Diabetes and Cardiovascular Disease
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Did you know that 16 million Americans have diabetes, yet more than half doesn't know they have the disease? Over the past 30 years, the incidence of Type 2 diabetes has tripled, making the condition the third-leading cause of heart disease among Americans. Consider these statistics:

*


The risk of heart disease and stroke is two to four times higher for people with diabetes.  

*


Women aged 55 with diabetes are seven times more likely to have heart disease than women without diabetes.  

*


Sixty-five percent of people with diabetes also have high blood pressure. 

*


Heart disease is the leading cause of death in people with diabetes. 

Why the increased risk? The Coronary Heart Disease in Type 2 Diabetes Study showed an alarming relationship between Type 2 (adult-onset) diabetes and risk of heart attack, stroke, or dying from cardiovascular disease. Researchers compared 1,059 Type 2 diabetics without known heart disease symptoms to 1,373 people without diabetes who had diagnosed heart disease. All study subjects were age 45-64.

After adjusting for age, gender, smoking, hypertension, cholesterol and triglyceride levels, the researchers found that:  

*


Type 2 diabetics without heart disease have a 20.2% risk of heart attack, 10.3% risk of stroke, and 15.4% risk of dying from heart disease.  

*


People with heart disease without diagnosed diabetes have an 18.8% risk of heart attack, 7.2% risk of stroke, and 15.9% risk of dying from heart disease. 

Results suggest the risk of heart attack, stroke, and death from heart disease is almost identical for both groups. People without diabetes or heart disease have only a 3.5% risk of heart attack. The authors conclude that atherosclerosis, or clogged arteries, is a major cause of increased CVD risk of in people with diabetes.  

The results are similar for persons with Type 1 diabetes. Atherosclerotic damage to coronary arteries is two to four times more common in people with Type 1 diabetes than the general population. Since Type 1 diabetes usually starts early in life, damaging side effects begin sooner as well. For this reason, people with Type 1 diabetes should be treated aggressively before age 30 to prevent heart disease.  

People with diabetes often have elevated triglycerides and decreased levels of HDL cholesterol --- primary risk factors for heart disease. The Insulin Resistance Atherosclerosis Study shows the size of LDL molecules is also an important risk factor for heart disease, even when total LDL is within normal limits. Small, dense LDL particles cause atherosclerosis more readily, and these types of LDL particles are more prevalent in diabetics.  

New research points to arterial inflammation as a possible reason for insulin resistance and increased risk of heart disease among people with diabetes. Platelets in the blood of both men and women with diabetes are more likely to form clots, leading to heart attack or stroke. Diabetics also have higher levels of thromboxane, a molecule that stimulates blood clotting and the constriction of blood vessels, than the general population. 

How can you decrease your risk? If you have either type of diabetes, or even a family history of diabetes, follow these recommendations to decrease your risk of developing heart disease: 

*


Exercise regularly to control your weight, decrease blood pressure, control blood sugar, lower triglycerides, increase HDL cholesterol levels, and reduce insulin resistance.  

*


Treat high blood pressure promptly and effectively by eating a diet high in fruits and vegetables and low in sodium. Medications may be necessary to adequately treat blood pressure.  

*


Maintain LDL cholesterol levels within guidelines by consuming a diet low in saturated fat, high in fiber, and moderate in monounsaturated fat. Medication might be necessary to bring LDL cholesterol within recommended levels.  

*


Talk with your physician about the benefits of anti-inflammatory treatment with aspirin.  

*


Do not smoke.  

*


Maintain body weight in a healthy range.  

