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Diabetes in Hispanic Americans is a serious health challenge
because of the increased prevalence of diabetes in this
population, the greater number of risk factors for diabetes
in Hispanics, the greater incidence of several diabetes
complications, and the growing number of people of
Hispanic ethnicity in the United States.

The following statistics illustrate the magnitude of diabetes
among Hispanic Americans:

¢ |n 1998, of the 30 million Hispanic Americans, about 1.2
million have been diagnosed with diabetes.

¢ About 675,000 Hispanic Americans have diabetes but do
not know they have it. ldentifying these undiagnosed
cases and providing medical care for their diabetesis a
major challenge for the health care community.

* Diabetes is particularly common among middle-aged an
older Hispanic Americans. For those age 50 or older,
about 25 to 30 percent have either diagnosed or
undiagnosed diabetes.

* Diabetes is two to three times more common in Mexica
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American and Puerto Rican adults than in non-Hispanic
whites. The prevalence of diabetes in Cuban Americans i
lower, but still higher than that of non-Hispanic whites.

* Asin all populations, having risk factors for diabetes
increases the chance that a Hispanic American will
develop diabetes. Risk factors seem to be more commo
damong Hispanics than non-Hispanic whites. These factor
include a family history of diabetes, gestational diabetes
impaired glucose tolerance, hyperinsulinemia and insuli
resistance, obesity, and physical inactivity.

* Higher rates of the diabetes complications nephropathy
(kidney disease), retinopathy (eye disease), and
peripheral vascular disease have been documented in
studies of Mexican Americans, whereas lower rates of
myocardial infarctions (heart attacks) have been found.

What Is Diabetes mellitus is a group of diseases characterized by hig

Diabetes? levels of blood glucose. It results from defects in insulin
secretion, insulin action, or both. Diabetes can be associated
with serious complications and premature death, but peopl
with diabetes can take measures to reduce the likelihood of
such occurrences.

Most Hispanic Americans with diabetes (about 90 to 95
percent) have type 2 diabetes. This type of diabetes usually
develops in adults and is caused by the body's resistance to
the action of insulin and to impaired insulin secretion. It can
be treated with diet, exercise, diabetes pills, and injected
insulin. A small number of Hispanic Americans (about 5 to 10
percent) have type 1 diabetes, which usually develops befor
age 20 and Is always treated with insulin.

Diabetes can be diagnosed by three methods:

» A fasting plasma glucose test with a value of 126
milligrams/deciliter (ma/dL) or greater.

* A nonfasting plasma glucose value of 200 ma/dL or
greater in people with symptoms of diabetes.

* An abnormal oral glucose tolerance test, with a 2-hour
glucose value of 200 mg/dL or greater.

Each test must be confirmed, on another day, by any one of
the above methods. The criteria used to diagnose diabetes

were revised in 1997.]
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Major Studies Five population studies conducted in the past 20 years
of Diabetes in prquide the majority of information that exists about the
Hispanic mc;de_tnce and pr‘ogression of Uiab_etes among Hispanic

2 Americans. The five studies are briefly described below:
Americans

* The Starr County Study (Texas) conducted in 1981
assessed the prevalence of severe hyperalycemia (high
blood glucose levels) in almost 2,500 people age 15 or
older.2

* The San Antonio Heart Study (Texas), begun in 1979 and
still being conducted, assessed diabetes in more than
3,000 Mexican Americans and almost 2,000 non-Hispanic

whites between the ages of 25 and 64.3

* The San Luis Valley Diabetes Study (Colorado), a
continuing study that began in 1984, estimated the
prevalence of diabetes in Hispanics and non-Hispanic

whites in two counties in southern Colorado.?

* The Hispanic Health and Nutrition Examination Survey
(HHANES), 1982-84, investigated the prevalence of
diabetes in national samples of the three major Hispanic
subgroups--Mexican Americans in the southwestern
United States, Puerto Ricans in the New York City area,
and Cuban Americans in south Florida. Approximately
6,600 people participated.>

* The Third National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey (NHANES 111), 1988-94, determined the prevalence
and characteristics of people with diabetes in national
samples of African Americans, Mexican Americans, and

whites. Approximately 18,000 adults participated.®
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Table 1. Hispanic American populations in the United
States
and percentage with diabetes

Hispanic % of total Year % with % with
American Hispanic of diabetes, diabetes,
population population study age 20-44 age 45-74
Mexican 64.3 1982-84 3.8 23.9
iAmEri-::anS

Mexican 64.3 1988-94 - 26.2

' Americans

‘CentraliSnuth 13.4 - - -

- Americans

5 Puerto Ricans 10.6 1982-84 4.1 26.1

' Cuban 4.7 1982-84 2.4 15.8
Americans

Other 7.0 = - =

' Hispanic

. groups

| — No data available.
| SOURCE: References. 5 6.and 8.

Note: In this table, diabetes is defined using earlier guideline
by a medical history of diabetes or a diabetic oral glucose
tolerance test (fasting glucose of 140 mg/dL or greater or
2-hour glucose of 200 mg/dL or greater).

How Many Hispanic Americans are the second-largest and fastest
Hispanic growing minority group in the United States. In 1998, there
were 30 million Hispanics in the United States, representing

Americans 11 percent of the population. By the year 2050, it is
Have estimated that Hispanics will number 97 million and
Diabetes? constitute 25 percent of the U.S. population.Z

Mexican Americans represent the largest Hispanic American
subgroup, with 64.3 percent of the Hispanic population.
Central and South Americans represent the second-largest
Hispanic American subgroup, with 13.4 percent of the
Hispanic population.g The majority of Hispanic Americans liv
in the south-central and southwestern United States.
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Table 1 provides a list of Hispanic subgroups, the percentag
of the Hispanic population they each represent, and the

percentage of the population that has diabetes for two age
ranges.

Figurg 1 shows the prevalence of diabetes in Mexican
American men and women based on the most recent

national study, the NHANES Ill survey conducted in 1988-94.8
The proportion of the Mexican American population that ha
diabetes (defined by medical history or fasting plasma
glucose of 126 mag/dL or greater) rises from less than 1
percent for those younger than 20 to as high as 33 percent
for women age 60 to 74. In almost every age group,
prevalence is higher among women than men.

Abuut one-third of total diabetes among Hispanic American
Is undiagnosed. This is similar to the proportion for other

racial/ethnic groups in the United States. &

Figure 1. Prevalence of
diagnosed and undiagnosed
diabetes in Mexican Americans,

U.5., 1988-94
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| SOURCE: Reference 6

| Note: Diabetes includes both

| previously diagnosed diabetes
and undiagnosed diabetes
{fasting plasma glucose of 126

mg/dlL or greater).

Prevalence in Hispanic Americans is much higher than in
Americans without Hispanic ancestry. Among those age 40 t
74 in the 1988-94 survey, the rate was 11.2 percent for
non-Hispanic whites, but 20.3 percent for Mexican
Americans--in other words, the prevalence of diabetes in
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Mexican Americans is 1.8 times higher than in non-Hispanic
whites.®

Figure 2. Genetic origins of the
5 major Hispanic subgroups in
| the United States

100%
NEE
b %%?\ ** | Y amarican Ind
el S N marican Ind@&n
% f [] ari=an
{Ivb:i&m;{ ?ﬁ/m fgy E &panen
i / %
[t PR A
A Meaican Amarican

PR—Puarta Rlcan
CA-CuBan Amanaarn

|
!
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What Factors The freguency of diabetes in Hispanic American adults is

Increase the inﬂuenc?d by the same risk factors that are associated with

chance of type 2 c_iiabetes In other populations. Two categories of risk
. factors increase the chance of developing type 2 diabetes.

Developing The first is genetics. The second comprises medical and

Type 2 lifestyle risk factors, including impaired glucose tolerance,

Diabetes? gestational diabetes, hyperinsulinemia and insulin resistanc

obesity, and physical inactivity.

Genetic Risk Factors

A family history of diabetes increases the chance that peopl
will develop diabetes. The San Antonio Heart Study showed
that the prevalence of diabetes among Mexican Americans
who have first-degree relatives (e.g., parents) with diabetes
was twice as great as for those with no family history of
diabetes.

Having American Indian or African genes (populations with a
high prevalence of diabetes) is also thought to be a factor
that causes the higher rates of diabetes in Hispanics.
Hispanics, like all populations, inherit their susceptibility to
diabetes from their ancestors. Hispanics have three groups
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of ancestors--Spaniards, American Indians, and Africans. Bot
American Indians and Africans have high rates of diabetes.
Figure 2 shows the genetic origins of major Hispanic

subgroups.?

Altr_'nough Cuban Americans have both American Indian and
African ancestry, neither of these genetic roots contributes
more than 20 percent to the current Cuban American gene
pool. This may partly explain why Cuban Americans have a
higher prevalence of type 2 diabetes than non-Hispanic
white Americans, although not as high as the other Hispanic
aroups.

Medical Risk Factors
Impaired Glucose Tolerance

In some people, the blood glucose level after a meal or afte
an oral glucose test rises more than is considered normal,
but not enough to be diagnosed as diabetes. These
individuals are described as having impaired glucose
tolerance. This may be an early stage of diabetes, and peopl
with impaired glucose tolerance are at higher risk of
developing type 2 diabetes than people with normal glucos
tolerance. Rates of impaired glucose tolerance among adult
age 40 to 74 In the NHANES Il survey were higher for Mexica
Americans (19 percent) than for non-Hispanic white

Americans (15 percent).®

Gestational Diabetes

About 2 to 5 percent of pregnant women in the United
States develop mild abnormalities in glucose levels, insulin
secretion, and insulin resistance and are considered to have
gestational diabetes. Although these women's glucose and
insulin levels often return to normal after pregnancy, as
many as 50 percent may develop type 2 diabetes within 20
years of the pregnancy. Mexican American women may be a
particularly high risk for developing type 2 diabetes. One
study of 666 women with gestational diabetes in southern
California found that each year an average of 12 percent

developed type 2 diabetes after pregnancy.’®

Hyperinsulinemia and Insulin Resistance

Hyperinsulinemia (higher than normal levels of fasting
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insullln} and insulin resistance (an inability to use the body's
own insulin to properly control blood glucose) are both
hallmarks of an increased risk for developing type 2 diabete
Hyperinsulinemia often predates diabetes by several years.
Among people who did not have diabetes in the NHANES IlI
survey, insulin levels were higher in Mexican Americans than
IN non-Hispanic whites, indicating their greater
predisposition for developing type 2 diabetes. Several other
studies have also shown a higher rate of hyperinsulinemia in

Hispanics than in non-Hispanics.1!
Obesity

Obesity is a major risk factor for type 2 diabetes. Many
racial/ethnic groups in the United States have high rates of
obesity, and surveys show that obesity is increasing.
Hispanics are more likely than non-Hispanic whites to be
overweight. Figure 3 shows that Mexican American adults,
particularly women, have substantially higher rates of
obesity than non-Hispanic white Americans, but rates that

are similar to those of African Americans. 12.13

The degree to which obesity is a risk factor for diabetes
depends not just on overall weight, but also on the location
Of the excess welght. Central or upper-body obesity is a
stronger risk factor for type 2 diabetes than excess weight
carried below the waist. Mexican Americans with upper bod

obesity have an increased risk of type 2 diabetes. 11

Physical Activity

Regular physical activity is a protective factor against type 2
diabetes and, conversely, lack of physical activity is a risk
factor for developing diabetes. Researchers suspect that a
lack of exercise is one factor contributing to the high rates
of diabetes in Hispanic Americans. In the NHANES Il survey,
65 percent of Mexican American men and 74 percent of
Mexican American women reported that they participated |

little or no leisure-time physical activity.12

HHANES data showed that fewer men with high levels of
work-related physical activity had diabetes. The San Antonio
Heart Study also found that decreased leisure-time physical

activity was related to a higher incidence of diabetes.1?
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Mexican American children in Colorado had lower rates of

type 1 diabetes than non-Hispanic white children.13
However, the incidence of type 1 diabetes in Puerto Rican
children in Philadelphia was similar to that of white

children.’® Genetic, immunologic, and environmental factor
are thought to be involved in the development of type 1
diabetes. Recent reports indicate an increase in the
prevalence of type 2 diabetes among Mexican American

youth, especially among those who are overweight.!?

Gestational diabetes, in which blood glucose levels are
elevated above normal during pregnancy, occurs in about 2
to 5 percent of all pregnant women. Perinatal problems suc
as macrosomia (large body size) and neonatal hypoglycemia
(low blood sugar) are higher in these pregnancies. The
women generally return to normal glucose levels after
childbirth. Mexican American women, especially when they
are overweight, have higher rates of gestational diabetes
than non-Hispanic white women.

Once a woman has had gestational diabetes, she has an
increased risk of developing gestational diabetes in future
pregnancies.

In addition, experts estimate that about half of women with
gestational diabetes develop type 2 diabetes within 20 year
of the pregnancy. For Mexican American women, this may

be as great as 12 percent per year.'®

10/21/99 3:06 PM



Diabetes in Hispanic Americans

10of 17

How Do
Diabetes
Complications
Affect
Hispanic
Americans?

http:fanww. niddk.nih.aowhealth/diabetes/pubs/hispan/hispan.htm

' Figure 3. Prevalence of
overweight individuals among
whites, blacks, and Mexican
Americans in the population,
1988-91
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SOURCE: Reference 9.

Note: Diabetes includes both
| previously diagnosed diabetes
| and undiagnosed diabetes
| (Fasting plasma glucose of 126

| mo/dL or greater).

Eye Disease

Diabetic retinopathy is a deterioration of the blood vessels |
the eye that is caused by high blood glucose. It can lead to
impaired vision and, ultimately, to blindness. In the San
Antonio Heart Study, the rate of diabetic retinopathy amon
Mexican Americans was more than twice that of non-Hispani
white Americans. NHANES lll also found that Mexican
Americans had a twofold higher rate of diabetic

retinopathy.1® However, the San Luis Valley Diabetes Study
found lower rates of retinopathy in Hispanics than in

non-Hispanic whites.2 The results of all three studies showed
that the severity of the diabetes--as indicated by insulin use,
higher glucose levels, and more years since diagnosis--was
significantly associated with retinopathy.

Kidney Disease

Diabetes is the leading cause of kidney failure (nephropathy
in the United States. The San Antonio Heart Study showed
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that the nl_'eualenr:e of clinical evidence of kidney damage
(proteinuria) was more frequent in Mexican Americans with
diabetes than in non-Hispanic whites.

A higher incidence of protein in the urine
(microalbuminuria), an early indicator of diabetic
nephropathy, was also seen in the San Antonio Heart Study
comparing Mexican Americans with non-Hispanic whites.
However, the San Luis Valley Diabetes Study showed no
difference between Hispanics and non-Hispanic whites in th
incidence of diabetic nephropathy.

Mexican Americans who develop kidney failure fare better
than many others on dialysis. According to a report from
Texas, Mexican Americans survived longer on renal dialysis
than non-Hispanic white Americans.

Nerve Disease

In the San Luis Valley Diabetes Study, there was no significan
difference in the prevalence of diabetic neuropathy
between Hispanics and non-Hispanic whites. However, in th
1989 National Health Interview Survey, symptoms of sensory
neuropathy were reported more frequently by Mexican

Americans than by whites or African Americans.12

Peripheral Vascular Disease

In the San Antonio Heart Study, Mexican Americans with typ
2 diabetes had a higher rate of peripheral vascular disease
than non-Hispanic whites; however, this increased incidence
was not statistically significant.

Heart Disease

Heart disease is the most common cause of death in people
with both type 1 and type 2 diabetes. However, in the Texas
and Colorado studies, Mexican Americans had lower rates of
myocardial infarctions than non-Hispanic white Americans.
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How Is NIDDK [n 1996, the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and
Addressing Kidney Diseases (NIDDK) Iaunched its Diabetes Prevention
the Problem Program (DPP). The goal of this research effort is to learn

= . how to prevent or delay type 2 diabetes in people with
of Diabetes in impaired giucose tolerance and in women with impaired
Hispanic glucose tolerance who have a history of gestational diabete
Americans? Both conditions are strong risk factors for type 2 diabetes.

About 4,000 volunteers are needed to participate in DPP. Th
study is being conducted at 25 centers throughout the
United States and is enrolling volunteers from groups at hig
risk of developing type 2 diabetes. Because of the high risk
among some ethnic groups, about half of the DPP
participants will be African Americans, American Indians,
Asian and Pacific Islander Americans, and Hispanic American
Other high-risk participants will include elderly, overweight
people and women with a previous history of gestational
diabetes.

DPP will evaluate several interventions to prevent type 2
diabetes, including an intensive healthy eating and exercise
program and diabetes medication. Researchers are tailoring
interventions to the cultural needs of individuals in the
program. Recruitment began in the summer of 1996, and
participants will be followed for an average of 4.5 years, wit
findings to be released in 2002.

Education and Awareness Activities

Recently, NIDDK and the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention joined forces to launch the National Diabetes
Education Program (NDEP). Its goal is to reduce the death
and disability associated with diabetes and its complications
The NDEP conducts diabetes awareness and education
activities for people with diabetes and their families. Special
efforts are being made to address the needs of certain
ethnic groups that are hardest hit by diabetes, including
African Americans, American Indians, Asian and Pacific
Islander Americans, and Hispanic Americans. Through these
efforts, the NDEP hopes to improve the treatment and
outcomes for people with diabetes, promote early diagnosi
and, ultimately, prevent the onset of diabetes.
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i'Points To Remember

|
* In 1998, about 1.2 million Hispanic Americans were
known to have diabetes.

. About 675,000 Hispanic Americans have diabetes but
do not know it.

* One in every four Mexican Americans and Puerto
' Ricans age 45 or older has diabetes. One in every six
Cuban Americans in this age group has diabetes.

* Being overweight or physically inactive is a major risk
factor for developing diabetes. Hispanic Americans
have high rates of both of these risk factors.

* Healthy lifestyles, such as eating healthy foods and
. getting regular exercise, are particularly important
. for people who are at increased risk of diabetes.
i Some diabetes may be prevented with weight
' control and regular physical activity.

. * Hispanic Americans with diabetes have a higher

' incidence of diabetes complications such as eye and
kidney disease than non-Hispanic whites. However,

| they may have lower rates of heart disease.

= |f Hispanics can prevent or control their diabetes,
their risk of complications will decrease.
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Resources The National Diabetes Information Clearinghouse, a service
from the NJDD}{{ urowdgs Spanish-language diabetes education
National materials and information on diabetes in Hispanic American

5 including the following titles:
Diabetes 2
lnfnrrnatmn Foreign-Language Materials for People with Diabetes:
Clearinghouse Searcjh-an-Fﬂe, An annotated bibliography of current
Spanish-language and other foreign-language diabetes
education materials from other institutions.

Diabetes Statistics. A descriptive review of the prevalence
and treatment of diabetes in the United States,

Diccionario de la Diabetes(The Diabetes Dictionary in Spanish

Insuficiencia Renal Crénica Terminal: Eleccion del Tratamient
que le Conviene a Usted (End-Stage Renal Disease: Choosing
Treatment That's Right for You).

Single copies of these publications are free. Bulk orders are
available for health care professionals. To obtain more
information about diabetes and Hispanic Americans and to
order publications, contact the National Diabetes
Information Clearinghouse. The mailing and e-mail addresse
appear below.

National Diabetes Information Clearinghouse

1 Information Way
Bethesda, MD 20892-3560
E-mail: ndic@info.niddk.nih.gov

The National Diabetes Information Clearinghouse (NDIC) is a
service of the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive
and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK). NIDDK is part of the National
Institutes of Health under the U.S. Department of Health an
Human Services. Established in 1978, the clearinghouse
provides information about diabetes to people with
diabetes and their families, health care professionals, and
the public. NDIC answers inquiries; develops, reviews, and
distributes publications; and works closely with professional
and patient organizations and Government agencies to
coordinate resources about diabetes.

Publications produced by the clearinghouse are reviewed
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carefully for scientific accuracy, content, and readability.

This e-text is not copyrighted. The clearinghouse encourage
users of this e-pub to duplicate and distribute as many
copies as desired.

NIH Publication No. 99-3265
i NIDDK i April 1999
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