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ABOUT DIABETES

• Diabetes is a chronic disease in which
the body cannot produce or properly use 
insulin, which the body needs to bring 
sugar out of the bloodstream and into 
cells. As a result of high blood sugar levels, 
damage eventually occurs to blood vessels 
and organs.

• Symptoms of diabetes include blurry
vision, excessive thirst, fatigue, frequent 
urination, hunger, and weight loss. 
Persons with diabetes need to have their 
hemoglobin average blood glucose levels 
checked every three to six months.

• There are three major types of diabetes.
In type 1 diabetes, the body makes little 
or no insulin, so daily injections of insulin 
are needed. It is usually diagnosed in 
childhood. Type 2 diabetes usually occurs 
in adults. In type 2 diabetes, the pancreas 
does not make enough insulin to keep 
blood glucose levels normal, often because 
the body does not respond well to insulin. 
The third type of diabetes is gestational 
diabetes, high blood glucose that develops 
during pregnancy in women who do not 
have diabetes.

• More than 90 percent of adults with
diabetes have type 2 diabetes. More are at 
risk due to overweight or obesity.

• Diabetes affects nearly 25 percent of

VA’s patient population. The disease is the 
leading cause of blindness, end-stage renal 
disease, and amputation for VA patients.

VA RESEARCH ON DIABETES: 
OVERVIEW

• VA researchers are studying innovative
strategies and technologies, including 
group visits, telemedicine, peer counseling, 
and Internet-based education and case 
management, to enhance access to 
diabetes care and improve outcomes for 
patients.

• VA researchers are working to develop
better ways to prevent and treat diabetes, 
especially in special populations such as 
the elderly, amputees, minorities, spinal 
cord-injured patients, and those with 
kidney or heart disease.

• VA investigators conducted the VA
Diabetes Trial, a multiyear study examining 
the relationship between glucose control 
in diabetics and cardiovascular health. The 
seven-year study included nearly 1,800 
patients with diabetes. VA continues to 
conduct follow-up studies based on the 
original trial.

• VA researchers are using data from
other large studies, such as the VA-DoD 
Millennium Cohort Study, to examine 
predictors of diabetes in service members 
and Veterans. They have found links 

between diabetes and sleep apnea, poor 
sleep quality, statin use, and obesity.

• Dr. Andrew V. Schally, a Nobel Prize
winner and VA researcher, is leading a 
team studying growth hormone-releasing 
hormone agonists’ ability to promote the 
growth and function of pancreatic islet 
cells. These new agonists—drugs that 
act like other substances and therefore 
stimulate an action in the body—may 
provide an improved approach to treating 
diabetes by stimulating the body to 
release insulin.

SELEC TED MILESTONES AND 
MA JOR EVENTS 

1977 – Received the Nobel Prize in 
physiology or medicine (Rosalyn Yalow, 
PhD), for developing a new way to measure 
insulin and other hormones in the blood.

1998 – Discovered that an implantable 
insulin pump offers better blood sugar 
control, weight control, and quality of life 
for adult than multiple daily injections.

2009 – Determined, through the VA 
Diabetes Trial, that intensively controlling 
blood sugar reduces the risks of heart 
disease only modestly

2013 – Documented the link between low 
blood sugar and dementia in older adults

VA research on 

DIABETES
More than 29 million Americans have diabetes, and 86 million 
more are at risk to develop the disease. Many Veterans have 
the disease, including some who developed it as a result of 
being exposed to herbicides while serving in Vietnam.
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Diabetes affects nearly 25 percent of VA’s 
patient population. The disease is the 
leading cause of blindness, end-stage renal 
disease, and amputation for VA patients.

2013 – Found, in the VA-Department 
of Defense Millennium Cohort Study, 
that sleep apnea and poor sleep quality 
predict diabetes, independent of other 
diabetes risk factors or mental health

2013 – Began participation in a National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) study testing 
the long-term benefits and risks of 
four widely used diabetes drugs in 
combination with metformin

2015 – Learned, in a follow-up to the 
VA Diabetes Trial, that 10 years after 
the trial’s conclusion, patients who had 
intensively controlled their blood sugar 
levels during the trial had no better 
survival rates than those who did not

RECENT STUDIES: SELEC TED 
HIGHLIGHTS

• Clinicians should consider reducing 
the dosage of blood pressure- and 
blood glucose-lowering medicine in 
older patients with diabetes when 
blood pressure and glucose levels 
are low, found researchers with the 
VA Center for Clinical Management 
Research in Ann Arbor, Mich. Study data 
shows that medication is rarely de-
intensified for these patients, which the 
researchers called a lost opportunity to 
reduce overtreatment. (JAMA Internal 
Medicine, December 2015)

• Diabetes, diabetic complications, 
and overweight/obesity were more 
commonly diagnosed among statin 
users than similar nonusers, according 
to researchers at the VA North Texas 
Health Care System and University of 
Texas. Statins are commonly prescribed 
to treat high cholesterol, but this study 
demonstrates that short-term clinical 
trials might not fully describe the risks 
and benefits of long-term statin use. 
(Journal of General Internal Medicine, 
November 2015)

• A comprehensive telemedicine 
intervention improved outcomes 
among Veterans with persistently poor 
diabetes control. The study, conducted 
by Durham VA Medical Center and 
Duke University researchers, found 
that Veterans in a telemedicine-based 
diabetes management program had 
improved outcomes over those who 
received only clinic care. (Telemedicine 
Journal of e-Health, April 29, 2016)

• Agonists of growth hormone-
releasing hormone (GHRH) 
improved biological function and 
insulin production of the pancreas in 
animal models. This study provides an 
improved approach to the therapeutic 
use of GHRH agonists in the treatment 
of diabetes mellitus, according to 
researchers from the Endocrine, 
Polypeptide, and Cancer Institute of the 

Miami VA Healthcare System and their 
associates. (Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, Nov. 3, 2015)

• High blood pressure is associated 
with worse kidney outcomes in 
patients with proteinuric diabetic kidney 
disease, according to a study based 
on the VA Nephropathy in Diabetes 
Trial. Control of blood pressure delays 
the progression of proteinuric diabetic 
kidney disease (in which protein leaks 
from the blood into the urine through 
the kidneys) to end-stage renal disease, 
and researchers in this study worked to 
pinpoint the optimal blood pressure to 
improve these outcomes. (Clinical Journal 
of the American Society of Nephrology, 
Dec. 7, 2015)

• After nearly 10 years of follow-up as 
part of the VA Diabetes Trial, patients 
with type 2 diabetes who had been 
randomly assigned to intensive glucose 
control for over five years had 8.6 fewer 
major cardiovascular events per 1,000 
person-years than those assigned to 
standard therapy, but no improvement 
was seen in the rate of overall survival. 
(New England Journal of Medicine,  
June 4, 2015)

For more information on VA studies 
on diabetes and other key topics 
relating to Veterans’ health, please 
visit www.research.va.gov/topics
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