c. Diabetic
patients have higher rates of hypertension than
non-diabetic patients. At least 10% of the patients
will experience a 10 mmHg or more rise in blood
pressure using sibutramine [8]. Thus, the drug
should be used with caution in diabetic patients. In
a Cochrane review concerning pharmacotherapy for
weight loss in adults with type 2 diabetes, it is con-
cluded that the magnitude of weight loss is modest
and the long-term health benefits of pharamo-
cotherapy remain unclear. Moreover, the safety of
sibutramine in these patients is still uncertain [9].

Long-term data on the effect of sibutramine on
obesity-related morbidity and mortality are still lacking.
However, the current Sibutramine Cardiovascular
Outcomes (SCOUT) trial is evaluating the efficacy of
sibutramine on major cardiovascular events (myocardial
infarction, stroke, and mortality). It is planned that
this study should be finished in 2008.

Orlistat

Orlistat binds to intestinal and pancreatic lipases,
inhibiting their action and reduces dietary fat
absorption by about 30%. The typical dose of orli-
stat is 120 mg three times per day with meals. Less
than 1% of the drug is taken up. Thus, most of the
drug is excreted unchanged in faeces.

The mean weight loss after treatment for 1 year
with orlistat is around 3 kg when compared with
placebo. The number of patients reaching 5% and
10% weight loss was 21% and 12% larger with
orlistat than with placebo [10]. In a 3-year trial the
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placebo-corrected extra weight loss with orlistat was
2.5 kg [11]. In a 4-year intervention the weight loss
after treatment with orlistat was 2.7 kg when
compared with placebo [12]. In some but not all
studies it is found that orlistat treatment leads to
more favourable changes in total cholesterol and
LDL-cholesterol. Orlistat has been found to reduce
blood pressure by 1.8 mmHg systolic and by 1.6
mmHg diastolic. Side effects of orlistat are related to
its mode of action and include particularly gastroin-
testinal problems such as fatty oily stools, faecal
urgency, diarrhoea, flatulence, and abdominal pain.
These side effects are reduced by following a low fat
diet. Fat malabsorption does, however, increase the
risk of vitamin D, E, and beta-caroten deficiency,
and, therefore, daily supplementation with vitamins
is recommended during orlistat treatment. These
supplements should be taken between meals.

Orlistat and Diabetes

Beneficial results in the glycemic profile (mean
reduction of fasting glucose by about 0.8 mmol/L)
have been reported with orlistat-induced weight loss
in 6- to 12-month studies in obese type 2 diabetic
patients. This has been found also when orlistat was
given as an adjunct to antidiabetic treatment such as
with metformin and sulphonylurea drugs. Smaller
but significant reductions of HbA1c have also been
found by orlistat treatment (placebo controlled).

In a 4-year Swedish intervention with orlistat in
3,305 obese patients, it was found that orlistat
reduced weight by extra 2.7 kg and decreased the
incidence of type 2 diabetes from 9.0% to 6.2%
(hazard ratio 0.63). The preventive effect associ-
ated with orlistat treatment was almost only in
patients with impaired glucose tolerance at base-
line (20% of the population) [12].

Apart from diabetes incidence, the effect of
orlistat on obesity-related morbidity and mortality
is still lacking.

Rimonabant

Rimonabant is the first endocannabinoid–CB [1]
blocking drug in the treatment of obesity. The
CB1 receptor is widely distributed in CNS and
these receptors interact with several pathways
involved in appetite regulation (e.g. ghrelin and leptin
pathways). Rimonabant may, however, also have

peripheral effects on metabolic factors. Endogenous
ligands for these receptors, the endocannabinoids,
are synthesised from phospholipid derivatives of
arachidonic acid and may stimulate the appetite.
There are some indications that obesity is associ-
ated with an overactivity of the endocannabinoid
system, which may be reduced by rimonabant.

Four clinical trials in overweight or obese adults
with or without type 2 diabetes have currently been
published. Oral rimonabant 20 mg once daily
reduces mean weight by around 4–5 kg more than
placebo after treatment for 1 year [13–16]. The pro-
portion of patients achieving ≥5% and ≥10% weight
loss was 30% and 20% higher in the rimonabant
group compared with placebo. The reduction in waist
circumference after treatment with rimonabant was
closely related to the extra weight loss. After 1 year
of rimonabant treatment rerandomisation of the
patients to placebo resulted in weight regain.
Rimonabant-induced weight loss has only been asso-
ciated with slightly reduced blood pressure [13].
More pronounced improvements in HDL-cholesterol
and in triglyceride have, however, been observed
after treatment with rimonabant. From analysing the
data from the four trials it is suggested that rimona-
bant may have weight loss independent effects in
improving HDL-cholesterol and triglyceride.
However, these possible weight independent effects
of rimonabant await further verifications from stud-
ies specifically designed to investigate this issue.

The adverse effects of rimonabant are upper res-
piratory tract infections, nausea, dizziness, and
insomnia. The focus has, however, particularly
been on mood alterations, depressive disorders, and
anxiety, and these symptoms were reported in 3.2%
with rimonabant (20 mg) and in 1.6% in placebo-
treated patients. Patients with psychiatric illnesses
were, however, not included in the published
rimonabant trials. Thus, there is limited data avail-
able on the safety of rimonabant in patients with
mental illness. Therefore, the use of rimonabant is
not recommended in patients with depression or in
patients on antidepressant medication.

Rimonabant and Diabetes

Only one study investigating the effect of rimona-
bant in type 2 diabetic patients has been published
[16]. The rimonabant-induced weight loss was
associated with a reduction of HbA1c by 0.7%
after treatment for 1 year in obese diabetic patients
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who were not well controlled on either metformin
or sulphonylurea drugs. The proportion of patients
obtaining HbA1c under 6.5% was 43% in the
rimonabant treated and 21% with placebo.
Rimonabant had similar positive effects on HDL-
cholesterol and triglyceride as in the other trials in
non-diabetic patients [17].

No data on cardiovascular morbidity or mortal-
ity of rimonabant have still been reported but a
large study investigating the effect of rimonabant
on myocardial infarction, stroke, and cardiovascu-
lar death has been started.

Clinical Perspectives

No head-to-head trials of the three major antiobe-
sity drugs on the market exist, which makes the
decision of the benefit of one drug over the other
for a given patient almost impossible. Therefore,
if drug treatment is under consideration the
choice among the three drugs may mainly take
into account the adverse effects, the patients’
preference, the concomitant diseases, and the cost
of the drug.

It is shown that orlistat could prevent or retard
the development of type 2 diabetes and reduce
LDL-cholesterol. Thus, orlistat could be the
choice in obese subjects with a high risk of devel-
opment of type 2 diabetes (e.g. impaired glucose
tolerance) and at enhanced risk of cardiovascular
disease (e.g. hypertension and high LDL).
Orlistat should be avoided in patients who are
unable to reduce their fat intake and in patients
with chronic diarrhoea.

Sibutramine may be useful in patients where the
obese state is characterised by overeating and
snacking because of its appetite reducing effects.
Sibutramine should not be used in patients with
uncontrolled hypertension or with tachy-arrhythmia.
Rimonabant may be preferred in obese patients
with the metabolic syndrome particularly in those
with low HDL and high triglyceride. Because of
few data rimonabant should be avoided in patients
with psychiatric illness, particularly in patients with
major depressions and in patients in antidepressive
treatment. These suggestions are not evidence
based but the recommendations that can be used
until more direct head-to-head investigations have
been performed.

If treatment with one of the drugs does not result
in weight loss of more than 2–3% after 3 months, it
should be stopped and another drug could be initi-
ated. For all three drugs it has been found that
when the drugs are stopped weight regain is very
common. Treatment with orlistat has been per-
formed up to 4 years without safety problems. For
sibutramine and rimonabant data up to 2 years have
been published. No data are available that suggest
that combination treatment results in better weight
losses than just using one drug.
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Introduction

Cardiovascular disease (CVD) remains the most
important cause of morbidity and mortality in people
with diabetes [1]. This high-risk population is more
likely to suffer a fatal event as the first manifestation
of myocardial infarction (MI) or stroke, making
primary prevention a priority. The pathogenesis of
atherosclerosis-related disease is multifactorial but
dyslipidaemia is a common and important risk
predictor and is open to therapeutic intervention.
Pharmacological intervention is supported by major
randomised, controlled clinical trials (RCTs) of pri-
mary and secondary CVD prevention. RCTs with
statin drugs have demonstrated unequivocal benefit
in reducing major coronary events and stroke.

Dyslipidaemia is strongly correlated to insulin
resistance and hyperinsulinaemia. It is present at the
time of diagnosis of diabetes as part of the insulin-
resistance syndrome and persists despite treatment
of glycaemia. It should be treated in its own right;
indeed, given the evidence of benefit from RCTs,
effective management of dyslipidaemia needs to
move centrestage in the prevention of CVD.

In this chapter, the pathophysiology of diabetic
dyslipidaemia and its relation to CVD are described.
RCTs, which provide the basis for clinical practice,
are discussed together with new information pointing
to benefits from more intensive therapy. As a result of
this evidence more stringent goals of therapy have
been advocated by national and international bodies.

It will become clear that the major goal of
therapy is to reduce low-density lipoprotein (LDL)
cholesterol with the statin class of drugs. Sadly,
audit data point to the fact that many patients are
not yet receiving optimal management.

Most trial data relate to patients with type 2 diabetes
but the increased lifetime risk in type 1 diabetes should
not be overlooked and, although not strictly evidence-
based, strategies for lipid-lowering management of
this important group have been proposed.

Diabetic Dyslipidaemia

Diabetic dyslipidaemia is a complex phenotype of
both quantitative and qualitative lipid and lipopro-
tein abnormalities [2]. It is present at the time of
diagnosis and in the pre-diabetic period. Its expres-
sion in an individual patient will be influenced by
both genetic and lifestyle factors such as gender,
obesity, (particularly central obesity), level of phys-
ical activity, cigarette smoking, alcohol intake, diet,
and poor glycaemic control; concomitant drug
therapies and medical conditions such as primary
dyslipidaemias (e.g. familial combined hyperlipi-
daemia and homozygosity for apoprotein E2, which
predisposes to type III hyperlipidaemia) and other
secondary causes of dyslipidaemia particularly renal
and hepatic dysfunction and hypothyroidism.

It is characterised by moderately raised triglyc-
erides, low high-density lipoprotein (HDL)-chole-
sterol, and the accumulation of cholesterol-enriched
remnant lipoprotein particles. Total and LDL-
cholesterol concentrations mainly reflect those of the
background population but there are important
qualitative changes in LDL particle distribution,
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which is shifted to smaller, denser particles, so-called
small, dense LDL [3].

Depending on the cut points taken, raised triglyc-
erides will be present in up to 60% of patients. In
the Prospective Cardiovascular Munster (PROCAM)
study in Germany, triglyceride concentrations >2.3
mmol/L were present in 39% of diabetic subjects
compared with 21% in the general population and
low HDL-cholesterol (<0.9 mmol/L) in 27% com-
pared with 6% [4]. In the Botnia study, involving
4,483 men and women aged 35–70 years, patients
with diabetes (n = 1,697) were three-fold more
likely to have elevated triglycerides (>1.7 mmol/L)
and low HDL-cholesterol (<0.9 mmol/L in men
and <1 mmol/L in women). In individuals with
impaired glucose tolerance (n = 798), dyslipidaemia
was increased two-fold compared with those with
normal glucose tolerance [5].

Factors leading to characteristic dyslipidaemia
are complex and not fully understood. Insulin
resistance is associated with the failure of normal
suppression of hormone-sensitive lipase in adipose
tissue and increased lipolysis leading to increased
flux of non-esterified fatty acids (NEFAs) to the
liver; this is partly responsible for increased
hepatic output of very low-density lipoprotein
(VLDL) [6]. Central obesity is common in insulin
resistance and type 2 diabetes and visceral fat is
increasingly recognised as an important paracrine
and endocrine organ [7]. Adiponectin, an impor-
tant adipose-specific adipokine, is reduced in
insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes [8]. This
would favour increased lipolysis as the action of a
further important cytokine, TNF-alpha in stimulat-
ing lipolysis is unopposed.

Insulin normally suppresses hepatic VLDL
assembly and secretion by increasing the degrada-
tion of apoprotein B-100, the major apoprotein of
VLDL and inhibiting the expression of microsomal
transfer protein, important in VLDL assembly [9,10].
In insulin resistance, increased flux of NEFAs
together with lack of inhibition of VLDL assembly
leads to overproduction of VLDL, mainly large
VLDL. VLDL is overproduced in the postprandial
state and as chylomicrons are absorbed from the
gut, activity of the enzyme, lipoprotein lipase
(LPL), is saturated leading to increased and pro-
longed postprandial lipaemia [11]. Clearance of
triglyceride-rich lipoproteins is further affected as
the activity of LPL is reduced in the presence of
excess NEFAs and apoprotein C-III, a major

inhibitor of LPL activity, is increased but this may
not be independent of triglyceride levels [11].

Enhanced postprandial lipaemia stimulates lipid
exchange between lipoproteins through the action of
cholesterol ester transfer protein (CETP) [12]. CETP
mediates the mole for mole transfer of cholesterol
ester from HDL to lipoproteins of lower density in
exchange for triglyceride. This contributes signifi-
cantly to the qualitative lipoprotein abnormalities.
Partially hydrolysed triglyceride-rich lipoproteins or
remnant particles become enriched in cholesterol.
These particles are thought to be highly atherogenic
contributing to foam cell formation, oxidative stress,
and endothelial dysfunction [13,14].

HDL becomes triglyceride-enriched through lipid
exchange and is a substrate for hepatic lipase, which
is increased in insulin resistance. As a result of
hydrolysis of HDL triglyceride, smaller, denser
HDL particles are formed; these are more rapidly
catabolised contributing to the decreased HDL
levels [15]. As previously discussed, adiponectin
concentrations are reduced and this may contribute
not only to decreased production of apo A1 the
major protein of HDL, but also to decreased expres-
sion of the ATP cassette binding protein, ABC A1,
an important peripheral binding site for HDL in the
process of reverse cholesterol transport. These
effects of adiponectin are probably related to its ability
to stimulate peroxysome proliferator-activated
receptor gamma (PPAR gamma) activity [8,16]

Hypertriglyceridaemia is a major factor in deter-
mining LDL particle size [17,18]. It appears from
kinetic studies that it is a large VLDL, which is most
strongly related to the generation of small, dense
LDL [2]. CETP activity is again involved in lipid
exchange producing triglyceride-enriched LDL par-
ticles, which are substrates for hepatic lipase, the
resultant triglyceride hydrolysis resulting in smaller
denser particles. LDL particle size is decreased in
IGT with further reductions in frank diabetes, and
these effects seem to be more marked in women [19].

Rationale for Lipid-Lowering 
from Epidemiology Studies

Total and LDL-cholesterol are similar or only
slightly elevated in type 2 diabetes compared with
the background population but are major determinants
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of CVD risk. In men, screened for the Multiple
Risk Factor Intervention Trial (MRFIT), total
cholesterol was an important determinant of CVD
mortality in those with diabetes as in those without
and, for a given cholesterol concentration, CVD
risk was two- to three-fold higher [20].

LDL-cholesterol was the best predictor of MI in
the United Kingdom Prospective Diabetes Study
(UKPDS) [21]. Based on the observational
epidemiology, a 1 mmol/L increase in LDL is asso-
ciated with a 57% increased risk. LDL-cholesterol
was also a strong predictor of CVD in diabetic indi-
viduals with insulin resistance and relatively low
LDL concentrations in the Strong Heart Study [22].

LDL particle size distribution is shifted to smaller,
denser particles in insulin resistance. These particles
have less polar lipid leading to increased surface
accessibility of apolipoprotein B (apo B), the major
apo protein of LDL, including segments with
increased binding affinity to glycosaminoglycans.
Small dense LDL is a less effective ligand for the
LDL receptor, a major determinant of the clearance
of LDL from the circulation. More prolonged
plasma residence time together with the smaller par-
ticle size facilitates penetration to the arterial subin-
timal space with subsequent increased retention due
to binding to glycosaminoglycans. Small dense LDL
is also more susceptible to oxidation and it is oxi-
dised LDL that is central to many of the processes of
atherogenesis [23,24].

When LDL particles are small and dense, there
will be an increased particle number for a given
LDL-cholesterol concentration. As there is one
molecule of apo B per LDL particle, measurement of
plasma apo B helps to identify the presence of small,
dense LDL as the level will be higher than expected
for the LDL-cholesterol concentration [25].

A further qualitative change in LDL, which may
affect its atherogenic potential, is glycation of apo B.
Glycated LDL is a less effective ligand for the LDL
receptor, which will tend to prolong its plasma
residence time and also increase susceptibility to
oxidation [26].

HDL-cholesterol concentrations are inversely
related to CVD risk in diabetes as in the general
population [27]. There are several potential mech-
anisms by which HDL may protect but the most
widely accepted is its roll in reverse cholesterol
transport whereby free cholesterol is removed from
the periphery, including the arterial wall, to the
liver for excretion. This process is becoming

increasingly understood at the cellular level with
the identification of important receptors on liver
and peripheral cells [28,29]. HDL may also protect
against atherogenesis in other ways in that it has
anti-inflammatory, anti-oxidant, and anti-thrombotic
activity. In UKPDS a strong inverse correlation
was demonstrated between HDL-cholesterol and
risk; a 0.1 mmol increase being associated with a
15% decrease in CVD events [21].

When calculating absolute CVD risk in the indi-
vidual patient, several guidelines incorporate a
measure of total to HDL-cholesterol ratio as a
means of assessing atherogenic cholesterol against
the protective action of HDL [30]. The INTERHEART
study, a multinational, case-control study involving
15,152 patients with MI together with 14,820 con-
trols, assessed the relationship between the major
apo proteins involved in cholesterol transport, apo
B and apo A1, among other risk factors. In this
analysis the strongest predictor of risk was the apo
B/apo A1 ratio [31].

The relationship between triglycerides and CVD
risk has been debated over many years. A risk
factor in many cross-sectional and prospective
studies, the relationship between triglycerides and
CVD disappeared on multivariate analysis when
other important confounders such as HDL-cholesterol
were adjusted for [32]. Although one meta-analysis
has demonstrated a significant association after
adjustment for HDL [33] it is likely that epidemi-
ology will not provide further insights in this area.
Given the complexity of the interactions between
triglyceride-rich lipoproteins and other lipopro-
teins, particularly HDL and small, dense LDL,
mathematical modelling to determine the inde-
pendence of a triglyceride CVD relationship is
fraught with problems. The inherent variation in
triglyceride concentrations will also tend to reduce
its strength in multivariate models.

In view of these concerns some investigators
have examined CVD risk in relation to triglyceride
concentrations taking into account LDL and HDL.
In the PROCAM study [34] and the Helsinki Heart
Study [35], hypertriglyceridaemia was associated
with CVD risk in individuals with an LDL to HDL
ratio >5. This clustering of lipid abnormalities is
often referred to as the atherogenic lipoprotein
profile. Another approach has involved factor and
principal component analysis. In a prospective
study from Finland, a “hyperinsulinaemia cluster”,
a factor having high positive loadings for BMI,
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triglycerides, and insulin together with a high
negative loading for HDL-cholesterol, was predictive
of CHD death in type 2 diabetes [36].

Rationale for Lipid-Lowering 
from RCTs

Early lipid-lowering trials were handicapped by
lack of well-tolerated and effective therapeutic
agents. Clinical trial science was less developed,
particularly in relation to the need for sufficient
hard clinical end points to ensure statistical power
and the need to follow all randomised patients until
study completion. These trials suggested benefit
for lipid-lowering in reducing non-fatal MI but
there was little impact on fatal events and in some
a suggestion of increased non-cardiac mortality.
These findings led to the so-called cholesterol con-
troversies of the late 1980s and early 1990s [37].

Introduction of the statins in the mid-1980s
transformed cholesterol management [38]. Isolated
from the culture broths of penicillins in the 1970s,
they proved to be specific, competitive inhibitors of
HMG CoA reductase (3-hydoxy 3-methylglutaryl
coenzyme A reductase). This enzyme converts HMG
CoA into mevalonate, the first committed step in cho-
lesterol synthesis and an important site of metabolic
control. The reduction in hepatic cholesterol synthesis
(approximately 40% in vivo) results in up-regulation
of LDL receptor activity with binding and uptake of
plasma LDL to restore hepatic cholesterol balance.
The activity of the LDL receptor is a major determi-
nant of plasma cholesterol levels. These mechanisms
are now well understood at a molecular level.

The statins lived up to expectations and proved
to be highly effective in reducing LDL-cholesterol
concentrations and to be among the best tolerated
of all pharmaceutical agents. These drugs enabled
definitive RCTs to be performed with sufficient
power to test the cholesterol-lowering hypothesis.

CVD Secondary Prevention Trials
with Statins

The first trials were performed in those with
symptomatic coronary disease at high risk of
subsequent CVD events. No trials have been

performed in specific diabetic populations but there
is a wealth of information from subgroup analyses,
which enable definitive conclusions to be drawn.
The excitement was palpable when the results of
the first trial were announced to the American
Heart Association (AHA) in 1994 and published
simultaneously in the Lancet.

The Scandinavian Simvastatin Survival Study
(4S) recruited patients with established CHD
(n = 4,444, 827 females) and total cholesterol con-
centrations, despite dietary measures, between 5.5
and 8 mmol/L [39]. Patients were randomised to
simvastatin, 20 mg/day or matching placebo. The
primary end point was overall mortality and the
study needed to continue until 440 deaths had
occurred to meet power calculations. Secondary
end points were fatal and non-fatal MI and sudden
death. In the simvastatin group, the treatment goal
was total cholesterol concentration of 3.0–5.2
mmol/L and 37% of patients required 40 mg/day.

Simvastatin therapy led to a 35% reduction in
LDL-cholesterol, an 8% increase in HDL-cholesterol
and a 10% reduction in triglycerides compared with
the placebo group. After a mean follow-up of 5.4
years, there were 182 deaths in the simvastatin group
compared with 256 deaths in the placebo group,
a 30% reduction in overall mortality (HR 0.7; 95%
CI 0.59–0.85; p < 0.0003). In addition, there were
significant reductions in all coronary events.

Two post hoc analyses of 4S have been per-
formed in diabetic patients. There were 202 known
diabetic patients (mean age 60years, 78% male)
included in the trial, 97 on placebo and 105 on
simvastatin [40]. Clearly this is a small number and
probably represents an atypical diabetic population
in that they were hypercholesterolaemic and base-
line triglycerides entry was relatively low at <2.5
mmol/L. Lipid changes in the diabetic subgroup
were similar to those observed in non-diabetics.
The analysis demonstrated the high risk of diabetic
patients with CHD, approximately half suffering a
major event during the study period. In the simvas-
tatin group there was a 55% reduction in CVD
events (p = 0.002). The numbers were too small to
assess the effect on overall mortality, although
there was a 47%, non-significant reduction.

In a further analysis, additional diabetic patients
(n = 483) were identified on the basis of a baseline
fasting glucose >7.0 mmol/L [41]. In addition, 678
patients were identified with impaired fasting
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glucose (IFT) with glucose levels between 6.1 and
6.9 mmol/L. There was a significant reduction in
major CHD events of 42% with simvastatin (HR
0.58; 95% CI 0.42–0.81, p < 0.001). The 28%
reduction in overall mortality did not reach signifi-
cance. In the group with IFT, the 43% reduction in
overall mortality was significant (HR 0.57; 95%CI
0.31–0.91, p < 0.02) [42].

The results of 4S have been confirmed in further
subgroup analyses from several large RCTs
(reviewed in ref. 42). The Heart Protection Study
(HPS) included a large diabetes subgroup and its
analysis was pre-specified [43]. The conclusion
from these studies is that patients with diabetes and
CHD respond in a similar way to the non-diabetic
population. However, it is clear that a substantial
residual vascular risk persists as demonstrated from
the HPS study. The residual risk of suffering a major
CVD event in diabetic patients with CHD receiving
40 mg/day simvastatin remained higher than in non-
diabetic patients with CHD on placebo [43].

The question arose as to whether more intensive
statin therapy would result in further risk reduction.
This was supported by a relatively small (n = 1,600)
and uncontrolled secondary prevention study per-
formed in Greece [44]. Patients were randomly
allocated to atorvastatin in increasing doses (mean
dose 24 mg/day) to achieve an LDL-cholesterol
below 2.6 mmol/L. This group was compared with
a usual care group; at that time statin therapy was
not routine in Greece and only 14% of this group
received lipid-lowering therapy. As might be
expected there was a large difference (46%) in
LDL between the two groups, which was associ-
ated with a 51% risk reduction in the composite
primary end point of death, non-fatal MI, unstable
angina, stroke, congestive heart failure and revas-
cularisation. Both groups had similar treatment
with other drugs known to be of benefit for sec-
ondary prevention; 80% received aspirin and beta-
blockers and 50% received ACE inhibitors. In the
small diabetic subgroup (n = 313) there was a rela-
tive risk reduction of 58% (p < 0.0001). This trial
can be criticised for a variety of reasons but it did
suggest that more effective LDL-lowering therapy
might be associated with a greater reduction in risk
and a lower residual risk [44].

The potential benefit of more intensive therapy
has been tested in formal RCTs in both acute coro-
nary syndromes and stable coronary disease.

Standard therapy (pravastain 40 mg/day) was com-
pared with more intensive therapy (atorvastatin 80
mg/day) and was compared in patients (n = 4162)
within 10 days of acute coronary syndrome [45].
The primary end point was a composite of death
from any cause, MI, documented unstable angina
requiring hospitalisation, revascularisation (per-
formed at least 30 days after randomisation), and
stroke. In the pravastatin group mean LDL-chole-
sterol was 2.46 mmol/L compared with 1.6
mmol/L in the atorvastatin group. After a mean
follow-up period of 2 years, more intensive therapy
was associated with a 16% risk reduction in CVD
events ( p = 0.005). This benefit occurred as early
as 30 days after the start of the study. There were
734 diabetic patients in PROVE-IT and test of het-
erogeneity of effect was negative, indicating that
the most likely outcome in the diabetic group
would be the same as that seen in the overall study.

In the Treat to New Targets (TNT) trial, more
intensive therapy with atorvastatin, 80 mg/day, was
compared with atorvastatin 10 mg/day in 10,001
patients with stable CHD [46] 15,464 patients were
originally recruited with LDL-cholesterol 3.4–6.5
mmol/L. All patients received 8-week run-in therapy
with atorvastatin 10 mg/day. If an LDL-cholesterol
target <3.4 mmol/L was achieved, patients were re-
randomised to take 10 or 80 mg/day. About 5461
patients were excluded because of failure to reach
this target. Over a mean follow-up of 4.9 years,
LDL-cholesterol in the intensively treated group was
2.0 mmol compared with 2.6 mmol/L in the group
on standard therapy; this was associated with 22%
risk reduction in the primary end point, CHD death,
non-fatal MI resuscitated cardiac arrest and stroke.

Two important further analyses of TNT have
examined effects of more intensive treatment in the
diabetic cohort [47] and also a cohort with meta-
bolic syndrome [48]. In the diabetic subgroup (n
= 1,501) LDL-cholesterol in the intensive group
was 2.0 mmol/L compared with 2.55 mmol/L in the
standard treatment group; this was associated with a
significant risk reduction in the primary end point
of 25%, 103 (17.9%) events compared with 135
(13.8%), (HR 0.75; 95% CI 0.58–0.97, p = 0.026).

Totally, 5584 patients (56%) were identified
with metabolic syndrome [48]. Intensive therapy
was associated with a 29% risk reduction in the pri-
mary end point, 262 events (9.5%) compared with
367 events (13%), (HR 0.71; 95% CI 0.61–0.84,
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p < 0.0001). Importantly, irrespective of treatment
assignment significantly more patients with meta-
bolic syndrome suffered major CVD events, hazard
ratio 1.44, 95% CI 1.26–1.64, p < 0.0001.

A meta-analysis has examined data from four
recent trials of intensive versus conventional statin
therapy in patients with acute coronary syndromes
or with stable coronary disease involving 27,584
patients [49]. Intensive statin therapy (higher dose
or more potent drug) was associated with a further
16% reduction in coronary death and MI (HR 0.84;
955: CI 0.77–0.91; p < 0.0001). This large data
base supports the findings from individual trials of
the benefits from more intensive therapy and given
the high risk in the diabetic population should be
translated into routine clinical care for the diabetic
patient with established disease.

CVD Primary Prevention Trials
with Statins

Higher case fatality in diabetes with the first CVD
event argues strongly for effective primary preven-
tion of CVD. Early trials did not include sufficient
diabetic patients to assess benefit. The first trial to
include a large number of diabetic patients was
HPS, which included 2,912 patients (aged 40–80
years) with non-fasting cholesterol >3.5 mmol/L
and without CVD [43]. In this pre-specified analysis,
the composite primary end point was coronary
death, non-fatal MI, revascularisation, and stroke.
Simvastatin therapy (40 mg/day), which reduced
LDL-cholesterol by 0.9 mmol/L compared to
placebo, was associated with a 33% relative risk
reduction in CVD events, p = 0.0003. This effect
was independent of baseline lipids, diabetes dura-
tion, glycaemic control, and age. The authors cal-
culated that simvastatin therapy over 5 years
should prevent first events in about 45 people per
1,000 treated. They concluded that statin therapy
should be considered routinely in all diabetic
patients at sufficiently high risk of major vascular
events independent of initial cholesterol levels.

Support for the findings of HPS came from the
Collaborative Atorvastatin Diabetes Study
(CARDS) the first end point trial to be performed
in a specific diabetic population [50]. Totally, 2,838
type 2 diabetic patients (aged 40–75 years) without
clinical CVD but with one other risk factor,

hypertension, current cigarette smoking, retinopa-
thy or albuminuria were randomly allocated to
atorvastatin 10 mg/day or matching placebo.
Patients were excluded if baseline LDL-cholesterol
>4.14 mmol/L, baseline triglyceride levels up to
6.78 mmol/L were permitted. The trial had 90%
power to detect a reduction of a third in the primary
end point in the atorvastatin group at a significance
level of p < 0.05; assuming a cumulative annual
incidence of 2.35% for the primary end point in the
placebo group, a total of 304 primary end points
needed to accrue.

The primary end point was a composite of time to
first occurrence of acute CVD events, coronary
revascularisation or stroke. The trial was terminated
2 years earlier than expected because the pre-specified
early stopping rule for efficacy had been met.
Atorvastatin reduced LDL-cholesterol by 40%
compared with placebo, representing an absolute
reduction of 1.2 mmol/L; this reduction was associ-
ated with a 37% (95% CI −52 to −17, p = 0.001)
relative risk reduction in the primary end point, 83
patients with a first event (1.54 per 100 person years
at risk) compared with 127 patients (2.46 per 100
person-years at risk). There was a 36% reduction in
acute coronary events, a 31% reduction in revascu-
larisations and a 48% reduction in stroke. Although
not powered for overall mortality, there was a 27%
reduction (p = 0.059). No heterogeneity of effect
was observed in relation to baseline lipids, age, dia-
betes duration, glycaemic control, systolic blood
pressure, smoking, or albuminuria. The authors
concluded that atorvastatin was safe and effective in
reducing the risk of first CVD events in patients
without high LDL-cholesterol levels (mean baseline
3 mmol/L). On the basis of this trial together with
HPS there seems to be no justification for a partic-
ular threshold level of LDL to determine which
patients should receive statin therapy.

The diabetes subgroup (n = 2532) from the
Anglo Scandinavian Cardiac Outcomes Trial Lipid-
Lowering Arm (ASCOT-LLA) showed a similar
trend (test for heterogeneity not significant) to
reduction of CVD events as those without diabetes.
This trial is of particular interest because the bene-
fits of statin therapy (atorvastatin 10 mg/day) were
seen in well-treated hypertensive patients [51].

An important further conclusion from the statin
trails for both primary and secondary CVD prevention
is the impact on stroke. Meta-analysis of the early
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statin trials demonstrated a 21.5 risk reduction for
every 1 mmol/L decrease in LDL-cholesterol [52].
This reduction in stroke risk was seen in patients
without previous stroke. In CARDS the reduction
in stroke was 48% [50]. Recently, the results of the
first statin trial to recruit a specific population of
stroke or TIA survivors (n = 4731) with time to
subsequent stroke as the primary end point has
been reported [53]. Statin therapy (atorvastatin 80
mg/day) was associated with a reduction in subse-
quent stroke of 16% (HR 0.84 95% CI 0.71–0.99,
p < 0.03). As might be predicted, secondary end
points of major coronary events showed highly sig-
nificant reductions. The results of the diabetes sub-
group have not yet been published.

Primary and Secondary Prevention
Trials with Fibrates

Fibrates are ligands for peroxisome, proliferator-
activated receptors alpha, (PPARα) [54]. PPARs
are transcription factors that regulate gene expres-
sion in response to natural (e.g. fatty acids) and
synthetic ligands. On activation, PPARs form het-
erodimers with retinoid X receptors and activate
transcription of target genes. They can also repress
gene expression by interfering with other sig-
nalling pathways such as NFκβ. These mecha-
nisms increase fatty acid β-oxidation in liver and
reduce VLDL synthesis and output. PPARα reduce
levels of apo C III an important inhibitor of
LPL and increase LPL gene expression. HDL-
cholesterol is increased together with apo A1 and apo
A2. The main effects of fibrates are to reduce tri-
glycerides and increase HDL-cholesterol with only
modest effects on total and LDL-cholesterol [54].

RCTs supporting the benefits of fibrate therapy
is not consistent. Gemfibrozil was used in the
Helsinki Heart Study, a primary prevention trial in
men with raised non-HDL-cholesterol [55], and the
Veterans Administration HDL Intervention Trial,
VAHIT, a secondary CVD prevention trial in men
with low HDL-cholesterol and relatively normal
LDL [56]. These studies showed significant posi-
tive benefit for the drug overall and in diabetic sub-
groups. However, the populations studied in these
trials also respond well to statin therapy [43]. In the
Bezafibrate Infarction Prevention Trial, a CVD
secondary prevention trial [57], there was a trend

towards reduction in the primary end point but this
did not reach statistical significance. In a post hoc
analysis it was found that hypertriglyceridamic
subjects appeared to benefit. In a more recent
analysis, patients fulfilling the criteria for meta-
bolic syndrome showed benefit [58].

The effects of fenofibrate in a specific diabetic
population have recently been reported [59]. In
this combined primary and secondary CVD out-
comes study the primary end point (CHD death
and non-fatal MI) did not reach statistical significance.
Non-fatal MI was reduced significantly but coronary
mortality showed a non-significant increase.
Total cardiovascular events, (cardiac death, MI,
stroke, coronary and carotid revascularisation)
were significantly reduced but total mortality was
non-significantly increased.

The conflicting results of FIELD are puzzling.
Baseline HDL-cholesterol in FIELD was 1.1
mmol/L, whereas in VAHIT, which showed a posi-
tive outcome, it was lower at 0.8 mmol/L. Perhaps
this lipid phenotype was better suited for interven-
tion with the fibrate. In FIELD, fenofibrate had a
disappointing long-term effect on HDL with barely
a 2% increase by the end of the study. Furthermore,
the reduction in LDL was only modest. Other con-
founders may be the adverse effect of fenofibrate in
increasing homocysteine levels and higher drop-in
statin therapy in the placebo group. However, the
major conclusion following the results of FIELD is
that statins remain first line therapy [60].

An Approach to Lipid-Lowering
Therapy in Diabetes

It is taken for granted that diet and lifestyle have been
optimised as far as is practical in the individual
patient with special focus on quitting cigarette
smoking, weight reduction, diet, and physical
activity in addition to the instigation of lipid-
lowering drugs.

Statins

Statin therapy should be first line therapy for the
overwhelming majority of diabetic patients.
Although the characteristic abnormalities are
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moderate hypertriglyceridaemia and low HDL-choles-
terol, total and LDL-cholesterol are the most
important predictors of CVD risk. Furthermore,
diabetic dyslipidaemia is associated with increased
concentrations of apo B-containing particles other
than LDL and the plasma concentration of these
potentially atherogenic lipoproteins will be reduced
along with LDL by statin therapy.

Given the new information pointing to the
benefits of more intensive statin therapy, ATP III
guidelines in the USA were reviewed [61]. For
those at highest risk including diabetic patients
with established atherosclerosis-related disease of
any type, a new goal of therapy of LDL-cholesterol
<1.8 mmol/L is proposed. The new Joint British
Societies (JBS 2) guidelines have also adopted a
lower LDL goal of 2 mmol/L [30]. In these
patients statin therapy should be started regardless
of baseline LDL.

In CVD primary prevention a new concept has
emerged from the RCTs. The same proportional
risk reduction with statin therapy is observed
regardless of baseline LDL. In CARDS [50], the
mean baseline LDL of 3 mmol/L was until rela-
tively recently the goal of therapy for several guide-
lines. Therefore, in CVD risk management, the
absolute risk of the individual patient rather than the
level of LDL is the major determinant of whether to
start statin therapy. This concept is reflected in new
primary prevention guidelines, which acknowledge
that the great majority of diabetic patients over the
age of 40 years will fulfil the generally accepted
risk threshold of 20% CVD risk over 10 years and
should be offered statin therapy without further
assessment [30]. Clearly, some diabetic patients
will be at high CVD risk below the age of 40 years.
In an attempt to address this issue, JBS 2 suggest
that diabetic patients aged 18–39 years should be
considered for statin therapy if there is evidence of
small vessel disease with retinopathy or nephropathy,
poor glycaemic control (HbA1c >9%), hyperten-
sion requiring drug therapy, total cholesterol >6
mmol/L, features of the metabolic syndrome or a
family history of diabetes. Clearly these guidelines
are not based on RCT evidence but attempt to iden-
tify those at high risk where early intervention is
likely to be effective [30].

There is little information from RCTs to guide
practice in patients with type 1 diabetes. HPS
included 615 patients with type 1 diabetes. In this

subgroup, there were 43 patients (13.7%) with first
vascular events in the simvastatin group compared
with 53 (17.5%) in the placebo group. The test for
heterogeneity was not significant (p = 0.9),
suggesting that the outcome in these patients is not
likely to differ from the findings of the whole
diabetic group [43]. The lifetime risk of CVD in
type 1 diabetes is high and current guidelines do not
distinguish the two in their recommendations [30].

So far goals of therapy have been discussed
solely in terms of total or LDL-cholesterol. In dia-
betic dyslipidaemia, some potentially atherogenic
cholesterol will be carried on particles other than
LDL such as remnant particles. To take account of
this, NCEP, ATP III provides additional guidance.
When LDL-cholesterol is to goal and plasma
triglycerides remain greater than 2.0 mmol/L, a
secondary target is non-HDL-cholesterol (total
cholesterol- HDL-cholesterol) and the goal for this
measure is set at 0.8 mmol/L above the LDL goal
[61]. In this situation the first line approach is to
increase the statin dose. If the highest available
dose of a particular compound is already employed
a more potent statin, such as atorvastatin or rosu-
vastatin should be substituted. If the treatment goal
is not reached then combination therapy needs to
be considered as discussed later.

Choice of a particular statin will depend on several
factors including efficacy, safety, concurrent
medication, concurrent medical conditions, RCT
evidence of benefit in reducing CVD events, base-
line lipids, and, increasingly, cost, given the avail-
ability of generics [38]. All statins lower LDL
effectively but they do differ in potency, the more
potent statins being atorvastatin and rosuvastain
[62,63]. All the available statins are safe drugs if
used appropriately [64]. A major potential cause of
serious side effects can be avoided by avoiding
drug interactions. Simvastatin, lovastatin, and atorva-
statin are metabolised through cytochrome p 450
(cyp) 3A4 so if these statins are given along with
drugs that inhibit this pathway plasma levels will
rise. Atorvastatin appears to be less susceptible to
this interaction. Fluvastatin is metabolised through
cyp 2C9 and rosuvastatin has approximately 10%
of its metabolism through cyp 2C9 and 2C19.
Pravastatin is not metabolised through the
cytochrome system. An important further consider-
ation with drugs metabolised through cyp 3A4 is
grapefruit juice, and patients should know not to
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consume large amounts. RCTs of CVD prevention
support all available statins apart from the most
recent statin, rosuvastatin, but a major RCT is in
progress with this drug and in a observational study
using intravascular ultrasound its use was associ-
ated with regression of atherosclerosis in a large
proportion of patients [65].

It is reassuring that given the potency of statins
they are among the best tolerated of all drugs [64]. It
might be assumed, given the mechanism of action,
that there might be effects on other products of the
cholesterol synthesis such as dolichols (required for
glycoprotein synthesis) and ubiquinones (important
in mitochondrial electron transport) but this does not
appear to be a clinical problem. There are no clinical
effects on steroid hormone synthesis or bile acid
production.

The most common side effects are gastrointesti-
nal disturbances, which generally remit if the drug
is continued; weakness, headache, general aches,
and pains are others. However, in the RCTs there
was little to differentiate these symptoms between
active and placebo groups.

The most important severe side effect is myopa-
thy. Fortunately, this is vanishingly rare [64]. It is
characterised by painful, tender muscles often with
flu-like symptoms. The level of the muscle enzyme
creatine phosphokinase (CPK) is at least 10-fold
increased. The most important preventive measure
is to warn the patient to stop the statin if these
symptoms develop and to attend for a CPK estima-
tion. Myopathy usually resolves on stopping the
drug. Extremly rarely acute tubular necrosis can
occur following rhabdomyolysis. The author does
not measure CPK routinely except in complex
patients at risk of drug interactions. It should be
remembered that CPK levels vary enormously in
patients not on drug as shown in the RCTs and that
the normal range is higher in black patients. Other
causes such as vigorous exercise and hypothy-
roidism should be excluded.

Serious liver abnormalities are also rare even when
high doses are used. General advice is to reduce the
dose if transaminases are greater than 3-fold increased
(approximately 1 in 400). Many patients with diabetes
will have abnormal liver function due to fatty liver
and these patients should not be denied a statin.

It is important to warn women of child-bearing
potential to use effective contraception and to stop
the statin at least 6 weeks before conception.

The Statin-Intolerant Patient

Although among the best tolerated of all drugs
some patients are intolerant of statins. The most
common reason for discontinuation, in the author’s
experience, is muscle aches generally without ele-
vation of CPK. Full blown myositis with muscle
pain/tenderness and a CPK greater than 10-fold
elevated is vanishingly rare if appropriate care is
taken particularly in relation to drug interactions.

It is important to re-emphasize the importance
of statin therapy to the patient and that the statin is
unlikely to be at fault. However, sometimes it
is necessary to reduce the dose and in some cases
patients will not take the drug at all. If a small dose
of statin is tolerated and LDL-cholesterol is not to
goal, the addition of ezetimibe is useful providing
up to a further 20% LDL-lowering. Ezetimibe is a
potent, specific inhibitor of intestinal cholesterol
absorption, which has been demonstrated to have
its effect at a recently discovered critical mediator
of cholesterol absorption, namely, Niemann-Pick
C1-Like 1 protein which is situated on brush
border of enterocytes [66]. Side effects of the
combination are largely similar to the statin alone
[67,68] Ezetimibe as sole agent is less useful
producing a 15% LDL reduction although response
will vary depending on the individuals ability to
absorb cholesterol.

As described above, the outcome data with
fibrates is mixed. Gemfibrozil is the fibrate
with the best outcome data but should not be com-
bined with a statin as it can increase plasma levels
of all statins and therefore the risk of severe side
effects. If the major abnormality is a high LDL-
cholesterol, gemfibrozil will have little impact.
Bezafibrate has a better impact on LDL as well as
increasing HDL-cholesterol and decreasing
triglyceride but the clinical benefits from RCTs
relate only to post hoc analyses.

The bile acid sequestrants, cholestyramine and
colestipol, reduce LDL-cholesterol by up to 30%
and their use is supported by RCTs [69].
However, they are not well-tolerated chiefly
because of gastro intestinal adverse effects. In
patients already on multiple drug therapies timing
of administration of resins is difficult as they can
interfere with the absorption of other drugs. They
need to be given at least 1 h before or at least 4 h
after other medications.
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Theoretically, nicotinic acid, which has a major
effect on hepatic VLDL synthesis, is an ideal lipid-
modifying agent in that it is able to correct the
various components of diabetic dyslipidaemia;
however, it is not commonly used because of poor
tolerability [70]. There is no definitive RCT data to
guide therapy but there are studies showing benefit
on surrogate end points. Nicotinic acid is currently
the best drug for increasing HDL-cholesterol; it is
better tolerated in an extended-release preparation,
particularly in terms of flushing. Furthermore, a
compound that significantly blocks the flush is in
clinical trial. It remains to be seen whether this will
improve tolerability in the long term. At the present
time, most physicians use extended-release
nicotinic acid at doses of 1–1.5 g/day to lower
triglycerides and increase HDL usually in com-
bination with a statin. At low dose and in the
extended release form, adverse effects on insulin
sensitivity and glucose tolerance are much less
marked. On its own, higher doses (4–6g/day) are
required to reduce LDL effectively.

Treatment of Severe
Hypertriglyceridaemia

Diabetic patients may develop severe hypertriglyc-
eridaemia with fasting serum triglyceride concen-
trations over 10 mmol/L and sometimes in the
20–30 mmol/L range or higher. Triglyceride
concentrations of this order result from a combina-
tion of exogenous and endogenous particles,
namely chylomicrons and VLDL. Increased
hepatic output from the liver together with post-
prandial absorption of chylomicrons swamps the
clearance pathway through the enzyme LPL. It is
unusual for diabetes alone to result in such high
triglyceride levels and there is usually an underlying
lipid disorder such as familial combined hyperlipi-
daemia. Other secondary causes for example,
hypothyroidism, high alcohol intake and renal
disease should be excluded.

Severe hypertriglyceridaemia may be associated
with recurrent attacks of abdominal pain and some-
times pancreatitis. This lipid abnormality may
interfere with the assay for amylase in some labo-
ratories. Hepatosplenomegaly due to accumulation
of lipid-laden macrophages may occur. Rarely
there may be memory disturbances and lack of

concentration. Some patients develop spectacular
skin eruptions, eruptive xanthomata, which appear
as crops of raised pinkish, yellow spots over
elbows, knees, and buttocks.

Massive hypertriglyceridaemia may interfere
with the measurement of other analytes such as
haemoglobin, bilirubin, and liver transaminases
and, by decreasing water volume in plasma, can
lead to artificially low sodium measurement.

Treatment is of some urgency given the risk of
pancreatitis. It is important that the patient is coun-
selled to follow a low total fat diet together with
reductions in alcohol and refined carbohydrate. In
addition, high doses of omega 3 fish oils are useful
together with a fibrate or a nicotinic acid derivative.
As diet and lifestyle measures progress it is often
possible to stop the fibrate. If significant mixed
lipaemia persists a statin is indicated.

Future Trends

The most important focus should be on translating
findings from RCTs into clinical practice the. Audit
data shows that many patients are not yet receiving
optimal therapy to achieve LDL goals [71]. The next
target in lipid management should be to increase
HDL. However, this is the most heterogeneous of all
the lipoproteins and increasing HDL in a particular
way will need to be shown in RCTs to translate into
CVD reduction. The potential impact in reducing
residual risk is clear from HPS [43]. In this study
those diabetic patients with low HDL showed the
same proportional risk reduction as those with
higher levels. However, those with low HDL on sim-
vastatin had a larger residual risk of CVD events
than those with higher HDL on placebo.

It has been an attractive option to use combination
therapy of statin and fibrate when HDL remains
low but there is no data from RCTs to support this
approach. It is ironic that gemfibrozil with the best
outcome data should not be used in this context
given drug interactions. The results of the FIELD
trial with fenofibrate as sole therapy were disap-
pointing [59]; however, a combination trial with
fenofibrate and statin in type 2 diabetes, the
ACCORD study, is in progress.

Two important drugs in the management of
glycaemia have important effects in increasing
HDL. Pioglitazone increased HDL by almost 9% in
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the PROactive study [72]. In this secondary pre-
vention trial pioglitazone was associated with a signi-
ficant reduction in major CVD events in diabetic
patients with symptomatic CVD although the pri-
mary end point, which included peripheral artery
revascularisations, did not reach significance [54].
Pioglitazone was shown in the CHICAGO study
[73] to reduce progression of carotid IMT compared
with sulphonylurea and in this study HDL increased
by 6%. A possible mechanism for the effects on
HDL is the observed increase in adiponectin.

Rimonabant, an endocannabinoid receptor 1
(CB1) blocker has been shown to be effective in
reducing weight in patients with type 2 diabetes
with important effects on glycaemic control. In
addition, HDL-cholesterol was increased by
approximately 8% [74]. This compound also
increases adiponectin.

Nicotinic acid has the most marked effect in
increasing HDL. Several surrogate end point studies
using coronary angiography or carotid intima
medial thickening have pointed to potential benefit
over and above that with statin alone [75]. A large
morbidity and mortality trial has just started to
examine the effects of an extended-release prepara-
tion combined with an inhibitor on the nicotinic
acid-induced flush. This trial should demonstrate
the tolerability of the combination compound
together with the potential benefits, which may
occur beyond statin therapy. The degree of potential
adverse effects on glycaemia will also be observed.
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Diabetes mellitus, especially type 2, predisposes to
cardiovascular mortality. The risk of coronary heart
disease (CHD) mortality and mobidity is 2–4 times
higher in diabetic patients than in non-diabetic
subjects [1]. Although advances in both pharmaco-
logical and interventional treatment have resulted in
a pronounced reduction in cardiovascular mortality
of non-diabetic patients, diabetic patients have not
gained the same benefit. After en acute myocardial
infarction (MI) short- and long-term mortality
in diabetic patients has remained twice of that in
non-diabetics (Fig. 1) [2,3]. The global growth of the
diabetic population [4] makes the choice of the optimal
preventive and treatment modalities one of the most
challenging issues facing both the diabetologist and
the cardiologist today.

Macrovascular Disease 
and Cardiovascular Risk 
in Diabetes

Haffner and colleagues suggested that patients
with diabetes alone had some risk of future heart
attack as patients without diabetes who had suf-
fered a myocardial infarction [5]. Although there
is universal agreement on the excess of coronary
risk in diabetic patients, recent data indicate that
this statement should be modified depending on
the presence or absence of macrovascular disease.

There is growing evidence that the presence of
atherosclerosis in itself represents a risk of cardio-
vascular disease (CVD) additional to that obtained
from “traditional” risk factors as hypertension,
dyslipidaemia, microalbuminuria, abdominal
obesity, and so on, probably by including the yet
inexplicable phenomenon of vascular (endothelial)
susceptibility to atherosclerosis [6,7]. So far, visu-
alization of atherosclerotic disease in the clinical
stetting has, however, been limited because of the
invasive nature of available techniques – first of all
contrast x-ray coronary angiography. In a small
coronary angiographic study of 750 patients,
patients with diabetes and no signs of CHD had
same low 3 years cardiovascular risk as those
without diabetes and CHD, and a lower risk than
patients with CHD. The well-documented high
risk of having both diabetes and CHD compared
with that of CHD alone was confirmed [8]. There
are epidemiological studies of support for the view
that CHD is a stronger predictor of the cardiovas-
cular prognosis than diabetes alone. The Multiple
Risk Factor Interventional Trialists (MRFIT)
found that incident non-fatal CVD was a stronger
predictor of 18-year mortality than incident dia-
betes in a population of 11,000 persons [9].

From the above it seems reasonable to advocate
for early visualization of macrovascular disease,
especially CAD, in diabetics with mild or moderate
cardiac symptoms to identify both low- and high-
risk patients. During recent years non-invasive tech-
niques as multiple slice tomography scanning
(MSTC) and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)
[10,11] have become available for visualization of
macrovascular arterial disease. In addition, to show
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vascular disease indirectly by evaluating luminal
narrowing – as by conventional invasive angiogra-
phy – these techniques are able to or have the poten-
tial non-invasiveness to visualize the vessel wall
disease directly by estimating the atherosclerotic
plaque extent (burden), composition and activity
[12]. We have reported a close association between
plaque burden and impaired kidney function in type
1 diabetics using MRI imaging [13]. With the
appearance of new generation scanners MSCT
imaging most certainly in the near future will be
available widespread in health communities.
Clinical use and evaluation of non-invasive coronary
artery imaging should focus on patients predisposed
to atherosclerosis including those with diabetes.

How and to what extent introduction of large-scale
angiographic evaluation of macrovascular disease
in diabetic patient will change treatment modalities
are unknown.

The American–Canadian Bypass Angioplasty
Revascularization Investigation 2 Diabetes (BARI
2D) trial [3] includes angiographic screening for
ischemic heart disease of 2,800 type 2 diabetic

patients with mild or no cardiac symptoms, and
randomizes patients with significant CAD to
aggressive medical treatment or coronary revascu-
larization with 5-year mortality as the primary end
point. Further, the cardiovascular effect of
improved metabolic and glycaemic control by pro-
vision of insulin or by amelioration of insulin
resistance will be evaluated. Hopefully, the BARI
2 D trial will provide us with clinical insight and
answers on how to prevent development of symp-
tomatic IHD in diabetic patients by early treatment.
In the meantime, it is in my view reasonable to
offer patients with diabetes coronary angiography
on rather wide and liberal indications.

Coronary Revascularization:
Angioplasty versus Surgery 
– a Persistent Controversy?

During the last 2–3 decades invasive coronary
revascularization of symptomatic CHD patients

FIG. 1. Early mortality after acute myocardial infarction (AMI) in the pre-coronary care unit (CCU) era, the CCU era,
the lytic era and in the percutaneous coronary intervention era (PCI). GP IIa/IIIb = glycoprotein IIa/IIIb inhibitor.
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by angioplasty (percutaneous coronary intervention,
PCI) or coronary bypass surgery (CABG) has
been implemented worldwide in an almost expo-
nential way. For the whole CHD population the
invasive treatment approach has given a survival
benefit [14]. What concerns the mode of revascu-
larization, PCI versus surgery, only few would
question PCI as treatment of choice in patients
with 1 and 2 vessel disease without stenosis in the
left descending artery (LAD), and CABG in
patients with 3 vessel disease and extent vascular
disease. Given the rapid technological improvement
of PCI, the population with multivessel disease
in which patients are eligible for both PCI and
surgery has increased, and resulted in an
augmented use of PCI relatively to that of CABG.
This development in treatment strategy seems
justified for the CHD population in general as no
difference in either long-term survival, non-fatal
MI or cerebrovascular accidents have been
demonstrated in several randomized controlled
trials comparing CABG and PCI in the 1980s and
early 1990s [15–18], or later after introduction
of coronary stenting [19]. The main drawback of
PCI is a higher need for repeat revascularization
than after CABG.

Particular emphasis has been placed on the mode
of coronary revascularization in diabetics patients.

Major worry was raised when a post hoc subgroup
analysis of the first BARI in 1996 demonstrated a
less favourable prognosis among diabetic patients
with multivessel disease treated with PCI than those
subjected to CABG [18]. The 5-year mortality
was 19.4% among 184 diabetic patients assigned
to CABG and 34.5% among 173 assigned to PCI 
(p < 0.03) [20]. The wide difference in mortality
could be related to the use of arterial internal mam-
mary grafts in the surgical group. Although not sta-
tistically significant, similar trends were observed in
other smaller trials (Fig. 2). The BARI subgroup
analysis gave the American National Heart Lung and
Blood Institute reason to transmit an alert on PCI in
diabetic patients in 1995. Since then, there has been
a consistent controversy about PCI treatment of
patients with diabetes. Unfortunately, it is at present
not possible to dispel the worry as no randomized
trial on PCI versus CABG in a diabetic population
alone has been reported. However, there are several
reasons to argue against a general alert on PCI in
patients with diabetes.

First, it appears difficult to justify an extrapolation
of data from the early 1990s to the clinical practice
today. The studies were performed before the stent
era and the adjunctive pharmacotherapy is now
available. The alert on PCI of diabetic patients was
based on small subgroup post hoc analyses of larger

FIG. 2. Bar chart showing mortality rates in randomized trials of elective patients undergoing coronary bypass sur-
gery and coronary angioplasty. EAST, Emory Angioplasty versus Surgery Trial; BARI, Bypass Angioplasty versus
Surgical Trial; CABRI, Coronary Angioplasty versus Bypass Revascularization Investigation; ERACI, Argentine
Randomized Study: Coronary Angioplasty versus Coronary Bypass Surgery in Multivessel disease.
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studies. Further, registry studies including the BARI
registry [20] have not been able to disclose the same
difference in mortality outcome as the randomized
trials. The ARTS trial (Arterial Revascularization
Therapies Study) from 2001 compared CABG to
multivessel PCI with stenting [19]. The study
revealed no difference in the composite end point of
death, MI and CVA after 1 and 5 years in 1,205 ran-
domized patients, nor in the diabetic subgroup of
208 patients. The requirement for additional revas-
cularization was higher after PCI than after CABG,
for both patients with and without diabetes. The
results suggest improvement in periprocedural
complications compared with older trials, but only
little change on the impact of restenosis, a major
problem after PCI treatment of diabetic patients.

Restenosis after PCI in Diabetics

Restenosis after PCI is caused by three mecha-
nisms: intimal hyperplasia, recoil and less fre-
quently by constrictive remodelling. Since the first
PCI registry results in 1984 [21], diabetes has been
known to be a strong and non-procedure related
predictor of restenosis. The predominant cause of
restenosis in diabetics is exaggerated intimal
hyperplasia. While recoil and constrictive resteno-
sis can be prevented with bare metal stents (BMS),
BMS did not solve the problem of restenosis in dia-
betic patients [22,23]. Polymer-based drug eluting
stents (DES) with slow release of antiproliferative,
anti-inflammatory drugs (sirolimus, paclitaxel)
markedly reduce restenosis and late lumen loss. A
meta-analysis of six recent trials has shown a sig-
nificant 80% relative reduction in restenosis rate
after DES compared with BMS in both diabetic
patients (n = 697) and non-diabetics (n = 2,491),
resulting in the highest absolute effect in diabetics
[24]. Angiographically, the effect has been con-
firmed in a single randomized study of 204 diabetic
patients. Restenosis rates after DES and BMS were
7.8% and 33.7%, respectively [25]. Whether these
impressive angiographic results can be translated to
improved short- and long-term clinical outcome
remains to be proven. A randomized trial (n = 1,314,
diabetics 24%) has reported a significant decrease
in non-fatal MI and revascularization of the target
vessel during a 1-year follow up after DES com-
pared with BMS [26]. However, no long-term

mortality effect of DES compared with BMS have
been found in recent meta-analyses including
thousands of patients [27,28]. Whether it is dia-
betes per se or the small vessel size and complex-
ity of coronary disease in diabetics that predict
restenosis remains controversial. Nevertheless,
DESs significantly improve or eliminate a major
limitation of conventional stenting/PCI in diabetic
patients. Most recently, there has been concern
about the risk of stent trombosis by using DES
[29]. There is neither a substantial evidence of a
higher risk in diabetics, nor is stent trombosis
more common after DES than BMS. To achieve
best clinical outcome following PCI with DES in
diabetic patients future clinical trials, continued
improvement in DES delivery and optimal adjunc-
tive pharmacotherapy are needed. There is a lack
of knowledge about the influence of metabolic
control on restenosis rate. Glitazones may be
drugs capable of decreasing restenosis in diabetic
patients after stenting [30].

Coronary Revascularization 
of Diabetic Patients with Acute
Myocardial Infarction

During recent years clinical trials have shown early
or acute invasive coronary revascularization to be
superior to medical stabilization or thrombolysis.
The benefit has been demonstrated in patients with
unstable angina or moderate infarction (non-ST
elevation MI, non-STEMI) [31,32], as well as in
patients with large ST elevation MI (STEMI)
[33,34]. The short-term relative benefit in sub-
groups of diabetic patients concurrently has been
found to be the same as in non-diabetic patients
resulting in a larger absolute risk reduction because
diabetics in all trials had considerable higher event
rates post-MI than non-diabetics, in agreement
with data from large registry studies [35].

In the Frisc II trial PCI or CABG treatment of
299 diabetic patients with unstable angina or non-
STEMI tended to reduce the risk of death or MI
after 1-year follow-up, 20.6% in invasive versus
29.9% in medically treated cases (RR:0.61, 95%
CI: 0.36–1.04) equal to a 9.3% absolute risk reduc-
tion compared with 3.1% in 2,158 patients without
diabetes [36]. Data from subgroup analyses of
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invasive coronary revascularization of non-STEMI
diabetic patients from other trials are in agreement
with the FRISCII results. Available data do not
allow any estimation of the effect of PCI versus
CABG in this group of diabetics. Randomized and
long-term studies on larger diabetic population
with unstable angina/non-STEMI are warranted.

In patients with acute STEMI, increasing evi-
dence suggests mechanical revascularization by
PCI within few hours after symptom onset, primary
PCI (pPCI) to be superior to thrombolysis. A ben-
eficial effect has been demonstrated in both
patients admitted directly to invasive hospitals
and patients transferred from local hospitals [33].
In a recent meta-analysis including a total of 6,763
STEMI patients from 22 randomized trials com-
paring pPCI with thrombolysis, 30-day mortality in
935 diabetic patients with symptom duration of 2 h
or more was 6.2% after pPCI versus 12.4% after
thrombolysis (RR:0.5, 95% CI: 0.3–0.7).
Corresponding mortalities in 3.081 non-diabetic
patients were 5.8% vs 8.2%. Again, because the
event rate was increased in diabetics, their absolute
mortality benefit exceeds that of non-diabetic
patients. For diabetics the NNT was 17, the lowest
among all subgroups studied, versus 43 in non-
diabetics [34]. Long-term results of pPCI treatment
of STEMI patients are scanty and almost lacking.
Data from a few hundred of patients suggest the
initial mortality benefit to be maintained over sev-
eral years, especially in high-risk patients among
which are diabetic patients [37,38]. Long-term
studies on the clinical outcome after pPCI of dia-
betic STEMI patients are highly needed.

In a subgroup analysis of the DANAMI-2 trial
[39] we found that the beneficial effect of pPCI
compared with thrombolysis on the risk of clinical
reinfarction was abolished in 113 diabetic patients
but maintained in 1,455 non-diabetic patients after
3 years follow-up. We were unable to detect any
mortality benefit. We found the same result in
another and larger high-risk group of patients,
those with anterior index MI. A significant short-
term effect of pPCI on reinfarction incidence was
lost during 3-year follow-up, which could be
related to discontinuation of antiischemic and
antithrombotic medical treatment [40].

In summary, it is not possible to totally dispel the
concern of the early 1990s that the long-term clin-
ical outcome of PCI treatment of diabetic patients

may be poorer than that of CABG. By markedly
reducing restenosis, DESs seem to eliminate a
major limitation of conventional stenting/PCI in
diabetic patients. However, it must be stressed that
DESs compared with BMS do not reduce long-
term mortality in non-diabetic CHD patients.
Whether the same applies for diabetic patients
remains to be studied. Further, continued improvement
in DES delivery as well as optimal adjunctive
pharmacotherapy will be required to achieve the
best clinical outcome after PCI. CABG has limita-
tions with a higher perioperative mortality and
morbidity in patients with diabetes than in those
without. CABG involves multiple organs and is
associated with prolonged rehabilitation. Excessive
co-morbidity may contraindicate CABG in diabetic
patients. Selection of the best coronary revascular-
ization modality in diabetic patients, or recommen-
dation of non-invasive treatment, must rely on a
careful individual patient evaluation.

Adjunctive Ischemic
Cardioprotecion

Clinical outcome of invasive coronary treatment of
CHD patients does not solely depend on the revas-
cularization modality. In a long-term study of a
low-risk trial population (n = 1,228), short-term
outcome was driven by procedural complications
and restenosis, whereas the outcome beyond 1 year
after stenting was determined by disease progression
outside the treated coronary lesions. Diabetes and
multivessel disease were independently associated
with an increased cardiovascular event rate [41].

Diabetics are characterized by hemostatic abnor-
malities involving platelet hyperreactivity and
impaired fibrinolytic balance. Increased platelet
adhesion and aggregation is associated with
increased thromboxan A2 synthesis, decreased
nitric oxide, decreased antioxidant levels and
increased expression of activation-dependent adhe-
sion molecules such as P-selectin and glycoprotein
IIb/IIIa (GP IIb/IIIa) [42]. The latter has been con-
sidered an important mechanism behind the benefi-
cial effect of the GPIIb/IIIa inhibitor abciximab in a
subgroup analysis of 491 diabetic patients in the
EPISTENT trial [43]. In a meta-analysis of six
trials, GP IIb/IIIa inhibitors reduced 30-day mortality
in diabetics compared with non-diabetic patients
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with non-STEMI [44]. The ISAR-SWEET study
included 701 diabetic patients undergoing elective
PCI without showing a beneficial effect of abcix-
imab after pretreatment with clopidogrel. However,
high-risk patients were excluded and only few
insulin-requiring patients were included in that
study [45]. Therefore, we still recommend using GP
IIb/IIIa inhibitors in relation to interventional coro-
nary treatment of diabetic patients. This should be
given on top of antithrombotic treatment with
aspirin and clopidogrel. Because there is growing
evidence that withdrawal of clopidogrel may be of
same importance for developing stent thrombosis as
procedure-related factors, clopidogrel treatment
should be continued for a minimum of 1 year.

Diabetes is associated with an increased chronic
low-grade inflammatory state also affecting the
coronary arteries [46]. In recent years there has
been much attention on the possible effect of
specific anti-inflammatory treatment of CHD. A
large randomized trial studying the effect of an
anti-C5 complement antibody (pexelizumab) in a
little less than 6,000 patients with STEMI has been
disappointing as no tendency of a benefit could be
demonstrated [47]. At present the issue of anti-
inflammatory treatment of chronic or acute CHD
seems speculative.

Glycaemic Control

There is compelling evidence that tight glycaemic
control reduces diabetic microangiopathy and
neuropathy. Both the original randomized and
observational data from the UK prospective dia-
betes study (UKDPS) documented a relation
between hyperglycaemia and macrovascular dis-
ease, but weaker and less clear than that of
microvascular complications [48,49]. The
Diabetes Control and Complication Trial (DCCT)
has provided indirect [50] and direct evidence
[51] of a beneficial effect of intensive metabolic
control (HbA1c) on cardiovascular risk in type 1
diabetics. The results of the PROACTIVE trial
reducing both insulin resistance and HbA1c are in
line with this [52]. However, no significant effect
on total or cardiac mortality was found in these
trials. A comprehensive discussion of the long-
term effect of glycaemic control on macrovascu-
lar disease is beyond the scope of this chapter.

There is no unequivocal answer to whether
optimal glucometabolic control influences clini-
cal outcome after coronary revascularization of
diabetic patients with stable and unstable coro-
nary syndromes. Observational studies have
reported poor glycaemic regulation to be associ-
ated with an increased need for additional target
lesion revascularization and restenosis [53,54].
Coronary revascularization results in normalized
epicardial flow, which however, not necessarily is
followed by improved myocardial perfusion and
cardiac function. The angiographic no-flow phe-
nomenon denotes a post-PCI condition of
impaired microcirculation despite non-stenotic
coronary arteries. There is some evidence that
hyperglycaemia predisposes to the no-flow condi-
tion in MI patients, more often in diabetic than
non-diabetic patients [55,56].

In recent years large-scale randomized clinical
trials dealing with the possible effect of acute
insulin–glucose infusion followed by intensive
insulin treatment in non-diabetic and diabetic MI
patients have been published [57–59]. Overall the
results have been conflicting or neutral. Despite
important differences in the study designs regard-
ing the delay of start of treatment, the reduction in
glucose level, the mode of revascularization, pPCI
or thrombolysis, and so on, there is agreement, that
insulin per se as adjunctive treatment in acute MI
has no effect [60]. This should not be interpreted as
evidence that optimal long-term glycaemic control
is of minor importance for the cardiovascular risk
in diabetic patients – all available knowledge indi-
cates the opposite. The lack of a clinical benefit of
insulin in MI patients is in contrast to findings in a
Belgian study of cardio-surgical intensive care unit
(ICU) patients in whom insulin treatment targeting
normal glucose level reduced short- and long-term
mortality and morbidity [61]. There are obvious
differences between MI patients and patients
admitted to an ICU. In the ICU study, patients who
stayed longer than 5 days almost completely
accounted for the benefit, whereas hospital stay of
MI patients usually is short. Further a close moni-
toring of the balance between amounts of glucose
and insulin infused seems to be of importance. In a
study of long-stay ICU patients without glucose
level control, the amount of glucose infused was
found to be an independent predictor of hospital
mortality suggesting a toxic effect of glucose supply
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in excess [62]. Clinical algorithms to ensure a tight
glucose control matching the metabolic need of the
heart are a prerequisite to embark insulin treatment
of MI patients. Such complex monitoring has not
been developed, and the question how an insulin-
mediated increase in glucose uptake may improve
cardiac function is unsolved, why acute adjunctive
insulin treatment in MI patients has no clinical role
at present.

Despite the insufficient effect of insulin adminis-
tration to MI patients, a large number of reports
unanimously have shown an increased blood glucose
at admission level to be a strong predictor of an
adverse short- and long-term outcome in diabetic and
non-diabetic patients [60,63]. The relationship may
be complex as it has been reported to be U-shaped in
a cohort of 4,000 patients [64]. Recently, both a high
baseline glucose and failure of glucose level to
decrease within 24 h were found to predict high
mortality in non-diabetic, but not in diabetic patients
[65]. Overall, there is substantial evidence that a dis-
turbed glucose metabolism carries a high prognostic
impact on cardiovascular events in MI patients,
although the underlying mechanisms are far from
elucidated and no specific treatment is available.

Need of a Strengthened Diagnostic
Strategy of Diabetes in Acute
Coronary Syndrome Patients

Among patients admitted to hospital for acute
coronary syndrome (ACS), unstable angina or MI,
about 20–25% have known diabetes [35]. The
proportion of diabetic patients in the total ACS
population may be twice as high [60,66]. A cardio-
vascular event, including ACS, often represents the
first clinical “manifestation” in type 2 diabetic
patients, and there is an obvious need for improving
the diagnostic screening for diabetes in CHD
patients with ACS. The optimal way to implement
this is a matter of debate. The European Society of
Cardiology and the European Association for the
Study of Diabetes recommend all ACS patients to be
evaluated by an oral glucose tolerance test (OGTT),
based on studies showing 2 h post-load plasma
glucose to be a stronger and more age-independent
predictor of cardiovascular events than fasting glucose
level and HbA1c [60,67]. No randomized studies

dealing with the clinical benefit of the recommended
strategy have been reported. In the authors view, the
personnel and economic costs of efforts to imple-
ment OGTT in preference to fasting glucose and
HbA1c should be balanced against the very high need
and costs of improving secondary prevention in dia-
betic CHD patients. In a recent report on manage-
ment of CHD patients with and without diabetes in
25 European countries, the acute management was
found to be reasonable, while secondary prevention
was concluded to be unacceptably poor [68].
Prevention guidelines on hypertension and dyslipi-
daemia treatment were only adhered in half of the
patients with an inadequate and less aggressive man-
agement in patients with diabetes than in those
without. While the need of a future strengthen-
ing of the diagnostic screening for diabetes in
CHD patients is beyond any question, it is in my
view more open whether patients totally will
obtain more benefit from risk stratification by
simple risk markers as fasting glucose level and
HbA1c than from a more extensive evaluation by
OGTT. Anyhow, a stronger daily collaboration
between diabetologists and cardiologists may be
of highest importance.

Conclusion

Clinical evaluation and treatment of CVD in
diabetic patients follow the same evidence-based
indications as those used in patients without
diabetes. Both short- and long-term cardiovascular
event rate and complications in diabetics are
constantly two- to threefold higher than in non-
diabetics. The relative effect of both invasive and
medical treatment is the same in diabetics and non-
diabetics, resulting in a higher absolute treatment
effect in diabetic patients. No available treatment is
able to reduce clinical cardiovascular outcome in
diabetic patients to that of non-diabetic patients.
For these reasons, patients with diabetes had to be
considered as high-risk patients with a documented
need of aggressive treatment, as outlined in Table 1.
Coronary angiography should be offered on liberal
indications, and invasive coronary revasculariza-
tion should be performed taking the individual
complexity of the artery disease into consideration.
DES should be used for coronary stenting together
with long-lasting antithrombotic therapy. Recent
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health surveys stress the high need for a strengthened
secondary prevention with multifactorial interven-
tions including lifestyle changes, aggressive
medical treatment of hypertension, dyslipidaemia
and heart failure.
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Introduction

Hypertension is the main risk factor for renal as
well as atherosclerotic disease in diabetes, and the
quest for strict blood pressure (BP) control has
continuously evolved over the last three decades. It
was first described 30 years ago that the decline in
glomerular filtration rate (GFR) correlated with
systemic BP in patients with overt diabetic
nephropathy [1]. This was in contrast to the pre-
vailing concept that a certain level of BP elevation
was essential for the preservation of renal as well
as organ perfusion in general [2]. In the subsequent
30 years, however, data of numerous studies have
confirmed that BP elevation is a major determinant
in the progression toward end-stage renal failure
[3–7]. This early observation [1] formed part of the
basis for the concept of antihypertensive treatment
in patients with diabetic nephropathy, one of the
most clinically significant interventions in modern
diabetology, documented to preserve GFR [8–11]
and reduce mortality [12–15].

In this chapter, we will focus on clinical aspects of
intervention in the renin–angiotensin system (RAS).
Treatment with angiotensin-converting enzyme
inhibitors (ACE-I) or angiotensin II receptor 
blockers (ARB), in relation to other antihyperten-

sive regimes (the concept of BP-independent reno-
protection), whether ACE-I or ARB, should be
first-line therapy and the combination of ACE-I
and ARB (dual blockade).

Hypertension in Diabetes

In patients with type 1 diabetes, hypertension is
usually associated with underlying diabetic
nephropathy and typically becomes manifest when
patients develop microalbuminuria. In contrast, in
patients with type 2 diabetes, hypertension is present
at the time of diagnosis of diabetes in over one-third
of patients, often coexisting with dyslipedimia,
central obesity, and increased susceptibility to
cardiovascular disease [16].

Cardiovascular disease accounts for a large
proportion of the excess mortality related to diabetes
[17,18]. In relation to incidence of myocardial infarc-
tion, recent data indicate that the presence of diabetes
confers an equivalent risk to ageing 15 years [19].

In a prospective study, we examined the long-term
prognostic significance of BP along with other risk
factors for all-cause mortality in type 1 diabetes. In
1977, a representative sample of 272 adult type 1
diabetic patients was identified through outpatient
clinics and GPs. The main endpoint was mortality
after 25 years. Follow-up was almost complete
(98.8%). After 25 years, all-cause mortality
was 37% (99/269) for the whole group. Figure 1
illustrates the cumulative survival in patients
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divided into quartiles of systolic BP. In a Cox mul-
tiple regression analysis, pulse pressure, along with
abnormally increased urinary albumin concentra-
tion, glycemic control, and smoking, all potentially
modifiable risk factors, were identified as important
predictors of increased mortality in type 1 diabetes.

Antihypertensive treatment has improved renal
prognosis and survival in diabetic nephropathy
[15], and recent guidelines agree (JN-VII) on the
need for early, aggressive reduction of BP, with a
goal of <130/80 mmHg in patients with diabetes
[20]. An important question relates to the optimal
BP and the component of the elevated BP that
affects the risk. In a recent post hoc analysis of the
IDNT trial, cardiovascular events were increased in
patients with BP below 120/85 mmHg [21].
Obviously, these data revived the discussion as to
whether there is a J effect [22,23]. Such an effect
was not observed in the subset of patients with dia-
betes in the HOT trial [24], but in this study the
lowest achieved BP did not go below 141/81
mmHg. Clearly, it is important to consider the con-

cept of reverse causality, that is that low BP could
be the consequence of baseline morbidities rather
than a cause of cardiovascular events. Determining
an optimal BP level is a very difficult task, and at
present a target BP of approximately 120/80–85
mmHg would seem reasonable, and indeed
difficult to achieve in many patients.

Intervention in the RAS System:
Additive Renoprotective Effect
Independent of Blood Pressure?

Many guidelines endorse the view that inhibition of
the RAS should be first-line antihypertensive ther-
apy in patients with diabetic nephropathy
[20,25,26]. The background is the concept of an
additive renoprotective effect beyond reduction of
BP alone. As indicated in Table 1, various study
designs have be employed in the assessment of a
possible renoprotective effect. As indicated, a num-
ber of studies claim BP-independent protection of
kidney function. However, the concept of additive
renoprotective effect has recently been challenged
on several occasions. In a post hoc analysis from
the large ALLHAT study [27], no difference in
incidence of end-stage renal disease (ESRD) or a
50% or greater reduction in GFR was observed for
patients taking lisinopril compared with those tak-
ing chlorthalidone, either for the total group or for
participants with diabetes at baseline. It is impor-
tant to stress that ALLHAT was not a renal study
(no data on albuminuria) but perhaps more important
that the design of ALLHAT renders firm interpre-
tations regarding conventional renoprotective
regimens difficult: ACE-I and diuretics were compared
in separate active arms (often combined with older
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FIG. 1. Cumulative survival over 25 years in 269 patients
with type 1 diabetes divided into quartiles of systolic
blood pressure.

TABLE 1. Evaluation of specific BP-independent renoprotective effects: Possible strategies.

Design Example Comments

ACE/ARB versus placebo Lewis 1993 Inevitably associated with BP differences,
in “normotensive” patients Mathiesen 1991 which in some studies may fully explain

differences in renal endpoints
ACE/ARB versus placebo RENAAL 2001 Often also BP differences, multivariate 

titration of open-label drug to MICRO-HOPE 2000 statistical analysis employed to claim
reach BP target BP independence

ACE/ARB versus alternative IDNT 2001 The best design, despite identical BP
antihypertensive drug + titration significantly better renal outcome in the
in each treatment arm of open-label irbesartan arm compared with 
drugs to reach blood pressure target the amlodipine arm
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antihypertensive drugs). Thus, the commonly used
combination of ACE-I and diuretics could not be
evaluated [28]. Another point of concern is the use
of a low dose of ACE-I (lisinopril 10 mg) [29].

Another study challenging a specific renoprotec-
tive effect of ACE-I or ARB is the meta-analysis by
Casas et al. [30] stating that “The benefits of ACE-
I or ARB on renal outcomes probably result from a
BP effect . . . additional renoprotective actions
beyond lowering BP remain unproven” and in
addition “These findings have implications for the
use of ACE-I or ARB in patients with diabetes and
renal disease” – in other words claiming a need for
revision of the guidelines mentioned here. As the
analyses are dominated by the ALLHAT trial, the
same points of criticism apply to this study [31].
Notably, a BP-independent antiproteinuric effect of
ACE-I and ARB is documented in the meta-analy-
sis. This is of interest as “on-treatment” reduction
of albuminuria recently has emerged as an impor-
tant prognostic factor in relation to both renal and
cardiovascular risks [32–35]. Thus, it is important
not only to screen for microalbuminuria but also to
monitor the regression in albuminuria during treatment.
In patients with persisting high levels of albumin-
uria, intensified treatment should be considered,
despite apparently acceptable BP values.

Finally, a population-based study by Suissa et al.
[36] analyzed data from diabetic patients treated
with antihypertensive drugs in the Province of
Saskatchewan, Canada, between 1982 and 1986.
The study was based on a registry of medication
prescription. The rate ratio of end-stage renal fail-
ure with the use of ACE-I was found to be 0.8 (ns)
during the first 3 years of follow-up, but increased
to 4.2 (95% confidence interval 2.0–9.0) after 3
years, suggesting that the use of ACE-I apparently
does not decrease the long-term risk of ESRD in
diabetes, but might on the contrary actually
increase the risk for ESRD, thus contributing to the
increasing incidence of diabetes-related ESRD. A
major drawback is the lack of information on the
indication for the medication, making “confound-
ing by indication” a potential problem although
information on the use of ACE-I in diabetic
nephropathy still was scarce between 1982 and
1986. Other concerns include lack of information
regarding risk factors for development of diabetic
nephropathy and absence of information regarding
the cause of renal failure. Furthermore, there was
no information regarding doses of ACE inhibition.

In conclusion, BP reduction independent from
the class of drugs used is essential in conserving
renal function. Detection of specific BP-independent
renoprotective effects of ACE-I or ARB is difficult
from a design point of view. There is, however, at
least one well-designed randomized double-blind
clinical trial clearly suggesting BP independence
[37]. The main evidence for renoprotective action
of RAS blockade is perhaps provided by its well-
documented antiproteinuric action, which cannot
completely be attributed to the reduction in BP.
Proteinuria reduction during therapy is the single
most important factor predicting both the renal and
the cardiovascular prognosis in diabetic patients,
and ACE-I and ARB are well-tolerated, effective
drugs in both respects.

ACE-I or ARB: Does it Matter?

As mentioned earlier, treatment with both ACE-I
and ARB carries strong documentation for the
beneficial effects in diabetic nephropathy. In type 1
diabetes, the documentation is strongest for ACE-I
[38–41], whereas in type 2 diabetes the best
evidence is for ARB [37,42–44]. However, an
important question is whether one class of drugs is
superior both in relation to preventing development
and progression of nephropathy and cardiovascular
disease. This question was addressed in the
DETAIL study. In this long-term (5-year) double-
blind study in a mixed population of micro- and
macroalbuminuric patients with type 2 diabetes,
the effect of an ACE-I (enalapril) was compared
with an ARB (telmisartan). The main endpoint was
fall in GFR, and after 5 years the fall from baseline
was similar in the two groups (15 mL/min in the
ACE-I-treated patients compared with 17 mL/min
in the ARB group). BP reduction was similar in the
two groups and no cases of ESRD and only very
few CV events were observed, probably illustrating
the beneficial effects of RAS intervention in
general as well as other interventions (e.g., lipid-
lowering) in this patient population. The inclusion
of both macro- and microalbuminuric patients (the
latter with a presumed low rate of GFR reduction)
and lack of GFR determinations in a considerable
number of patients could have led to a diminished
discriminatory power [45], but nevertheless, this
study does not point toward a specific advantage of
ARB compared with ACE-I in patients with type 2
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diabetes. Similarly, in a 1-year double-blind trial in
92 hypertensive type 2 diabetics with early
nephropathy, treatment with either losartan or
enalapril was associated with the same reduction
in albuminuria and the same rate of decline in
GFR [46].

In a recent randomized, nonblinded study in 68
nondiabetic patients, the renoprotective effects of
ACE-I (benazepril 1.25–5 mg daily or trandolapril
0.5–4 mg daily) and ARB (candesartan 2–8 mg
daily or losartan 25–100 mg daily) were compared
over a 5-year period. After 4 years, the decline in
GFR in patients treated with ARB was significantly
greater than that seen in patients treated with an
ACE-I (p < 0.05). Furthermore, the rate of intro-
duction of dialysis therapy was also significantly
greater in the ARB-treated patients (52.7% in ACE-
I and 81.2% in ARB group at year 5. p < 0.01) [47].
It should however be noted that, although not statis-
tically significant, baseline GFR was lower and pro-
teinuria higher in the ARB group. Obviously, it is
also important to consider the reliability of data
derived from nonblinded studies. Patients with dia-
betic nephropathy are, as earlier mentioned. charac-
terized by a high risk of ischemic heart disease and
also congestive heart failure [48]; so, in addition to
renoprotection, it is important to consider potential
differential effects of ACE-I and ARB in this con-
text. Recently, controversy has emerged whether
ARB is less effective in preventing myocardial
infarction or may even increase the risk of myocar-
dial infarction in comparison with ACE-I and
calcium antagonists [49,50]. These aspects are
further discussed by Toftegård in Chapter 17.

To summarize, both ACE-I and ARB have
documented positive effects in relation to reduction
of cardiovascular events. Regarding renal end-
points, the documentation is strongest for ACE-I in
type 1 diabetes and for ARB in type 2 diabetes, but
emerging data suggest that ACE-I is effective also
in type 2 diabetes. The actual choice may, in
addition to other factors, depend on economic
considerations and side effects.

Dual Blockade

As mentioned earlier, hypertension and proteinuria
are the main risk factors for renal disease progression.
Although there is clear evidence that pharmacological
blockade of the RAS with ACE-I or ARB reduces

proteinuria and slows down the progression of
diabetic renal disease, it is however important to
realize that progression is far from stopped in all
patients. The presence of inadequately controlled
hypertension and persistent proteinuria despite
ACE-I or ARB treatment portends a poor prognosis.

A possible explanation for the lack of effect may
be the phenomenon of ACE escape, whereby levels
of angiotensin II and aldosterone return to pretreat-
ment levels despite continued use of an ACE-I,
possibly due to increased chymase activity and
increased angiotensin II formation [51].

Dual blockade of the RAS is based on a principle
of obtaining more efficient blockade of the effects
of angiotensin II, by combining ACE-I and ARB.
ARB produces a complete blockade of the RAS
and stimulates the vasodilating and nonprolifera-
tive actions of AII via the AT-2 receptor.
Furthermore, ACE-I, but not ARB, inhibit the
metabolism of kinins, which increases the level of
bradykinin, a potent vasodilator.

Interestingly, the addition of ARB but not
beta-blockers to antihypertensive medications,
which may include ACE-I and/or calcium channel
blockers, results in an improvement in resistance artery
remodeling in diabetic hypertensive patients [52].

In relation to diabetic nephropathy, evaluation of
the potential beneficial effects of dual-blockade
therapy is a work in rapid progress, as indicated in
Table 2. Although the studies show some diver-
gence, the majority of data demonstrate significant
reductions in either BP or albuminuria or in both
factors. It should however be noted that the studies
in general are small with short follow-up. As the
optimal doses of both types of drug remain to be
determined, it is also relevant to consider whether
the same effect can be obtained by optimizing the
dose of ACE-I or ARB in monotherapy [53–55].

No long-term endpoint studies in patients with
diabetic nephropathy have yet been published,
but in nondiabetic nephropathy data from two
studies are now available, In the COOPERATE
trial 263 Japanese patients with nondiabetic
renal disease (calculated GFR: 20–70 mL/min)
were randomly assigned ARB (losartan, 100 mg
daily), ACE-I (trandolapril, 3 mg daily) or a
combination of both drugs at equivalent doses.
After 3 years, significantly fewer patients [10
(11%) of 85] in the dual-blockade group had
reached the combined primary endpoint of time
to doubling of serum creatinine or ESRD
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compared with 20 (23%) of 85 on trandolapril
alone, and 20 (23%) of 86 on losartan alone. A
potential drawback of this study is underdosing
of the ACE-I [56]. Likewise, in a very recent
open-label study also form Japan, 90 patients
receiving ACE-I for hypertension and nondia-
betic renal insufficiency were randomized to
receive candesartan plus ACE-I or continue with
ACE-I monotherapy only [57]. During 3.1 years
of follow-up, the authors found significant
reductions in urine protein excretion compared
with the ACE-I-treated control group, despite
similar BP levels. Furthermore, after 3 years, the
serum creatinine level was significantly lower
with candesartan plus ACE-I than with ACE-I
only. It should be stressed that this is a non-
blinded study, and as also acknowledged by the
authors, a substantial proportion of patients
received submaximal doses of ACE-I.

The safety of combined ACE-I and ARB therapy
is an important issue that was evaluated in recent
meta-analysis in patients with chronic proteinuric

renal disease [58]. Dual blockade resulted in a
significant but small increase in serum potassium
levels of 0.11 mmol/L (95% confidence interval:
0.05–0.17 mmol/L) and a nonsignificant decrease in
glomerular filtration. Addition of an ARB resulted
in a further decrease in proteinuria in both patients
with diabetic and nondiabetic renal disease.

Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter, a
more recently addressed question is whether inter-
vention in the RAS system by adding a mineralo-
corticoid receptor antagonist is associated with
beneficial effects. Several small, short-term studies
have been published [59–64] but clearly further
documentation is needed before a possible clinical
role of this intervention can be assessed.
Hyperkalemia is a major concern, but in a recent
study by Epstein et al. [65], where coadministration
of eplerenone and ACE-I over 12 weeks resulted in
significant reduction in albuminuria, no significant
increases in hyperkalemia was observed.

In summary, several short-term studies suggest
that dual blockade reduces both BP and albuminuria
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TABLE 2. Dual blockade in diabetic nephropathy: Effects on blood pressure and proteinuria.

Study Intervention n Duration Endpoint Results

Hebert et al. [73] Losartan 50 7 1 week Blood pressure Significant reduction
mg/ACE-I Proteinuria No significant effect

Rossing et al. [74] Candesartan 8 18 9 weeks Blood pressure Significant reduction
mg/ACE-I Proteinuria Significant reduction

Rossing et al. [75] Candesartan 16 20 8 weeks Blood pressure No significant reduction
mg/ACE-I Proteinuria Significant reduction

Jacobsen et al. [76] Irbesartan 300 21 8 weeks Blood pressure Significant reduction
mg/ACE-I Proteinuria Significant difference

Jacobsen et al. [77] Irbesartan 300 mg 24 8 weeks Blood pressure Significant reduction
/enalapril 40 mg Proteinuria Significant difference

CALM [78] Candesartan 16 mg 199 12 weeks Blood pressure Significant reduction
/lisinopril 20 mg Proteinuria No significant difference

CALM 2 [79] Candesartan 16 mg 75 12 months Blood pressure No significant difference
+ lisinopril 20 mg Proteinuria No significant difference
versus lisinopril
40 mg

Sengul et al. [80] Lisinopril 20 mg/ 219 28 weeks Blood pressure Significant reduction
telmisartan 80 mg Proteinuria Significant difference

Tutuncu et al. [81] Enalapril 5 mg/ 34 12 month Blood pressure No significant difference
losartan, 50 mg Proteinuria No significant difference

Matos et al. [82] Perindopril 8 mg/ 20 16 weeks Blood pressure No significant difference
irbesartan 300 mg Proteinuria No significant difference

Fujisawa et al. [83] Imidapril 10 mg or 27 3 months Blood pressure No significant difference
candesartan 8 mg Proteinuria Significant difference
versus imidapril 
5 mg + candesartan
4 mg

Song et al. [84] Candesartan 4–8 mg/ 18 16 weeks Blood pressure No significant difference
ramipril 5–7.5 mg Proteinuria No significant difference
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in patients with diabetes but long-term clinical tri-
als are needed to further establish the role of dual
blockade in renal protection in diabetic nephropa-
thy. The combination of ACE-I and ARB therapy
in patients with diabetic renal disease is seldom
associated with clinically meaningful changes in
serum potassium levels or GFRs. Despite the
apparent safety of dual RAS blockade in this
regard, it is important to emphasize that initiating
treatment with, or increasing the doses of, either
drug should be followed by serum potassium and
creatinine monitoring.

Conclusions

BP reduction and reduction of proteinuria during
therapy are the most important factors predicting
cardiovascular as well as renal prognosis, inde-
pendent from the class of drugs used. The best
evidence for a BP-independent renoprotective
action of blocking the RAS is provided by its
well-documented antiproteinuric action. This is
important as regression of proteinuria during
antihypertensive treatment now has emerged as
an important prognostic factor. There are ample
data to support the effect of ACE-I or ARB in
combination with diuretics both in relation to
nephro- and cardioprotection, although documen-
tation of the latter may be best for ACE-I. This is
perhaps reflecting that ACE-I have been longest
on the stage. The optimal doses of both types of
drug remain to be determined. In many short-
term studies combining ACE-I with ARB (dual
blockade), further reduction of albuminuria and
BP is observed, but long-term endpoint studies in
diabetic patients are lacking. Dual blockade
appears to be relatively safe, but monitoring of
potassium and creatinine is important. An exam-
ple of a treatment flowchart is given in Fig. 2.

Treatment of Advanced Diabetic
Renal Disease

Despite the improvement in controlling diabetes
and preventing the onset and progression of diabetic
nephropathy outlined in this book, diabetes is the
leading cause of ESRD in the world.

In Denmark, the number of incident diabetic
patients with ESRD, who are started on chronic renal
replacement therapy (RRT), has stabilized around 32
patients per million population per year [66] corre-
sponding to approximately 25% of all incident
patients with ESRD. In United States, the occurrence
of diabetes among incident ESRD patients has
exceeded 50% corresponding to more than 150
patients per million population per year [67].

For diabetic patients with chronic kidney disease
(CKD) stages I–II (Creatinine clearance between normal
and 60 mL/min/1.73 m2), stage-independent actions
such as control of cardiovascular risk factors (hyper-
tension, hyperlipidemia, and smoking), avoidance of
drug toxicity and diagnostic injury, control of progression,
and reduction of proteinuria are essential.

For patients with CKD stage III (creatinine clear-
ance between 30 and 60 mL/min/1.73 m2) important
actions are prevention, identification, and treatment
of potential complications such as renal anemia, mal-
nutrition, and disturbances in mineral metabolism.
Treatment of these complications is beyond the scope
of this book but should generally follow national,
regional, or international guidelines [68–71].

For patients with CKD stage IV (creatinine
clearance between 15–30 mL/min/1.73 m2) important
actions are preparation of RRT and continuous
control of complications. Preparation of RRT
includes predialysis education of patients and rela-
tives, dialysis modality selection, and eventually
preparation for preempty renal transplantation
from a living or a cadaveric donor.

For patients with CKD stage V (dialysis or
creatinine clearance <15 mL/min/1.73 m2) the
most important actions are preempty renal trans-
plantation or timely creation of dialysis access and
timely initiation of dialysis.
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ACE-i (ARB if side effects)

+ thiazide
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+ β-blocker
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”Dual blockade”

FIG. 2. Treatment flowchart for diabetic patients with
hypertension and/or microalbuminuria.0
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Timely referral of patients suffering from
progressive CKD to the nephrologist has a positive
influence on patients’ outcome in terms of mortality,
morbidity, dialysis modality selection in favor of
peritoneal dialysis, dialysis access outcome, dialysis
technique failure, renal transplant eligibility, and
total cost at initiation of dialysis [72].

Joint Care of Patients with Diabetic
Renal Disease in Stages III–V

In many countries, patients with diabetic renal
disease in stages I–III are primarily treated by
diabetologists. As indicated earlier, there are
however already in stage III important aspects
regarding anemia, mineral metabolism, dialysis
modality selection, and potential family kidney
donation that must also be considered. On the other
hand, patients in stages IV–V are primarily seen by
nephrologists. The continued screening for and
treatment of other diabetic complications as well as
optimal glycemic control is however still of utmost
importance. Thus, ideally, control and treatment of
the diabetic patient with CKD stages III–V should
be performed by a well-organized multidisciplinary
team of dedicated endocrinologists, nephrologists,
nurses, dieticians, social workers, and others.
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Aspirin and Antiplatelet Drugs 
in the Prevention of Cardiovascular
Complications of Diabetes
Alberto Zanchetti
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Introduction

Type-2 diabetes mellitus is known to increase
dramatically the risk of cardiovascular death, as
shown, among several other studies, in the large
cohort of 340,000 men screened in the Multiple
Risk Factor Intervention Trial [1]. Useful informa-
tion has also been provided by the Hypertension
Optimal Treatment (HOT) study [2], with analyses
comparing cardiovascular outcomes in 1,503
diabetic hypertensives and 17,230 non-diabetic
hypertensives, all subjected to intense antihyperten-
sive treatment: incidences of myocardial infarction,
stroke, all major cardiovascular events, cardiovas-
cular and all-cause mortalities were much higher in
diabetics than in non-diabetics with relative risk of
1.45–2.13 even after adjusting for all other baseline
risk factors (Fig. 1). Calculations from a recent
meta-analysis of antihypertensive treatment trials
[3] in 34,148 diabetics and 107,605 non-diabetics
showed incidence of major cardiovascular events
was 60% greater and that of cardiovascular mortal-
ity 85% greater in diabetics (Fig. 2). It is therefore
reasonable to recommend that patients with diabetes
be considered as “coronary heart disease risk equiv-
alents” [4], although they may be more properly
defined as “cardiovascular disease equivalents.”

A considerable body of evidence has accumulated
about the benefits of antiplatelet therapy, in most
cases aspirin, in patients with a previous cardiovas-
cular event (previous myocardial infarction, acute

myocardial infarction, previous stroke or transient
ischemic attack). The 2002 collaborative meta-analysis
of the Antithrombotic Trialists’ Collaboration has
calculated a reduction between 22% and 25% of all
cardiovascular events in patients receiving
antiplatelet therapy [5]. This meta-analysis involved
as many as 287 studies and 135,000 patients at high
risk, and in view of the high risk represented by dia-
betes it is somewhat surprising that only 9 studies
involving few more than 5,000 patients were specifi-
cally on diabetes. Other data on the effects of aspirin
in diabetic patients are available from subgroup
analyses of a few trials of antiplatelet therapy in
individuals free of previous cardiovascular events
(so-called “primary prevention” trials), but not all
these trials have separately analysed outcomes in
diabetics. Surprisingly, some of the antiplatelet therapy
studies on diabetics have given insufficient attention
to the possible harmful effects of antiplatelet activity,
namely excessive bleeding, thus making clinical
conclusions even more difficult.

Effects of Antiplatelet Therapy on
Cardiovascular Outcomes in Diabetes

The Early Treatment Diabetic
Retinopathy Study and Other Studies
Included in the Antithrombotic Trialists’
Collaboration Meta-analysis

The 2002 Antithrombotic Trialists’ Collaboration
meta-analysis [5] includes 9 studies on 5,126 diabetic
subjects, showing an overall incidence of cardiovascular
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events in subjects allocated to antiplatelet agents of
15.7% versus an incidence of 16.7% in controls, with
a non-significant reduction of 7%. This small benefit
should be compared with the 22% benefit shown in

the entire meta-analysis, although statistical tests do
not indicate any dishomogeneity. Most of the 9 trials,
however, are small studies including very few subjects
(see [6]) and much of the information comes from
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within the intensely treated cohort of the Hypertension Optimal Treatment (HOT) Study. Event incidence per 1000
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FIG. 2. Percent incidence of major cardiovascular (CV) events and of CV death among 107,605 patients without
diabetes mellitus (ND) and 34,148 patients with diabetes mellitus (D) in studies included in the Blood Pressure
Lowering Treatment Trialists’ Collaboration (calculated from data in ref. 3).
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the ETDRS (Early Treatment Diabetic Retinopathy
Study) study [7], in which 3,711 people with diabetes
and, generally, no history of myocardial infarction
or stroke were included. This is the only relatively
large trial that has specifically allocated diabetic
patients, and therefore deserves to be reported with
some more detail.

In ETDRS 3,711 diabetic patients were allocated
randomly and double-blindly to either aspirin or
placebo, and followed up for at least 5 years. Thirty
per cent of the patients were considered to have
type 1 diabetes mellitus (and therefore this study
also provides information on this type of diabetes),
31% type 2 diabetes, and in 39% type 1 or 2 could
not be determined definitely. The dose of aspirin
was of 650 mg once per day, that is, a dose that
would be considered relatively large according to
present standards. Table 1 illustrates the relative
risk estimate for various types of outcomes. For all
types of outcomes, except stroke, the relative risk
estimate was slightly and non-significantly lower
than 1, that is, in favor of patients receiving aspirin;
the largest difference in favor of aspirin was found
for the occurrence of fatal and non-fatal myocardial
infarction. The relative risk was slightly in favor of
placebo, but not significantly so, as fatal and non-
fatal strokes were concerned. Separate examination
of patients according to the type of diabetes
showed a trend toward greater benefits of aspirin in
type 1 than in type 2 diabetes, but in no case the
difference was statistically significant. It may be
worth mentioning that the primary objective of
ETDRS, development of high-risk proliferative
retinopathy, was not influenced by aspirin [8].

The British Male Doctors Trial

This 6-year randomized trial (British Male Doctors
Trial – BMD [9]) was conducted among 5,139
apparently healthy male doctors, who were ran-
domly allocated (2:1) to either aspirin 500 mg daily
or no aspirin (the study was open, without
placebo). Though total mortality was 10% lower in
the treated than in the control group, this difference
was not statistically significant and chiefly
involved diseases other than stroke or myocardial
infarction. Only 101 of the randomized subjects
(2.0%) had a history of diabetes at the time of
recruitment, and no specific data have been
reported in this small group of patients; therefore,
this study cannot contribute information on the
effects of aspirin in diabetes.

The Physicians’ Health Study

This study (Physicians’ Health Study – PHS [10])
was a randomized, double-blind, placebo-con-
trolled trial investigating the effects of low-dose
aspirin (325 mg every other day) in 22,071 healthy
male physicians in the USA. During a follow-up of
5 years there was a highly significant 44% reduc-
tion in the incidence of myocardial infarction, a
slight non-significant increase in stroke (22%), and
no reduction in cardiovascular mortality in subjects
allocated to aspirin.

There were only 533 subjects (2.4%) with a
diagnosis of diabetes mellitus at baseline. In these
subjects the risk of myocardial infarction was
markedly reduced by aspirin (relative risk 0.39),
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TABLE 1. Five-year life table rates and estimates of relative risk in the ETDRS.

5-Year life table rates

Aspirin Placebo Relative risk Adjusted relative risk 
(N = 1,856) (N = 1,855) estimate (99% CI) estimate (99% CI)

Death–all causes 12.1 14.9 0.91 (0.75–1.11) 0.91 (0.75–1.11)
Cardiovascular death 9.3 11.2 0.87 (0.70–1.10) 0.87 (0.69–1.09)

Fatal or non-fatal myocardial
infarction 9.1 12.3 0.83 (0.66–1.04) 0.82 (0.65–1.03)
Fatal or non-fatal stroke 4.5 3.8 1.17 (0.79–1.28) 1.17 (0.79–1.74)

Cardiovascular death, non-fatal
myocardial infarction, or stroke 14.0 16.6 0.91 (0.75–1.10) 0.90 (0.74–1.09)

All deaths, non-fatal myocardial
infarction or stroke 16.5 20.0 0.93 (0.78–1.10) 0.92 (0.77–1.09)

Redrawn from ref. 7.
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whereas in the much larger cohort of non-diabetics
the relative risk was 0.60. A test of interaction was
negative, and therefore there was no evidence of a
greater effect of aspirin among diabetics. The
group of diabetics was very small, however, and
this trial is not very informative concerning the
issue of aspirin effects in diabetics.

The Thrombosis Prevention Trial

This British trial (Thrombosis Prevention Trial 
– TPT) [11] allocated 5,499 men with increased risk
of coronary heart disease to either aspirin 75 mg
daily or placebo, observing a 20% reduction of all
coronary heart disease events (p = 0.04), almost
entirely due to a 32% reduction in non-fatal events
(p = 0.004). Diabetes was not one of the factors upon
which baseline risk was calculated, and this probably
explains why subsequent subgroup analyses of the
trial results did not report separate data on diabetics
[12]. Thus, TPT does not provide any information on
the effects of aspirin in diabetic patients.

The Hypertension Optimal Treatment Study

The Hypertension Optimal Treatment–HOT Study
[13] has been a large randomized trial that included
18,790 hypertensives (52.7% males) receiving

intense antihypertensive therapy (91.5% with dias-
tolic blood pressure ≤90 mmHg during 3.8 years of
follow-up). One of the major objectives of this ran-
domized, double-blind trial was to find out whether
the addition of low-dose aspirin (75 mg once daily)
to antihypertensive treatment reduced the rate of
major cardiovascular events in comparison with
addition of a placebo. The principal results of the
HOT Study showed that patients randomized to
aspirin had a reduced rate of major cardiovascular
events by 15% (p = 0.03) and of myocardial infarc-
tion by 36% (p = 0.002), with no change in stroke,
in comparison with patients receiving placebo.
There were 1,501 hypertensive patients with
diabetes mellitus (8%) among the HOT Study
cohort, and the effects of aspirin on several
outcomes were separately analyzed in diabetics
and non-diabetic hypertensives, as well as in other
subgroups of patients [14].

Table 2 and 3 compare the effects of aspirin in
diabetics and in non-diabetics in the HOT study.
The relative risk for major cardiovascular events
was 0.87 in diabetics and 0.85 in non-diabetics and
that for myocardial infarction 0.61 and 0.65,
respectively. Both effects of aspirin were statisti-
cally significant in non-diabetics, although they
were not significant in diabetics due to the smaller
size of the sample. Aspirin had no substantial
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TABLE 2. Events in patients with diabetes mellitus at baseline in relation to acetylsalicylic acid (ASA) (n = 752) and
placebo (n = 749) in the Hypertension Optimal Treatment (HOT) Study (unpublished data).

Events/1,000 95% Confidence 
Events No. of events patients years p-value Relative risk interval

Major cardiovascular eventsa

ASA 47 17.0
Placebo 54 19.6 0.47 0.87 0.59–1.28

All myocardial infarctiona

ASA 11 3.9
Placebo 18 6.4 0.20 0.61 0.29–1.29

All stroke
ASA 20 7.2
Placebo 22 7.9 0.77 0.91 0.50–1.67

Cardiovascular mortality
ASA 23 8.2
Placebo 26 9.2 0.70 0.89 0.51–1.57

Total mortality
ASA 40 14.2
Placebo 36 12.7 0.62 1.12 0.72–1.76

aSilent MI excluded.
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effects on stroke and mortality either in diabetics or
in non-diabetics. Interaction tests failed to show
significant difference in aspirin effects between
diabetics and non-diabetics [14].

Primary Prevention Project

The PPP (Primary Prevention Project) study [15]
was a randomized, controlled (no placebo), open
trial investigating low-dose aspirin (100 mg daily) in
4,495 subjects (42.5% males) with one or more
cardiovascular risk factors. Follow-up was 3.6 years.
Aspirin was found to lower the frequency of all
the end points, being statistically significant for
cardiovascular death (relative risk 0.56), and
total cardiovascular events (relative risk 0.77),
with non-significant reduction in myocardial
infarction (relative risk 0.69) and stroke (risk
reduction 0.67). Seven hundred and forty-two
diabetics (17%) were included in the study but no
separate information on this subgroup is provided
in the original publication.

Women’s Health Study

This very large trial (Women’s Health Study –
WHS) [16] randomized 39,876 women aged 45
years or older with no history of cardiovascular

disease (and at a low overall cardiovascular risk)
to very low dose aspirin (100 mg every other day)
or placebo. During the long follow-up of 10.1
years, aspirin was associated with a non-signifi-
cant reduction in major cardiovascular events
(relative risk 0.91), no change in myocardial
infarction (relative risk 1.02), and a significant
reduction in stroke (relative risk 0.83, p = 0.04).
One thousand twenty-seven (2.6%) of the subjects
had diabetes mellitus at baseline. In these subjects
aspirin was associated with a relative risk of major
cardiovascular events of 0.9 (NS), a relative risk of
stroke of 0.46 (p = 0.01), and a relative risk of
myocardial infarction of 1.48 (NS). In non-dia-
betic subjects, relative risks were 0.9, 0.87 and
0.96, respectively (all NS).

Overall Cardiovascular Effects 
of Aspirin in Diabetic Patients

Figure 3 summarizes the major findings from the
four trials that reported data on diabetics, the PHS
giving information on myocardial infarctions
only. Data from all trials consistently indicate a
small but never significant benefit of aspirin for
all major cardiovascular events. ETDRS, PHS,
and HOT all indicate a trend toward a greater
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TABLE 3. Events in patients with no diabetes mellitus at baseline in relation to acetylsalicylic acid (ASA) 
(n = 8647) and placebo (n = 8642) in the HOT Study (unpublished data).

Events/1,000 Relative 95% Confidence 
Events No. of events patients years p-value risk interval

Major cardiovascular eventsa

ASA 268 8.3
Placebo 314 9.7 0.047 0.85 0.72–1.00

All myocardial infarctiona

ASA 71 2.2
Placebo 109 3.4 0.004 0.65 0.48–0.87

All stroke
ASA 126 3.9
Placebo 126 3.9 0.97 1.00 0.78–1.27

Cardiovascular mortality
ASA 110 3.2
Placebo 114 3.5 0.76 0.96 0.74–1.25

Total mortality
ASA 244 7.4
Placebo 269 8.2 0.25 0.90 0.76–1.07

aSilent MI excluded.
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benefit for coronary events, whereas the WHS
shows the reverse trend toward a benefit of
placebo. As strokes are concerned, ETDRS and
HOT show no significant benefit of either
treatment, whereas WHS indicates a significant
benefit of aspirin. In none of the three trials that
investigated both diabetics and non-diabetics was
there evidence that aspirin had different effects in
the two groups of patients.

Effects of Antiplatelet Therapy 
on Intracranial and Major
Extracranial Bleedings

The potential benefits of antiplatelet therapy in the
prevention of cardiovascular events must be com-
pared with the possible harmful effects on bleedings.
Unfortunately, information on aspirin-associated
bleedings in diabetics is scanty. The EDRS, the only
trial entirely including diabetics, only uses hemoglo-
bin less than 100 g/L or hematocrit less than 0.30 as
signs of possible bleeding (2% in both groups) [7]
and reports no excess of vitreous/preretinal hemor-
rhages ascribable to aspirin [17]. The PHS [10] and
WHS [16] do not report bleedings separately for dia-
betics. In the overall PHS cohort, there was an
increased risk of hemorrhagic stroke of borderline

significance. The relative risk of major bleeding
requiring transfusion was 1.71 (p = 0.02) and of
minor bleeding episodes 1.32 [10] (p < 0.00001). In
the WHS there was a non-significant increase in the
risk of hemorrhagic stroke (relative risk 1.24, p =
0.31) and a 40% increase (p = 0.02) in gastrointesti-
nal bleeding requiring transfusion [16].

HOT is the only trial having analyzed benefits and
bleedings separately for diabetics and non-diabetics.
Findings are reported in Table 4. The benefit (aspirin
vs. placebo) both in terms of major cardiovascular
events and of myocardial infarction was greater in
diabetics than in non-diabetics, but major bleedings
were possibly less among diabetics. The net result
(benefit vs. harm) was of 2.5 events spared in dia-
betics, whereas benefit and harm almost exactly bal-
anced in non-diabetics. A better quantitative
evaluation of the benefits and harms of aspirin
administration was obtained by calculating the
Number Needed to Treat corrected for Unqualified
Success (NNTus, the number of patients who need to
be treated with aspirin in order to prevent a cardio-
vascular event without a treatment-induced bleed)
and the Number Needed to Treat corrected for
Unmitigated Failure (NNTuf, the number of patients
who need to be treated in order to have a treatment-
induced bleed in a patient in whom ASA has failed
to provide protection from a cardiovascular event)
[18]. The NNTus was definitely smaller in diabetics
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than non-diabetics, while harm, as assessed by
NNTuf, was mild in non-diabetics and even milder
(in reality unassessable) in diabetics.

Conclusions and Summary

Despite the fact that antiplatelet therapy is widely
recommended in patients at high cardiovascular
risk, and evidence of benefits greater than harms is
overwhelming for subjects who have already
suffered a cardiovascular event [5], evidence con-
cerning diabetes is more scanty than desirable, and
good information on the balance between benefit
(reduction in cardiovascular events, mostly
myocardial infarction) and harm (mostly gastroin-
testinal bleedings but, more rarely, hemorrhagic
stroke) is limited to data from the HOT Study.
Thus, it is to be recommended that further specific
trials in diabetic patients, especially those without
a history of a cardiovascular accident, be undertaken
to clarify a still confused issue.

Until more data are available, diabetic patients
with a previous cardiovascular event should be
prescribed antiplatelet therapy, mostly by a small
dose of aspirin, unless they are known to be prone
to gastrointestinal bleeding (or other types of bleeding).
Diabetic patients without a history of cardiovascular
events should be carefully evaluated for the risk of
gastrointestinal bleeding, and their overall cardio-
vascular risk calculated. Those diabetic subjects
whose cardiovascular risk is higher and bleeding
risk low are reasonable candidates to antiplatelet
therapy, after their blood pressure is normalized (to
reduce the risk of cerebral hemorrhage). Available
evidence is insufficient and should be widened, but
for the time being diabetic patients should not be

considered as indiscriminate candidates to antiplatelet
therapy, as suggested by proposers of multiple admin-
istration (including aspirin) to subjects at any
increased cardiovascular risk.
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Introduction

Chronic hyperglycaemia predisposes the diabetic
patient to a markedly increased risk of end-organ
complications in the eyes, kidneys, peripheral
nerves and the vasculature. The most effective way
to reduce the risk of diabetic complications is
intensive insulin treatment leading to optimal
glycaemic control [1,2]. However, excellent
control of hyperglycaemia is achieved in less than
25% of type 1 diabetic patients [3]. Glucose-medi-
ated vascular damage has been reported to occur
via four major mechanisms including activation of
the intracellular signal transductor, protein kinase
C (PKC), increased polyol pathway accumulation,
enhanced hexosamine pathway flux and increased
formation of advanced glycation end-products
(AGEs) [4]. All these processes are activated by
mitochondrial superoxide production [4].

The Role of Advanced Glycation 
in the Development of Diabetic
Complications

Glucose, acting as the initial substrate, generates
early glycation products, termed Schiff bases,
which then form more stable Amadori products.
These Amadori products over months to years

undergo further arrangements to yield AGEs.
However, a more rapid method of AGE formation
occurs via glycolytic intermediates such as 3-
deoxyglucosone (3-DG) and methylglyoxal
(MGO), also known as α-dicarbonyls or oxoalde-
hydes [5]. The AGEs become cross-linked and
involve links between lysine and arginine residues
of the target amino acids. A range of AGEs are
from these pathways including hydroimidazolones,
N-ε-(carboxyethyl)lysine, a homologue of car-
boxymethyl lysine (CML), and methylglyoxal
lysine dimer (MOLD). The AGE-related cross-
links are resistant to enzymatic degradation and are
therefore very stable [5]. The rate of AGE forma-
tion is dependent on the sugar concentration, extent
of oxidative stress and time of exposure [6].

Evidence from associational clinical studies and
from animal experiments with exogenous AGE
infusions support the concept that AGEs are
directly involved in the development of diabetic
complications [7–9]. AGEs mediate their effects
both directly and via receptor-dependent mecha-
nisms. AGEs change the structural integrity of
proteins, disturbing their cellular function, thus hav-
ing severe consequences on the affected organs
[10]. AGEs accumulate on proteins including
collagen, fibronectin, tubulin, haemoglobin, albu-
min and apolipoproteins [4,5]. AGEs affect the
structural integrity of extracellular matrix (ECM)
components causing the cross-linking of matrix
molecules and the disruption of matrix–matrix and
matrix–cell interactions. The AGE-related collagen
cross-links decrease tissue elasticity causing dimin-
ished arterial and myocardial compliance and
increased vascular stiffness [11]. In addition, AGEs
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quench nitric oxide (NO) and generate reactive oxy-
gen species (ROS) by stimulating NAPDH oxidase
activity [12,13]. The receptor-dependent effects of
AGEs occur via binding to proteins including the
receptor for AGEs (RAGE), AGE-R1 (p60), AGE-
R2 (p90), AGE-R3 (galectin-3), macrophage scav-
enger receptor ScR-11 and CD-36 [14]. AGE-R1
and AGE-R3 are potentially involved in the clear-
ance of AGEs, whereas binding to RAGE augments
inflammation [14,15]. RAGE, a signal transduction
receptor belonging to the immunoglobulin
superfamily, is expressed on endothelial cells, mono-
cyte/macrophages, platelets and renal mesangial cells
and podocytes [15]. The AGE–RAGE interaction
activates NADPH oxidase and triggers secondary
messenger pathways such as the mitogen-activated
protein kinases (MAPKs), p21ras, extracellular sig-
nal-regulated kinase (ERKs) p38 and PKC, causing
activation and translocation of nuclear transcription
factor-κB (NF-κB) [16]. NF-κB upregulates the
production of growth factors and cytokines,
including transforming growth factor-β1 (TGF-β1),
connective tissue growth factor (CTGF), platelet-
derived growth factor (PDGF), tumor necrosis
factor-α (TNF-α), interleukin-1 (IL-1) and IL-6
[17–20]. This signalling ultimately leads to
inflammation and tissue damage. Typically,
AGE accumulation and enhanced expression
of AGE receptors can be observed at sites of
complications such as the kidney, retina and
the vasculature [21].

A variety of pharmacological interventions have
been targeted to reduce advanced glycation and
thereby AGE accumulation, via either attenuation
of total AGE load or via chemical modification of
existing AGEs to inactive forms. Aminoguanidine
[22], pyridoxamine [9,23], benfotiamine [24],
OPB-9195, ALT-946 and metformin reduce AGE
accumulation by inhibiting AGE formation,
whereas ALT-711, also known as alagebrium chlo-
ride, and its prototype, N-phenacylthiazolium bro-
mide (PTB), act as AGE cross-link breakers
[25,26]. AGE-reducing interventions have been
proven to protect against the development of dia-
betic complications in experimental models with
some compounds now proceeding to clinical devel-
opment. The schematic presentations of the glyca-
tion process and target sites of different anti-AGE
agents are presented in Fig. 1. The findings on
individual compounds are discussed here.

Inhibition of Age Formation

Aminoguanidine

The initial inhibitor studied that reduces the forma-
tion of AGEs is aminoguanidine sulphate (AG), a
nucleophilic hydrazine compound. AG reacts with
Amadori-derived fragmentation products and scav-
enges the reactive dicarbonyl AGE precursors like
MGO, malondialdehyde (MDA) and 4-hydroxy-2-
nonenal (HNE) [27]. Nevertheless, one potential
mechanism of AG action is postulated to be nor-
malization of PKC activity [28]. Rosca et al. [29]
recently demonstrated that aminoguanidine
improves mitochondrial respiration and complex
III activity and decreases oxidative damage to
mitochondrial proteins. AG treatment inhibits renal
AGE accumulation and decreases albuminuria in
experimental diabetes [30–32]. Some studies have
also shown this treatment to be beneficial against
diabetic retinopathy [33] and peripheral nerve dys-
function [34] in diabetic rats, whereas others have
remained negative [35], or the effects have been
modest compared with those seen with insulin
treatment [36]. AG, also known as pimagedine,
was used in the “A Clinical Trial in Overt
Nephropathy of Type 1 diabetes” (ACTION) trial,
the first placebo-controlled, double-blind clinical
study on renoprotective effects of AG [37].
Proteinuria and progression of the retinal damage
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FIG. 1. Pathways of the glycosylation process during
intracellular hyperglycaemia and target sites of AGE
inhibitors, aldose reductase inhibitors, PKC inhibitors
and RAGE-blocking agents. AGE, advanced glycation
end-product; DAG, diacylglycerol; PKC, protein kinase
C; RAGE, receptor for advanced glycation end-product.
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were significantly reduced by pimagedine, but the
primary end-point, delay of time to doubling of the
serum creatinine levels, was not achieved. Despite
preventing AGE formation, AG also inhibits nitric
oxide synthase (NOS) [38], causes neurotoxicity
due to the trapping of pyridoxal, produces hydro-
gen peroxide and even causes DNA damage via
hydroxyl radical and hydrogen peroxide [39]. In
the ACTION trial, 3 patients out of 225 receiving
AG developed glomerulonephritis with increased
levels of myeloperoxidase (MPO) and antineu-
trophil (ANCA) antibodies [37]. Due to its toxic
effects and failure to achieve the primary end-point
in the ACTION study, it is unlikely that AG will
proceed to be used in the treatment or prevention of
diabetic end-organ complications in the near future.

Other Inhibitors of AGE Formation

Metformin (dimethylbiguanide) is a widely used
oral anti-hyperglycaemic drug in the management
of type 2 diabetes [2]. Interestingly, it has structural
similarities with AG, and it binds to the α-dicarbonyls,
MGO and 3-DG [40]. Recent studies on the
pharmacological effects of metformin have shown
that it inhibits PKC-β2 activity [41] and protects
pancreatic islet cells from apoptosis via a reduction
in oxidative stress [42]. The novel thiazolidine
derivative, OPB-9195, inhibits AGEs potentially
via trapping the reactive dicarbonyl groups, key
intermediates in AGE formation [43]. In diabetic
rats, OPB-9195 has been shown to decrease circu-
lating AGE levels, attenuate urinary albumin excre-
tion and decrease kidney CML deposition. It also
suppresses the renal expression of various growth
factors including TGF-β1 and vascular endothelial
growth factor (VEGF) as well as type I and type IV
collagen [43]. ALT-946 inhibits AGE formation
with minimal effects on NO synthesis [44]. This
agent also appears to have less toxic effects than
AG, although it has not been studied in as much
detail. ALT-946 reduces kidney AGE accumulation
and albuminuria in diabetic Sprague–Dawley rats
[44] and in hypertensive, diabetic transgenic
(mRen-2)27 rats [45]. A new AGE inhibitor, LR-90,
reduces in vivo AGE accumulation, AGE–protein
cross-linking and protein oxidation [46]. In dia-
betic rats, it had beneficial effects against structural
kidney abnormalities such as glomerulosclerosis,
tubular degeneration and collagen deposition [46].

The authors proposed that LR-90 inhibits the auto-
oxidation pathways during the formation of reac-
tive carbonyl sugars. No clinical studies have been
conducted or are currently in progress with the
novel AGE inhibitors discussed here.

Pyridoxamine

Pyridoxamine, a vitamin B6 derivative, inhibits the
formation of AGEs (CML and CEL) as well as the
formation of advanced lipoxidation end-products
(ALEs) [47]. It scavenges reactive carbonyl inter-
mediates in AGE/ALE formation and inhibits the
formation of AGEs from Amadori compounds [48].
In vitro, pyridoxamine protects renal glomerular
cells, including podocytes and mesangial cells,
against MGO-induced changes in cell adhesion [49].
In diabetic rats, pyridoxamine treatment had potent
antioxidant effects and decreased albuminuria,
plasma creatinine and hyperlipidaemia without
changing plasma glucose levels [23,50]. Interestingly,
in rats with an enhanced renin–angiotensin system
(RAS) activation as a result of angiotensin II infu-
sion, pyridoxamine decreased serum AGE levels
and renal AGE/ALE deposition [9]. It also pre-
vented renal hypertrophy and decreased salt reten-
tion [9]. Pyridoxamine has also been shown to
attenuate retinal ECM gene expression and limit
laminin protein upregulation in diabetic rats [51]. In
a rodent model of type II diabetic nephropathy, the
db/db mouse, pyridoxamine treatment decreased
the progression of albuminuria and glomerular
lesions, and when combined to the ACE inhibitor
enalapril, pyridoxamine reduced both mortality
and the progression of diabetic nephropathy [52].
The safety and tolerability of the commercial
vitamin B6 form, pyridoxine hydrochloride
(Pyridorin), is currently being studied in Phase 2
clinical trials. These studies will evaluate the use
of pyridoxamine in preventing the progression of
diabetic nephropathy. As yet, no published data on
these studies are available.

Benfotiamine

Benfotiamine, a lipid-soluble thiamine (vitamin B1)
derivative, prevents the increase in the intracellular
hexosamine pathway and polyol pathway activa-
tion during hyperglycaemia [53]. It decreases
hyperglycaemia-induced intracellular AGE formation
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and reduces PKC activity [24]. Thiamine therapy
has been shown to prevent vascular accumulation
of AGEs [54], development of microalbuminuria
and proteinuria [55] and to prevent the progression
of retinopathy [24] in diabetic rodents. Winkler
et al. [56] showed that benfotiamine has a benefit in
patients with diabetic neuropathy. The BEDIB
study, Benfotiamine in the treatment of diabetic
polyneuropathy, confirmed these earlier results
[57]. Benfotiamine has also been shown to improve
nerve conduction velocity in patients with diabetic
polyneuropathy [58]. Interestingly, benfotiamine
improved endothelial function in type II diabetic
patients when tested in a postprandial state after an
AGE-rich meal [59]. Currently ongoing Phase II
clinical trials will reveal whether benfotiamine
influences the progression of microvascular com-
plications in diabetic patients.

AGE Cross-Link Breakers

Thiazolium compounds such as PTB and its deriv-
ative alagebrium chloride (ALT-711; 3-phenyacyl-
4,5-dimethylthiazolium chloride) cleave covalent
AGE-derived protein cross-links [25,60]. The
removal of established AGE cross-links in diabetic
rats with ALT-711 has been shown to reverse the
diabetes-induced increase in large artery stiffness
[61], to increase collagen solubility, reduce vascu-
lar [25] and cardiac AGE accumulation [62] and to
prevent the diabetes-associated increases in the
AGE receptors, RAGE and AGE-R3 [26]. ALT-711
treatment prevents the progression of diabetic
nephropathy in diabetic rats, reducing arterial pres-
sure, renal hypertrophy and albuminuria [26]. In
addition, ALT-711 attenuates renal accumulation of
AGEs, fibronectin and laminin, and reduces the
expression of VEGF, possibly via decreasing PKC-
α activation [63]. Forbes et al. [64] have also
shown a significant reduction in diabetes-acceler-
ated atherosclerosis with ALT-711 treatment in
diabetic apolipoprotein E knockout mice.
Subsequent studies in rodents with experimental
diabetes have confirmed the beneficial effects of
ALT-711 therapy on cardiovascular and renal func-
tions [65,66]. In a clinical setting, ALT-711 has
been shown to reduce pulse pressure and to
improve vascular compliance in patients with sys-
tolic hypertension [67]. Subsequently, safety and
efficacy of the ALT-711 treatment has been tested

in patients with diastolic heart failure and cardiovas-
cular disease (data source: www.clinicaltrials.gov),
although these studies have not been published. At
present, no clinical data are available on the
effects of ALT-711 in the prevention of diabetic
micro- or macrovascular complications. Ongoing
Phase 2 clinical studies are examining whether
ALT-711 treatment improves cardiac compliance
and diastolic function in aged individuals (data
source: www.alteon.com).

Blockade of the AGE–RAGE Interaction

The RAGE is an immunoglobulin superfamily
receptor that binds to a diverse set of ligands
including AGEs, S100/calgranulins, amphoterin
(high mobility group box-1, HMGB1) and
amyloid-β peptide [68]. Activation of RAGE on
critical target cells such as endothelial cells,
mononuclear phagocytes, lymphocytes, vascular
smooth muscle cells and neurons [69] triggers the
intracellular messenger NF-κB, leading to an
inflammatory response and tissue damage [70,71].
RAGE has a secretory splice isoform, soluble
RAGE (sRAGE), which lacks the transmembrane
domain and neutralizes circulating ligands, thus
functioning as a decoy receptor. In fact, blockade
of AGE–RAGE binding by sRAGE inhibited the
progression of atherosclerotic changes and
nephropathy in diabetic mice [72,73]. Furthermore,
treatment with either sRAGE or a neutralizing anti-
body to RAGE decreased arterial neointimal
expansion in both hyperglycaemic and eugly-
caemic animals [74]. Treatment with sRAGE and
anti-RAGE antibodies suppressed NF-κB activa-
tion and inflammatory cytokine expression [70].
Importantly, mice with a deletion of RAGE have
less diabetes-associated albuminuria and glomeru-
losclerosis [73,74]. Promising results with RAGE
antagonism in animal models have encouraged the
development RAGE-neutralizing compounds for
clinical use. Cross-sectional studies have found
both decreased [75] and increased [76] plasma lev-
els of sRAGE in diabetic patients. Low sRAGE
levels have also been associated with increased car-
diovascular risk [75,77]. The RAGE-modulating
agent, TTP488, is currently being studied in Phase
2 clinical trials in patients with Alzheimer’s disease
and in patients with diabetic nephropathy. Another
compound, TTP4000, is soon to commence Phase
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1 clinical trials (data source: http://www.clinicaltri-
als.gov and http://www.ttpharma.com).

Aldose Reductase Inhibitors

During hyperglycaemia, aldose reductase is the
reducing enzyme in the reaction in which glucose is
reduced to sorbitol [78]. This is the first and rate-
limiting step of the polyol pathway, giving rise to
intracellular sorbitol accumulation, osmotic stress
and oxidative stress. Chemicals that inhibit aldose
reductase have proved effective in the prevention of
tissue injury in diabetic animals [79]. The aldose
reductase inhibitor, sorbinil, was among the first
compounds to be studied in clinical setting, but was
found to be problematic due to hypersensitivity
reactions and lack of effectiveness in the prevention
of diabetic retinopathy or neuropathy [80]. The
novel aldose reductase inhibitor, epalrestat, has
been shown to decrease intracellular CML and 
3-DG levels in diabetic patients [81]. Furthermore,
fidarestat, epalrestat and ranirestat [82] have been
tested in patients with diabetic neuropathy, with
improvement in nerve function. Ranirestat is cur-
rently being studied in a Phase 3 clinical trial in
patients with diabetic sensorimotor polyneuropathy.

Inhibition of the Protein Kinase C
Activation

PKC enzymes phosphorylate serine or threonine
residues on intracellular proteins and operate as
signal transduction systems for many cytokines
and hormones [83]. Mammalian cells express up to
12 different PKC isoforms, of which the conven-
tional isoforms, PKC-α, ß1, ß2 and γ have binding
domains for both diacylglycerol (DAG) and phor-
bol esters as well as for Ca2+. Persistent hypergly-
caemia in diabetes increases the formation of DAG
from glycolytic intermediates, which then activate
PKC [84]. Hyperglycaemia also causes indirect
PKC activation through increasing AGE-induced
oxidative stress [63], and through increasing polyol
and hexosamine pathway flux [85,86]. PKC is
expressed in a wide range of tissues, each isoform
being transcribed by a separate gene and therefore
having their own specific regulation. Studies in dia-
betic rats have shown that the endothelial and
smooth muscle cells express the isoforms α, ß1, ß2

and δ [87], whereas the isoforms PKC-α, ß1, ß2
and ε are expressed in the retina [88], and the iso-
forms PKC-α and ß1 in renal glomeruli [63,84]. A
number of studies in rodent models and in diabetic
patients have demonstrated chronic PKC activation
in diabetic vascular tissues. Rask-Madsen and King
[83] have recently reviewed the mechanisms by
which PKC promotes the development of vascular
complications in diabetes. PKC stimulates ROS
production via activation of NADPH oxidase in
vascular tissues [89] and mesangial cells [90]. PKC
activation has also been shown to impair endothe-
lium-dependent vasodilatation [91] and to inhibit
NO production in endothelial cells via phosphory-
lation of the endothelial nitric oxide synthase
(eNOS) [92].

The key abnormalities observed in the diabetic
kidney include thickening of capillary basement
membranes and matrix expansion. PKC-α and
PKC-ß1/2 signalling have been shown to trigger
VEGF, leading to enhanced endothelial cell perme-
ability and increased mesangial cell matrix synthe-
sis [63,93]. PKC activation causes upregulation in
the expression of collagen IV and accumulation of
fibronectin and laminin in the kidney [63,90].
Increased PKCβ activation has also been shown to
upregulate VEGF in the retina, causing increased
vascular permeability and neovascularization [94].
Conversely, PKC activation has been associated
with retinal vasoconstriction, possibly via impaired
NO availability or increased ET-1 expression [95].
In addition, PKC-mediated increased vascular
resistance in the microcirculation contributes to the
development of diabetic neuropathy [96].

Ruboxistaurin

Inhibition of the DAG–PKC pathway has been
widely studied in rodent models as a therapeutic
tool against diabetic complications with some evi-
dence also existing in the clinical context. As gen-
eral inhibition of PKC, without isoform specificity,
would impair normal organ physiology and vital
functions, a highly selective inhibitor for the PKC-
β1/2 isoforms, ruboxistaurin mesylate
(LY333531), has been developed. Ruboxistaurin
acts as a catalytic domain inhibitor, targeting the
ATP-binding site in the PKC protein structure. Ishii
et al. [93] first showed that administration of
ruboxistaurin to diabetic rats inhibited PKC-β
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activity and retarded the development of vascular
complications in the kidney and eyes in a dose-
dependent manner. Later intervention studies in
animals have confirmed that ruboxistaurin attenu-
ates manifestations of diabetic retinopathy [97],
nephropathy [84] and neuropathy [98] with no
observed toxic effects. The first multicenter ran-
domized clinical trial with ruboxistaurin, the
Protein Kinase C beta Inhibitor Diabetic
Retinopathy Study (PKC-DRS), reported preven-
tion of moderate visual loss in patients with type 1
or 2 diabetes with ruboxistaurin therapy [99], but
no clear effect was observed against progression of
diabetic retinopathy. Nevertheless, subsequent
studies have shown that ruboxistaurin reduces reti-
nal leakage in patients with diabetic macular
edema [100] and normalizes the retinal circulation
[101]. Recently, Aiello et al. [102] showed that
ruboxistaurin reduces vision loss in patients with
nonproliferative diabetic retinopathy. Some data
also exist on the attenuation of the progression of
diabetic neuropathy and nephropathy [103,104]
and on the improvement of endothelial function by
ruboxistaurin [105]. Up to now, 11 placebo-con-
trolled, double-masked clinical intervention studies
with orally administered ruboxistaurin have been
completed [106]. Ruboxistaurin appears to be well
tolerated and does not cause significant adverse
events. Currently ongoing clinical trials will evaluate
whether ruboxistaurin provides further improvement
for macular edema, renal function and peripheral
haemodynamic function in patients with type 1 dia-
betes (http://www.clinicaltrials.gov). Unfortunately,
at this stage, the clinical data do not appear to be ade-
quate for the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
to approve registration of the drug and another 3-year
Phase 3 clinical trial has been requested (data source:
http://www.lifesciencesworld.com/news).

Conclusions

The data from experimental and clinical settings
imply that inhibitors of advanced glycation could
emerge as a potential new way to prevent diabetic
complications. However, the novel therapeutic
tools will always need to be administered as add-on
therapies, together with intensive glucose monitoring
and effective treatment of hypertension.
Interestingly, a well-established hypoglycaemic
agent metformin has proven to also act as an AGE

inhibitor. Most likely, the novel inhibitors of AGEs
and PKC will have widespread effects, many of
which are not yet fully determined. At present, no
data are available on the effects of RAGE blockade
in diabetic patients, but clinical trials are currently
under way and awaited with great anticipation.
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Diabetic Foot Ulcers
Andrew Boulton and Frank Bowling

Introduction

The Wagner system describes the diabetic foot
ulcer as a full thickness wound extending to ten-
dons or deeper subcutaneous tissue but without
bony involvement or osteomyelitis [1]. The 
university of Texas system refers to levels of
ischemia [2] and infection while the SAD system
[3] attends to size, area, depth, arteriopathy and
any neuropathic involvement. The breadth of clas-
sification system in use reflects the complexity
and range of signs/symptoms associated with
diabetic foot ulceration, with a lower limb lost
to amputation every 30 seconds [4]. Recent
research has estimated that more than 50% of
diabetic foot ulcers will recur within 3 years sug-
gesting that the professionals involved in treatment
are fighting a difficult battle especially when it is
considered that the lifetime risk for developing
such an ulcer is calculated to be in the region of
15–25% [5].

The cost implications of treatment products,
amputation, rehabilitation and long-term care are
colossal with US healthcare subscribers spending
US$10.9 billion dollars in 2006 [6]. A UK estimate
using the same calculations estimated a figure of
£252 million [7]. While the cost to healthcare
providers is seen as paramount, the price paid by the
patient is a heavy psychological burden, which in
itself may have a significant impact on healing [8].

In view of these statistics, it is fair to assume that
prevention should be the focus of intervention and
there is evidence to suggest that up to 50% of ampu-
tations and foot ulcers could be prevented by 
early identification and education of patients [9].

A diabetic foot ulcer does not appear spontaneously;
there are multiple contributory factors and if these
can be managed the incidence may be reduced.
Unfortunately, the reality often demands the selection
of treatments from an ever increasing source, with
the choice dependent on the specifics of the present-
ing ulcer and the provision of optimum conditions
for wound healing. Factors to be considered include
aetiopathogenesis, size, and depth of the ulcer
together with bacterial involvement.

In this chapter we will focus on a modern
treatment approach to diabetic foot problems with
special emphasis on pharmacological therapies.

Debridement

The key treatment for diabetic foot wounds is often
debridement in its many guises. Despite the
plethora of treatment available their success can
be limited if the wound is not sufficiently prepared.
The process of debridement removes non-viable
tissue and the products remaining from an abnor-
mal, sustained inflammatory response. Increased
protease levels and an imbalance of matrix metal-
loproteinases and their tissue inhibitors [10] maintain
the chronic wound state and their removal with
associated hyperaemia will encourage an influx of
the biological components of healing. The level
of debridement used will depend on the aetiopatho-
genesis and the morphology of the ulcer.

The method of debridement selected will
depend on the individual characteristics of the
wound. Surgical and autolytic regimes are under-
pinned by encouraging the body’s own healing
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response and mechanical techniques such as the
Versa Jet (Smith & Nephew) work on a similar
principle. Enzymatic debridement products
attempt to impersonate natural biology but their
efficacy is yet to be established.

The oldest form of debridement is by larval
therapy with the earliest reference dating back to
1579. Throughout history there are references to the
ability of larvae to debride wounds and secrete a
healing substance [11]. The technique has seen a
revival in modern medicine and there is growing
evidence to support its use in the treatment of a
range of wounds including diabetic foot ulcers. It
also appears that not only do larvae selectively
remove necrotic tissue but there is emerging data
suggesting that their secretions and/or excretions have
antibacterial properties, even towards Methicillin-
Resistant Staphylococcus Aureus (MRSA), with a
recent study reporting a 92% of MRSA from
colonised diabetic foot wounds [12].

Antibiotics

An infected foot ulcer precedes approximately
60% of lower limb amputations in the diabetic pop-
ulation [13], thus the rapid and appropriate treat-
ment of soft tissue infection is paramount. There is
substantial evidence suggesting that people with
diabetes are more susceptible to infection due to
altered immune-response [14]. Polymorphonuclear
neutrophil oxidative burst activity is thought to be
reduced in addition to decreased bacterial killing
[15]. Neutrophil and macrophage activity are
thought to be prolonged [16].

The first step in treating an infected diabetic
foot ulcer is to recognise infection, which must be
defined clinically and is typically manifested by
signs or symptoms of inflammation. This is some-
times difficult due to only one of the classical
signs of infection being present. The clinical pres-
entation will vary according to the extent and
depth of the invading bacterial organisms [17]. It
is worth noting at this point that colonisation is
not infection and microflora on the base of the
wound can be picked up by wound swabs and cul-
tured for sensitivity. These microorganisms are
usually part of the resident flora and do not pres-
ent clinically as infection. Routine swab cultures

of an ulcerative lesion are often difficult to inter-
pret due to the number of pathogens found on the
wound surfaces. Colonisation not only delays
wound healing but is a source of cross contamina-
tion [18] and can reside on the wound for long
periods of time.

A recent systematic review examined diagnostic
methods used in suspected diabetic foot infections,
but from a total of 2,762 references dating up to
2002 only 3 met the criteria for review [19] due to
the evidence base being heavily weighted towards
acute wounds. However, studies of acute post sur-
gery and burns patients found quantities of bacteria
at greater than ten colony forming units of bacteria/
gram of tissue to be sufficient to impair healing
and/or initiate a systematic response. Quantitative
diagnostic tests to define infection may not be
applicable to the heterogeneous group of diabetic
foot ulcers and whilst an identified amount of bac-
teria may lead to infection in one patient it may
have no impact on another [21]. The International
Working Group on the Diabetic Foot suggested that
diagnosis must be based upon clinical presentation.
They developed a classification system [22], which
may be more valuable in clinical practice with
the laboratory to be used for the identification of
specific pathogens present and their resistance pro-
files. This will enable the selection of appropriate
antibiotic treatment. Superficial swabs can be
unreliable as they may exclude anaerobic Gram-
negative bacteria residing deep within the wound
and so the group recommend curettage at the base
of the ulcer.

In the current climate of ever-increasing strains of
antibiotic-resistant pathogens, careful consideration
of antibiotic selection is necessary.

Studies have shown that the pathogens responsi-
ble for diabetic foot infections are Staphylococcus
aureus and beta haemolytic streptococci which
respond to narrow spectrum antibiotics such as
Flucloxacillin and cefalexin. However, progression
in severity of infection will result in the emergence
of bacteria such as Enterobacterium, Pseudomonas
and obligate anaerobes, requiring a broader thera-
peutic target range.

The IWGDF propose that first-line treatment
should be a broad spectrum antibiotic while culture
results are awaited and when specific pathogens
have been identified, targeted therapy can be
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administered. However, if a wound is clearly
responding well to an empirical drug there may be
little reason to narrow down the spectrum [20]
simple, superficial infections can respond to topi-
cal or oral preparations with activity against
Staphylococci and Streptococci. Clinically non-
infected neuropathic ulcers do just as well without
antibiotics [23]. Cephalosporins, penicillin and
beta lactamase inhibitors, fluoroquinolones and
clindamycin have all been shown to be effective
treatments for diabetic foot infections [24].
Severity of infection will be a major consideration
in patients with systemic involvement and broad-
spectrum treatments are required to ensure maxi-
mum impact. Severe infections will often need to
be treated with intravenous preparations, which can
only be provided on an in-patient basis, for exam-
ple, linezolid and vancomycin treatments for severe
MRSA infections [24].

Diagnosis and treatment of osteomyelitis are
fraught with controversy due to a limited evi-
dence base but the point of diagnosis should
begin with a clinical judgement regarding ulcer
depth and chronicity in the presence of an appro-
priate but unsuccessful treatment episode. The
IWGDF suggest the Probe to bone test (where the
bone can be probed by a sterile instrument) to
provide additional information during clinical
examination but radiological procedures includ-
ing simple x-ray and magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI) would supply more information to
contribute to an accurate diagnosis.

The treatment options for osteomyelitis are
antibiotics for the infection and surgical resection
or debridement. Some studies [25] have reported
successful treatment with antibiotics alone but the
best approach may be a combination of the two;
clearly further research is needed [26]. The inter-
national guidelines advise that mild infections
should be treated for approximately 1–2 weeks
(with a single repeat of a treatment course before a
radical review of the underlying aetiology).

Dressings

Wound healing is significantly impaired among the
diabetic population and further complicated by
neuropathy and/or ischaemia. The use of specialist

dressings can provide favourable conditions for
healing to occur by providing a moist protective
environment. The range of dressings available is
vast despite a questionable evidence base with prod-
ucts flooding the market claiming to fulfil all the
requirements of the “ideal” dressing. Despite the
development of complex preparations, the majority
of foot ulcers will need a product that absorbs
exudate, provides thermal insulation, is gas perme-
able but impermeable to microorganisms and will not
adhere to the wound itself [27]. Health professionals
require the dressing to allow wound monitoring and
minimal changes while being easy to remove, as well
as very cost-effective and easy to use.

Choosing the correct dressing will depend upon
the condition and wound stage. The principle
stages of healing are: cleansing, removal of debris,
granulation, vascularisation and epithelisation. As
the wound progresses through different stages of
healing, it may be necessary to use a variety of dif-
ferent dressings to meet the wound criteria.
Products available can be divided into broad cate-
gories of those with debriding properties, antisep-
tic-based dressings, moisture providing and those
that influence the healing process itself.

Which type of dressing to choose is difficult due to
the shear volume of dressing available. The field of
wound care contains an enormous amount of literature
regarding dressings but good quality, randomised con-
trolled trials are not forthcoming and choice is often
based on clinical experience rather than evidence.
A thorough knowledge of the products available and
their theoretical attributes is necessary for selection
of the best dressing for the job. Table 1 summarises
some of the dressings available and their application.

Cullum et al., in a comprehensive review of
dressing trials of diabetic foot ulcers, found that the
sample sizes of the studies they looked at were
small with insufficient evidence of effect [28].
Clinicians should therefore question the validity of
end point studies in wound healing experiments. A
lot of the available information on wound healing
refers to acute and experimental ulcers and
therefore may not be relevant.

There is a wealth of evidence to show that dress-
ings should never be used as a monotherapy. If the
ulcer is not adequately offloaded, which occurs all
too often in the diabetic foot, the wound will show
no physical signs of improvement [29].
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Tobramycin Impregnated Calcium
Sulphate Pellets

The diabetic population has been shown to have
different patterns of absorption of medications par-
ticularly when the host is compromised and local
delivery of antibiotics can have little impact on
severe infections [30]. However, evidence is
emerging to suggest that local treatment when
combined with systemic therapies can increase
treatment response. Local antibiotic therapy deliv-
ered in pellet form was first advocated by
orthopaedic surgeons with the use of non-
absorbent polymethylmethacrylate beads with
antibiotic embedded in the wounds of patients with
osteomyelitis. However, preparation and insertion
was complex in addition to requiring a further
episode of surgery for removal. More recently,
Calcium sulphate has been demonstrated as having
bone filling properties in clinical trials [31].
Although studies have been limited to orthopaedic
patients with osteomyelitis, the attributes of the
pellets are transferable to the diabetic population as
a vehicle for delivery of antibiotics.

Calcium sulphate pellets impregnated with
tobramycin are now available in a ready prepared
pack and can be used with deep, severely infected
ulcers in combination with systemic antibiotic
treatment. The Osteoset T (Wright Medical) is a
prefabricated plaster of paris pellet impregnated
with tobramycin and the Bone Void Filler is avail-
able as a mixing kit allowing fabrication of pellets
of various sizes and strengths. Following applica-
tion the pellets remain in place and are reabsorbed
over a 2–3-month period.

The efficacy of Osteoset as a bone graft substi-
tute has been questioned [32] and the evidence
base for use in treating diabetic ulcer infections is
sparse but anecdotally UK and USA centres are
reporting positive results. This is clearly an area
for further research.

Offloading

Adequate offloading of an ulcer is a necessary
adjunct to pharmacological-based treatments [33].
Therapies are likely to be limited in their success if
the foot continues to be exposed to the stress and
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TABLE 1. Wound management products.

Dressing Description Contraindications Example

Hydrocolloid Facilitate rehydration Infected wounds. Aquacel (Conva Tec)
and autolytic debridement.

Dry, sloughy, necrotic wounds. Twice-weekly change. Comfeel (Coloplast)
Promote granulation.

Hydrogels Donates liquid to dry wounds Hydrogel sheets avoided Intrasite gel (S&N Hlth)
and absorbs exudates. in infected wounds.

Dry, sloughy wounds. Iodosorb (S&N Hlth)
Autyolitic debridement

Silver Antimicrobial. Colonisation Sensitivity to silver Acticoat (S&N)
Vapour-permeable Provide a moist healing Heavily exudating wound. Tegaderm (3M)

environment. Mild exude.
Foam dressing Primary or secondary cover. Remove if strike Allevyn (S&N Hlth)

Light and Heavy exudates. through occurs. lyofoam (Medlock)
Odour absorbent Absorbs odour. Malodorous. Silver (sensitivity.) Actisorb (J&J)
Larval Therapy Debridement, promote granulation. Increase in pain. Maggots (Zoobiotic)

Heavily sloughy necrotic wounds.
Alginate Haemostat. Heavy exudates. Blockage. Loose fibres. Kaltostate (Conva Tec)
Skin substitutes Living skin. Obstinate wounds. Colonised. Infected wound. Dermagraft (S&N Hlth)
Iodine Antibacterial. Exudating wounds. Iodine (sensitivity) Renal/ Iodosorb (S&N Hlth)

Thyroid conditions.
Honey Antimicrobial. Sloughy Medical grade only. Mesitran (Medlock Medical)

necrotic wounds.
Autyolitic debridement.

Ch21.qxd  11/7/07  10:37 PM  Page 232



shear forces that contributed to the ulcer formation
[34]. The principal behind offloading involves the
redistribution of pressure over a wide area of the
plantar aspect of the foot. The types of device
available include removable or fixed casts, orthotic
devices and custom made shoes. Studies have
shown the gold standard to be total contact casts
(TCC) [35] with healing times greatly reduced in
comparison with other offloading devices [36]. It
has been hypothesised that its great success lies
with the fact that it is non-removable, thereby
ensuring patient compliance. A study examining
the activity patterns of patients with removable
casts illustrated limited compliance with subjects
only wearing the casts for a minority of steps per
day [37]. This would appear to go some way
towards explaining the longer healing times associ-
ated with removable offloading devices. However,
not all patients are suitable for a TCC as there are
limits to its use with contraindications for soft
tissue infections and osteomyelitis.

Biogun

It has long been accepted that colonisation of
wounds with MRSA delays healing and increases
the risk of infection [37] and as such a reduction is
desirable but in the current environment of
increasing bacterial resistance to antibiotics the
treatment sources are expanding and novel new
treatments are emerging.

Another non-pharmological treatment is the
Biogun (Dentron Limited), which is based on the
ability of negative ions to exert a significant bacte-
ricidal effect [38]. It involves the ionisation of
molecular oxygen thereby generating superoxide
radical anions (O2−), which Dentists have used to
great effect in the treatment of dental caries. On a
theoretical level the Biogun should be applicable to
a range of pathologies but research is limited.
Podiatrists have investigated its application to fun-
gal and verrucae treatments with positive effects
[39] and studies are now emerging with specific
reference to diabetic foot ulcers. Negative ions
have demonstrated activity against microorgansims
at an in vitro level and more recently at soft tissue
level, its ability to reduce MRSA colonisation in
non-infected diabetic foot wounds. More research
is necessary but the Biogun may become an adjunct

to other more traditional treatments. Recently
published data showed a 60% eradication of
MRSA in diabetic foot ulcers [40].

Vacuum Assisted Closure Pump

The process of treating a diabetic foot ulcer begins
with debridement and resolution of any infection
and progresses towards dressing and offloading.
However, the vacuum assisted closure (VAC) pump
(KCI Medical) is emerging as an interim treatment
to assist closure. The formation of a vacuum
creates negative pressure, which when applied to a
wound removes exudate and may stimulate the
formation of granulation tissue by creating and
maintaining a moist wound environment [41].

There are few studies available but the most
extensive appears to be an RCT comparing the use of
negative pressure via the VAC versus standard treat-
ment for wounds post-partial amputation. The results
show a significantly greater percentage of wounds
achieved closure during VAC therapy and the rate of
closure and formulation of granulation tissue was
faster. A guideline published in 2004 recommended
that this treatment be reserved for complex, deep
extensive wounds including post-surgery [41].

Bisphosphonates in the Treatment
of Charcot Foot

Charcot neuroarthropathy (CN) is a progressive
condition that affects the bones and joints of the
foot. It is characterised by joint dislocation,
subluxation and pathological fractures of the foot
in neuropathic patients resulting in debilitating
deformity [42]. The incidence of CN is reported to
be around 0.1–0.5. Although diabetes is the most
common cause in the Western World CN can occur
in other diseases associated with peripheral neu-
ropathy. There is no sex predilection and it can
occur at any age but is more commonly seen in the
fourth or fifth decades of life and in patients with a
long duration of diabetes [42].

Acute CN can be misdiagnosed as cellulitis,
osteomyelitis or inflammatory arthropathy. A high
level of suspicion is necessary to ensure that appro-
priate treatment is established immediately in order
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to prevent development of severe deformities. On
examination the foot is generally warm and may be
inflamed and swollen, temperature of >2°C from
opposing limb. Once the acute phase has past there
should be no temperature difference, just severe
alteration in foot architecture. Most cases can be
diagnosed by plain x-ray, but specialised investiga-
tions may be necessary. Three–phase 99mTc bispho-
sphonate bone scans demonstrate an early increase
in bone uptake, which is due to increased blood
flow through the bone that accompanies the active
Charcot process. If the foot is ulcerated it may be
difficult to rule out osteomyelitis In-labelled
leukocyte scans and MRI may be required.

A multi-centre study [43] carried out a
randomised double-blind placebo controlled trial.
Patients received a single infusion of 90 mg of
pamidronate or placebo (saline); foot temperatures,
symptoms and markers of bone turnover (bone-
specific alkaline phosphates and deoxypyridinoline
cross links) were measured over the 12 months, in
ten visits. There results were extremely promising
showing bisphosphonate, pamidronate, given as a
single dose leads to a reduction in bone turnover. A
recent RCT carried out in 2005 [44] concluded that
alendronate taken orally 70 mg once weekly over a
6-month period showed a significant reduction of
ICTP and hydroxyprolin markers indicative of
bone reabsorption. The test group showed an
increase in bone density compared with the control
group. Both groups received long-term immobili-
sation in an adequate offloading device. Offloading
reduces inflammation and may help to prevent
gross structural deformity.
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22
Pharmacotherapy in Diabetic Neuropathy
Anders Dejgaard and Jannik Hilsted

Introduction

Diabetic neuropathy was defined at the San
Antonio Consensus Conference as “a descriptive
term meaning a demonstrable nerve disorder,
either clinically evident or subclinical, that occurs
in the setting of diabetes mellitus without other
causes for peripheral neuropathy. The neuropathic
disorder includes manifestations in the somatic or
autonomic parts of the peripheral nervous system”
[1]. Diabetic neuropathy is a chronic condition
caused by hyperglycaemia, characterized by
progressive morphological destruction of the
peripheral nervous system, accompanied by loss
of peripheral nerve function. Clinically, loss of
function is defined by distal loss of sensibility,
muscular strength and loss of deep tendon
reflexes as well as by autonomic dysfunction of
viscera and blood vessels.

Peripheral neuropathy is the complication with
the highest impact on Quality of life (QOL) and the
major cause of morbidity in diabetic patients.
Diabetic neuropathy is one of the most common
neuropathies globally. Diabetic neuropathy devel-
ops in parallel with the other long-term diabetic
complications. Presence of diabetic neuropathy
increases the risk of foot ulcer development and
subsequent amputation, and diabetic neuropathy
carries an increased mortality.

Over the years a number of pharmacological
treatment modalities for the prevention and treat-
ment of diabetic neuropathy have been proposed.
This chapter attempts to give an overview of
studies and trials carried out in the past decades
in this area.

Pathogenesis and Pathophysiology

Hyperglycaemia is the central aetiological factor
for the development of diabetic neuropathy.
Studies of large cohorts of patients, followed for up
to 25 years have shown that poor glycaemic control
and diabetic neuropathy are interrelated [2]. In the
DCCT study (Diabetes Control and Complications
Trial) [3] type 1 diabetic patients with high glucose
concentrations receiving conventional insulin treat-
ment more frequently developed neuropathy than
the patients treated with multiple daily insulin
injections or continuous insulin infusion by a
portable insulin pump, resulting in lower blood
glucose concentrations. Similar results have been
obtained in Type 2 diabetic patients as in the
UKPDS (UK Prospective Diabetes Study) [4].

Increased blood glucose concentrations induce a
number of biochemical changes where each may
be involved in the processes that result in destruc-
tion of nerve cells and myelin sheaths. The most
significant hypotheses include the polyol pathway,
oxidative stress, non-enzymatic glycation, changes
in growth factors and gene expression, and
microvascular abnormalities [5]. These changes
may alone or in concert be involved not only in the
pathogenesis of peripheral nerve dysfunction but
also in the development of microangiopathy. Since
peripheral nerve function is dependent on vascular
supply of oxygen, the vascular (microangiopathic)
hypothesis is also relevant.

Polyol accumulation is directly dependent on
blood glucose concentrations. Sorbitol and fructose
are polyols derived from glucose by an enzymatic
process facilitated by the enzyme Aldose
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Reductase. The polyols are accumulated in nervous
tissue (the nerve cell membrane is not permeable
for polyols) causing osmotic damage to the
nerve cell with reduction in myo-inositol and
Na+/K+-ATPase activity and increased oxidative
stress. A number of Aldose Reductase inhibitors
have been developed, and several of these have
been tested in diabetic patients [6].

Oxidative stress causes increased formation of
free radicals that potentially may cause destruction
of nerve tissue. Diabetes is characterized by
increased amounts of free radicals, and accordingly
a number of antioxidants have been tested in dia-
betic neuropathy.

Non-enzymatic glycosylation of slow turnover
proteins may be involved in the development of
long-term diabetic complications [7]. One example
of non-enzymatic glycosylation is glycosylation of
the axonal structural proteins actin and tubulin, a
process which is capable of changing their function
in axonal transport.

Growth factors and gene expression. Nerve
Growth Factor (NGF) and a number of growth
factors such as BDNF, NT3, NT4, NT5 and NT6
with their specific receptor systems may influence
survival and growth of nerve cells. Mitogen-
Activated-Protein-kinases (MAP-kinases) may be
the link between the biochemical changes caused by
hyperglycaemia, and the structural changes in the
nerve tissue characteristic of the neuropathic process.

Microvascular abnormalities. Neurons depend
on capillaries for nutrition and there is a strict cor-
relation between microangiopathia, haemodynamic
changes, neuronal ischaemia, oxidative stress and
clinical neuropathy.

These theories are by no means mutually exclu-
sive, and there is experimental evidence for interre-
lationships as depicted in Fig. 1.

Histopathology

Morphological abnormalities in diabetic neuropa-
thy include changes in the axon as well as in the
myelin sheath. The early stages of the disease are
characterized by changes in axonal calibre and
myelin sheath disintegration, whereas axonal
degeneration and subsequent atrophy are the dom-
inating features at a later stage [8]. Essentially,
these changes are found throughout the nervous

system, albeit the morphological changes are most
obvious in the distal regions of the somatic nerves.
Accordingly, diabetic neuropathy is encountered in
the somatic nervous system, the autonomic nervous
system and the central nervous system (CNS) –
symptoms and clinical findings being much more
prominent in the two former than in the latter
system, the existence of CNS neuropathy being a
matter of debate until quite recently [9].

Diagnostic Criteria

Whereas diagnostic criteria for other long-term
diabetic complications such as nephropathy and
retinopathy have been well established for a
number of years, a number of different tests have
been introduced for the diagnosis of diabetic
neuropathy. This is explained by the fact that
diabetic neuropathy may be encountered in all
regions of the peripheral nervous system with an
inherent opportunity to investigate these different
regions. Furthermore, several different methodologies
may be applied (e.g. nerve conduction velocity,
neurological examination and autonomic function
tests). Taken together, it is not surprising that many
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FIG. 1. Aetiological factors in the development of
diabetic neuropathy.
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different diagnostic criteria have been applied over
the years.

The DCCT trial was conducted with diagnostic
criteria subsequently used in other investigations,
that is, the coexistence of clinical signs and symp-
toms characteristic of neuropathy and decreased
nerve conduction velocity in at least two different
somatic nerves and/or abnormal autonomic nerve
function tests. Standardized scoring systems are
used for the characterization of clinical signs and
symptoms, increasing reproducibility and allowing
to some extent monitoring of the progression of
clinical neuropathy.

Measurements of nerve conduction velocities
and autonomic nerve function tests require
considerable efforts in terms of standardization in
order to reduce intra- and interobserver variation.
In the DCCT study the use of core-labs was intro-
duced to reduce variation in these parameters
between centres, and subsequent metacentre
studies have used similar approaches. Evidently,
clinical routine practise requires a more simplistic
and flexible approach.

Neuropathy assessment in outpatient settings.
Daily routine practise requires methods that are
robust, reliable and simple. Easy outpatient clinic
tests includes knee and ankle tendon reflexes, pin
prick pain test, light touch (Cotton wisp), vibration
sense using a 128 Hz tuning fork, pressure perception
using a 10-g monofilament. Regarding the somatic
nerve system, the most commonly used test is the
determination of threshold for sense of vibration by a
Biothesiometer. The vibration perception threshold
has been found to correlate with a number of other
measures of somatic and autonomic function tests
and is therefore considered a good all-round marker
of the functional state of the peripheral nervous sys-
tem in diabetic patients [10]. The method has been
shown to give more detailed and reliable information
than qualitative methods for the determination of
sensory nerve loss (like the 128-Hz tuning fork and
the 10-g “monofilament” technique).

Autonomic nerve function tests basically consist
in measurements in integrated cardiovascular
reflex arches, the heart most often being the effec-
tor organ. Different physiological stimuli are
applied, and changes in heart rate and heart rate
variation are used as markers of cardiac vagal
function. The most commonly used tests are heart
rate variability during deep respiration, standing or

Valsalva’s manoeuvre. Tests for the sympathetic
nerves system involve blood pressure response to
standing and the Quantitative sudomotor axon
reflex test (QSART) [11]. Abnormal test results are
associated with premature cardiovascular disease
and death in diabetic patients.

Experimental settings require a more detailed
description of the functional state of the periph-
eral nervous system. As regards the somatic
nervous system, determination of sensory and
motor nerve conduction velocity and amplitude
by neurophysiological techniques are applied,
along with quantitative estimation of thresholds
for various sensory functions (Quantitative
Sensory Assessment, QSA), including tests for
proprioception, temperature, vibratory sense,
tactile sensation and pain. Characterization of the
motor unit (one motor neuron and the muscle cells
innervated by the neuron) requires electromyogra-
phy with registration of denervation potentials.
Quantitative dynamographic analysis is used for
quantitative biomechanical estimation of striated
muscle power and dynamics.

The San Antonio conference recommended that
at least one parameter from the following five
categories is measured to classify diabetic neu-
ropathy: (i) symptom profile, (ii) neurological
examination, (iii) QSA, (iv) nerve conduction
study, and (v) autonomic functioning testing.
Several questionnaires have been developed to
quantify signs and symptoms of diabetic neuropa-
thy like the McGill pain questionnaire, Dycks
neuropathic staging and the Michigan Neuropathy
Screening Instrument. Visual analogue scales seem
preferable to follow responses on treatment.

As regards the autonomic nervous system a
description of parasympathetic and sympathetic
function is generally applied. Heart rate variation
as a marker of cardiac parasympathetic activity is
widely used; the investigation may be expanded
for longer periods of time by means of Holter
monitoring. There are no methods for estimation
of integrated (global) parasympathetic activity or
methods for the determination of extracardiac
parasympathetic activity. The functional state of
the sympathetic nervous system is mirrored by
plasma concentrations of norepinephrine (derived
mainly from sympathetic nerve endings) and epi-
nephrine (from the adrenal medulla). Unlike
parasympathetic techniques plasma concentrations
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of catecholamines do provide a global estimate of
sympathetic activity. Regional estimation of
sympathetic activity may be performed by
microneurography (electrophysiological estima-
tion of impulse frequency in sympathetic nerves
from skin and muscle).

Epidemiology

The incidence and prevalence of diabetic neuropa-
thy in the literature varies more than similar esti-
mates of diabetic nephropathy and retinopathy, due
to the diagnostic complexity and lack of a mutually
agreed definition as described above. Furthermore,
different methods have been applied and to some
extent also different normal intervals for these
methods are described and many studies have
included a mixture of type 1 and type 2 diabetic
patients. Furthermore, diabetic neuropathy is more
frequent in male gender, smokers and elderly,
which makes the population tested a potentially
important bias. Finally, a distinction between the
symptomatic state and measurable non-sympto-
matic abnormalities has often not been made.

With these reservations in mind, the frequency
of symptomatic neuropathy seems to be 15–20% in
unselected diabetes patient populations, whereas
the frequency of more or less pronounced abnor-
malities in the peripheral nervous system varies
between 20% and 50%, depending on the method-
ology applied. The prevalence in type 2 diabetes
seems to be higher than in type 1 diabetic patients
although data are somewhat contradictory [11]. At
the onset of diabetes the frequency of nervous
system abnormalities is 5–10%, increasing linearly
as a function of duration of diabetes and amounts
to 50% of the population after 25 years duration of
diabetes. Ten to twenty per cent of patients with
peripheral diabetic neuropathy will have painful
diabetic neuropathy that requires treatment.

Signs and Symptoms

Diabetic neuropathy is characterized by a spectrum
of clinical neuropathic syndromes, which includes
dysfunction of almost every segment of the somatic
peripheral and autonomic nervous system. Diabetic
neuropathy is classified as either mononeuropathy

or polyneuropathy. Focal and multifocal mononeu-
ropathies involve both mononeuropathies and
entrapment syndromes. Mononeuropathies occurs
most often in the elderly and in contrast to entrap-
ment syndromes they are characterized by sudden
onset, not progressive, resolves spontaneously and
needs only symptomatic treatment. They are
caused by endoneurial ischaemic lesions leading to
nerve infarctions. Entrapment syndromes most
often affect the peroneal, median, ulnar, medial and
lateral plantar nerves. The typical symptoms are
loss of function and pain.

Multifocal proximal motor neuropathy was for
many years considered a component of diabetic neu-
ropathy. Although more frequent in patients affected
by diabetes mellitus this syndrome is now known to
be secondary to other causes than diabetes [12].

Distal symmetric sensorimotor polyneuropathy
is the most common form of diabetic neuropathy.
Small fibre neuropathies involving unmyelinated C
and Aδ fibres are involved in symptoms like pain,
which is burning and superficial and associated
with allodynia, hypoalgesia and defective warm
thermal sensation. Patients can experience dys-,
para, hypo- or hyperaesthesia, tingling, pins and
needles or electric-shock-like sensations.

Autonomic neuropathy is also a small fibre neu-
ropathy leading to symptoms like resting tachycardia,
orthostatic hypotension, gustatory sweating, delayed
gastric emptying, diarrhoea/constipation, erectile
dysfunction, urinary retention/incontinence and
exercise maladaptation. Cardiac symptoms like
dysrhytmias and even sudden cardiac death are linked
to autonomic neuropathy. When larger myelinated
Aα or Aα/β fibres get affected more deep pain
and muscle weakness, atrophy and cramps appear.

The large-fibre neuropathy may involve both
sensory and motor nerves. Large fibres facilitate
motor function, vibration sense, position sense and
cold thermal perception. Most patients with a distal
symmetric polyneuropathy have a mixed variety of
neuropathy with involvement of both large and
small-fibre damages. Above symptoms are charac-
terized by having a “glove and stocking” distribution.

Persistent pain due to neuropathy is experienced
by approximately 10% of diabetic patients. Acute
pain includes the insulin neuritis syndrome, which
occurs in the beginning of insulin therapy for
diabetes and is self-limiting. Chronic pain with
duration of more than 6 months can be constant,
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intermittent or hyperalgesic, that is, increased
response to a painful stimulation. The presentation
and character of pain in diabetic neuropathy can be
highly diverse and typically worsens at night. The
pain is usually divided into a cutaneous dysaes-
thetic pain and a deeper nerve trunk pain, the first
being characterized by burning and tingling,
whereas the last is more aching and knife like.

The mechanism behind pain in diabetic neuropa-
thy is not fully understood but various mechanisms
have been proposed, such as hyperglycaemia lowering
the threshold for pain, increased firing of abnor-
mally excitable nociceptive fibres, and/or ectopic
impulse generation with erratic transmission, which
relates to electrical cross talk between damaged
nociceptive afferents and perhaps sympathetic
nerves. Central changes can follow peripheral nerve
damage as dorsal root ganglion can spontaneously
generate impulses when peripheral nerves are
damaged. Arteriovenous shunting that occurs in
small nerve fibre disease involving the autonomic
nerve system may also be a source of pain.

Therapeutic Approaches

Numerous investigational studies have been under-
taken to test for various pharmaceuticals for
prevention and intervention of diabetic neuropathy.
Most studies have been disappointing partly due to
poor study designs involving patients with
advanced disease with loss of a majority of nerve
fibres, where improvements cannot be expected.
Many have involved too few subjects in too short an
observation period to get any meaningful results.
Another obstacle is the fact that diabetic neuropathy
is a multifactorial dynamic and progressing disease,
which make a simple approach unlikely to succeed.
Finally, reproducibility of clinical measurements
and definition of clinical meaningful end points
have been an additional problem.

In the following a thorough review is given as
regards studies directed towards various patho-
genetic factors.

Hyperglycaemia

Several studies have shown a relationship between
hyperglycaemia and the development and severity
of diabetic neuropathy. Pirart et al. [2] showed by

following more than 4,000 diabetic patients over 25
years that the prevalence of diabetic neuropathy
increased over time from 12% at diagnosis to 50%
after 25 years of duration. Those patients with the
poorest metabolic control had the highest preva-
lence. In the DCCT study a primary intervention
sub-study in 726 patients showed that intensified
glycaemic control reduced the risk of developing
neuropathy by 69% compared with conventional
therapy. It is noteworthy that despite near-normal
blood glucose control over 5 years 8% still devel-
oped abnormal clinical signs and 18% developed
abnormal nerve conduction tests. In the secondary
intervention cohort of DCCT a 57% reduction in
prevalence of diabetic neuropathy was seen in the
intensified treatment group. In the Epidemiology of
Diabetes Intervention and Complication (EDIC)
study, which is a follow-up stud on the DCCT
study, showed that the beneficial effect persisted at
least 8 years after the end of DCCT, in spite of no
difference in glycaemic control between the arms
in EDIC advocating for a “glycaemic memory” as
regards effect [13].

The major role of hyperglycaemia in the devel-
opment of diabetic neuropathy is furthermore seen
in other interventions trials with pancreatic trans-
plantation where a normalization in blood glucose
has resulted in improvement in nerve conduction
velocity and symptomatology [14]. Accordingly,
strict metabolic control needs to be applied in
patients with diabetes in order to reduce the risk of
developing or worsening diabetic neuropathy.
However, it has to be recalled that insulin levels is
increased in all the above interventions and aside
its metabolic effects insulin does have specific neu-
rotrophic properties that might play a role in the
above outcomes separate from the metabolic
effects. Insulin stimulates neurite outgrowth, is
required for the survival of sensory and sympa-
thetic neurons, and stabilizes neurofilaments and
tubulins in a dose-dependent manner. Furthermore,
insulin is required for an optimal interaction
between NGF and its receptors. These effects are
not investigated separately in clinical studies in
man. Interestingly, there are recent data from
animal and early data from human beings including
patients with diabetic neuropathy indicating that C-
peptide might play a role in the treatment of
diabetic neuropathy [15]. In vivo studies have
shown that C-peptide corrects the Na+/K+-ATPase
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and endothelial NO synthase, and expression of
neurotrophic factors. In studies in type 1 diabetic
patients C-peptide has shown significant improve-
ments in sural nerve conduction velocity, vibration
and thermal perception [16].

Polyol Pathway

Aldose Reductase (AR) is the rate limiting enzyme
of the polyol pathway, which converts glucose to
sorbitol in the presence of NADPH as cofactor. The
pathway is completed by the second enzyme,
sorbitol dehydrogenase, which converts sorbitol to
fructose with NAD+ as cofactor. In the hypergly-
caemic state there is accordingly an accumulation
of sorbitol in the cell leading to a cascade of
metabolic abnormalities causing hypoxia and tissue
ischaemia. Aldose reductase hyperactivity increases
the oxidative stress in the cell through a number of
mechanisms. AR-mediated oxidative stress leads to
such detrimental consequences as MAPK activation
and PARP activation [17]. Both MAPKs and PARP
control numerous transcription factors leading to
downstream up-regulation of inflammatory genes
that may increase free radical generation.

Aldose reductase inhibitors (ARI) reduce the
flux of glucose through the polyol pathway thereby
inhibiting the accumulation of sorbitol and fructose
and preventing NADPH consumption and oxida-
tive stress. Numerous studies of ARI in animal
models of diabetic complications have demon-
strated the potential of ARI against diabetic
neuropathy. However, animal models of neuropathy
do not predict outcome in human beings well.

A number of ARIs have reached phase II or III
clinical trials but only three are presently in clinical
development (Fidorestat, Lidorestat and
Ranirestat). In general most studies have been
disappointing either due to lack of efficacy or
evolvement of severe side effects. Some studies
including recent long-term studies have shown
effect with moderate to minor improvements in
electrophysiological (i.e. 1 m/s in NCV) and symp-
tomatic end points [18,19]. However, ARI’s are not
presently established as a treatment modality for
diabetic neuropathy, and critical factors for success
of ARI’s in the future will depend on development
of non-toxic compounds with sufficient nerve tissue
selectivity and affinity to ensure tissue penetration
to normalize sorbitol generation in the nerve.

Oxidative Stress

Increased oxidative stress, which according to
accumulating data, contributes to the pathogenesis
of diabetic neuropathy, which is the consequence
of either enhanced ROS production or attenuated
ROS scavenging capacity, resulting in tissue dam-
age [20]. α-lipoic acid is a derivative of octanic
acid and a potent antioxidant that scavenges
hydroxyl, superoxide and peroxyl radicals and
regenerates glutathione and has been investigated
in various recent trials. The ALADIN II and III and
the SYDNEY study have demonstrated a signifi-
cant improvement in neuropathy score, neuropathy
impairment score, sensory and motor NCV, and
sensory nerve action potential [21]. Furthermore,
α-lipoic acid has been shown to have beneficial
effects on autonomic neuropathies and mononeu-
ropathies in diabetes as well [22]. Results from
ongoing large-scale trials (NATHAN I and II) are
awaited to determine the therapeutic potential of
this compound.

Glycosylation

Hyperglycaemia results via the Maillard reaction in
the formation of advanced glycation end products
(AGE), which in turn binds on specific receptors
(RAGE), inducing monocytes and endothelial cells
to increase the production of cytokines and adhe-
sion molecules [23] The formation of AGE will
furthermore increase the formation of reactive
oxygen species. Aminoguanidine is a hydrazine
compound that prevents AGE formation and has
shown promising results in animal studies but
controlled clinical trials testing in diabetic patients
of aminoguanidine have been discontinued due to
severe adverse effects [24]. However, modified suc-
cessors are being tested for this approach presently.

Vascular Factors

Endoneurial ischaemia is considered to play a major
role in the pathogenesis of diabetic neuropathy [25].
Improvements of tissue blood flow by revasculariza-
tion have been shown to improve status of diabetic
neuropathy with improvements in NCV, which is one
prominent proof of an ischaemic element in diabetic
neuropathy. γ-linolenic is an important constituent of
neuronal membrane phospholipids and also serves as
a substrate for prostaglandin E formation, seemingly
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important for preservation of blood flow. In diabetes,
conversion of linoleic acid to gamma linolenic acid
and subsequent metabolites is impaired, possibly
contributing to the pathogenesis of diabetic neuropa-
thy. A 1-year multi-centre placebo-controlled ran-
domized trial of gamma linolenic acid showed
improvement in clinical and neurophysiologic meas-
ures [26]. Later trials have been less promising and
more data are needed to finally settle its role in the
treatment of diabetic neuropathy. Angiotensin – con-
verting enzyme (ACE) inhibitors mediate increased
flow-dependent release of endothelium derived
relaxing factors (EDRF) and endothelium-dependent
vessel relaxation. ACE has been tested in patients
with diabetic neuropathy and has shown beneficial
effects on neurophysiological tests such as NCV.
However, the recent Appropriate Blood pressure
Control in Diabetes (ABCD) trial did not show any
effect, and further studies are needed before ACE can
be recommended in the treatment of diabetic
neuropathy.

Other vasodilating agents such as prostacyclin
analogues have been tested in small-term trials and
shown effect on neurophysiologic end points and
clinical end points like pain. However, again more
long-term trials are needed.

Diabetes and hyperglycaemia induce an increase
in the synthesis of diacylglycerol resulting in the
activation of Protein Kinase C (PKC). The activa-
tion of vascular PKC is considered to lead to
impairment in vasodilatation and an increase in
vasoconstriction, which can occur in the endoneur-
ial microvessels and cause a decrease in neural
blood flow, resulting in neural dysfunction in dia-
betes. PKC inhibition has shown beneficial effects
in animal studies and preliminary studies in dia-
betic patients. However, disappointing results in
recent phase 2 studies have led to the discontinua-
tion of the development of this compound for the
diabetic neuropathy indication.

Neurotrophic Factors

NGFs play an important trophic role in the mainte-
nance of the peripheral nervous system and are defi-
cient in diabetic neuropathy. Several trials have been
undertaken to test for an effect of recombinant NGF
supplementation in diabetic neuropathy. Although
some of these trials have been positive with an
improvement in nerve fibre function and neuropathic

symptoms later large-scale phase 3 trials in patient
with sensory polyneuropathy were unable to demon-
strate any significant effect compared with placebo
[27]. Accordingly, this treatment is not pursued fur-
ther presently. Studies are presently ongoing to test if
Vascular Endothelial Growth Factor (VEGF) can
improve sensory neuropathy in diabetic patients.

Symptomatic Treatment of Pain

Neurogenic pain is seen in approximately 10% of all
diabetic patients, and is associated with substantial
impairment in QOL. Except for optimization of meta-
bolic control and α-linoic acid none of the above
pathogenetically directed treatments have shown
long-term clinical effect. Accordingly, various symp-
tomatic treatments have been tested. These are all
without any effect on the underlying disease process.

Antidepressants

A. Tricyclic antidepressants are among the widest
studied drugs for treatment of painful diabetic
neuropathy. It has a documented effect in these
patients and meta-analysis has shown a 50%
reduction in pain intensity in 30% of patients
with diabetic neuropathic pain [28]. Effects are
probably due to an inhibition of both 5 HT, nor-
epinephrine and serotonin presynaptic reuptake.
Sodium and calcium channel blockade and 
N-methyl-D-aspartate receptor antagonism are
other potential mechanisms. Imipramine,
Desipramine, Amitriptyline, Clomipramine and
Nortriptyline are the most tested and used. Based
on their effect ratio of norephinephrine and sero-
tonin reuptake, effects may differ within patients.
Side effects include dry mouth, weight gain,
drowsiness, and orthostatic hypotension. The
secondary amines nortriptyline and desipramine
have less cholinergic side effects but may show to
be less efficacious as well. Starting dose should
be 25 mg given at bedtime with increases of 25
mg every week until effect or adverse effects
appear, which includes cholinergic effects such
as dry mouth, sweating, sedation and dizziness.
Maximal doses are 150 mg/day, and tricyclic
antidepressants are contraindicated in patients
with coronary heart disease.
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B. Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors. Studies
have shown that citalopram and serotonin in
doses of 20–40 mg/day are effective in the
treatment of painful diabetic neuropathy but not
as efficacious as tricyclic antidepressants [29].
However, they do have less adverse effects, and
accordingly they are recommended to be given
to patients that do not tolerate tricyclic antide-
pressants. Upper gastric bleeding is a reported
adverse effects and concomitant use of NSAID
increases this risk.

C. Selective norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors.
Few studies have been done with selective
norephinephrine inhibitors. Bupropion have
shown effect but the adverse event profile does
not place these compounds as a first line treat-
ment option.

D. Selective norepinephrine and serotonin reup-
take inhibitors. Both Venlafaxine and
Duloxetine have shown significant higher effect
than placebo in the treatment of pain in diabetic
patients and both compounds are being used
with increasing frequency in these patients.
Duloxetine is a more potent inhibitor than
Venlafaxine and seems from clinical studies to
be more efficacious. Doses tested in trials are
60 and 120 mg/day and side effects include
nausea, somnolence, dizziness, dry mouth and
decreased appetite.

Anticonvulsants

Carbamazepine and Phenytoin are first generation
anticonvulsants that have been used in for many
years in the treatment of diabetic painful neuropathy.
However, although Carbamazepine has shown effect
in controlled clinical trials high rates of adverse
events like somnolence, dizziness and allergy have
placed these compounds late in the armentarium
against painful diabetic neuropathy [30].

Second generation anticonvulsants with a
demonstrated effect against pain in diabetic neu-
ropathy includes gabapentin, pregabalin and oxcar-
bazepine. These anticonvulsants act by binding to
the alpha-2-delta subunit of the calcium channel
reducing neurotransmitter release. Gabapentin is
an anticonvulsant with a structure related to
GABA, which is a neurotransmitter that plays a
role in the transmission and modulation of pain. In
controlled clinical trials gabapentin (900–3600

mg/day) has shown to be as efficacious as
amitriptyline with improvements in symptom score
and QOL [31]. Due to its rather low adverse effect
profile and lack of cardiac adverse effects this
compound is one of the most prescribed for the
treatment of painful diabetic neuropathy.

Pregabalin is another second-generation anticon-
vulsant that has recently obtained FDA approval
for treatment of neurogenic pain, and several ran-
domized placebo controlled studies have shown
that this compound is efficacious in the treatment
of painful diabetic neuropathy [32]. Doses between
300 and 600 mg/day have shown effect already
apparent after 1 week of treatment. There are few
clinically important drug interactions as there is no
interference with the cytochrome 450 system.
This compound requires minimal dose titration and
seems easy to use. Side effects to gabapentin
and pregabalin include drowsiness, dizziness and
peripheral edema.

Oxcarbazepine is another second-generation
anticonvulsant structurally related to carba-
mazepine. Oxcarbazepine have been tested in clin-
ical trials for its effect against painful diabetic
neuropathy and in a recently published study no
effect was seen on VAS score between oxcar-
bazepine and placebo [33].

Antiarrhytmic Agents

Single 30-min intravenous infusions of Lidocaine
(5 mg/kg BW) has shown to be effective in reliev-
ing painful diabetic neuropathy with a duration of
the effects up to 21 days [34]. The oral analogue
Mexilitin has been tested in several studies and has
shown effect in doses below the doses required for
antiarrythmic effect [35]. The effect was especially
seen for burning and stabbing effect. This com-
pound should due to its relatively weak efficacy
and need for ECG monitoring be reserved for those
patients failing on above therapies.

Opiates

Long-term use of opioids in diabetic patients
remains controversial and many find the neuro-
genic pain to be insensitive to opioids and not be
used due to the risk of abuse. Tramadol is a weak
opioid with inhibitory effects on reuptake of
serotonin and norepinephrine as well. Tramadol
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has been shown to be effective in the treatment of
painful diabetic neuropathy. Sindrup showed that
slow release tablets (doses between 200 and 400
mg/day) effectively relieved pain [36]. Side effects
are nausea, dizziness and constipation.

Topical agents

Various topical agents have been tested. Capsaicin is
an alkaloid and a main ingredient in chilli peppers,
and is available in a cream for topical use. This neu-
rotoxin depletes substance P from the terminals of
unmyelinated C-fibres. Substance P is considered the
primary neurotransmitter of pain from the periphery
to the CNS. Data suggest that Capsacain application
produces degeneration followed by reinnervation of
epidermal nerve fibres. This in combination with
inconsistent results from clinical trials as regards its
efficacy for treatment of painful diabetic neuropathy
has resulted in limitation of its use [37].

Topical lidocaine 5% is approved by FDA for
use in postherpetic neuralgia. Studies have shown it
to be effective in relieving pain due to diabetic neu-
ropathy as well.

Non-Pharmacologic Treatment

Non-pharmacologic treatment like acupuncture,
transcutaneous electric nerve stimulation, electrical
spinal cord stimulation, physical approaches and
psychological support is not addressed in this chapter.

Symptomatic Treatment 
of Autonomic Failure

Autonomic neuropathy is rather common in
patients with diabetic neuropathy especially the
sensory polyneuropathy type. Treatment of symp-
toms due to autonomic failure in patients with dia-
betic neuropathy is rather complex and directed
towards the physiologic changes that are conse-
quences of the non-functioning autonomic nervous
system. It is for these patients critical that detailed
explorations of differential diagnosis are per-
formed before a symptomatic treatment is insti-
tuted. In this section we mention the most used and
documented pharmacological intervention directed
to specific symptoms of the autonomic diabetic
neuropathy. Non-pharmacological interventions
are not addressed.

A. Orthostatic hypotension. The most important is to
limit use of vasoactive substances. If non-pharma-
cologic measures are not enough then fludrocortisone
should be tried starting with a dose of 0.1 mg at
bedtime and increased to 0.4 mg/day [38]. Side
effects are oedema and recumbent hypertension.
Other compounds that have been tested with
positive results include Erythropoietin, Octreotide,
desmopressin and midodrine.

B. Gastroparesis. Drugs like cisapride, domperidone,
metoclopramide and erythromycin have in clinical
trials shown effects on symptoms and QOL.

C. Diarrhoea. Diarrhoea is a common symptom in
diabetic autonomic neuropathy. First line treat-
ment includes a short course of antibiotics such
as tetracycline or erythromycin. Opiate-like anti
diarrhoeal agents like loperamide and codeine
sulphate represents other first line treatments.
Cholestyramine given with loperamide might
be beneficial, and octreotide have shown to be
effective as well.

D. Constipation. For this syndrome osmotic laxatives
seems efficient and erythromycin might be
effective as well in some patients.

E. Erectile dysfunction. For this condition silde-
nafil, tadalafil and vardenafil have all shown
effect in improving erectile dysfunction allowing
intercourse.

Clinical Recommendation

In practical daily life it is important to establish
near normoglycaemic control in the all patients
with diabetes mellitus, which means a HbA1c of
<6.5% to reduce the risk for patients being affected
by late diabetic micro- and macro-vascular compli-
cations. This will in most patient mean a rather
intensive treatment and at least more intensive than
present where average HbA1c are far above in most
regions of the world.

It is furthermore important to evaluate the status
of the peripheral and autonomic nervous system by
routine measurements as described on a regular
basis, that is, at least once a year. If signs of neu-
ropathy appear it is important to rule out other
causes of neuropathy that might be treatable.
Furthermore precautional instructions must be given
to the patient. Treatment with α-lipoic acid can be
evaluated at this stage. When and if the patient
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experience painful diabetic neuropathy, treatment is
often a matter of trial and error and treatment needs
often to be changed either due to lack of effect or
appearance of side effects. There is unfortunately
very limited data on combination of various thera-
peutic modalities. We recommend the following
treatment guideline based on present literature on
effect and adverse events experience. Furthermore,
this algorithm is in line with recent ADA guidelines.

1. Start with a tricyclic antidepressant (Amitriptyline,
nortriptyline, desipramine, imipramine or
clomipramine).

If inefficient or too many adverse effects:

2. Treat with serotonin and norepinephrine
reuptake inhibitor (duloxetine, venlafaxine) or
alternatively with serotonin reuptake inhibitors,
(citalopram, paraoxetine).

If inefficient or too many adverse effects:

3. Start treatment with second-generation anticon-
vulsants like gabapentin or pregabalin.

If inefficient or too many adverse effects:

4. Start treatment with tramadol.

If inefficient or too many adverse effects:

5. Try mexilitine

If inefficient or too many adverse effects:

6. Consider short-term topical treatment especially
if the patient is affected by superficial discomfort
and pain (burning, tingling, etc.)

If symptoms of autonomic failure appear, each symp-
tom must be addressed based on a clinical evaluation.

Summary and Future Directions

Pharmacological treatment to prevent and intervene
with established diabetic neuropathy has so far been
disappointing. A number of compounds have been
tested, yet none of these have been implemented in
daily clinical practice. A major reason seems that
many biochemical mechanisms seem to be in play,
and most intervention has so far been directed
towards single individual abnormalities. Increasing
knowledge and understanding of the interplay
between these mechanisms establishing oxidative
stress with mitochondrial overproduction of ROS as
a central pathogenetical defect holds promise for

new mechanistically directed interventions [39,40].
Several compounds have shown effect in sympto-
matic relief of painful diabetic neuropathy. However,
most drugs show only a number needed to treat 3–4
to relieve pain more than 50%, and more effective
compounds are still warranted.

Intensified insulin treatment remains a documented
and effective way of reducing the rate of progression
of established neuropathy and is also essential in the
primary prevention of diabetic neuropathy.

For a number of years, it has been hoped that a
pharmacological principle would evolve that would
significantly reduce the burden of diabetic neuropa-
thy in combination with intensified insulin treatment.
The efforts to identify such compounds is ongoing
and the possibility of linking the various known
etiologies into one holds promise for more successful
interventions in the future.

References

1. Consensus statement. Report and recommendation of
the San Antonio Conference on diabetic neuropathy.
American Diabetes Association American Academy
of Neurology. Diabetes Care 1988;11:592–597.

2. Pirart J. Diabetes mellitus and its generative compli-
cations: A prospective study of 4400 patients
observed. Diabetes Care 1978;1:168–188.

3. DCCT research group. The effect of intensive treat-
ment of diabetes on the development and progression
of long-term complications in insulin-dependent dia-
betes mellitus. N Engl J Med 1993;329:977–986

4. UK Prospective Diabetes Study group. Intensive
blood glucose control with sulphonylureas or insulin
compared with conventional treatment and risk of
complications in patients with Type 2 diabetes.
Lancet 1998;352:837–853.

5. Duby JJ, Campbell RK, Setter SM et al. Diabetic
neuropathy: An intensive review. Am J Health Syst
Pharm 2004;61:160–173.

6. Sima AAF, Pierson CR. Pathogenesis and Pathology
of diabetic neuropathy. In: Gries FA, editor. Textbook
of diabetic neuropathy, Stuttgart. New York: Georg
Thieme verlag, 2003, 83–169.

7. Boel E, Selmer J, Flodgaard HJ et al. Diabetic late
complications: Will aldose reductase inhibitors or
inhibitors of advanced glycosylation endproducts for-
mation hold promise? J Diab Compl 1995;9:104–129.

8. Dyck P. Pathology and pathophysiology- Human and
experimental. In Dyck PJ, editor. Diabetic neuropathy.
London: WB Saunders Company, 1987, 223–237.

9. Dejgaard A, Gade A, Larsson H et al. Evidence of diabetic
encephalopathy. Diabet Med 1991;8:162–167.

Ch22.qxd  11/7/07  10:37 PM  Page 246



22. Pharmacotherapy in Diabetic Neuropathy 247

10. Garrow AP, Boulton AJM. Vibration perception
threshold- a valuable assessment of neural dysfunction
in people with diabetes. Diabet Metab Res Rev
2006;22:411–441.

11. Dejgaard A. Pathophysiology and treatment of
diabetic neuropathy. Diabet Med 1988;15:97–112.

12. Jensen TS, Backonja M, Jimenez SH et al. New
perspectives on the management of diabetic periph-
eral neuropathic pain. Diabet Vasc Dis Res
2006;3(2):108–119.

13. Martin CL, Albers J, Herman WH et al. Neuropathy
among the diabetes control and complications trial
cohort 8 years after trial completion. Diabetes Care
2006;29:340–304.

14. Allen RDM, Al-Habri IS, Morris JGL et al. Diabetic
neuropathy after pancreas transplantation: determi-
nants on recovery. Transplantation 1997;63:830–838.

15. Sima AAF. Pathological mechanisms involved in
diabetic neuropathy: Can we slow the process? Curr
Opin Investig Drugs 2006;7(4):324–337.

16. Ekberg K, Brismar T, Johansson BL et al.
Amelioration of sensory nerve dysfunction by C-
peptide in patients with Type 1 Diabetes.
2003;52:536–541.

17. Obrosova IG, Pacher P, Szab C et al. Aldose reduc-
tase inhibition counteracts oxidative-nitrosative
stress and poly(ADP-ribose) polymerase activation
in tissue sites for diabetic complications. Diabetes
Nutr Metab. 2005;54:234–242.

18. Hotta N, Akanuma Y, Kawamori R et al. Long-term
clinical effects of Epalrestat, an aldose reductase
inhibitor, on diabetic peripheral neuropathy. Diabetes
Care 2006;29(7):1538–1544.

19. Bril V, Buchanan RA, Ranistat study group. Long term
effects of ranirestat on peripheral nerve function in
patients with diabetic sensimotor polyneuropathy.
Diabetes Care 2006;29(1):68–72.

20. Vincent MV, Feldman EL. New insights into the
mechanism of diabetic neuropathy. Rev Endocr
Metab Disord 2004;5(3):227–236.

21. The SYDNEY trial. The sensory symptoms of
diabetic polyneuropathy are improved with alfa-lipoic
acid. Diabetes Care. 2003;26:770–776.

22. Tankova T, Chernikova S, Koev D. Treatment for
diabetic mononeuropathy with alfa-lipoic acid. Int J
Clin Pract 2005;59(6):645–650.

23. Peyroux J, Sternberg M. Advanced glycation
endproducts (AGEs): pharmacological inhibition in
diabetes. Pathologie Biologie 2006;54:405–419.

24. Goldin A, Beckman JA, Schmidt AM et al.
Advanced glycation end products- sparking the
development of diabetic vascular injury. Circulation
2006;114:597–605.

25. Cameron NE, Eaton SEM, Cotter MA et al. Vascular
factors and metabolic interactions in the pathogene-
sis of diabetic neuropathy. Diabetologia 2001;
44:1973–1988.

26. Keen H, Payan J, Allawi J. et al. Treatment of
diabetic neuropathy with gamma-linolenic acid.
Diabetes Care 1993;16:8–15.

27. Apfel SC, Schwartz S, Adornato BT et al. Efficacy
and safety of recombinant human nerve growth
factor in patients with diabetic polyneuropathy: A
randomized controlled trial. rhNGF Clinical
Investigator Group. JAMA 2000;284(17):2215–21.

28. Argoff C, Backonia MM, Belgrade MJ et al.
Consensus guidelines: Treatment planning and
options. Mayo Clin Proc. 2006;81:s12–s25.

29. Boulton AJM. Management of diabetic peripheral
neuropathy. Clin Diab. 2005;23(1):9–15.

30. Vinik A. Clinical review: Use of antiepileptic drugs
in the treatment of chronic painful diabetic neu-
ropathy. J Clin Endocrinol Metab
2005;90:4936–4945.

31. Morello CM, Leckband SG, Stoner CP et al.
Randomized double-blind study comparing the effi-
cacy of gabapentin with amitriptyline on diabetic
peripheral neuropathy pain. ArchIntern Med
1999;159:1931–1937.

32. Griesing T, Freeman R Rosenstock et al. Efficacy,
safety and tolerability og pregabalin treatment for
diabetic peripheral neuropathy: findings from 6
randomized controlled trials. Diabetologia 2005;48
(suppl 1):A351.

33. Grosskopf J, Mazzola J, Wan J et al. A randomized,
placebo controlled study of oxcarbazepine in painful dia-
betic neuropathy. Acta Neurol Scand 2006;114:177–180.

34. Kastrup J, Petersen P, Dejgaard et al. Treatment of
chronic diabetic neuropathy with intravenouis lido-
caine infusion. Br Med J 1986;292:173–174.

35. Dejgaard A, Petersen P, Kastrup J. Mexilitine for
treatment of chronic diabetic neuropathy. Lancet
1988;29:9–11.

36. Sindrup SH, Andersen G, Madsen C et al. Tramadol
relieves pain and allodynia in polyneuropathy: a
randomised double blind, controlled trial. Pain
1999;83:85–90.

37. Jensen PG, Larson R. Management of painful diabetic
neuropathy. Drugs and aging. 2001;18(10):737–749.

38. Vinik AI. Diabetic neuropathies. Med Clin N Am
2004;88:947–999.

39. Boulton AJM, Vinik AI, Arezo JC et al. Diabetic
neuropathies. Diabetes Care 2005;28(4):956–962.

40. Brownlee M. The pathobiology of diabetic complica-
tions – a unifying mechanism. Diabetes 2005;54:
1615–1625.

Ch22.qxd  11/7/07  10:38 PM  Page 247



23
Pregnancy – Pharmacological Problems
Elisabeth R. Mathiesen and Peter Damm

This chapter covers the use of insulin, insulin
analogues, and oral hypoglycemics, as well as other
drugs relevant for use before or during pregnancy
and lactation in women with diabetes.

Insulin Analogues

The most physiological way to correct hyperglycemia
apart from diet and exercise is insulin supplementa-
tion. Insulin molecules do due to their size generally
not cross the placental barrier, but a transfer of the
insulin–insulin antibody complex is possible [1].
Although transplacental crossing of the insulin
antibody complex has repeatedly been described, the
amount of insulin crossing this way is probably not of
clinical significance. There is no evidence of any
relationship between insulin antibodies in maternal
serum and fetal outcome [1]. Treatment with human
insulin has during the last 10 years been the golden
standard of insulin treatment during pregnancy.

The aim of insulin replacement is to mimic the
physiological pattern of insulin secretion.
Conventional insulin preparations have in this
respect some major pharmacodynamic pitfalls. The
action of rapidly acting preparations is slower and
of longer duration than the physiological meal
time-stimulated insulin secretion. Preparations for
basal use have peak action 5–8 h after a subcuta-
neous application. In addition, the absorption of
intermediate-acting insulin varies a lot.

In order to obtain a more useful pharmacodynamic
profile, insulin analogues have been developed [2].
All analogues show a more physiological
time–action profile with either a shorter onset and

shorter duration of action (insulin lispro and aspart)
or a more constant effect lasting up to 24 h (insulin
glargine and levemir). Currently, the rapid-acting
insulin analogues such as lispro, aspart, and
glulisin as well as the long-acting analogues
glargin and detemir are commercially available.

Lispro has been tested in a randomized study of
pregnant women (n = 33) with type 1 diabetes and
found comparable with human insulin [3]. Data of
more than 500 pregnancies with insulin lispro is
now published without any excess malformation or
other bad outcomes observed [4]. Initially case
reports suggested an accelerated progression of
retinopathy [5] but studies specifically designed to
investigate this issue did not find an accelerated
progression of diabetic retinopathy using insulin
lispro in pregnancy [6]. Insulin lispro does not
induce excess amount of insulin antibodies when
used in pregnancy, and lispro has not been
observed in the fetal circulation in women using
insulin lispro during pregnancy [7].

In a randomized, controlled, multicenter trial
treatment with insulin aspart and human insulin
were compared in 332 pregnant women with type 1
diabetes [8]. The incidence of severe hypoglycemia
tended to be lower in the insulin aspart group, espe-
cially at night, and pregnancy outcome was compa-
rable in the two groups with a trend toward less fetal
losses and preterm deliveries using insulin aspart.
Diabetic retinopathy was stable during pregnancy
using insulin aspart. Stimulation of insulin antibod-
ies in women using insulin aspart during pregnancy
did not occur, and insulin aspart was not observed
in the fetal circulation [9]. Data regarding Glulisin
in pregnancy are at present not available.

Ch23.qxd  11/7/07  10:38 PM  Page 249



In vitro studies have shown a correlation of
metabolic effects to insulin receptor affinity and
mitogenic effects with IGF-1 receptor affinity [10].
Both short-acting insulin analogues and insulin
detemir have a comparable affinity with these
receptors as human insulin [10].

The long-acting analogue glargine has a some-
what higher affinity to IGF 1 in the cell line tested
[10]. However, preclinical and clinical studies with
glargine did not show relevance of that in a clinical
setting. Until now, the limited existing reports of
the use of glargine during pregnancy have not
revealed any concerns [11]. A documentation of
maternal and perinatal outcome in a large sample
of pregnant women using insulin glargine is
awaited before a general recommendation for its
use in pregnancy can be given.

Insulin detemir has been on the market for a
short period, and no concerns are registered in the
few pregnancies using detemir observed. A large
randomized study investigating the efficacy and
safety of using insulin detemir are initiated in
spring 2007, and the data are expected to be avail-
able in 2010.

Based on this evidence, the use of short-acting
analogues in pregnancy is considered safe and
insulin aspart is labeled for use in pregnancy in
Europe and USA. However, a documentation of
outcome in a large sample of pregnant women
using the long-acting insulin analogues insulin
glargine or detemir in pregnancy is awaited before
a general recommendation for its use in pregnancy
can be given.

Oral Hypoglycemics

Sulfonylureas are the oldest and most widely used
oral hypoglycemic agents. Data on older prepara-
tions show transplacental crossing of these com-
pounds. Prolonged neonatal hypoglycemia was
more frequently described in infants exposed to
sulfonylureas during pregnancy [12].

A second generation of sulfonylureas has been
developed, and glibencamide (glyburide) has been
found not to cross the placenta in significant
amounts [13]. To date, no randomized study
addressing the use of oral hypoglycemic agents
during organogenesis has been performed, but the
use of glyburide in women with GDM has been

compared with insulin treatment [14]. The mean
blood glucose values obtained were comparable in
the glyburide and insulin group, and a similar low
incidence of macrosomia (7% vs. 4%) and poor
neonatal outcomes was registered. These results
are promising but the use of sulfonylureas is still
rare in USA and Europe.

Metformin does cross the placenta in significant
amounts [15]. Metformin is often used as adjuvant
treatment in polycystic ovary syndrome [16] and
might improve the pregnancy rate [17]. It has been
tested in diabetic pregnancy [18] but there are
reports from cohort studies of the serious adverse
effects of metformin in pregnancy. A significantly
higher incidence of preeclampsia was found in 50
women treated with metformin when compared
with 68 women treated with sulfonylurea and 42
women treated with insulin [19]. In the same study,
perinatal mortality was significantly higher in
those treated with metformin in the last trimester.
Until the results of large randomized trials using
metformin are present the use of metformin in
pregnancy cannot be recommended.

Regarding postnatal use, metformin seems to be
safe in lactating mothers since it appears in milk in
insignificant amounts and is not detectable in the
circulation of breastfed infants [20]. There are
virtually no data on the use of other classes of oral
hypoglycemic agents in pregnancy.

Antihypertensive Drugs

Angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitors (ACE-I)
and angiotensin II receptor blockers (AIIRB) are
both frequently used for treatment of hypertension
and microalbuminuria in young diabetic women.
For both drugs, teratogenicity and fetotoxicity have
been reported [21–23]. The relative risk of congen-
ital malformations in offspring of 209 women tak-
ing ACE-I during organogenesis was 2.7 times
compared with those not taking antihypertensive
drugs [23]. The relative risk of malformations in
202 women taking other types of antihypertensive
was 0.66. The most common malformations were
in the cardiovascular or central nervous system
[23]. In addition to congenital malformations, fetal
and neonatal renal failure and oligohydramnios
have been observed [21,22]. A change from ACE-I
or AIIRB to other types of antihypertensive prior to
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a planned pregnancy is therefore recommended.
However, in women suffering from diabetic
nephropathy, an individual judgment must be
offered. A weighing of the benefit of using drugs to
inhibit the renin angiotensin system while waiting
to become pregnant and then stopping this treat-
ment as soon the pregnancy is diagnosed [24] or to
have a period without inhibition of the renin
angiotensin system might lead to the progression
of the disease prior to pregnancy. This period may
be of long duration if the women do not easily
become pregnant.

Beneficial effect of treating women with type 1
diabetes and established microalbuminuria with
methyldopa with addition of other antihypertensive
drugs if blood pressure or urinary albumin excretion
increase during pregnancy has been suggested [25].
Using this strategy, a reduction of preterm delivery
before week 34 has been demonstrated [25]. In the
same way, women with diabetic nephropathy prob-
ably benefit from early and aggressive antihyper-
tensive treatment in pregnancy.

Antihypertensive drugs such as methyldopa, the
alfa-betablocker labetalol, and nifedipine are
widely used and regarded safe to use in pregnancy
and during lactation [26], and other types of calci-
umblockers such as diltiazem have also been used
in pregnant women with proteinuria [27].

Regarding postnatal use, ACE-I captopril and
enelapril are regarded compatible with breast feed-
ing since the amount occurring in the milk is
0.002% [28] of the maternal dose for captopril and
0.01% for enalapril [29]. No information regarding
AIIRB occurring in breast milk is available at pres-
ent. Thus, so far, the use of AIIRB cannot be rec-
ommended for use during lactation.

Statins

Cholesterol-lowering drugs known as statins
modulate the lipid synthesis and are regarded
contraindicated during pregnancy [30].

Aspirin

Aspirin are widely used in patients with diabetes to
reduce the incidence of cardiovascular events. In
addition, aspirin from gestational week 12 might

reduce the prevalence of preeclampsia in high-risk
women [31]. Whether aspirin is associated with a
slightly increased risk of malformations is a matter of
debate [32]. Use of aspirin during organogenesis is
therefore not routine and should be based on an indi-
vidual risk/benefit assessment, but after gestational
week 12 it might be useful in high-risk pregnancy.

Steroids and Other Drugs Used 
in Women with Imminent 
Preterm Labor

Corticosteroids for lung maturation, if preterm
delivery before week 34 is threatening, are widely
used. Steroids lead to severe insulin resistance and
often result in increased blood glucose values from
4 h after the first injection and up to 5 days later. If
insulin dose is not adjusted accordingly, diabetic
ketoacidosis might evolve. The need for increase in
insulin dose is very individual but on average 50%.
An early rise in insulin dose at initiation of the
steroid treatment, prior to the first elevated blood
glucose, is of uppermost importance in keeping the
blood glucose values near normal, and an algo-
rithm has been described [33].

Betasymptomemitics used as tocolytic agents to
inhibit contractions result in severe insulin resist-
ance with a very high risk of ketoacidosis. A need
of intravenous infusion of more than 10 IU per h of
fast-acting insulin during treatment with betasymp-
tomemitica has been reported The oxytosin
inhibitor atosiban does not seem to have a signifi-
cant influence on the glucose metabolism [34]. We
therefore recommend that atosiban is used as the
primary tocolytic agent in women with diabetes
and that betasymptomemetics are used only with
extreme caution.

Folic Acid Supplementation

The general risks of congenital malformations
are 2–4 times higher in women with diabetes, and
the risk of having a fetus with an open neural tube
defect is 2.5 times higher [35]. Folic acid supple-
mentation induces diminished diabetes-induced
dysmorphogenesis in rat embryos [36]. Pre-pregnancy
supplementation of folic acid extended through the
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first 12 weeks of pregnancy in diabetic women is
therefore extra important as it is in women suffer-
ing from epilepsy. At present, there is no consensus
whether a daily dose of 400 µg or 5 mg should be
recommended to women with diabetes.

Contraception in Diabetic Women

Pregnancy in women with diabetes mellitus is
associated with an increased risk for the mother
and her infant. It is well described that pregnancy
in women with type 1 diabetes is associated with
significantly increased risks for preterm delivery,
preeclampsia, polyhydramnios, operative delivery,
major congenital malformations, birth trauma, and
various neonatal complications. Planned pregnancy
is therefore mandatory in women with diabetes,
and their need for contraception is essential.
Basically, the same methods can be used as in
women without diabetes, but a number of specific
conditions have to be considered in the guidance of
women with diabetes. Unfortunately, the field is
limited in studies in certain areas, especially
considering contraception for women with type 1
diabetes and late diabetic complications and
women with type 2 diabetes. These women also
have the greatest risk for complications due to an
unplanned pregnancy. Thus, in the real clinical
world, the choice of contraceptive method often
will be a kind of compromise balancing the pros
and cons for the different available methods.

Thus, contraceptive counseling should be an
integrated part of the preconceptional care for all
women with diabetes and is described in detail in
two recent reviews [37,38]. In essence, barrier
methods are well suited for the well-motivated
couple, but when an increased risk of user’s failure
can be predicted, intrauterine devices or combined
oral contraceptives may be the only acceptable
reversible alternative. Intrauterine devices are very
efficient and without metabolic side effects and can
be used on the same indications and with the same
reservations as in nondiabetic women. Intrauterine
devices are therefore well suited for women with
diabetes, especially parous women.

Combined oral contraceptives are widely used in
the general population and short-term studies support
low dose combined oral contraceptives prescription
in type 1 diabetic women. These studies indicate that
the changes in insulin sensitivity, glucose tolerance,

lipid metabolism, and the coagulation/thrombotic
system are very similar to the findings in healthy
women and do not appear to be of clinical signifi-
cance [37]. Whether prescription of combined oral
contraceptives influence the risk of microvascular
complications is only sparsely investigated [38].

Due to a possible increased risk of vascular
disease, combined oral contraceptives should be
restricted to women below 35 years without evi-
dence of vascular complications who have no other
risk factors. Progestin-only pills can in most cases
be used as in women without diabetes and will
therefore often be a good choice for women with
contraindications for combined oral contraceptives.

Theoretically, there is no difference in the meth-
ods available to diabetic and nondiabetic women,
but the state of disease alters the risk–benefit ratio
that is normally taken into consideration when con-
traceptive advice is given [37–39]. It is therefore
important that the woman/couple have a thorough
discussion with their physician about the pros and
cons of the different methods, as individual consid-
erations should be balanced with the general
recommendations in each particular case.
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24
Pharmacotherapy of Diabetic Retinopathy
Toke Bek

Keywords: Ocular pharmacotherapy, aldose
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inhibitors, ACE inhibitors, somatostatin analogues,
intravitreal steroids.

Introduction

Retinal photocoagulation is the current standard for
the treatment of diabetic retinopathy. The treatment
destroys the diseased retina in the extrafoveal areas
with the purpose of preventing the disease from
reaching the visual axis and reduce central vision.
However, the destruction of the retina in extrafoveal
areas imposes adverse effects such as blurring of
vision, constriction of the visual field, and impaired
dark adaptation. Consequently, during the past years,
considerable efforts have been invested in developing
treatment modalities with less or no adverse effects
based on pharmacological intervention.

Generally, pharmacological treatment of diseases
in the eye is limited by special pharmacokinetic prop-
erties inherent in the anatomy of the eye. Diseases in
the anterior segment of the eye are predominantly
treated by local application of the active compound
in the conjunctiva. These drugs will diffuse into the
eye to affect the vitreous body and the retina, but for
practical purposes this mode of administration is less
suitable for diseases in the posterior segment of the
eye. The vitreous body is avascular, which implies
that the treatment of diseases in and around this
structure depends on intravitreal injection of the
active compound. On the contrary, the retina is richly
vascularized, but the access to this structure of drugs
administered through the systemic circulation is

limited by a tight barrier system. In cases where the
drug cannot pass this barrier system or when
the active compound undergoes degradation in the
systemic circulation, it is possible to obtain a phar-
macological effect from the anterior aspect of the
retina by diffusion from the vitreous body after
intravitreal injection of the compound. Therefore,
the preferred route of administration for drugs to
treat diabetic retinopathy will depend on the
bioavailability of the drug and its profile of
systemic adverse effects.

Basic Pathophysiology

Pharmacological intervention on diabetic
retinopathy is aimed at blocking specific stages of
the disease development. These stages can be
appropriately described on the basis of a modifi-
cation of Michaelson’s hypothesis [1] for the
pathophysiology of diabetic retinopathy (Fig. 1).
According to this working hypothesis, the meta-
bolic dysregulation in diabetic retinopathy
induces disturbances in retinal perfusion. These
disturbances result in ischemia in the retinal
periphery and hyperperfusion in the central retina.
The peripheral ischemia will initiate the release of
growth factors that diffuse to the nearest venule
with an angiogenic potential. This initiates the
proliferation of new vessels that will later result in
vitreous hemorrhage or retinal detachment. The
central hyperperfusion leads to retinal edema with a
direct destructive effect on the retinal neurons and
a consequent loss of central vision. In this chapter,
this hypothesis will be used as frame of reference
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to structure the account of finished and ongoing
trials of pharmacological intervention to treat dia-
betic retinopathy.

Therapeutic Approaches

Intervention on Metabolic Dysregulation

A number of hypotheses have been proposed to
explain how metabolic dysregulation in diabetic
patients may lead to the development of diabetic
retinopathy. Several of these hypotheses have been
tested in pharmacological intervention studies.

Aldose Reductase Inhibition

It has been suggested that the key element in the
development of diabetic retinopathy is metabolism of
glucose by other pathways than the normal route
through glycolysis. This might include an involve-
ment of aldose reductase with a consequent accumu-
lation of sorbitol to be deposited in the intercellular
matrix of the tissues. The significance of this pathway
is supported by the fact that activation of aldose
reductase in experimental animals fed on a diet

enriched with galactose leads to retinal changes that
resemble the changes observed in clinical diabetic
retinopathy. Additionally, the aldose reductase
enzyme is present in high concentrations in the reti-
nal vascular pericytes, which are one of the first cell
types lost in diabetic retinopathy. A number of studies
on animal models and smaller clinical intervention
studies have supported the assumption that the aldose
reductase inhibitor sorbinil was able to halt the
development of diabetic retinopathy. On the basis of
this preliminary data, a larger prospective random-
ized study was carried out, but this study was unable
to show an effect of 2 years treatment with this drug
[2]. Therefore, the interest for further investigation of
this treatment modality has tapered considerably.

Protein Kinase C Inhibitors

A number of intracellular messenger molecules,
including protein kinase C (PKC), are involved in the
general cellular metabolism. PKC constitutes a group
of enzymes with a number of subtypes, including
PKCβ1 and PKCβ2 that are specific for Langerhans’
cells in the pancreas and cells in the nervous system
including the retina. PKCβ is activated by hyper-
glycemia with a consequent destructive effect on the
retinal blood vessels [3]. This activation involves
several pathways, including the binding of diacyl
glycerol, activation of intracellular calcium, excessive
production of superoxide, and production of advanced
glycosylated end products. The resulting increase in
the activity of PKCβ leads to changes in muscle
contractility, thickening of the vascular basement
membranes, and retinal neovascularization [4]. Since
these changes are also central pathophysiological
manifestations of diabetic retinopathy, the increased
activity of PKCβ secondary to hyperglycemia has
been linked to the development of diabetic retinopathy.

Ruboxistaurin (LY333531) mesylate is a syn-
thetic compound with a specific inhibitory effect on
the PKCβ isoforms 1 and 2 in the pancreas and the
retina. In animal studies, the compound has been
shown to have a stabilizing effect on retinal perfu-
sion, to reduce the permeability of retinal vessels,
and to block the neovascular response in retinal
vessels during retinal ischemia [5]. Ruboxistaurin is
a pro-drug which is administered as tablets and
is metabolized to the active compound in the liver.
The compound has not been shown to have any
appreciable adverse effects, but simultaneous use of
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FIG. 1. A modified scheme of Michaelson’s hypothesis
for the development of vision loss secondary to diabetic
retinopathy.
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the antifungal compound ketokonazol is contraindi-
cated since this compound inhibits the formation of
the active metabolite with a consequent systemic
accumulation of ruboxistaurin.

At present three larger prospective randomized
clinical trials of the effect of ruboxistaurin on diabetic
retinopathy have been carried out. The first study,
PKC-DMES (PKC-Diabetic Macular Edema Study),
carried out on patients with mild to moderate diabetic
retinopathy with diabetic macular edema showed no
significant effect of the drug on visual acuity or on
progression of the macular edema over 21⁄2 years
[6]. A subsequent study, PKC-DRS (PKC-Diabetic
Retinopathy Study), performed on patients with mod-
erately severe and very severe retinopathy showed a
similar negative effect on the development of diabetic
maculopathy and treatment requiring changes over a
period of 3 years, but the study showed a significant
delay in the development of visual loss [7]. In these
studies, the effects of different arms administering
respectively 4, 8, 16, and 32 mg per day indicated a
dose-dependent effect, and suggested the initiation of
a larger study using the highest of the tested doses.
Consequently, in a third study, PKC-DRS2 patients
were randomized to 32 mg Ruboxistaurin orally once
daily for 36 months. This study showed significantly
fewer cases developing visual loss in the treatment
group (5.5%) as compared with the placebo group
(9.1%), and the difference was significant after 12
months. In addition to this, significantly fewer
patients in the treatment group than in the placebo
group experienced that the macular edema
approached the fovea or developed into laser
requiring retinopathy [8]. These findings have
prompted the initiation of other intervention
studies focusing on the effect of ruboxistaurin on
diabetic retinal edema. The results of these studies
are awaited with interest, and altogether there is
promising evidence that ruboxistaurin may
become a central drug for the treatment of diabetic
retinopathy in the future.

Perfusion Disturbances

ACE Inhibitors

Several studies have demonstrated a relation
between increased blood pressure and the develop-
ment of diabetic retinopathy [9,10]. This relation is
assumed to be a consequence of impaired autoreg-

ulation of the retinal blood vessels so that increases
in the systemic blood pressure are transmitted to
the capillary network to exert damage there.
Conversely, a reduction of the blood pressure will
reduce the hydrostatic pressure in the capillaries
and prevent the development of retinopathy
lesions. Evidence suggests that especially the use
of ACE inhibitors has a positive effect on the bar-
rier function in the retinal capillaries and reduces
diabetic retinopathy in a more pronounced manner
than can be explained from the blood pressure low-
ering effect alone [11]. The background for this
additional effect of ACE inhibitors is at present
unknown, but may be linked to an observed activity
of the renin–angiotensin system in the retina.

Peripheral Ischemia and Central
Hyperperfusion

Inhibitors of the Thrombocyte Aggregation

One of the hypotheses for the development of
vascular occlusion that precedes proliferative
diabetic retinopathy is that disturbances in the
thrombocyte aggregation lead to leukostasis and for-
mation of microthrombosis in the retinal capillaries.
Consequently, attention has been focused at treating
diabetic retinopathy with inhibitors of thrombocyte
aggregation. However, a prospective study has
shown that acetyl salicylic acid does not reduce the
development of diabetic retinopathy. Additionally,
this treatment does not increase the risk of develop-
ing complications such as vitreous hemorrhage. This
is important evidence since inhibitors of thrombo-
cyte aggregation are often used to reduce the risk of
the development of the macrovascular complications
of the disease [12].

Angiogenesis and the Formation 
of Central Edema

Somatostatin Analogues

More than 50 years ago, a patient was observed
with severe proliferative diabetic retinopathy that
regressed totally after infarction of the hypophysis
while giving birth [13]. This stimulated the hypoth-
esis that there might be a relation between the
hormone production in the pituitary gland notably
growth hormone, and the development of diabetic
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retinopathy. The hypothesis was tested in clinical
trials using hypophysectomy to treat diabetic
retinopathy, but the trials were discontinued
because of the severe systemic adverse effects.
Subsequently, the working hypothesis has been
tested by pharmacological inhibition of the effect of
growth hormone. In the retina, this effect is medi-
ated through growth factors such as IGF-I, which
has been shown to be present in increased concen-
trations in the retina and the vitreous body of dia-
betic patients. Consequently, clinical trials have
been carried out with the aim of elucidating the sig-
nificance of both growth hormone and various
growth factors for the development of diabetic
retinopathy.

The most prominent clinical trials have tested
the growth hormone inhibitor octreotide, which is a
ligand to the somatostatin receptor. As a precondi-
tion for its use in clinical practise, this synthetic
compound has been designed to have a half-life
that is much longer than that of native somato-
statin. Octreotide has the significant disadvantage
of requiring intramuscular administration.
Additionally, many patients experience gastroin-
testinal adverse effects such as diarrhea, and the
treatment needs to be administered under surveil-
lance of endocrinological expertise since the
insulin requirement may change. Octreotide
inhibits the proliferation of vascular endothelial
cells stimulated by the growth factors VEGF, IGF,
and bFGF during hypoxia in vitro [14]. In smaller
intervention series in the earlier stages of diabetic
retinopathy, no effect of the drug has been found on
the development of diabetic retinopathy, whereas
other clinical observations indicate that treatment
with octreotide to patients with advanced diabetic
retinopathy may reduce the development of dia-
betic retinopathy, the number of late complications,
and may improve visual acuity [15,16]. In a recent
unpublished prospective randomized intervention
study on patients with moderate to advanced non-
proliferative diabetic retinopathy, the effect of the
drug was not found to be sufficiently convincing to
justify further development at the moment.

Angiostatins

VEGF is a growth factor that increases the perme-
ability of retinal vessels and stimulates the prolif-
eration of vascular endothelial cells in proliferative
diabetic retinopathy. VEGF is synthesized as

several isoforms with different molecular lengths.
This synthesis is stimulated by IGF-I [17] and by
retinal ischemia, and the intraocular concentration
of VEGF has been found to be increased in prolif-
erative diabetic retinopathy.

During the recent years, several new compounds
have been developed that inhibit the effect of
VEGF in the eye. The compound pegaptanib
(Macugen) is a nucleotide (aptamer) that binds
specifically to the VEGF-165 isoform, whereas
ranibizumab (Lucentis) consists of FAB fragments
of immunoglobulin molecules with binding affinity
against all VEGF isotypes. Additionally, the VEGF
inhibitor bevacizumab (Avastin) registered for the
treatment of gastrointestinal cancers has been used
casuistically. The ocular use of these VEGF
inhibitors has been initiated for the treatment of
subretinal neovascularizations in exudative age-
related macular degeneration, but clinical studies in
both diabetic maculopathy and proliferative dia-
betic retinopathy are ongoing [18–20].

VEGF inhibitors are easily degraded in the sys-
temic circulation. Consequently, direct injection of
the compound into the vitreous body is required in
order to achieve an effect on the retina. The pharma-
cokinetic properties of currently available VEGF
inhibitors necessitate repetition of the treatment with
4–6-week intervals, but work is ongoing to achieve
longer administration intervals or to develop alterna-
tive routes of administration in order to increase the
interval between individual treatments. Intravitreal
injections are accompanied with risks of provoking
an acute increase in the intraocular pressure, risks of
intraocular infection, and in the long run an
increased risk of developing cataract. However,
cataract operation is performed in advance in most
type 2 diabetic patients since this condition is age
related and is accelerated in patients with diabetes
mellitus. Therefore, in spite of its novelty and poten-
tial complications, intravitreal injection of VEGF
inhibitors appears to have a promising potential for
the treatment of diabetic retinopathy in the future.

Intravitreal Steroids

Intravitreously administered steroids have been
used for decades for treating intraocular inflamma-
tion and retinal edema. However, during the recent
years, increased attention has also been focused on
the potential of this treatment to reduce diabetic
macular edema. The effect is assumed to be due to
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a direct or an indirect restoration of the blood retina
barrier to reduce the increased permeability
observed in the retinal capillaries in diabetic
retinopathy. The positive effect of the treatment
requires that the drug is applied locally to allow it
to diffuse to the retina in a high concentration, an
effect that can be achieved both by intravitreal and
peribulbar injection. Several steroid drugs have
been used [21]. The initial treatments were carried
out using dexamethason, but during the recent
years intravitreal injection of triamcinolone has
received increased focus. The positive effect of the
treatment has been shown in a number of case
series, but the effect has also been documented in
prospective randomized studies with a follow-up
time of up to 1 year. Administration of 4 mg triamci-
nolone is effective in reducing the diabetic macular
edema for approximately 6 months, but thereafter the
macular edema often recurs. A major drawback of
the treatment is that the effect is reduced when the
injections are repeated. Since the treatment is not cur-
ative and the adverse effects accumulate for each
treatment session, the treatment should be restricted
to transient edema or be used as a supplement to
other treatment modalities. Thus, it has been sug-
gested to restrict the use intravitreal injection of
steroids to cases of diffuse diabetic macular edema
that respond poorly to retinal laser photocoagulation.

Summary

A number of new pharmacological treatment
options for diabetic retinopathy are presently under
investigation to replace the currently used retinal
photocoagulation. These new treatments differ
from the existing by interfering with specific and
well-described steps in the pathophysiology of the
disease. The major challenge for the future is to
improve visual prognosis by achieving at least the
same positive effect as can be achieved with retinal
photocoagulation, but at the same time avoid the
adverse effects of this treatment. These goals may
potentially be reached with new treatment modali-
ties based on peroral intake of drugs with no sys-
temic adverse effects. The drugs that depend on,
for example, intravitreous injection should have
additional effects that balance the risks of this invasive
route of administration. The treatment of diabetic
retinopathy is a dynamic field undergoing immense
development. The current evidence points at

several promising pharmacological treatments
for future improvement of the visual prognosis for
patients with diabetic retinopathy.
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25
Pharmacotherapy in Diabetic 
Sexual Dysfunction
Niels Ejskjaer

Introduction

Since the dawn of times the sexual act has been
paramount to mankind. First of all, obviously to
secure the propagation of generations and secondly
as a remedy for physical and psychological well-
being. Everybody, women and men, have the right
to a well-functioning sexual life according to a
WHO (World Health Organisation) resolution from
1995. However, quite naturally, expectations vary
from one person to the next and throughout the
course of a lifetime. The feeling of sexual inade-
quacy may be a reason for problems individually
and in relationships. As many as 10–15% of all
patients attending general practice suffer sexual
dysfunction to such a degree that qualified advice
and treatment are needed. It is often very difficult
for patients to “bring up the topic”, and perhaps
more worryingly, equally so for the clinician.
Therefore, many suffer in silence and remain
untreated resulting in reduced quality of life and
negative impact on relationships.

People with diabetes, type 1 and 2, are at higher
risk than others of developing sexual problems.
This is true for both women and men. Not many
decades ago it was generally assumed that erectile
dysfunction in men was of a psychogenic nature in
perhaps 90% of all cases and organic in 10%. After
the appearance of efficient pharmacotherapy for
this condition it has become obvious that quite the
opposite is true. There is no efficient pharma-
cotherapy available for women with diabetes and it
is generally acknowledged that about 90% of all
cases are of a psychogenic nature. This statement
may be challenged over the coming years.

A number of studies report prevalence figures of
erectile dysfunction of 50% or more in type 2 diabetic
men above 50 years of age. Probably comparable
figures may be true for women with diabetes.
Diabetes, type 1 and 2, remains the most common
cause of sexual dysfunction and it is generally
acknowledged that these problems are two or three
times as common as in the background population.

Sexual problems among diabetic patients are
considerably better described for men than women.
Over the last 35 years hundreds of publications on
male sexual problems have become available,
whereas relatively few studies have been published
on female sexual dysfunction. Much along the
same line most therapeutic possibilities have been
directed towards diabetic men with erectile dys-
function, whereas only very few or practically no
therapies have been developed for diabetic women
with sexual problems. Over the last years more
focus has been placed on female sexual problems
and research efforts in developing efficient drugs
have been intensified, undoubtedly driven by
considerable commercial interests, but also as
recognition of the importance of a well-functioning
sexual life in both men and women with diabetes.

Background

Public interest in male erectile dysfunction was
briskly awakened in 1998 with the media coverage
of the release of sildenafil citrate (Viagra) for the
treatment of male erectile dysfunction. Following
the development of sildenafil citrate two drugs
with the same therapeutic indication were developed,
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tadalafil (Cialis) and vardenafil (Levitra). Thus
there are currently three drugs on the market for the
treatment of male erectile dysfunction. All in all it
has been a positive effect that more interest is
directed towards this often forgotten, but very
common late complication of diabetes, and more
men are now aware of their condition and seek
treatment. All this attention to male problems has
resulted in increased awareness to female prob-
lems. Physiology in men and women is very
similar and so are anatomic structures, although
different in proportions. This has led to the
assumption that the above-mentioned drugs might
be efficient in women also. Sildenafil and tadalafil
have been shown to increase genital blood flow,
lubrication and sensitivity in diabetic women. On
the other hand libido, mental arousal and sexual
satisfaction are unchanged and further develop-
ment for female use is not ongoing. However, it is
likely that particularly diabetic women with
considerable microangiopathy and neuropathy may
benefit. Some case reports support this view.
Currently there is no efficient pharmacotherapy
available for diabetic women with sexual problems.

As mentioned physiology and anatomy may be
similar in men and women, whereas pathophysiology
and mechanisms necessary for achieving sexual
satisfaction are not.

Diabetes may result in a number of sexual problems
in men: reduced libido, premature ejaculation and
erectile dysfunction. Diabetes may result in a
number of sexual problems in women: reduced or
absent libido, problems with arousal, absence of
orgasms and genital pain. Generally, diabetic
sexual problems in women are of a more complex
and multifactorial nature than that of men and is
not well described and understood.

Definitions and Physiology

Erectile dysfunction in men is defined as the inabil-
ity over a minimum of 3 months to achieve and
maintain an erection sufficient for sexual inter-
course. The mechanism resulting in an erection is
complex and depends on a number of factors. By
sexual stimulation (smells, sounds, visual inputs,
tactile sensations or sexual thoughts) the brain gen-
erates signals, primarily from the hypothalamus via
the medulla and nerve tracts to the penis resulting in

increased blood flow and relaxation of smooth muscle
cells in the penis. The latter obstructs venous return
of blood resulting in the erection. The most important
signal molecule is nitrogen oxide (NO), which is
released from nerve endings in the penis and
endothelial cells in the cavernous tissue. The erection
mechanism is thus dependent upon a well-functioning
blood flow and nervous system.

Female sexual dysfunction is defined as “a sexual
problem”, where the woman is bothered by her
condition. This diagnose differs much from the
above, which is very clear and objective, whereas
this is subjective and may vary greatly from one
woman to the other. It is a composite definition
consisting of problems regarding libido, sexual
aversion, arousal, orgasm and pain. Anyone of these
may lead to the diagnosis of female sexual dysfunc-
tion. Equally to men, women depend on vasculature
and nervous tissue for physiological function.

Pathogenesis

The debut of sexual dysfunction in diabetes
occurs after many years of diabetes. This is high-
lighted by the striking finding that erectile
dysfunction may lead to the diagnosis of type 2
diabetes. Autonomic neuropathy and microan-
giopathy are both important, but their relative
relationship is not known. Metabolic factors such
as glycaemic control and lipid metabolism
contribute as well as cardiovascular disease,
hypertension and obesity. A common denomina-
tor is endothelial dysfunction, which is a common
condition in diabetes and forms the basis for
pharmacological treatment. Prophylactic and ther-
apeutic pharmacotherapy is mandatory for most
diabetics, but unfortunately sometimes may pro-
voke sexual dysfunction, perhaps particularly so
in predisposed individuals. It is obvious that
organically based sexual dysfunction may result
in psychogenic disturbances further complicating
the condition. Purely psychogenic cases tend to
evolve and resolve promptly, whereas organic
conditions are of more slow onset and remains a
chronic condition. A number of other causes
could be mentioned. Low testosterone levels in
men, oestrogen deficiency in women, stress,
alcohol and drug abuse, surgery, endocrine and
systemic diseases and cancer are among these.
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Epidemiology and Examination

Sexual dysfunction increases in the background
population with increasing age. Studies have
shown that in men below 40 years of age the preva-
lence is 1–9%, in 40–59 year olds 20–30% and for
the 60–69 year olds 40–50% with a steep increase
in the above 70-year olds up to 75%. A number of
studies have shown that diabetes significantly
increases the risk of sexual dysfunction and gener-
ally any person with diabetes has a risk of 35–75%
of developing sexual dysfunction. This condition
arises earlier in the diabetic person than in the non-
diabetic and is most often promoted by the co-existence
of late complications of diabetes. There is a very
close association to cardiovascular disease and type
2 diabetic patients are therefore at high risk. Sexual
problems may even lead to the diagnosis of cardio-
vascular disease and type 2 diabetes. The above is
probably true for women with diabetes as also. In a
Swedish survey 47% of women between 18 and 74
years of age had one or several sexual problems
and between 60% and 80% were not satisfied with
their sex life. There is not much evidence on the
impact of diabetes on female sexual function, but
it is safe to say that women with diabetes more
commonly suffer sexual problems than women
without diabetes.

It is important to exclude other reasons for sex-
ual dysfunction than diabetes. Taking a thorough
patient history is most important and it is always
helpful to include the partner. Addressing sexual
issues specifically helps identifying the nature of
the problem and thereby aids one in performing a
full clinical examination. A full assessment of late
complications is a natural part, as is a neurological
examination. Pelvic and genital examinations
should always be performed. Other endocrine dis-
eases, anaemia and organ-specific conditions can
be excluded by a full biochemical screening.

Therapeutic Approaches 
and Pharmacotherapy

Treatment of diabetic sexual problems is to a large
extent the same for women and men and for most
clinicians follow a logics strategy. Applying
lifestyle measures (physical activity, weight loss,

diet, reducing alcohol consumption and cessation
of tobacco smoking) in parallel to optimising gly-
caemic control, cholesterol levels and lipid profiles
is often the first step. Possible side effects of often
extensive medication of a number of diabetes-
related conditions are evaluated and suspected
drugs should be exchanged for others or stopped if
possible. Antihypertensive drugs are believed to be
particularly harmful. These measures are often not
sufficient and pharmacotherapy is introduced. A
vacuum apparatus is used by a few couples. It
evokes erection during vacuum applied to the penis
and a rubber ring is put on the root of the penis to
maintain the erection. It may be used by men where
all other treatment has failed and surgery is not
indicated. Only rarely is surgical correction of
anatomical abnormalities indicated, but conditions
in men such as penile deviation, Peyronie’s disease
and venous leakage may need intervention.
Surgery in women is not indicated apart perhaps
from correction of post-surgical conditions.
Implantation of penile prostheses is a highly spe-
cialised procedure and should only be used as an
ultimatively last resort, when the patient suffers
irrevocable damage to vasculature and nervous tis-
sue and when other treatments have been without
success. Any surgical treatment in diabetic patients
bear an increased risk of infection, which always
must be taken into consideration. Psychosocial
therapy is sometimes needed and it is helpful to
include the partner.

For thousands of years pharmacotherapy has
been the mainstay in treating sexual problems in
men with little or no attention pointed towards the
problems of women. Ironically enough, the first
efficient tablet treatment was developed only some
years ago in 1998.

Topical treatment applied as an injection into
the penis of vasoactive substances, such as
prostaglandin E (alprostadil) has been available
for years and is still used by a few patients. It was
only a few years ago the only very efficient treat-
ment. The injection results in an erection inde-
pendent of sexual stimulation and libido. The
treatment is efficient in up to 70% of patients and
can be applied as a test of ability, psychogenic fac-
tors not influencing the outcome. Pain as a result
of the injection is common, priapismus (prolonged
erection) occurs, fibrous degeneration at injection
sites may develop after repetitive injections.
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However efficient the treatment is, patients find it
difficult to accept due to the form of administra-
tion. If oral treatment fails this may be a possibility
to some patients. Prostaglandin E (alprostadil )
may also be administered by application in the
urethra of men in the form of a pellet that resolves
and the active compound diffuses to the caver-
nosae. This treatment is less efficient and side
effects are dominated by pain in the urethra.

Apomorphine is administered sublingually and
affects cerebral dopaminerge areas. This aids
sexual stimulation and erection. Side effects
comprise nausea, yawning and tiredness. The prod-
uct has not found extensive use and efficiency
parameters are a matter of discussion. Yohimbin is
taken over 2–3 months and effect evolves after 2–3
weeks of treatment. This drug is a vasodilator with
general effects and drops in blood pressure is the
predominant side effect. These two drugs are not
widely used after the appearance of efficient oral
treatment with little or no side effects.

Sildenafil (Viagra), Tadalafil (Cialis) and
Vardenafil (Levitra) have revolutionised treatment of
male erectile dysfunction and failed to do so in
female sexual dysfunction, where it is only extremely
rarely efficient. The drug is efficient in about 50% of
treated diabetic men. The mode of action is near the
physiological, as effect depends on libido and some
erectile function, which is supported by diminishing
degradation of nitrogen oxide (NO). Side effects are
scarce in most patients and varies between the differ-
ent tablets (headache, flushing, dyspepsia, muscle
pain). There is a clear contraindication for adminis-
tering this drug to patients taking nitrates to control
angina pectoris. This may lead to life threatening
drops in blood pressure. The most substantial differ-
ence in mode of action is Tadalafil (Cialis), which is
active for about 24 hours, whereas the others duration
of action is about 5–6 hours. All three set on 25–45
min after ingestion, good clinical practice recom-
mends minimal dosing to achieve treatment goals
and thereby also minimizing side effects. Side effects
are all self-limiting, but common, and varies from
one drug to the next.

Efficient drugs as the above are not available
for diabetic women with sexual problems.
However, there are a number of symptom alleviating
drugs, which may be useful in some cases. In
postmenopausal women topical or systemic
administration of oestrogen may resolve lubrica-

tion problems and in some cases have a positive
effect on libido. Long-term side effects on cardio-
vasculature and cancer must be considered.
Testosterone (DHEA) is being administered in
some countries to treat women with reduced
libido and a testosterone-gel has been approved in
Europe for treatment of women prematurely post-
menopausal due to surgical removal of their
ovaries. The drug has not been studied in women
with diabetes, but has been investigated in
premenopausal women with normal levels of
oestrogen, where testosterone is administered
until high in the reference interval for free testosterone.
About 60% of women experience increased libido.
There are a number of possible side effects not
tolerable to women. The development of efficient
pharmacological treatment for sexual problems in
diabetic women is still pending.

Summary and Perspectives

Everybody has the right to a well-functioning
sexual life according to the WHO (World Health
Organisation, 1995), but unfortunately treatment
options are limited, in spite of the introduction of
efficient oral treatment for erectile dysfunction.
Efficient treatment for women with diabetes does
not exist and only inefficient symptom-relieving
treatment can be offered the unfortunate.

Diabetes is rapidly increasing in prevalence,
especially type 2 diabetes, and great efforts are
needed to prevent the development of late compli-
cations including sexual dysfunction. Sexual dys-
function severely impacts quality of life in the
affected, who are becoming younger and younger
as the average age at time of diagnosis of type 2
diabetes is steadily lowered. This problem now
affects a number of people in their fertile years,
which certainly underlines the graveness and
magnitude of this issue.

References

Fisher WA, Rosen RC, Eardley I, Niederberger C, Nadel
A, Kaufman J, Sand M. The Multinational Men’s
Attitudes to Life Events and Sexuality (MALES)
Study Phase II: understanding PDE5 inhibitor
treatment seeking patterns, among men with erectile
dysfunction. J Sex Med. 2004;1(2):150–160.

264 Niels Ejskjaer

Ch25.qxd  11/7/07  10:39 PM  Page 264



Kostis JB, Jackson G, Rosen R, Barrett-Connor E,
Billups K, Burnett AL, Carson C 3rd, Cheitlin M,
Debusk R, Fonseca V, Ganz P, Goldstein I, Guay A,
Hatzichristou D, Hollander JE, Hutter A, Katz S,
Kloner RA, Mittleman M, Montorsi F, Montorsi P,
Nehra A, Sadovsky R, Shabsigh R. Sexual dysfunc-
tion and cardiac risk (the Second Princeton Consensus
Conference). Am J Cardiol. 2005;96(12B):85M–93M.

McMahon CG, Abdo C, Incrocci L, Perelman M,
Rowland D, Waldinger M, Xin ZC. Disorders of
orgasm and ejaculation in men. J Sex Med.
2004;1(1):58–65.

Boulton AJ, Selam JL, Sweeney M, Ziegler D. Sildenafil
Citrate for the treatment of erectile dysfunction in men
with Type II diabetes mellitus. Diabetologia
2001;44(10):1296–1301.

Masters WH, and Johnson VE. Human sexual response.
Boston, MA: Little; Brown; 1966.

Kaplan HS. The new sex therapy. New York: Brunner
Mazel; 1974.

Goldstein I, Giraldi A, Kodigliu A, van Lunsen RH,
Marson L, Nappi RE. Pfaus J, Salonia A, Traish A,
Vardi Y. Physiology of female sexual function and
pathophysiology of female sexual dysfunction. Lue T
F, Basson R, Rosen R, Giuliano F, Khoury S, and
Montorsi F. Sexual Medicine. Sexual dysfunctions in

men and women. 2nd International Consultation on
Sexual Dysfunctions. 2 ed. Paris: Health Publications;
2004, pp. 683–748.

Basson R, Weijmar Schultz WCM, Binik YM, Brotto L
A, Eschenbach DA, Laan E, Utian WH, Wesselmann
U, Lankveld Van J, Wyatt G, Leiblum S, Althof SE,
Redmond G, Woman’s sexual desire and arousal dis-
orders and sexual pain. Lue TF, Basson R, Rosen R,
Giuliano F, Khoury S, and Montorsi F. Sexual
Medicine. Sexual dysfunctions in men and women.
2nd ed. Paris: Health Publications; 2004, pp. 851–990.

Basson R, Althof SE, Davis SR, Fugl-Meyer K,
Goldstein I, Heiman J, Leiblum S, Meston C, Rosen
R, Wagner G, Weijmar Schultz WCM, Summary of
the Recommendations on Women’s sexual
Dysfunctions. Lue TF, Basson R, Rosen R, Giuliano F,
Khoury S, and Montorsi F, Sexual Medicine. Sexual
Dysfunctions in men and women. 2 ed. Paris: Health
Publications; 2004, pp. 975–990.

Fugl-Meyer AR, and Fugl-Meyer KS, Sexual
Disabilities, Problems and Satisfaction in 18–74 Year
Old Swedes. Scand J Sexol 1999;2(2):79–97.

Enzlin P, Mathieu C, Van Den Bruel A, Vanderschueren
D, and Demyttenaere K, Prevalence and Predictors of
Sexual Dysfunction in Patients with Type 1 Diabetes.
Diabetes Care 2003;26(2):409–414.

25. Pharmacotherapy in Diabetic Sexual Dysfunction 265

Ch25.qxd  11/7/07  10:39 PM  Page 265



26
A Bone Perspective
Lars Rejnmark

Glitazones improve insulin sensitivity through the
activation of the nuclear receptor, peroxisome prolif-
erator-activated receptor-γ (PPAR-γ). In addition to
sensitizing cells to insulin, the PPAR-γ may affect
bone. Thus, an increasing body of evidence suggests
that genetic mutations in the PPAR-γ as well as
treatment with glitazones affect skeletal tissue.

Mechanisms

Although the exact mechanism by which glitazones
may affect bone needs further clarification, in vitro
studies have indicated that treatment may inhibit
osteoblastogenesis. Osteoblasts and bone marrow
adipocytes are derived from common mesenchymal
progenitor stem cells [1], and treatment with glita-
zones may increase adipogenesis on the expense of
osteoblasts, leading to bone loss [2,3]. In a recent
study it was shown that this effect may be due to
decreased circulating IGF-I concentrations [4].

Clinical and Biochemical Findings

These findings are in line with the results of studies
in PPAR γ heterozygous-deficient mice, showing a
higher trabecular bone volume, a notable absence of
marrow fat, and protection against age-related bone
loss [5,6]. This hypothesis is further supported by
the findings from animal experimental studies
showing a decreased osteoblast differentiation in
rodents treated with rosiglitazone. Thus, the number
of marrow adipocytes increased in response to
treatment, whereas the ratio of osteoblasts to

osteoclasts decreased causing bone loss [3].
Similarly, treatment with rosiglitazone has been
shown to decrease bone mineral density (BMD) in
mice [7,8]. Concomitantly with decreased BMD,
treatment may change bone morphology, as a
decreased trabecular number and an increase in
trabecular spacing has been reported [8].

There are only few studies on the effects of
glitazones on human bone. Most recently, the
results of a 14-week randomized, double-blind,
placebo-controlled trial was published [9]. The
study included 50 healthy postmenopausal women
in whom treatment with rosiglitazone 8 mg/day
caused a 1.7% (95% CI 0.6–2.7 p < 0.01) decrease
in BMD at the total hip compared with placebo.
BMD at the lumbar spine also decreased, but did
not differ significantly between groups (1.0%, 95%
CI −0.2–2.3, p = 0.13) at the end of treatment. However,
compared with placebo, treatment caused an
approximately 10% (p < 0.05) decrease in levels of
biochemical markers of bone formation (osteocal-
cin and procollagen type I N-terminal propeptide),
whereas markers of bone resorption did not change
in response to treatment [9]. The findings from
the randomized controlled trial are in line with the
results from a previous cohort study showing that
treatment with glitazones is associated with an
approximately 50% increased annualized rate of
bone loss in elderly diabetic women, but not in men
[10]. The reason for a potential differential effect of
glitazones in women and men is not clear. It may
be due to the fact that women compared with men
have an increased bone turnover, and therefore the
consequence of a reduced osteoblastic activity is
more pronounced. In addition, glitazones may affect
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the synthesis of sex steroids, as they have been
shown to inhibit the aromatase pathway, which is
the main source for oestrogen in postmenopausal
women [11]. Moreover, in women with polycystic
ovary syndrome glitazones decrease testosterone
levels, whereas the effect on testosterone levels in
men is largely unknown [12].

Most importantly, treatment with glitazones
seems to increase risk of fracture. Thus, in the
ADOPT study, 4 years of treatment with rosiglita-
zone caused an increased risk of fractures in
women, but not in men, in the foot and at the upper
limb, involving the humerus and hand [13]. The risk
of fracture was approximately doubled compared
with treatment with either metformin or glyburide
[13]. Moreover, in a subsequent interim analysis of
fractures in a large, ongoing, controlled clinical
trial, preliminary analysis are reported as being
consistent with the results from the ADOPT-study
(http://www.fda.gov/MEDWATCH/SAFETY/2007/
Avandia_GSK_Ltr.pdf).

Conclusion

An increasing body of evidence suggests that therapy
with glitazones exerts detrimental skeletal effects,
by inhibiting bone formation. This may worsen bone
loss and increase fracture risk. Importantly, most
antiosteoporotic treatments act by inhibiting
osteoclast activity (so called antiresorptive thera-
pies). Therefore, conventional treatment against
osteoporosis may not compensate for an impaired
osteoblast function induced by treatment with a
glitazone. Taking into account the widespread use of
glitazones, there is an urgent need for further studies
on skeletal effects, and whether current anti-fracture
treatment regimes are able to reduce fracture risk in
patients on treatment with glitazones.
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27
Achieving Guideline Control with New
Pharmacotherapies: Albumin-Binding 
by Acylation of Insulin and GLP-1
Mads Krogsgaard Thomsen

The Need for Control

Over the last 15 years, it has become apparent that
substantial reduction in the risk of micro- and
macro-vascular complications follows from inten-
sified treatment regimens in type 1 and 2 diabetes
[1–3]. In simple terms, reducing HbA1c from 9%
to 7% in patients with type 1 diabetes leads to an
approximate halving of the risk of angiopathy-
related diabetic complications [1,2].

Unfortunately, the flipside of the coin is the high
risk of hypoglycaemia and weight gain associated
with bringing HbA1c below the target of 7%, which
is now recommended [1,2,4]. Since it is well-estab-
lished that glycaemic control deteriorates during oral
anti-diabetic drug therapy [5], recent research at Novo
Nordisk has focused heavily on improving the phar-
macodynamic profile of insulin and GLP-1, two
human hormones that are known to provide superior
blood glucose control over extended treatment
periods [4,6]. Specifically, research has aimed at dis-
covering predictable, long-acting compounds while
minimizing the risk of hypoglycaemia and weight
increase that together represent the treatment-related
complications that are the most feared by patients [7].

Discovery of Insulin Detemir 
and Liraglutide by Fatty Acid
Derivatization

None of the classical approaches (precipitation of
acidic analogues and polymer-based protraction)
fulfilled the full list of selection criteria that was

1. Efficacy based on ability to bring patients to
target HbA1c

2. Predictability of response as assessed by FPG
variability

3. Durability as assessed by glucose control after
one daily injection

4. Low or no rate of hypoglycaemia in spite of
target achievement

5. Body weight maintenance or reduction during
therapy

6. Good local tolerability as assessed by low risk of
injection site reactions and antibody formation

7. Convenient administration as estimated by lack
of need for re- suspension/reconstitution, and
injection via >30 G needle.

Albumin-binding represents a classical mechanism
of protraction of small molecule drugs [8] and fur-
thermore, peptide hormones are known to circulate
in the human body bound to albumin due to endoge-
nous acylation with a fatty acid [9]. Based on this,
it was tempting to follow a drug discovery strategy
of protracting and smoothening the profile of
insulin and GLP-1 by attaching a tailor-made fatty
acid to the protein backbone. It was early on real-
ized that the fatty acid charge, lipophilicity and dis-
tance from the protein backbone were among the
factors crucial for achieving the desired predictable,
long-acting anti-hyperglycaemic profile [10,11].

The benefit of a long and predictable half-life is
related to the buffering capacity of albumin [12], and
the associated favourable safety profile is related to a
large excess of fatty acid binding sites on albumin at
therapeutic levels of insulin/GLP-1, leading to a minimal
risk of drug displacement interactions [10,12].
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During the drug discovery process, the
insulin/GLP-1 selection criteria were not ful-
filled until numerous fatty acid chain lengths and
structures had been tested in a multi-year
process. The discovery of insulin detemir
(Levemir) was accomplished by adding the C14
length myristic acid to Lysine at position B29 in
des-B30 human insulin [10], whereas liraglutide
was created as a human GLP-1 analogue by
selectively adding a C16 fatty acid to GLP-1 at
position 26 [11]. For use in type 2 diabetes, both
compounds are characterized as being neutral
and soluble, and both having a predictable 24-h
action profile with good local tolerability and
lack of neutralizing antibodies [6,12].

Clinical Profile of Insulin Detemir

The day-to-day variability in the glucose-lowering
effect of basal insulins is a major problem in the
management of diabetes [13]. To assess differences
between marketed basal insulin products, a eugly-
caemic clamp study was performed in type 1
diabetic subjects [14]. When compared with
insulin glargine and NPH insulin, insulin detemir
was found to exhibit significantly less within-sub-
ject variability as regards both pharmacokinetic
and dynamic parameters [14]. For insulin detemir,
the approximate 50% reduction in the coefficient of
variation has been observed to correlate with a
reduction in the occurrence of nocturnal hypogly-
caemia of about 50%, both in type 1 [15] and type
2 [16] diabetes, as shown in Fig. 1. In the presence
of identical glucose control, overall hypoglycaemia
was reduced by 25–45% in the insulin detemir
arm of the two analogue versus human insulin
comparator trials [15,16].

Obesity represents a global epidemic that drives
the type 2 diabetes problem of today and histori-
cally, insulin therapy has – due to its adipogenic
effect and reduced glucosuria – been considered to
be associated with aggravation of the problem [17].
A body weight difference in favour of insulin
detemir has been a finding of statistical signifi-
cance in every insulin detemir trial conducted [12].
Furthermore, it appears that the weight benefit of
insulin detemir increases with increasing BMI,
albeit the underlying mechanism remains a matter
for further investigation:

● CNS-mediated satiety response related to insulin
detemir crossing the blood-brain barrier

● Hepato-selectivity related to preferential dis-
tribution of the albumin-bound insulin detemir to
the liver

● Reduced snacking due to predictable 24-h plasma
profile of insulin detemir, with reduced hypogly-
caemia risk.

The above-mentioned phase 1–3 findings related
to glucose control, predictability and lack of
weight gain have recently been confirmed in a
major observational study of 30,000 type 1 and 2
diabetes patients.

Clinical Profile of liraglutide

Prolongation of the 2-min half-life of native human
GLP-1 was achieved through a rational analysis of
the structure–activity relationship of numerous
fatty acid-derivatized human GLP-1 analogues that
showed resistance to DPPIV-mediated inactivation
and avoided renal clearance through binding to
albumin that exceeds the molecular threshold for
glomerular filtration [11].

Based on the above, as well as the observation
of pronounced weight reduction in obese rats
[18], liraglutide was selected for further develop-
ment. Early clinical studies subsequently revealed

274 Mads Krogsgaard Thomsen

FIG. 1. Relationship between incidence of hypoglycaemia
(Confirmed minor and major events, excluding “symptoms
only”) in the previous 12 weeks of the study and A1C at
end point, as modelled using negative-binomial distribution
with a log-link function. (copyright © 2006 American
Diabetes Association from Diabetes Care®, Vol. 29, 2006;
1269–1274. Reprinted with permission from The American
Diabetes Association).
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that liraglutide acts to reduce both fasting and
postprandial glucose in type 2 diabetic subjects in
a glucose-dependent manner [19]. Figure 2 shows a
clamp study assessing the insulin secretory rate
that was profoundly reduced in patients with type
2 diabetes. Intriguingly, liraglutide improved
insulin secretion to the level of healthy controls,
with insulin secretion approaching zero as
glucose was lowered to the normal level.

Recently, results from a 14-week study, with
HbA1c at baseline of approximately 8.5%, have
demonstrated an HbA1c reduction of 1.75% in the
absence of any cases of minor or major hypogly-
caemia [6]. Treatment success rate, defined as the
proportion of patients achieving HbA1c of 7% or
less in the absence of hypoglycaemia during the
preceding 12 weeks, was 50% and thus exceeds
that reported for other diabetes drug classes at this
baseline HbA1c.

Weight reduction of around 3 kg bodyweight
following treatment with liraglutide for 12 weeks
has been observed, thus being consistent with the
preclinical findings [18] that are assumed to relate
primarily to the specific satiety-promoting effect of
liraglutide at the hypothalamic level [6].

The placebo-corrected level of gastrointestinal
side effects was below 10% and consistently with

previous studies, no antibody formation was
observed [20].

In conclusion, the technology of attaching
tailor-made fatty acids through site-selective
acylation of insulin and GLP-1 has proven to
provide new and long-acting pharmacotherapies
with superior properties.
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28
Pharmacotherapy of Diabetes
Post Scriptum by the Editor

Notes on the Past, the Present, 
and the Future

Editorials in major journals may provide an important
review of opinion regarding diabetes and
pharmacotherapy of diabetes as well as the nature
of treatment. Many years ago Siperstein argued
against support of rigid glycemic control.
According to Siperstein [1,2] most studies on
better glycemic control were inconclusive. This
left the clinicians with the impression that compli-
cations were related to genetic patterns and not to
the phenotypic risk factors occurring with diabetes.
Later he argued that the muscle capillary basement
membrane could be influenced by the level of
blood glucose, but whether this was related also
to other organs such as the kidney and the retina
was in doubt, thus arguing against results in the
important work of Østerby. I believe that this
really influenced the clinical practice in the USA
for many years.

Thus, Siperstein was a challenge to the architects
of the DCCT (Diabetes Control and Complication
Trial) and the UKPDS (The United Kingdom
Prospective Diabetes Study) study, which later
firmly documented that glycemic control was
important although also blood pressure was a clear
factor involved at least in type 2 diabetes and cer-
tainly also according to other studies in type 1 dia-
betes, especially regarding renal function. Gerich
[3] later discussed the role of growth hormone as a
possible critical factor for the progression of dia-
betic retinopathy. We are still missing convincing
evidence here, and so far, growth hormone inhibi-

tion has not really been documented as beneficial
[3]. Immunotherapy has potentially played a role in
possible prevention of type 1 diabetes in people at
high risk, but so far it has not proven effective [4,5].

A major step forward was the publication of the
landmark study, DCCT published in 1993 [6]. The
conclusion was that effective treatment lowering
blood glucose not merely relieves symptoms, but it
is also beneficial in the long run to prevent compli-
cations, especially microvascular complications. It
was also documented later that macrovascular
complications can be reduced considerably by
intensified insulin treatment either with pumps or
multiple injections [7]. Later this was confirmed as
far as type 2 diabetes is concerned in the UKPDS
study [8], where they combined the effect of high
blood pressure and glucose was documented as the
so-called “double jeopardy.” Indeed, blood pres-
sure treatment in type 2 diabetes was more efficient
than lowering blood glucose; it also came sooner
and the relevant editorial also suggested that
dyslipidemia was a bad companion. This was
confirmed later by the Heart Protection Study from
the UK. In 1993, another landmark study was
published [9]. It was documented that treatment
with Captopril and ACE-inhibitor was somewhat
efficient in slowing the progression of diabetic
nephropathy in type 1 diabetes. Earlier studies had
indicated that blood pressure reduction in general
was beneficial and in the author’s opinion blood
pressure reduction is a key element, but blocking
the renin–angiotensin system is an efficient way to
reduce the blood pressure in these patients. The
effect of Captopril on microalbuminuric patients
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with type 1 diabetes was also documented [10].
And indeed, early treatment seems to be more
effective than waiting to overt nephropathy – a
strategy that has been prevailing for many years in
Europe. As discussed by Parving, both initiation
and progression of diabetic nephropathy are related
to poor metabolic control and high blood pressure
and there is no major difference between type 1 and
type 2 diabetes in this respect. Early intervention is
a key issue [11].

Turning to type 2 diabetes, traditional oral treat-
ment and the use of Metformin have been common
in Europe for many years, which later came to the
USA, as discussed by Crofford [12]. American
studies confirmed the beneficial effect, but obvi-
ously the contraindications of Metformin should be
taken into consideration and regarding long-term
complications, only post hoc analyses, as docu-
mented in the UKPDS, confirmed the beneficial
effect of Metformin. Here again, strict glycemic
control is the key issue, but side effects of any treat-
ment should be taken into consideration.

A few years later, another class of antidiabetic
drugs came into consideration, namely Troglitazone
[13], and there were some reasons for hope but also
concerns. This was obviously for Troglitazone (but
it is also the case for the newer agents,
Rosiglitazone and Proglitazone). A new concern is
more fractures by the use of glitazones. Maybe
well-known agents being used for many years
should be the preference when we are confronted
with a difficult situation in treating patients with
type 2 diabetes where glycemic control is dif-
ficult, often ending up with HbAc1 values around
8% or even more.

A critical issue regarding treatment is pancreas
transplantation and later also islet transplantation
for diabetic complications [14,15]. There is only
one study documenting that renal complications in
diabetes as evaluated by biopsies could be reversed
by the long-term effect of normalizing blood glu-
cose by pancreas transplantation. However, no ben-
eficial effect on renal function was documented,
rather the opposite. Immunosuppressive treatment
has side effects and isolated pancreas transplanta-
tion is, according to the author, not a real option
considering that good metabolic control can be
obtained by optimized insulin treatment. As
mentioned earlier, a challenge in treatment is a
key issue in preventing complications in both

type 1 and type 2 diabetes, and therefore in
patients at risk of diabetes, the treatment type for
blood pressure should be taken into consideration
(9,16–20). Turning to another strategy, more and
more studies now support the use of agents that
block the renin–angiotensin system as the prime
agent, which also seems to have some effect on
preventing diabetes. It is, however, a consideration
that other agents like diuretics and beta-blockers
may be involved in an increased risk for type 2
diabetes [16,18].

Prospective studies on the use of ACE and ARBs
with beta-blockers or diuretics are of interest, and
the ACCOMPLISH study [18] may find the solu-
tion for what is the best combination when block-
ing the renin–angiotensin system for preventing
diabetes and associated side effects [19].

Regarding type 2 diabetes, the two studies,
RENAAL and IDNT as well as IRMA using ARBs
suggested the beneficial effect of these agents. A
major issue regarding this study was that ARBs
were not compared to ACE-inhibitors, and new
studies therefore suggest that the effect is very sim-
ilar [20]. Thus, the use ACE-I and ARBs was dis-
cussed by William E. Mitch [20]. Both seem to be
effective and Barnett studied patients with microal-
buminuria and found that ACE-I is just as effective
as an ARB. In an interesting study from Bergamo
it was shown that ACE-I is quite effective in pre-
venting microalbuminuria in contrast to a CCB
[20]. On the other hand, there are so far no such
studies using ARBs.

Albuminuria as well as microalbuminuria and
macroalbuminuria and indeed also normoalbumin-
uria in the upper normal range are documented to
have a very strong predictive power in predicting
vascular damage, not only renal damage but also
cardiovascular damage as reviewed by Ritz [21].
The key issue in reducing cardiovascular risk in type
2 diabetes is, however, to use a multifactorial inten-
sified intervention strategy, especially in microalbu-
minuric patients considering not only glycemic
control, but also lipid control and blood pressure
control, as suggested in the UKPDS study. The
STENO II [22] study documented the beneficial
effect on cardiovascular end point, but after 7.8 not
on total mortality. However, this was found after 13
years of follow-up with a clear-cut effect on mortality
in general. The STENO II is a paradigm shift study:
it documented that the best way to reduce cardiovascular

278 28. Pharmacotherapy of Diabetes

Ch28.qxd  11/7/07  10:40 PM  Page 278



risks in type 2 diabetes was to use a multifactorial
approach as long as we do not have any effective
way to reduce diabetes itself [22].

In the last 2 years some long-term studies regard-
ing the use of glitazones have been published,
namely the PROactive study using Proglitazone as
well as the ADOPT study using Rosiglitazones. The
PROactive study was not really so convincingly
positive regarding combined cardiovascular end
points. The bad news were oedema and increase of
body weight and that the long-term prognosis
regarding heart failure is not known [23]. The newer
ADOPT study [24] suggested that diabetes could be
postponed in at risk patients, but the drug was not
compared with the combination of Sulfonylurea
and Metformin and obviously the cost of newer
drugs is much higher than the well-examined drugs.
David Nathan continues in a new editorial that the
epidemic of type 2 diabetes is really alarming and
we need much more effective treatment of type 2
diabetes with lifestyle measures. This author can
only agree with Dr Nathan: “ensuring the effective
and cost effective use of medications that have
already been established by high quality clinical
trial to control glycemia and to prevent diabetes

should have a high priority than flowing the market
with ever more medications” [25]. The same is the
case regarding diabetic complications where
already established drugs are effective. In the
ADOPT study it was clear that both Metformin and
Sulfonylurea were quite effective. Interestingly,
Sulfonylurea was associated with fewer long-term
diabetic complications [24], including coronary
heart disease [26,27]. The effect of Rosiglitazone to
delay progression to diabetes was not persistent
when the drug was discontinued as shown in a fol-
low-up of the DREAM study, which was reported at
the IDF congress in Cape Town. Long-term preven-
tive treatment with Rosiglitazone in pre-diabetes is,
according to these authors, out of the question.

Indeed, the use of glitazones has been found to be
associated with increased risk of fractures in women,
both in the ADOPT study and in the PROactive study
[28] as inferred by FDA (http://www.fda.gov/
medwater). Effectiveness and the costs per life saved
as well as unwanted effects are of importance. Indeed,
Rosiglitazone may increase the risk of MI and death
from CV-disease [29] as well as heart failure [30].

The following is a list summarizing some ongoing
trials in diabetes.
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Some ongoing trials in diabetes

Acronym Head investigator Sponsor Purpose Patients (n) Trial ends

ACCOMPLISH Kenneth Novartis Comparing first-line Patients with 2009
A. Jameson treatment (also to hypertension

prevent DM) and risk for CV
disease (12,600)

ACCORD ACCORD NIH/NHLBI/ (a) Better Hba1c, T2 DM 2010
(Action for investigators NIDDK and/or patients
Central CV-risk (b) better SBP, (10,251)
in Diabetes) and/or 

(c) use of feno-
fibrate + statin
vs. statin alone.

ADDITION Torben LauritzenKnut Multiple Multifactorial T2 DM 2010
Borch-Johnsen sponsors intervention patients

(3,000)
ADVANCE John Chalmers Servier/NHMRC Factorial 2 × 2 design T2 DM patients 2007 (BP) 

Stephen Australia on BP and (11,140) 2008 (BG)
MacMahon BG control

ALTITUDE Hans-Henrik Novartis Effect on renin- T2 DM patients 2008
Parving inhibition on high (8,600)

-risk diabetic
patients

AVOID Hans-Henrik Novartis Change in albuminuria T2 DM patients 2007
Parving with Aliskiren (600)

BARI 2D – NIKKD & T2 DM sensitizer (2800) 2007
NHBLI versus insulin T2 DM

secretagogues

(continued)
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Some ongoing trials in diabetes—Continued

Acronym Head investigator Sponsor Purpose Patients (n) Trial ends

DIRECT AK Sjølie AstraZeneca Candesartan effect T2 DM (1,421) 2008
on retinopathy

EDIT – – Comparison of Met. T2 DM (631) –
and Acarbose

HEART 2D – Lilly Post MI Type T2 DM (1,355) 2008
of insulin

LEVEMIR in Elisabeth Novo Diabetic glycemic – –
pregnancy Mathiesen control in pregnancy

NANSY – – Treatment with FPG - 5.6–6 –
gliclazide (2000)

NAVIGATOR Rury Holman et al. Novartis Valsartan and/or IGT (9,578) 2007
Nateglinide vs. 
placebo

ONTARGET – Boehringer Comparison of (also DM) 2008–9
Ingelheim Telmisartan (25,600)

vs. Ramipril vs. 
dual blockade

ORIGIN ORIGIN Sanofi Aventis Glargine vs. standard IGT or DM 2010
investigators and Omega 3 PUFA (12,612)

vs. placebo
PHIDIAS Alberto Zanchetti Ministry of Prevention of diabetes At risk persons 2011

Health, Italy by lifestyle +
blocking RAS

PLANET Dick de Zeeuw AstraZeneca Comparison of Crestor T1 + T2 + 2008
and Lipitor on proteinuria
albuminuria

RASS Michael Mauer NIH/Merck Renal biopsy and T1 DM with 2007
retinopathy study normoalb. 
ARB vs. ACEi (285)

RECORD Philip Home GSK Comparing Rosi/ T2DM (4500) 2009
SU/Met

SHARP Rory Collins Merck/ Statin on CV and Not only diabetes –
Collin Baigent Schering renal progression
(Oxford) Plough ± Ezetimile

SMART A. Kashiwagi Shiga None Microalb. Reduction T2 DM (150) 2007
University ARB/CCB

SUN – overt Ed Lewis Keryx Time to doubling T2 DM with 2012
nephropathy of S-creatinine proteinuria
Keryx 4001 on Sulodexide (2,240)

SUN-micro Ed lewis Keryx Change in microalb. T2 DM (–) 2008
Keryx 301

Transcend – Boehringer Comparison of (some diabetics) 2008
Ingelheim Telmisartan (5,304)

vs. placebo
TREAT Marc Pfeffer Amgen Darbepoetin in T2 DM patients 2010

diabetic nephropathy (4,000)
VA DT Carlos Abraira VA Better control and T2 DM 2009

better HbA1c (1,800)
VITAL Dick de Zeeuw Abbott Albuminuria reduction T2 DM (258) –

with Paricalcitol

Ch28.qxd  11/7/07  10:40 PM  Page 280



28. Pharmacotherapy of Diabetes 281

The list cannot be completed, but it gives an
overview of some ongoing trials. It is, however,
unlikely they will provide a breakthrough in the
treatment of diabetes. Progress is more likely to
come from mechanistic studies in clinical and
experimental medicine: Serendipity. Interestingly,
the most recent interim request on the Record-
study did not find increased mortality from
Rosiglitazone [31].
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