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Day in, day out
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New treatments chip away at burden of managing diabetes
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What if you could put diabetes in “time out”? Then you could take a break from the constant monitoring of blood-sugar levels, insulin injections and regulating every meal and snack.

For people with diabetes, a vacation day from the disease is an unheard-of luxury.


“You can never really take a day off when you’re thinking about all of these things,” said Andrew Riggs, a pediatric endocrinologist with St. Vincent Children’s Hospital. “People with diabetes have to do it every day, day in and day out.”

Some positive news: Rapid treatment advances are easing some of the burden, freeing diabetics from worry and many potentially devastating complications.

Help through development of hands-off monitoring

New and developing treatments include “designer” and inhaled insulins, but diabetics and physicians say the most important recent advance has been the continuous glucose sensor, which monitors blood-sugar levels around the clock.

Doug Brune, a Type 1 diabetic, uses a Medtronic pump that delivers insulin and provides real-time, continuous blood-sugar monitoring.

“The checking for blood sugar is really moving the ball forward,” Brune said. “Prior to that, there was no way to continuously monitor blood sugar without being really intrusive.”

Diabetics who wanted to continuously monitor their blood sugar used to insert needles that stayed in place for days at a time, which Brune said was a horribly uncomfortable and difficult process.

Now Brune, a corporate executive who leads an active lifestyle, has a small plastic insert that monitors blood sugar every five minutes and records the information on a wireless basis.

“It’s very noninvasive, and it’s a godsend for diabetics,” Brune said.

The continuous glucose sensor has allowed Brune to improve control of his blood-sugar levels, potentially reducing his risk for diabetic complications. He now can pinpoint the effects of certain foods, activities and medications and make the necessary adjustments.

Next-generation treatments
The next step in diabetes research is to pair continuous blood-sugar monitoring with automatic insulin administration. That’s the goal of the Artificial Pancreas Project, sponsored by the Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation.

“What we’ve been doing is taking these [continuous monitoring] devices, pairing them with insulin pumps and getting those pumps to run automatically,” said Dr. Aaron Kowalski, director of JDRF’s strategic research projects. 

“We’re doing that in the laboratory right now, so we’re in the heart of the research.”

Kowalski said the artificial pancreas could virtually eliminate diabetic complications, including heart attacks, amputations, kidney failure and blindness. It also could improve diabetics’ quality of life by reducing the burden of constant testing and insulin administration.

A diabetic himself, Kowalski uses a continuous glucose sensor to monitor his blood sugar. One challenge, he said, is persuading insurance companies to cover the devices. Many companies refuse to do so, and the devices can cost users hundreds of dollars a month out of pocket.

The ultimate time out
While treatments for diabetes are rapidly improving, many researchers are focusing on something even more ambitious: a cure.

Researchers are exploring several potential avenues, Kowalski said. One is beta-cell regeneration, which might be able to stop the autoimmune activity that causes diabetes.

Another is a transplant of pancreas cells called islets in 
a process similar to a typical organ transplant. While this essentially cures diabetes, it requires lifelong immune suppression therapies to prevent the recipients’ bodies from rejecting the cells.

“A lot of exciting things are reported every year,” Riggs said. “We’re hopeful that there will be a cure for diabetes in the near future.”
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Doug Brune’s Medtronic pump 


helps him maintain an 


active lifestyle by continuously 


monitoring his blood sugar





Types of diabetes��Type 1�This type of diabetes


 is sometimescalled


 juvenile diabetes. 


“It’s basicallythe loss 


of the ability to make 


insulin,” said Andrew 


Riggs, a pediatric 


endocrinologist with 


St. Vincent Children’s 


Hospital.“You need to 


have insulin in your body 


to keep your blood sugar


 normal.” Treatment usually


 involves insulin administration, 


often through a shot.��Type 2�People with Type 2 diabetes,


 or adult-onset diabetes,


 produce insulin naturally, 


but their bodies either don’t 


produce enough or don’t use


 the insulin efficiently, Riggs said. 


Treatments can include diet and


 exercise modifications and oral


 medications.











