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People with diabetes and cognitive impairment at high risk of
heart disease
A new international study co-authored by a University of Cape Town (UCT) endocrinologist
found that people with diabetes and cognitive impairment are at high risk of heart disease.
The findings are published in The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism .
Cognitive impairment is when a person has trouble with memory or paying attention,
remembering, learning new things, recognising people or places, concentrating and making
decisions that affect their everyday life.
Associate Professor Peter Raubenheimer, Head of the Division of General Internal Medicine
at Groote Schuur Hospital and UCT said: “We found that, in people living with diabetes and
other heart risk factors such as previous heart attacks, high blood pressure or cholesterol,
those with the lowest level of cognitive function had a higher risk of heart attack and stroke
than those with higher levels of cognitive function."
People with severe cognitive impairment were up to 1.6 times more likely to experience
major adverse cardiovascular events, and 1.8 times more likely to experience a stroke or die
compared to people without cognitive impairment.
According to Raubenheimer, 1 in 10 South Africans over the age of 40 may be living with
cognitive impairment, with age being the greatest risk factor.
In this study, the team assessed cognitive function in over 8000 people with diabetes from
24 countries, and then over the next almost 6 years followed patients to see if they had
heart attacks, strokes or had died, and if there was an association between their cognitive
function at the start and these outcomes.
“The findings suggests that we can predict a person with diabetes’ risk of future heart attack
or stroke using simple cognitive tests,” said Raubenheimer. “This screening should be
included in the regular review of people living with diabetes.”
Raubenheimer said proven heart medications should be offered to patients with diabetes
and cognitive impairment to reduce their future risk of a heart attack or stroke.
The study received funding from Eli-Lilly and Company.
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