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Editorials

Finally, it is intriguing to wonder whether the excel-
lent correlation between plasma C reactive protein
concentrations and disease activity reflects not just the
acute phase response to the original underlying patho-
logical process, but also the capacity of C reactive pro-
tein to exacerbate existing tissue damage: possibly the
more G reactive protein you produce, the sicker you
get.
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“Normal” blood glucose and coronary risk

Dose response effect seems consistent throughout the glycaemic continuum

Ithough diabetes is a strong risk factor for
coronary heart disease, the association
between glycaemia within the “normal range”

and coronary heart disease has been somewhat
controversial.' A 1979 collaborative report from 15
countries found the risk ratio in the highest versus the
lowest centile of glycaemia to range from 0.34 to 6.07
in men from Finland, Denmark, France, the United
Kingdom, and the United States.* In other cohort stud-
ies, including Whitehall’ and Framingham,' there
appeared to be a threshold effect, with risk observed
only at glucose levels approaching or including current
diagnostic criteria for diabetes. There are several possi-
ble reasons for these contradictory results, including:
the failure to exclude people with diabetes from the
cohorts, compatible with a threshold effect; the
multifactorial aetiology of coronary heart disease,
compatible with confounding; or the large intra-
individual variation in glucose (especially postchal-
lenge glucose) values, compatible with misclassification
bias.

Glycosylated haemoglobin, an integrated estimate
of glucose over the preceding 6-12 weeks, provides a
more reliable estimate of usual glycaemia, and should,
therefore, be a more precise predictor of coronary
heart disease risk. An elegant study by Khaw et al in
this issue shows that glycosylated haemoglobin levels
are positively associated with the risk of future
coronary heart disease in a linear stepwise fashion,
with no evidence of a threshold effect and independent
of other common risk factors for coronary heart
disease (p 15).° These are the most convincing data
available that the association between glucose and cor-
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onary heart disease occurs throughout the normal
range of glucose.

Shifting the curve

The finding is important. An association between
glycaemia and coronary heart disease in people who
do not meet current criteria for a diagnosis of diabetes
implies that glucose control for coronary heart disease
prevention should begin in those with impaired
glucose tolerance, and, as the authors note, points to
the desirability of shifting the entire population glycae-
mia curve to the left. All modifiable risk factors that are
continuous variables blur the line between treatment
and prevention and lead to the selection of candidates
for intervention on feasible and affordable rather than
optimal grounds.

There is as yet no trial evidence that improved glu-
cose control will reduce the risk of coronary heart dis-
ease among people without diabetes. Even in those
with diabetes, the benefits have not been dramatic. In
the 1960s the University Group Diabetes Program
(UGDP) found a (still unexplained) increased cardio-
vascular risk in the group treated with tolbutamide,
and no difference in cardiovascular disease outcomes
between groups assigned to placebo, insulin standard
(designed to have little or no effect on glycaemia), or
insulin variable (which reduced glucose levels to 7-8
mmol/1).’ In a study of young people with type 1
diabetes, the Diabetes Control and Complications
Trial (DCCT), there were few cardiovascular events
and the (non-significant) 40% reduced rate could
have been due to chance.” The United Kingdom
Prevention of Diabetes Study (UKPDS) of older adults
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with type 2 diabetes found no significantly reduced
risk of cardiovascular disease in the more intensively
treated group, who achieved a glycosylated haemo-
globin of 7% compared with the control group (glyco-
sylated haemoglobin 7-9%). All the significant benefit
was due to a 25% risk reduction in microvascular
disease.®

Association with microvascular disease

Thus, glycaemia in observational studies and in clinical
trials is much more strongly associated with microvas-
cular disease than with coronary heart disease. Is this
weaker association because better glucose control is
necessary for preventing coronary heart disease than
for preventing retinal or renal disease, or because gly-
caemia is a marker for other risk factors of coronary
heart disease more directly in the causal pathway to
coronary heart disease? In 1985 Epstein reported an
association between glycaemia and coronary heart dis-
ease that was independent of cholesterol, blood
pressure, and cigarette smoking in five of 13 cohort
studies but not in any of the few studies that included
women.” The paper by Khaw et al does not describe the
association in women in their cohort, apparently
because there were too few events for meaningful
analysis.

Although the evidence that glucose control
prevents coronary heart disease is equivocal in patients
with diabetes, the trials showing the benefit of lowering
cholesterol and blood pressure are quite convincing. In
several lipid intervention trials the coronary heart dis-
ease risk reduction was similar for those with and with-
out diabetes (about 35%), and the absolute risk
reduction was substantially greater in those with
diabetes—reflecting their higher coronary heart dis-
ease rates.”” In the UKPDS, blood pressure treatment
was much more effective than treatment of glucose in
reducing cardiovascular risk," and other antihyperten-
sive trials that included patients with diabetes suggest
similar benefits."

Does it matter whether glucose is a causal risk fac-
tor or merely a marker for other risk factors? Only if
preoccupation with glucose control, of unquestionable
value to reduce the risk of retinal and renal disease,
obscures the necessity of also aggressively treating

hyperlipidemia and hypertension to prevent coronary
heart disease.

Elizabeth Barrett-Connor professor and chief
Deborah L. Wingard professor

Division of Epidemiology, Department of Family and Preventive
Medicine, UCSD School of Medicine, La Jolla, CA 92093-0607, USA
(ebarrettconnor@ucsd.edu)

1 Barrett-Connor E. Does hyperglycemia really cause coronary heart
disease? Diabetes Care 1997;20:1620-3.

2 Stamler R; Stamler ], eds. International Collaborative Group:
asymptomatic hyperglycemia and coronary heart disease: a series of
papers by the International Collaborative Group based on studies in fif-
teen populations. J Chron Disease 1979;32:683-837.

3 Fuller JH, Shipley MJ; Rose G, Jarrett R], Keen H. Mortality from coron-
ary heart disease and stroke in relation to degree of glycaemia: the
Whitehall study. BMJ 1983;287:867-70.

4 Castelli WP. Cardiovascular disease in women. Am | Obst Gynecol
1988;158:1553-60, 1566-7.

5 Khaw K-T, Wareham N, Luben R, Bingham S, Oakes S, Welch A, et al.
Glycosylated haemoglobin, diabetes and mortality in men in Norfolk
cohort of European Prospective Investigation of Cancer and Nutrition
(EPIC-Norfolk). BMJ 2001;322:15-8.

6 Meinert CL, Knatterud GL, Prout TE, Klimt CR. A study of the effects of
hypoglycemic agents on vascular complications in patients with
adult-onset diabetes. Diabetes 1970;19:789-830.

7 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 (UKPDS 33).
Lancet 1998;352:837-53.

8 Turner R, Cull C, Holman R. United Kingdom Prospective Diabetes
Study 17: a 9-year update of a randomized, controlled trial on the effect
of improved metabolic control on complications in non-insulin-
dependent diabetes mellitus. Ann Intern Med 1996;124:136-45.

9 Epstein FH. Hyperglycaemia as a risk factor for coronary heart disease.

Monogr Atherosclerosis, 1985;18:92-7.

Steiner G. Lipid intervention trials in diabetes. Diabetes Care,

2000;23:B49-B53.

UK Prospective Diabetes Study Group: Tight blood pressure control and

risk of macrovascular and microvascular complications in type 2 diabetes

(UKPDS 38). BMJ 1998;317:703-13.

12 Pahor M, Psaty BM, Alderman MH, Applegate WB, Williamson JD, Furberg
CD. Therapeutic benefits of ACE inhibitors and other antihypertensive
drugs in patients with type 2 diabetes. Diabetes Care 2000;23: 888-92.

1

1

—_

Correction

Age related macular degeneration

At a late stage in the publication process we inadvertently
introduced an authorship error into this editorial by Neil M
Bressler (9 December, pp 1425-7). The published article was
attributed to two authors—Professor Bressler and a
Professor James P Gills. In fact, Professor Bressler is the sole
author, and he is the James P Gills professor of ophthal-
mology. We apologise for the confusion.
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