Are New Diabetes Drugs Better Than Old Ones?
If you're among the 20 million adults with type 2 or adult onset diabetes who take long-acting insulin to control your blood glucose (blood sugar) levels, you -- and your wallet -- may be pleased to learn that a recent review of studies found that newer and more expensive is not necessarily better. Though the latest-generation versions of long-lasting insulin, which last a full 24 hours, seem somewhat better at regulating overnight low blood glucose, the older type of long-acting insulin is generally as effective in treating type 2 diabetes. 

WHAT'S BEST FOR YOU? 

Published in The Cochrane Database of Systemic Reviews, a publication of The Cochrane Collaboration, an international, not-for-profit, independent body that critiques health-care outcomes, the review examined eight studies of long-acting insulin published in major medical journals. In the studies, NPH (Humulin N or Novolin N), an older type of long-acting insulin used for basal (background) control of blood glucose levels, which lasts about 12 hours or overnight, was compared with two newer, longer-lasting insulin drugs, insulin glargine (Lantus) and insulin detemir (Levemir), both formulated to cover insulin needs for up to 24 hours. The reviewers concluded Lantus and Levemir were almost identical to NPH in lowering levels of glycosylated hemoglobin A1c, a widely used measure of long-term blood glucose control. Their analysis showed only a minor clinical benefit from using the newer drugs to reduce low blood glucose during the night... and two of the studies found that patients treated with Levemir gained less weight than those on NPH. 

Are those reasons justification enough to try the newer insulins, or should people with diabetes stick with NPH, long considered the gold standard? I spoke with Mark H. Schutta, MD, assistant professor of medicine and director of the Penn Rodebaugh Clinical Diabetes Center at University of Pennsylvania Health System, about the review's implications. 

"For many type 2 diabetics, the 'old reliable' NPH taken at bedtime prevents what we call the 'dawn phenomenon,' which occurs when hormones create a rise in their fasting blood sugar in the morning," he confirmed. "However, the newer flat-acting basal insulin drugs Lantus and Levemir have little effect on the dawn phenomenon," said Dr. Schutta. "But given that they last 24 hours, they provide patients with a lot more spontaneity. When taken at bedtime, type 2 diabetics don't have to worry about waking up at a certain time in the morning to take their insulin."

NEW DRUGS MAY TIP SCALES IN YOUR FAVOR 

The new drugs also cause less weight gain compared with NPH, which is an advantage for many diabetics who struggle with this problem. "A challenge for type 2 diabetics is the cyclical nature of their peaking insulin, which may make them feel like they're becoming hypoglycemic," explained Dr. Schutta. "When people feel this way, they often eat in order to feel better, which can lead to weight gain," he says. The effect is lessened when "peakless" basal insulins are used.

The bottom line: Discuss with your doctor which long-acting insulin is best for your particular situation and lifestyle. Your body's unique response to insulin, the type of food you eat, stress level (emotional and that placed on your body by the diabetes) and how much exercise you get are all factors that influence your body's ability to process insulin. "If a patient's major problem is elevated fasting sugar in the morning, then NPH insulin at bedtime might work very well for them," said Dr. Schutta. "For those who need multiple injections throughout the day, a flat-acting basal insulin such as Lantus or Levemir could serve them better."

As always, don't forget about the importance of diet and exercise in controlling your blood glucose levels. A healthful diet that does not spike blood sugar and a moderate, consistent exercise program is the best way to manage diabetes.
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