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Cardiovascular Topics

Comprehensive ABC (HbA1c, blood pressure, LDL-C) 
control and cardiovascular disease risk in patients with 
type 2 diabetes mellitus and major depressive disorder 
in a South African managed healthcare organisation
Lovina A Naidoo, Neil Butkow, Paula Barnard-Ashton, Elena Libhaber

Abstract
Aim: Patients with type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) who 
have suboptimal control of the triad of glucose (A), blood 
pressure (B) and lipid profile (C) have an increased risk of 
cardiovascular disease (CVD). Additionally, the presence of 
major depressive disorder (MDD) can lead to poor outcomes. 
Therefore, the aim of this study was to assess the role of 
MDD with ABC control in patients with T2DM in a South 
African private healthcare setting. 
Methods: Healthcare medical claims and electronic health 
records of 1 211 adult patients with T2DM and/or MDD 
were analysed for 2019.
Results: Only 24% of the T2DM +/– MDD patients reached 
a low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C) target < 1.8 
mmol/l, and only 13% of the T2DM + MDD and 7.1% of 
T2DM – MDD patients achieved simultaneous ABC targets. 
The proportion of patients admitted due to macrovascular 
complications was higher in the T2DM + MDD group 
(22.8%) compared to the T2DM – MDD (13.1%) and MDD 
group (9.9%) (p = 0.012). Multivariate logistic regression 
analysis showed that older patients with T2DM + MDD 
achieved better glycated haemoglobin and LDL-C control. 
Significantly more patients with T2DM + MDD (12%) had 
repeat macrovascular admissions in 2019 compared to the 
T2DM – MDD patients (2.9%) (p = 0.005). 
Conclusion: Despite a managed-care environment, the 
comprehensive ABC control among patients with T2DM was 
suboptimal, particularly in those with MDD, placing them at 
greater risk for CVD events. 
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Type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) and major depressive disorder 
(MDD) are highly prevalent diseases in South Africa (SA),1,2 
with co-morbid MDD presenting in 17% of patients with T2DM 
in a privately managed healthcare organisation.3 Claims data 
showed that more patients with T2DM and co-morbid MDD 
(T2DM + MDD) (73%) experienced hyperlipidaemia than those 
with T2DM (61%) alone (T2DM – MDD).3 T2DM is considered 
a cardiovascular (CV) risk equivalent.4 

The ABC practice guidelines5 (glycated haemoglobin, blood 
pressure, low-density lipoprotein cholesterol) for atherosclerotic 
CV risk management indicate the evidence-based levels required 
to determine control of blood glucose, systolic blood pressure 
(SBP) and serum lipid levels to reduce the risk of atherosclerotic 
cardiovascular events.6-8 The ABC goals of T2DM were defined 
by South African diabetes guidelines6 as meeting glycated 
haemoglobin (HbA1c) levels < 7%, SBP < 140 mmHg and diastolic 
blood pressure (DBP) < 90 mmHg, and low-density lipoprotein 
cholesterol (LDL-C) levels < 1.8 mmol/l. ABC is an abbreviation 
put together by the American Diabetes Association9 and the 
American College of Cardiology5 to bring awareness to the public.

Poor ABC management in patients with T2DM results in a 
significant increase in the risk of cardiovascular disease (CVD) 
events such as myocardial infarctions, strokes and cardiac failure 
and mortality.10,11 The control of blood glucose is a fundamental 
goal in T2DM, with HbA1c level being the best marker of 
glucose levels and microvascular (nephropathy, retinopathy and 
neuropathy) outcomes.6 However, chronic hyperglycaemia is also 
an added risk factor for atherosclerosis in patients with T2DM.

Atherosclerosis is often accelerated and severe in T2DM.6 
Complex manifestation of  atherogenic dyslipidaemia12 and 
significant alteration of circulating LDL-C level, a major 
determinant of atherosclerotic CV risk predisposed to coronary 
artery disease (CAD), occurs in T2DM over time.13 Hypertension, 
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another vascular disease, affects people with T2DM during 
the course of their disease. They are then at a greater risk of 
developing target-organ damage than non-diabetics.14 

The importance of achieving individual and composite three-
part (ABC) risk-factor control has been reported from the 
National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) 
with yearly clinical reminders for diabetes care and enhanced 
patient education.7 The simultaneous control of ABC risk factors 
has been projected to prevent 38% of CAD events over 10 years.15

Depression related to long-term control of HbA1c and LDL-C 
levels and SBP in patients with T2DM has been well studied in 
the USA. Heckbert et al.16 reported that MDD was associated 
with slightly higher average HbA1c levels, and no difference 
in average SBP or LDL-C levels during follow up in patients 
with T2DM. However, the study by Katon et al.17 showed 
patients with T2DM and MDD, with or without evidence of 
heart disease, had a higher number of CVD risk factors. A 
recent study in Ghana conducted in a tertiary public healthcare 
facility reported no independent association of MDD with poor 
glycaemic control in the T2DM + MDD patients.18 

In SA, the national prevalence of adults with T2DM is 12.7%19 
and with MDD is 9.7%.2 However, the national co-prevalence of 
MDD in patients with T2DM is yet to be enumerated. Private 
managed healthcare individuals in SA have a high incidence 
of T2DM with all the CV sequelae, in addition to having 
MDD overlapping as a most frequent co-morbidity.3 T2DM 
is a significant contributor to disease burden and together 
with MDD may have a negative effect on the CV outcomes of 
T2DM;20 hence this study examined the ABC control achieved in 
individuals with T2DM + MDD.

Emerging evidence demonstrates shared mechanisms 
between non-communicable diseases (NCD) such as MDD and 
T2DM and between MDD and atherosclerotic cardiovascular 
disease (ASCVD) are attributed predominantly due to the 
immunometabolic pathways.21-24 MDD has been attributed to 
high levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines,25,26 which over a 
length of time can lead to elevated BP and blood glucose levels, 
abdominal obesity and dyslipidaemia,27 known as traditional risk 
factors for T2DM, ASCVD and other related disorders.28 

Statins [3-hydroxy-3-methylglutaryl coenzyme A reductase 
inhibitors] have been demonstrated to be effective in both 
primary and secondary prevention of ASCVD.11 This effect is 
largely dependent on the extent to which LDL-C level is lowered 
and not by the type of statin used.11,29,30 The main cause of death 
in MDD remains ASCVD,31 where statins have proven to have 
therapeutic benefits.32 The combination of a selective serotonin 
reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) and a statin has been associated with 
lower risk for psychiatric hospitalisations due to depression, 
compared to the use of SSRI alone.33 

This study aimed to assess the CVD risk and the attainment 
of control of the triad ABC guideline in individuals with T2DM 
with and without co-morbid MDD in a South African privately 
managed healthcare environment.

Methods
This cross-sectional, retrospective, descriptive study was 
conducted in a private managed healthcare organisation in SA. 
We utilised an integrated database of electronic health records 
(EHR), laboratory data, and the medical, hospital and pharmacy 

administrative claims data of members with T2DM and MDD 
of a South African managed healthcare organisation in the year 
2019. The EHR of study members registered with the medical 
scheme was linked to the administrative claims system, which 
together provided processed data of membership, healthcare and 
claims. The database included patient-level demographics and 
clinical characteristics such as illnesses, hospital events, diagnosis 
and follow-up BP readings, HbA1c levels and lipogram reports. 
Medications claimed by the study subjects were extracted from 
the administrative system claims database. 

The data set included patients enrolled as members of a health 
insurance scheme. Of the 47 380 registered beneficiaries on the 
scheme in 2019, 879 adults (18 years and older) with a registered 
diagnosis of T2DM were included if: (1) their latest HbA1c value 
was recorded on the healthcare system in 2019, and (2) they 
had a pharmacy claim of oral and/or injectable hypoglycaemic 
agents, or insulin claimed sequentially for over six months. 

The diagnosis of  T2DM was identified according to 
the International Classification of  Diseases and Related 
Health Problems, 10th revision (ICD10).34 Diagnosis codes 
E11.0 (T2DM with hyperosmolarity), E11.1 (T2DM with 
ketoacidosis), E11.2 (T2DM with renal complications), E11.3 
(T2DM with ophthalmic complications), E11.4 (T2DM with 
neurological complications), E11.5 (T2DM with peripheral 
circulatory complications), E11.6 (T2DM with other specified 
complications), E11.7 (T2DM with multiple complications), 
E11.8 (T2DM with unspecified complications) to E11.9 (T2DM 
without complications) were used to classify patients having 
T2DM as stated by the practitioner. 

From these 879 patients with T2DM, two groups were 
identified: T2DM + MDD: those registered with a diagnosis 
of MDD and claiming antidepressants over six months (n 
= 223), and T2DM – MDD: those without a diagnosis of 
MDD or claiming for antidepressants (n = 656). The third 
group, the MDD control group (n = 332), was selected from 
the beneficiaries as being diagnosed with MDD and claiming 
antidepressant usage without any history of T2DM. 

The diagnosis of MDD was identified with ICD10 codes 
F32.2 (MDD, single episode, severe without psychotic features) 
to F33.9 (MDD, recurrent, unspecified). The ICD10 codes were 
obtained from the Council of Medical Schemes Prescribed 
Minimum Benefit ICD10 coded list.35 Patients with no available 
clinical data for HbA1c and LDL-C level, and SBP were excluded 
from this study. Glycaemic, BP and lipid level indices were 
defined and characterised with reference to the 2017 Society 
for Endocrinology, Metabolism and Diabetes of South Africa 
(SEMDSA) guidelines.6 

Using medical record review, the schemes hospitalisation 
management database, ICD10 diagnostic code and current 
procedural terminology, 4th edition (CPT-4) procedure code 
data, physician-diagnosed, documented major macrovascular 
hospitalisations were identified. Major macrovascular 
hospitalisations were identified as the presence of a diagnosis 
or an event of a CAD (unstable angina, angiogram, angina 
pectoris, atherosclerotic heart disease), congestive heart failure, 
atrial fibrillation, stroke, transient cerebral ischaemic attack, 
embolism and thrombosis of arteries or other specified veins, 
and peripheral vascular disease; or procedures such as coronary 
revascularisation (acute transmural myocardial infarction 
percutaneous procedures, coronary artery bypass, angioplasty, 
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percutaneous transluminal coronary angioplasty, bare metal or 
balloon or drug-eluting, pacemaker insertion and cardioversion). 

Using the administrative medicines claims data that were 
categorised according to anatomical therapeutic chemical (ATC) 
classification,36 individuals claiming hypoglycaemic agents 
were identified as using A10B (blood glucose-lowering drugs 
excluding insulins), which are the older oral agents (metformin, 
glibenclamide, gliclazide, glimepiride, repaglinide, pioglitazone), 
the newer agents (vildagliptin, dapagliflozin, liraglutide, 
empagliflozin, sitagliptin, exenatide, saxagliptin) and who were 
on insulin as A10A (insulin and analogues). 

Those on antihypertensive therapy were identified according 
to ATC C02 (antihypertensives), C03 (diuretics), C07 (beta-
blocking agents), C09 (agents acting on the renin–angiotensin 
system), C08 (calcium channel blockers) and G04CA03 
(alpha-adrenoreceptor antagonist). The choice of  selecting 
antihypertensive medication is based mainly on the patient’s 
glycaemic and lipid profiles. Patients claiming treatment for 
dyslipidaemia ATC C10 [lipid-modifying therapy, which are 
statins (98% claim rate), fibrates, ezetimibe and bile acid 
sequestrants] were identified. 

Patients claiming antidepressant ATC (N06A) were 
characterised according to those on SSRIs (Fluoxetine, Paroxetine, 
Sertraline, Citalopram, Escitalopram, Fluvoxamine) versus those 
not on SSRIs, such as, patients on serotonin norepinephrine 
reuptake inhibitors (Venlafaxine, Desvenlafaxine, Duloxetine), 
noradrenergic and specific serotonergic antidepressants 
(Mirtazapine; Mianserin), serotonin receptor antagonists and 
reuptake inhibitors (Trazodone), norepinephrine dopamine 
reuptake inhibitor (Bupropion), serotonergic antidepressant 
(Vortioxetine) or melatonergic agonist (Agomelatine). The class 
of SSRI was characterised separately as data show that in 
combination with a statin, it had a larger effect on depressive 
symptoms than either drug alone.37

Confidentiality was maintained throughout the analysis by 
using the patients’ unique scheme membership number and 
dependent code to align patient-level records. The University of 
the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, Faculty of Health Sciences 
Human Ethics Committee (M140326; M1911196) approved 
the study. Approval was granted by the principal officer of 
the scheme for the scheme data to be used in the study and by 
the human resources manager to gather data from the scheme 
administrative database for the research. 

Statistical analysis
Data extracted from the database were exported to Microsoft 
Excel 2016 and statistical analysis was performed with Statistica 

13.3 (StatSoft Inc, Tulsa, OK) and SAS 9.4. Study patients were 
those with a total cholesterol level < 4.5 mmol/l; those below 
target LDL-C < 1.8 mmol/l; those above target high-density 
lipoprotein cholesterol > 1.0 mmol/l in men and > 1.2 mmol/l in 
women; those below triglyceride target level < 1.7 mmol/l; and 
BP in patients with SBP < 140 mmHg. 

HbA1c and lipid levels are given as median (IQR). Categorical 
variables such as gender, number of claims for medicines and 
disease control measures are summarised as frequencies and 
percentages and were compared using Chi-square or Fisher-exact 
tests. Multiple comparisons were analysed using Bonferroni 
correction among the three groups and the level of significance 
was set at p < 0.0166. 

Stepwise univariate and multivariate logistic regression 
analyses were performed to determine factors predicting HbA1c 
and LDL-C control in the study groups of patients with T2DM 
and MDD only. A sensitivity analysis was performed on 
patients claiming different classes of antidepressants. Claims 
were compared between those on SSRIs with those not on SSRIs 
and equated to their HbA1c targets attained. The significance 
level was set at p < 0.05.

Results
Table 1 shows the characteristics of the patients in the T2DM 
+ MDD and T2DM – MDD groups compared to the control 
(MDD) group. More females and older patients were among 
the T2DM + MDD (p < 0.001) and MDD groups (p < 0.0001) 
compared to the T2DM – MDD group. The T2DM groups 
showed similar claiming patterns for lipid-lowering medications. 
Over 70% of those with T2DM with or without MDD were 
on lipid-lowering treatment with statins, and among those, 
< 7% were on combined therapies such as statin + ezetimibe 
(2.7, 3.2%) or statin + fibrate (3.6, 3.9%). However, a higher 
proportion of patients among the T2DM + MDD group versus 
the T2DM – MDD group claimed antihypertensives (79 vs 68%) 
(p = 0.0010). A small number (12.5, 10.8%) (p = 0.601) claimed 
sodium-glucose transport protein 2 inhibitors (SGLT2i). 

Table 2 depicts the CV indices of glycaemic, BP and lipid 
profiles of the patients attaining targets. The median (IQR) 
HbA1c level in patients with T2DM + MDD was higher 
compared to the T2DM – MDD group [7.4% (6.0–8.2) vs 7.2% 
(6.2–8.5), p < 0.05]. A higher proportion of patients in the T2DM 
+ MDD group achieved HbA1c levels of < 7% compared to the 
T2DM – MDD group (p < 0.05). The LDL-C median (IQR) 
was similar in the T2DM + MDD [2.4 mmol/l (1.8–3.1)] and 
T2DM – MDD [2.4 mmol/l (1.8–3.1)] groups, but significantly 
lower when compared to the MDD group [3.0 mmol/l (2.4–3.8), 

Table 1. Characteristics of patients with T2DM + MDD, T2DM – MDD and MDD 

Characteristics
T2DM + MDD

(n = 223) (25%)
T2DM – MDD

(n = 656) (75%) p-value
MDD control

(n = 332) p-value

Age (years) (mean ± SD) 61 ± 13 57 ± 14  0.01 50 ± 17 < 0.0001

Female, n (%) 121 (54) 245 (37) < 0.001 213/332 (64) < 0.0001

Therapy claimed, n (%)

  Antihypertensives 177/223 (79) 447/656 (68) 0.001 121/332 (36) < 0.0001

  Lipid-lowering therapy 173/223 (78) 471/656 (72) 0.092 117/332 (35) < 0.0001

  Antidepressant therapy 223/223 (100) – – 262/332 (79) < 0.001

  Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors 108/223 (48) – – 168/332 (51) 0.478

MDD, major depressive disorder; T2DM, type 2 diabetes mellitus. 
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p < 0.001]. Only 24% of patients in the T2DM groups achieved 
target LDL-C levels of < 1.8 mmol/l. The SBP of patients in the 
T2DM + MDD, T2DM – MDD and MDD groups was similar 

and on target. 
Fig. 1 shows that only 13% of the T2DM + MDD and 7.1% 

of T2DM – MDD groups achieved simultaneous ABC targets.
Table 3 depicts a stepwise multivariate logistic regression 

analysis, which identified predictors of HbA1c control of the 
T2DM study groups. The HbA1c control was independently 
associated with older (p = 0.002) patients, claims for statins, and 
being diagnosed with MDD (p < 0.0001). 

In Table 4, a stepwise multivariate logistic regression analysis 
identified predictors of LDL-C control of the T2DM + MDD 
versus T2DM – MDD groups. Significant contributing factors 
to LDL-C control between the two groups were being older (p < 
0.0001) and claiming statins (p = 0.001). 

Fig. 2 exhibits the percentage of patients with T2DM 
+ MDD on SSRIs reaching HbA1c levels of < 7%. There 
was no statistically significant difference in the proportion of 
patients achieving HbA1c target regardless of the nature of their 
antidepressant therapy. After performing a multiple logistic 
regression in patients with T2DM + MDD, SSRIs (p = 0.19) 
and metformin (p = 0.27) were not independently associated with 
HbA1c control when adjusted for age and gender.

There was a significant difference in the macrovascular 

Table 2. Clinical profile of patients with T2DM + MDD,  
T2DM – MDD and MDD achieving targets

Clinical characteristics T2DM+MDD T2DM–MDD MDD control

HbA1c (%) n = 223 n = 656 n = 332

  HbA1c, median (IQR) 7.4 (6.0–8.2) 7.2 (6.2-8.5)# 5.4 (5.2-5.8)**

  HbA1c < 7%, n (%) 125/223 (56)# 295/656 (45) –

  HbA1c < 7%, median (IQR) 6.1 (5.7–6.6) 6.2 (5.8–6.5) –

TC (mmol/l) n = 217 n = 520 n = 278

  TC, median (IQR) 4.4 (3.6–5.3) 4.3 (3.6–5.1) 5.1 (4.3–5.8)**

  TC < 4.5 mmol/l, n (%) 118/217 (54) 298/520 (57) 83/278 (30)**

LDL-C (mmol/l) n = 220 n = 519 n = 268

  LDL-C, median (IQR) 2.4 (1.8–3.1) 2.4 (1.8–3.1) 3.0 (2.4–3.8)**

  LDL-C < 1.8 mmol/l, n (%) 52/220 (24) 125/519 (24) –

   LDL-C < 1.8 mmol/l, median 
(IQR)

1.4 (1.1–1.6) 1.5 (1.2–1.6) –

HDL-C (mmol/l) n = 215 n = 507 n = 139

  HDL-C, median (IQR) 1.1 (0.9–1.4) 1.1 (0.9–1.3) 1.3 (1.1–1.6)**

   HDL-C ≥ 1 mmol/l (male);  
≥ 1.2 mmol/l (female), n (%)

129/215 (60) 328/507 (65) 118/139 (85)**

Triglycerides (mmol/l) n = 216 n = 508 n = 266

  Triglycerides, median (IQR) 1.70 (1.3–2.3) 1.7 (1.2–2.6) 1.3 (0.9–1.9)**

   Triglycerides < 1.7 mmol/l, 
n (%)

99/216 (46) 255/508 (50) 177/266 (67)**

BP (mmHg) n = 181 n= 451 n = 107

  SBP, mean ± SD 132 ± 17 134 ± 17 135 ± 17

  DBP, mean ± SD 79 ± 12# 82 ± 12 83 ± 12

  SBP ≤ 140 mmHg, n (%) 135/181 (75) 340/451 (75) 78/107 (73)

BP, blood pressure; HbA1c, glycated haemoglobin; HDL, high-density lipo-
protein cholesterol; IQR, interquartile range; LDL-C, low-density lipoprotein 
cholesterol; MDD, major depressive disorder; TC, total cholesterol; T2DM, 
type 2 diabetes mellitus.
*p < 0.01 and **p < 0.001 between the three groups; #p < 0.05 between T2DM 
with and without MDD groups.

Table 3. Stepwise multivariate logistic regression of HbA1c control in 
T2DM + MDD and T2DM – MDD groups

Variables OR* 95% CI p-value

Age 1.02 1.01–1.04 0.002

Statins claimed 2.09 1.41–3.11 < 0.0001

Metformin claimed 0.51 0.27–0.97 0.040

Newer hypoglycaemic agents claimed 0.45 0.21–0.99 0.048

MDD diagnosis 2.30 1.47–3.61 < 0.0001

*Adjusted for claims for antihypertensive agents, gender and the interaction 
factor of newer hypoglycaemic agents and metformin.

T2DM + MDD
n = 220

LDL-C <1.8mml/l
n = 52 (24%)

LDL-C <1.8mml/l 
& SBP below 

140mmHg
n = 32 (14.5%)

LDL-C 
<1.8mml/l & 
SBP below 

140mmHg & 
HbA1c <7%
n = 28 (13%)

T2DM – MDD
n = 519

LDL-C <1.8mml/l
n = 125 (24%)

LDL-C <1.8mml/l 
& SBP below 

140mmHg
n = 77 (14.8%)

LDL-C 
<1.8mml/l & 
SBP below 

140mmHg & 
HbA1c <7%

n = 35 (7.1%)

Fig. 1.  Percentage of patients with T2DM with and without MDD achieving ABC (HbA1c, SBP and LDL-C) goal. HbA1c, glycated 
haemoglobin; LDL-C, low-density lipoprotein cholesterol; MDD, major depressive disorder; T2DM, type 2 diabetes mellitus; 
SBP, systolic blood pressure.
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hospitalisations between the T2DM + MDD and T2DM – 
MDD groups (Table 5). A higher proportion of patients in 
the T2DM + MDD group were admitted for macrovascular 
events (22.8%, p = 0.012). Fewer patients with T2DM + MDD 
(3.3%) were admitted for depressive episodes compared to the 
patients from the MDD control group (15.5%, p = 0.003). More 
patients with T2DM + MDD (12%) had repeated macrovascular 
admissions versus those with T2DM – MDD (2.9%, p = 0.005). 

Discussion
While over 70% of patients in all three groups achieved the 
target SBP of ≤ 140 mmHg, the findings indicated inadequate 
glycaemic and lipid control among the T2DM patients managed 
in a private healthcare organisation, despite the high rate of 
claims for hypoglycaemic and lipid-lowering medications. Both 
study groups had a median target HbA1c closer to 7%, although 
the group with a diagnosis of co-morbid MDD had a higher 
HbA1c of 7.4% compared with the T2DM – MDD group. 
Findings of this study are similar to studies by Akpalu et al.18 
and Kaulgud et al.38 that reported no association between poor 
glycaemic control and MDD.

The successful management of diabetes care is reduction of 
CV risk biomarkers HbA1c, BP and LDL-C. Each individual 
biomarker goal achieved has proven to be associated with a 
reduction in micro- and macrovascular complications.15,39,40 The 
composite attainment of the three goals simultaneously is known 
as the ABCs of diabetes,9 which are considered individually in 
the clinical management of patients with T2DM, evidenced in 

South African studies whereby separate measures are reported 
as opposed to the combined triad of ABC control. 

In this study, the participants’ glucose control in isolation 
showed better rates of glycaemic control [T2DM + MDD (56%) 
and T2DM – MDD (45%)], in comparison with the 22% seen 
across three public healthcare centres in rural Africa.41 The 
privately managed healthcare environment is well resourced 
and the study population may be more aware of their diabetes 
status and have access to newer hypoglycaemic agents and health 
technology assessment devices, including diabetes management 
programmes via a capitated risk-sharing model to improve 
patient outcomes and reduce healthcare costs.42 Therefore, 
one would expect better clinical (glycaemic, lipid control and 
macrovascular complications) outcomes of patients with T2DM. 

SGLT2i, a newer class of hypoglycaemic agents, had just 
been introduced to the healthcare system and a small number of 
patients with T2DM in both groups claimed SGLT2i during this 
period of analysis. SGLT2i, in addition to lowering blood glucose 
levels, has been shown to reduce BP with an average reduction 
of 3.6/1.7 mmHg (systolic/diastolic) in 24-hour ambulatory 
BP,43 and may have influenced those patients claiming SGL2i in 
achieving BP goals. As the number of patients were too small 
to analyse, future studies will look at the CV risk reduction of 
SGLT2i in this sub-group when there is a much higher utilisation 
of this class of drugs.

Of concern, only 24% of patients in the T2DM groups 
in this study achieved LDL-C control of < 1.8 mmol/l. The 
number of patients with T2DM achieving LDL-C targets would 
have been far fewer if  the latest 2023 European Society of 
Cardiology (ESC) guideline-recommended LDL-C target of < 
1.4 mmol/l was used44 [T2DM + MDD group (10.5%), T2DM 
– MDD (10.2%), compared to 24% achieved in both groups]. 
In contrast, Boekholdt et al.45 found that approximately 40% 
of patients failed to adequately lower their LDL-C levels on 
high-potency statin therapy, due to inter-individual variation of 

Table 4. Stepwise multivariate logistic regression of  
LDL-C control in T2DM + MDD and T2DM – MDD groups

Variables OR* 95% CI p-value

Age 1.03 1.01–1.04 < 0.0001

Statins claimed 2.51 1.50–4.21 0.001

*Adjusted for claims for antihypertensive agents, metformin and gender. 

Table 5. Hospitalisations of patients with  
T2DM + MDD, T2DM – MDD and MDD

Characteristics

T2DM+MDD
(n = 223)

n (%)

T2DM–MDD
(n = 656)

n (%)

MDD control
(n = 332)

n (%) p-value

Total number of 
hospital admissions

200/223 (89.7) 493/656 (75.2) 290/332 (87.3) < 0.0001

Total number of 
patients admitted 

92/223 (41.3) 236/656 (36) 161/332 (48.5) 0.0007

Admissions per 
patient 

200/92 (2.2) 493/236 (2.1) 290/161 (1.8) –

Patients admitted 
for macrovascular 
events 

21/92 (22.8) 31/236 (13.1) 16/161 (9.9) 0.012

Patients admitted for 
repeated macrovas-
cular admissions 

11/92 (12) 7/236 (2.9) 8/161 (5.6) 0.005

Patients admitted for 
depressive episodes

3/92 (3.3) – 25/161 (15.5) 0.003

MDD, major depressive disorder; T2DM, type 2 diabetes mellitus.

HbA1c >7% HbA1c <7%
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SSRIs (Fluoxetine, 
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53%
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Fig. 2.  Percentage of patients with T2DM + MDD on 
antidepressants (SSRIs vs non-SSRIs) achieving 
HbA1c target. HbA1c, glycated haemoglobin; MDD, 
major depressive disorder; MA, melatonergic agonist; 
NaSSA, noradrenergic and specific serotonergic anti-
depressant; NDRI, norepinephrine dopamine reup-
take inhibitor; SSRIs, selective serotonin reuptake 
inhibitors; SNRI, serotonin norepinephrine reuptake 
inhibitor; SARIs, serotonin receptor antagonists and 
reuptake inhibitors; SA, serotonergic antidepressant); 
T2DM, type 2 diabetes mellitus.
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statin response and possible non-adherence to medication. Dose-
related adverse events, inadequate patient education, incorrect 
statin doses prescribed, and mood issues such as depression are 
some important factors as to why patients are non-compliant 
with their medications.46,47 

The South African International Cholesterol Management 
Practice Study48 reported that the low rates of LDL-C goal 
achievement among private health-insured participants were 
due to inadequate statin doses prescribed, use of low-potency 
statins and non-compliance. The American Heart Association 
guidelines recommend utilising an appropriate statin dose for 
percentage reduction of LDL-C rather than treatment goals, as 
well as altering clinicians’ behaviour concerning the treatment of 
hyperlipidaemia.49 

The increased risk of CV events among this group of patients 
suggests possible medication adjustments, such as switching 
medication to a different class or dose to achieve guideline-
recommended target LDL-C levels.11 Some patients may even 
require combination therapy with other classes of lipid-lowering 
therapies (ezetimibe, fibrates, bile acid sequestrants or niacin)49 
to sufficiently lower LDL-C levels. The magnitude of the change 
in LDL-C level in the T2DM groups indicated a level of LDL-C 
that was 1.2 ± 0.8 mmol/l away from target levels. This clearly 
indicates that LDL-C targets remain a distinct reminder that 
a large proportion of the CV risk has not been adequately 
addressed within the confines of a managed care organisation. 

Individuals with T2DM must attain glycaemic control, 
maintain a healthy lifestyle, and manage co-morbid hypertension 
and hyperlipidaemia. The simultaneous control of all three ABC 
parameters is seldom achieved in most adults with T2DM.50-52 
Only 13% of patients with T2DM + MDD and 7.1% of patients 
with T2DM – MDD attained comprehensive glycaemic, SBP 
and LDL-C control (ABC levels) in this study. 

The composite ABC targets achieved in an Iranian population 
with T2DM (42%)53 and in the NHANES 2007–2012 was 23.7%.54 
Another study conducted in Japan55 showed patients achieved a 
28.0% triple ABC goal. In the NHANES survey, patients with 
T2DM and severe depression were associated with lower rates 
of ABC goal attainment compared to those with no depression 
(5.0 vs 25.4%).54 The lower rates of simultaneous control of 
all three parameters in this study compared to the previous 
studies may be attributed to the differences in the demographics, 
the medication regimen, and diabetes management, patient 
education and depression severity. 

Regarding the discrete HbA1c, BP and lipid targets56 within a 
South African tertiary public hospital, the percentage of T2DM 
patients reaching BP and HbA1c targets were 49.4 and 16.5%, 
respectively,56 which were lower than in the T2DM + MDD and 
T2DM – MDD groups in the private sector of our study. However, 
the lipid targets attained were higher (46.9%)56 compared to the 
private sector patients in this study (24%). The LDL-C levels 
attained by patients in the tertiary hospital were lower and can be 
attributed to better compliance enforced by positive clinical inertia 
displayed by the clinical staff in the hospital setting.56 Factors 
affecting BP control were perhaps due to the increasing age, 
hyperglycaemia and its pathogenic effects on vascular function,57 
and the use of angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitors.

On the other hand, in T2DM patients from 20 countries, 
including Europe and the USA, a pooled target achievement rate 
of 42.8% (95% CI: 38.1–47.5%) for glycaemic control, 29% (95% 

CI: 22.9–35.9%) for BP and 49.2% (95% CI: 39.0–59.4%) for 
LDL-C was reported in a meta-analysis.58 Conversely the present 
study reflects a better glycaemic (56, 49%) and BP control 
(75, 75%), and worse LDL-C control (24, 24%) in people with 
T2DM, with and without MDD, respectively.

A major finding in this study was patients in the T2DM + 
MDD group achieved better ABC control compared to the 
T2DM – MDD group, yet a higher number of patients in the 
T2DM + MDD group were admitted for repeated macrovascular 
events. This may possibly be explained by the presence of 
a significant residual CV risk not accounted for by lipid-
lowering therapies. There could be some residual inflammatory 
risk in patients with low LDL-C levels or pro-inflammatory 
pathways59,60 that may not be modulated by statins, or even high-
potency statins or combined lipid-lowering therapies.61 

Furthermore, the present study shows a beneficial link 
between treatment modalities claimed (statins, metformin and 
newer hypoglycaemic agents) and HbA1c and LDL-C levels 
in older patients with T2DM and MDD. Medication claims 
appeared to be better in older patients, possibly because the 
elderly are more vigilant of their cardiometabolic indices, as 
these indices need to be stringently self-managed. The elderly are 
more aware of their trajectory of a healthier lifestyle and try to 
reduce their risks and better manage their glycaemic and lipid 
levels. These findings were supported in middle-aged and older 
USA adults62 among health maintenance organisation members 
in the USA63 and Asia.64 

Patients with MDD being treated in this managed-care 
setting showed better compliance and HbA1c control. Screening 
and treatment of depression in patients with CAD were found 
to improve the outcomes of CVD,65 alongside the benefits of 
mood elevation. Similarly, the recognition and monitoring of 
depression in T2DM are of relevance due to their association 
with hyperglycaemia, diabetic complications and poor quality 
of life.66

Patient care in T2DM has an emphasis on blood glucose 
levels and hence, intake of hypoglycaemic agents to achieve the 
targeted glycaemic control may be enforced during their medical 
reviews. Additionally, over the past decade, health technology 
in T2DM and antidiabetic agents have received much attention, 
allowing diabetics a range of hypoglycaemic agents to lower 
blood glucose levels.67-70 This may account for more patients 
reaching the glycaemic control target. However, the LDL-C 
targets were not met as patients may not have been aware of the 
detrimental effects of not complying with their lipid-lowering 
therapy and the limited choices of lipid-lowering therapy. 

Elevated serum levels of LDL-C are perhaps the strongest 
contributor to atherosclerosis in CAD and thromboembolic 
stroke.71,72 Reduction of LDL-C levels, usually with statins, 
confers protection. Therefore, a reduction in LDL-C level of 
1 mmol/l usually lowers the CV risk by approximately 20%.21 
Patients within the managed-care setting of this study needed 
to be educated on the importance of compliance with lipid-
lowering therapies in conjunction with their hypoglycaemic, BP 
and/or antidepressant medications. Association of depressive 
symptoms with increased risk of macrovascular complications 
has been reported in several cohort studies.73-75

Active surveillance of MDD in patients without T2DM, 
but with established CVD, demonstrated a greater severity 
of depressive symptoms than those without a CVD event.65 
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The aggressive amelioration of treatment of these depressive 
symptoms has shown a reduction in CVD events of up to 
43%.76 Numerous interventional studies with statins have shown 
a reduction of coronary events, all cardiovascular events and 
mortality of between 10 and 30% for every mmol/l reduction in 
LDL-C level, even if  the baseline LDL-C level was in the normal 
range32 in individuals with established CAD.77-79 

Besides their lipid-lowering properties, large studies report 
that statin use was associated with a reduced risk of depression.80 
This intrinsic property of statins is beneficial in patients post 
heart attack and in individuals experiencing excess inflammation 
due to physical diseases such as stroke, which are highly 
co-morbid with MDD.81 Lipophilic statins (simvastatin and 
atorvastatin) showed greater potential to decrease depressive 
symptoms than hydrophilic statins (rosuvastatin and pravastatin) 
as these statins can cross the blood–brain barrier.82 

In T2DM patients with co-morbid MDD, certain 
antidepressants such as an SSRI (Fluoxetine) and norepinephrine 
dopamine reuptake inhibitor (Bupropion) have been associated 
with improvement in HbA1c control in patients with T2DM + 
MDD.83,84 In the T2DM + MDD group in this study, 62% of 
those on SSRIs were at the HbA1c level of < 7%, while 53% 
of those not on SSRIs achieved the same target, suggesting 
glycaemic control among patients with T2DM diagnosed and 
treated for MDD fared well with their diabetes. Future research 
should be implemented on the CV risk profile of patients with 
MDD using the Framingham risk score85 to identify individuals 
at increased risk for future CVD, and depressive outcomes of the 
interaction of statins and SSRIs in this group.

The present study suggests the need for holistic management 
of T2DM and associated co-morbidities such as MDD and 
CVD. Glycaemic and lipid targets attained as per guideline 
recommendations were suboptimal when treatment and 
management of NCDs are in silos as seen in this study. 
Bringing in more awareness on LDL-C control to patients 
with T2DM and MDD, and to their treating physicians and 
service providers, through collaborative care for patients with 
T2DM and co-morbidities in this setting, is a gap that has to be 
addressed. Early intervention may be needed to assist younger 
individuals with T2DM and early onset T2DM with MDD, to 
achieve better glycaemic control. 

Limitations
Firstly, the onset of T2DM and MDD was not recorded in 
this sample, which is a key feature in the risk stratification 
of individuals with diabetes for a CVD event. Secondly, the 
medication compliance of the patients was not recorded. Data 
on other risk factors such as obesity, smoking and physical 
exercise, which contribute to the risk of a premature CVD 
event was not available, as very few members or practitioners 
forwarded this data to the healthcare organisation. Lastly, this 
analysis referenced the target LDL-C control for very high-risk 
patients with T2DM and CVD risk factors at < 1.8 mmol/l. The 
result would have been even less if  the latest ESC guideline-
recommended LDL-C target of < 1.4 mmol/l was used.44 Discrete 
variables of patients claiming insulin only [12/223 (5.4%) in the 
T2DM + MDD group and 15/656 (2.3%) in the T2DM – MDD 
group] were excluded from the multivariate regression analysis as 
very few were claiming for insulin only. 

Conclusion
In a private managed healthcare setting in SA, this study shows 
poor ABC goal attainment in both the T2DM – MDD and 
T2DM + MDD patients. Older patients with T2DM + MDD 
showed better HbA1c and LDL-C control, highlighting the need 
to assist younger adults who show poor adherence to medication 
to achieve ABC control. A significantly higher rate of repeated 
macrovascular hospitalisations for 2019 in patients with T2DM 
+ MDD may reflect the effect of MDD in the increased risk of 
CV events. The majority of patients with T2DM with and without 
MDD showed very poor achievement of the LDL-C target level 
recommended by the South African Heart Association and Lipid 
and Atherosclerosis Society of Southern Africa. Currently, the 
triad of LDL-C, BP and HbA1c are reported independently in the 
interpretation of patient clinical presentation, however, there is a 
need to consider all three measures within the context of the ABC 
target levels in patients with T2DM. A change in clinical case 
management would potentially reduce the risk of CV events.
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