Joslin Diabetes Center Medalist Study Update

Summer 2009

We are pleased to announce that over 500 Medalists have come to Joslin Diabetes Center, Boston, MA, and participated in the study! Our next goal is an additional 250 participants by April 2011. We have another 22 Medalists scheduled, so we are on track.  We want to thank you for your participation and helping to spread the word about the Medalist Study. 

So far, we have found several interesting results regarding the Medalists.  At the American Diabetes Association conference in June 2009, several presentations on various topics were made regarding the Medalist Study, such as: risk for large blood vessel and small blood vessel disease involving the eyes, heart and large arteries. In addition, the results clearly demonstrated for the first time that pancreases from two Medalists have insulin producing cells. The latter is possible with assistance of the National Disease Research Interchange (NDRI), which we detailed in our fall 2008 update letter.    Importantly, this evidence proves, so far, that there is still production of insulin in some Medalists. This strong evidence does cure some skeptics; however, more pancreases will be needed to determine what factors are allowing the residual insulin producing cells to survive for so long. The identification of these factors could lead to interventions which may prevent the destruction of islet cells and/ or encourage the proliferation of insulin producing cells in diabetic patients. 

Our most recent data showed that a large number of the Medalists have some degree of insulin production.  On average, the Medalists developed diabetes at age of 11 (6.4 years, with relatively low BMI at 26.0 kg/ m^2 and high levels of type 1 DM risk gene variations (>95%).  The average age of a Medalist continues to be in the late 60s (67.2 (7.5 years) with an equal proportion of males and females.  One of our most exciting findings is that the relatively low rates of complications of the eye (55%), kidney (13.1%), and nerves (60.6%) continue to hold.  Dr. Jennifer Sun, an ophthalmologist from Beetham Eye Institute at Joslin and co-investigator on the Medalist Study has extensively characterized the presence and lack of these diseases among Medalists and has made several interesting findings related to potential markers of high blood glucose levels as being biomarkers for vascular complications. These findings have suggested new intervention points to prevent diabetic complications. 

In the past and fourth year, the Medalist Study continues to grow in breadth and depth.  While we continue our original study to clinically characterize all Medalists, many participants will/are being asked back to participate in a Mixed Meal Tolerance Test (MMTT).  For those of you who have not already participated, it is a test to see if your pancreas can produce insulin in reaction to food.  These studies have shown that some Medalists can double and triple the levels of insulin production even after 50-60 years of diabetes. Clearly this is exciting and we will continue these studies. 

With all of your help, we have gathered a significant amount of basic information regarding the Medalists over the last four years. This information has allowed us to begin studies in new areas in order to fulfill the original goals of the study, which are to identify the unusual characteristics that have sustained the Medalists over 50 years with diabetes. Some of these new areas are presence of other autoimmune diseases both among Medalists and their family members and the effects of exercise and lipids (type of fat) that may be associated with presence of insulin producing cells.  We have also expanded our research on complications to include heart disease and already have some interesting findings.

We continue to find that 50-Year Medalists have a lower than expected rate of nerve, kidney, and eye (small vessel) disease compared to other type 1 diabetic patients, telling us that there is some factor protecting you from small vessel disease that other people with diabetes do not have.  However, this protection may not be extended to cardiovascular disease.  This tells us that where there may be protection from the smaller vessel diseases (eye, kidney, nerve), this does not extrapolate to heart disease.  This information is important since it provides us with clues as to the potential protective factors for diabetic complications.

Finally, the website is almost ready to be launched with chat boards and our latest publications. The Medal application can be downloaded and there is also a link which allows you to submit any questions you may have for the Medalist Study team.

On behalf of the whole Medalist Study team, we appreciate your participation and continued support.  As new results are received, we will continue to expand the scope of the study, so keep an eye out for newsletters from the Joslin with the 50-Year Medal.

Sincerely,

George, Hillary, Leah and Josh

The Medalist Study Team

