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Diabetes and
Heart Disease




Diabetes Mellitus (diabetes) patients are at twice the risk of having heart
disease or a stroke compared to individuals without diabetes. These are
serious complications, especially given that heart disease is a leading cause
of death for both men and women. Fortunately, you can lower your risk of
heart disease by controlling your diabetes and modifying your lifestyle.

o WHAT IS DIABETES?

Diabetes refers to a condition of high blood sugar that occurs when the body can’t properly utilise glucose
(sugar), which is the main source of energy, leading to elevated sugar (glucose) in the blood. The most
common types of diabetes are diabetes type 2 (mainly caused by insulin resistance and insulin deficiency) and
diabetes type 1 (mainly caused by inability to produce insulin).

'U“ WHAT IS HEART DISEASE?

Also called cardiovascular disease, heart disease describes a range of conditions that affect your heart and
blood vessels.

The most common heart disease is coronary heart disease. Also called coronary artery disease, it is a form
of atherosclerosis that affects the coronary arteries, which deliver blood to the heart muscle. By interrupting
normal blood flow and oxygen supply to the heart, coronary heart disease can cause chest pain and lead to
heart attack.

Cerebral vascular disease (hardening of the arteries to the brain) leads to strokes, and peripheral arterial
disease (hardening of the arteries to the legs and feet that can cause pain, tingling, or numbness in the legs
when you walk) can lead to amputations.

These cardiovascular diseases are seen in patients with diabetes. Individuals with diabetes are also at
increased risk of developing heart failure (inability of the heart to pump blood normally to different organs).
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é HOW DIABETES CAUSES HEART DISEASE

+  Diabetes can directly affect blood vessels of the heart and the body through the damage caused by high
blood sugar.

«  Patients with diabetes may also have other conditions that increase the risk of heart disease such as high
blood pressure and high lipids (LDL, or “bad” cholesterol, and triglycerides).

* Anunhealthy lifestyle increases the risk of developing heart disease. This includes habits such as smoking,
being overweight or having obesity, limited physical activity and an unhealthy diet.

WHAT ARE THE VARIOUS POSSIBLE SYMPTOMS THAT COULD OCCUR
WITH CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE?

Coronary artery disease (angina /myocardial infarction)

Chest pain or pressure that can be associated with left shoulder or left arm pain; or neck or jaw pain. The chest
pain can occur during activity or at rest. Other symptoms may include difficulty breathing, feeling nauseous,
general tiredness, weakness, dizziness and excessive sweating.

Stroke

Sudden difficulty speaking or confusion; sudden numbness, weakness or paralysis of the face or extremities;
abnormal gait and loss of balance; sudden abnormal vision; sudden and severe headache with vomiting and
dizziness; or loss of consciousness.

Heart failure
Shortness of breath (difficulty breathing), fatigue and swelling of lower extremities or abdomen.

Peripheral arterial disease

Lower extremity pain when walking (known as ' intermittent claudication’) or cramp that may affect the leg,
calf, hip or thigh; or this could happen at rest in advanced cases; pain or cramp in upper extremities with
activity such as knitting or writing; leg numbness or weakness; cold leg or foot; lower extremity superficial
ulcers that are difficult to heal; change in colour or shiny skin of the lower extremity; hair loss on the feet and
legs; abnormal toenail growth.

* It is important to know that cardiovascular disease can be silent without signs and symptoms or present with
atypical signs and symptoms. That is why your treating physician will conduct a careful history and physical
examination and order some investigations based on clinical suspicion. This may include blood tests, an
electrocardiogram (ECG), stress testing, cardiac imaging, brain imaging, carotid ultrasound, ankle-brachial index
(ABI), Doppler ultrasound of vessels and angiography when needed.

@ HOW DO I PREVENT CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE?

Healthy lifestyle choices
QQ%J@ Talk to your doctor and dietitian about the best diet plan for you, which will include green
QNI leafy vegetables, fruits - especially citrus and berries, and lean meat. Avoid high sugar intake
N and trans fats. Start a regular exercise routine of around 150 minutes a week. Drink enough
water. Quit tobacco use.

Weight control

If you are overweight or have obesity, losing just %7 of your weight will improve your blood
sugar and cholesterol significantly.

¢ Blood sugar control
Achieve the haemoglobin A1c target recommended by your doctor. You must follow a
| healthy lifestyle and take the appropriate prescribed diabetes medications.

W Blood pressure control
I'= Achieve the blood pressure target recommended by your doctor. You must follow a healthy
] lifestyle and take the appropriate prescribed blood pressure medications.

. P Cholesterol control
// Achieve the lipid targets recommended by your doctor. You must follow a healthy lifestyle
and take the appropriate prescribed lipid-controlling medications.

4‘_\(1))_1 I HAVE ALREADY DEVELOPED CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE AS A
¥} COMPLICATION OF DIABETES, WHAT CAN I DO?

Nowadays, we are fortunate to have multiple anti-diabetes medications to assist us in the management of our
patients who have diabetes and heart disease. From old medications such as Metformin to newer medications
such as GLP-1agonists (e.g. injectable Liraglutide, Dulaglutide and Semaglutide) and SGLT2 inhibitors (for
example, Empagliflozin, Dapagliflozin and Canagliflozin), which have strong evidence in benefiting patients
with diabetes and heart (cardiovascular) disease. Teamwork is key in your management, therefore your
diabetes doctor will work closely with your heart doctor to give you the best care.
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