
 

Overweight siblings of children with type 2
diabetes likely to have abnormal blood
sugar levels
9 December 2008

Overweight siblings of children with type 2 diabetes
are four times more likely to have abnormal
glucose levels compared to other overweight
children. Because abnormal glucose levels may
indicate risk for diabetes or diabetes itself, these
children could benefit from screening tests and
diabetes prevention education. 

Researchers from The Children's Hospital of
Philadelphia published their findings today in the
online edition of the Journal of Pediatrics.

"To our knowledge, previous studies have not
specifically looked at the risk of abnormal glucose
tolerance among siblings of children diagnosed
with type 2 diabetes. This group has a unique
combination of genetic and environmental risk
factors," said Sheela N. Magge, M.D., M.S.C.E., a
pediatric endocrinologist at The Children's Hospital
of Philadelphia and primary author of the study.
"Clinical experience suggests that children with
type 2 diabetes often have an obese sibling, which
makes siblings an appropriate target for prevention
trials." 

The study looked at 62 children: 20 obese subjects
with a sibling who had type 2 diabetes and a
control group of 42 obese children. The groups
were similar for age, gender, racial distribution
(predominantly African American), pubertal status
and body mass index over 95th percentile. 

The researchers found that overweight siblings of
children with type 2 diabetes had four times greater
odds of having abnormal glucose levels (impaired
glucose tolerance or type 2 diabetes) than other
overweight children. However, investigators found
no significant differences in insulin resistance, as
measured by the homeostasis model assessment.

Type 2 diabetes is caused by a combination of

both genetic and environmental factors. Known risks
include obesity, decreased physical activity,
race/ethnicity, family history and insulin resistance.
Obesity decreases insulin sensitivity, as does
puberty, when all adolescents experience a period
of relative insulin resistance. In obese adolescents
already at risk of developing type 2 diabetes, the
increase in insulin resistance during puberty may
be enough to unmask disease. Family history is
also important; 74 to 100 percent of children with
type 2 diabetes have a first- or second-degree
relative who also has the condition.

Not all children with a family history of type 2
diabetes, insulin resistance or obesity develop type
2 diabetes, cautions Dr. Magge.

The researchers also add that identifying groups at
high risk for type 2 diabetes during childhood, such
as obese siblings of children with type 2 diabetes,
could help guide screening of obese children for
abnormal glucose tolerance by primary care
providers. This could also help to identify children
who might benefit from participation in future type 2
diabetes prevention studies.
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