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KEY
MESSAGES

People with a learning disability in England have higher rates of
new onset of type 2 diabetes compared to the general population.
The increase in rates of type two diabetes in people with a
learning disability is shifted 10-15 years earlier than in people
from the general population

Consideration should be given to offering screening for the
presence of type 2 diabetes as part of an annual health check
(AHC) to people with a learning disability.

People with a learning disability and type 2 diabetes were less
likely to have eye and foot checks, an area where improvements
should be made.

With regards to the management of conditions associated with
diabetes, our analyses support the application of existing NHS
guidance for the management of obesity, hypertension, and
cardiovascular health, and for reducing or monitoring the long-
term impact of antipsychotic medication in people with a learning
disability.

There is a need for improved diabetes care and education for
individuals with a learning disability to help prevent and manage
the condition effectively. Healthcare providers and caregivers
should also be aware of the increased risk of type 2 diabetes
mellitus in this population and take steps to ensure that
appropriate screening and management strategies are in place.  
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Introduction

     It has been estimated that approximately 4.9 million people now live with diabetes in the
UK, and of these, around 90% have type 2 diabetes (Diabetes UK, 2022). In addition, up to
one million people have undiagnosed type 2 diabetes. One in six hospital inpatients has
diabetes (Diabetes UK, 2022), and a third of people with type 2 diabetes already have a
microvascular (small blood vessel) complication (such as retinal issues) at the time of
diagnosis, suggesting that earlier diagnosis may be beneficial. Consequently, the National
Health Service spends at least £10 billion a year on diabetes, equivalent to 10% of its
budget; 80% of this is spent on the treatment of complications (Whicher et al., 2022), such
as kidney, eye and foot problems and heart attacks.

     Research suggests that individuals with a learning disability are at a higher risk of
developing diabetes than the general population. A recent review of existing research
showed that diabetes rates amongst individuals with learning disabilities (33 studies) was
approximately 8.5%, with a 95% Confidence interval range between 7.2% – 10.0%
(Vancampfort et al., 2022). The odds of having a diagnosis of diabetes were shown to be
2.46 times higher in people with a learning disability (95% CI = 1.89–3.21) compared to the
general population.  

     People with a learning disability may experience a delay in diagnosis which can lead to
more severe health complications (Taggart et al., 2013). National diabetes audit data
suggests that individuals with a learning disability and type 2 diabetes may be less likely to
receive appropriate diabetes care, including regular check-ups, blood glucose monitoring,
and medication management (NHS Digital, 2017). This can lead to poor blood sugar control
and an increased risk of diabetes-related complications, and poorer health outcomes. Other
research has suggested that factors such as having certain kinds of genetic syndromes such
as Prader-Willi syndrome (Crinò & Grugni, 2020) or Down syndrome (Aslam et al., 2022), low
levels of physical activity and poor diets (Tyrer et al., 2020), and antipsychotic medication
may also contribute to the higher risk of developing type 2 diabetes in individuals with a
learning disability. 

     This report summarises work that aimed to 1) determine the new onset (incidence) rate of
type 2 diabetes mellitus; 2) examine the quality of care related to the management of type 2
diabetes mellitus and 3) investigate the health issues and demographic factors associated
with a type 2 diabetes mellitus diagnosis in people with a learning disability compared to the
general population using primary care data from England.

2



Study Design, Setting and Participants 

     We used data extracted from the UK Clinical Practice Research Datalink (CPRD) Aurum
database, which is a database of the anonymised electronic health records for 1,345 general
practices (GP) in the UK (primarily in England and which are currently contributing data) .  
 
     All patients ever diagnosed with a learning disability and currently registered with a GP
were identified from the May 2022 release of CPRD Aurum using SNOMED codes for learning
disabilities (ref – Lancet paper). People with Autism were included within the sample, but only
if they also had a recorded learning disability. We used a matched cohort study design
(Cummings et al., 2003); this means that patients with a learning disability were matched to
patients from the general population for year of birth, sex and general practice and if their
start of record was no more than 365 days after that of the matched learning disability
participant. 
 
     We planned three analyses:  
 

To determine the incidence rate (i.e. new cases) of type 2 diabetes mellitus,  1.
To examine the quality of care related to the management of type 2 diabetes mellitus  2.
To investigate the morbidities and demographic factors associated with a type 2 diabetes
mellitus diagnosis in people with a learning disability compared to general population
controls. 

3.

 
Medical Conditions and Quality of Care Outcomes  

     As this report is focused on type 2 diabetes, we excluded individuals likely to have type 1
diabetes (see appendix for details). The management of type 2 diabetes mellitus was examined
using a combination of quality-of-care outcomes from the Quality and Outcomes Framework
(QOF), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) quality of care
indicators and NICE guideline for type 2 diabetes mellitus (see table A1 in the appendix for a
list of care outcomes and how they were defined). We also extracted information from
patients’ clinical and prescription records using SNOMED codes for known risk factors
associated with type 2 diabetes mellitus, such as hypertension, obesity, ischaemic heart
disease, and medication such as anti-psychotic medication to explore factors associated with a
new diagnosis.  

Statistical Analysis 

     In order to analyze changes in diabetes mellitus rates over time, incidence (i.e. new
diagnoses) per 1,000 person-years was used, in age bands 0 to 4 years, 5 to 14 years and then
by 10-year age groups up to 85+ years. We calculated confidence intervals, and then
compared rates in people with a learning disability with those from the general population
using adjusted incidence rate ratios (crudely speaking, the rate in people with a learning
disability as a proportion of the rate in people from the general population). We then checked
for an age effect, and because a significant effect was present, we conducted adjusted
analyses by age band. Finally, quality of care indicators was examined using prevalence data of
patients with type 2 diabetes mellitus who contributed data between the financial years of
2011-12 and 2021-22. Other details of statistical analysis are provided in the appendix. 

C P R D  A u r u m  w a s  m a d e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  r e s e a r c h  p u r p o s e s  i n  2 0 1 8  a n d  a s  o f  M a y  2 0 2 2  c o n s i s t s  o f  d a t a  f r o m  m o r e  t h a n  4 1  m i l l i o n  p a t i e n t s
w i t h  m o r e  t h a n  1 3  m i l l i o n  c u r r e n t l y  r e g i s t e r e d .  T h e  d a t a b a s e  i s  f r o m  G P s  u s i n g  t h e  E M I S  c l i n i c a l  s y s t e m s  a n d  i n c l u d e s  d a t a  o n  d i a g n o s e s ,
s y m p t o m s ,  p r e s c r i p t i o n s ,  r e f e r r a l s  a n d  t e s t s  ( C P R D ,  2 0 2 1 ;  W o l f  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 9 ) .  P r e v i o u s  s t u d i e s  h a v e  c o n f i r m e d  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  d a t a  f r o m
C P R D  A u r u m  ( G u l l i f o r d  e t  a l . ,  2 0 2 0 ;  J i c k  e t  a l . ,  2 0 2 0 ;  P e r s s o n  e t  a l . ,  2 0 2 0 ) .  T h i s  s t u d y  p r o t o c o l  w a s  a p p r o v e d  b y  t h e  C P R D  I n d e p e n d e n t
S c i e n t i f i c  A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e  ( I S A C  p r o t o c o l  2 0 - 0 4 8 R ) .

1 .
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Results 
 
     Demographic details of primary care patients with a learning disability and general
population comparison patients included in this analysis are given in table A2 in the appendix.
There were 198,263 patients with a learning disability (79,323 females) and 328,139
(129,689 females) general population patients as comparators who were registered with a GP
contributing to CPRD Aurum between the financial years of 2011-12 and 2021-22 (calendar
years 2011 to 2022).  
 
Incidence of Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus
  
     The median age at diagnosis for people with a learning disability and type 2 diabetes was
51 (range 40-61), compared to 57 (49-66) for people from the general population. The crude
incidence rate for type 2 diabetes in patients with a learning disability was 3.74 (3.62-3.86)
per 1,000 person-years (i.e. the rate in 1,000 people each being followed for one year), and
for general population patients, it was 2.26 (2.20-2.32) per 1,000 person-years. In both
groups, there was an increase in rates with increasing age (figure 1). However, incidence rates
for type 2 diabetes in people with a learning disability diverged from those in the general
population during adolescence, with higher rates in most subsequent age groups before
converging in older age, so that incidence rates in the age 15 – 24 age group was 0.75 (0.63-
0.87) per 1,000 person-years for young people with a learning disability, compared to 0.14
(0.11-0.17) for their peers in the general population, peaking at 11.17 (9.56-12.98) for those
aged 75- 84 with a learning disability compared to 9.93 (8.97-10.96) for their matched peers
in the general population (table A3 in the appendix). 

Figure 1: Incidence of type 2 diabetes by age-group for people with a learning disability (red) and the general
population (blue) 

Note: The above graph contains data from 2011-2022 and includes people with Down syndrome who have been shown to differ in their rates of type 2 diabetes compared to the
general population.
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     Adjusted analyses show that if factors such as age, sex, ethnic background, and financial
year are taken account of, then people with a learning disability have an incidence rate for
type 2 diabetes that is 1.65 times (approximately 65%) higher than the rate in the general
population (appendix table A4). However, if the interaction with age is taken into account (in
other words, if we fully adjust for the younger age of onset in people with a learning
disability), then the rate for young people with a learning disability may be much higher than
in the general population (appendix table A5; figure A2 shows the predicted incidence rates
by age if the interaction is taken account of). We, therefore, conducted additional adjusted
analyses for each age band from age 15 (table 1), which showed that in young people with a
learning disability, the rate of new onset of type 2 diabetes is approximately 16 times higher
than for their peers without a learning disability, but by age 65 – 74 the rates are similar. 

Table 1 - Incidence rate ratio comparing new onset rates of diabetes of people with a learning disability compared to the
general population for each age band from age 15-24 years (adjusted analyses)

Quality of Care Indicators (Table 2, overleaf) 

     The management of type 2 diabetes mellitus was examined using a combination of quality-
of-care outcomes from the QOF Indicators, the OECD quality of care indicators and NICE
guideline for type 2 diabetes. We used prevalence data of patients with type 2 diabetes who
contributed data between the financial years of 2011-12 and 2021-22.

     This showed similar trends across time for these indicators and targets, with a decline in
the proportion of patients being offered monitoring and interventions during the pandemic
years (2020/21, and 2021/22). The proportions of patients with a learning disability and type
2 Diabetes being offered basic monitoring such as blood pressure, BMI and having smoking
status recorded were comparable to those in the general population but improved over time
such that these targets are now better met in people with a learning disability than in the
general population, presumably due to these measures being recorded as part of the learning
disability annual health checks. The proportion of patients with a learning disability with type
2 diabetes being offered weight management and lifestyle advice also improved over time
relative to those in the general population, but overall, in typical years less than half of
patients are recorded to have been offered such advice. Only a minority of patients with type
2 diabetes (less than 10%) are being offered weight management, which is similar for both
those with and without a learning disability.

     However, patients with a learning disability with type 2 diabetes were slightly less likely to
be offered blood tests for HbA1c and cholesterol, and retinal screening and foot examination
are consistently less often recorded to have been offered to patients with a learning disability
– for example, during 2021/2022, only 36.2% of people with a learning disability and type 2
diabetes had retinal screening compared to 47.9% in the general population.  
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Health conditions and demographic factors associated with a type 2 diabetes diagnosis
 
     We compared predictors of a diagnosis for type 2 diabetes in people with a learning
disability and those from the general population – details in the appendix, table A9 and A10.
This analysis showed similar patterns in people with a learning disability compared to the
general population, though with some differences in strength of association. In particular, in
people with a learning disability, sex was less strongly associated with type 2 diabetes with
women being slightly less likely than men to have new onset (OR 0.94; 95% CI 0.90 – 0.98),
compared to women in the general population who are considerably less likely to receive a
new diagnosis compared to men (OR 0.65; 95% CI 0.63 - 0.68). Similarly, the effect of
ethnicity in people with a learning disability was also less pronounced, with for example South
Asian people (Bangladeshi, Indian, and Pakistani) with a learning disability being approximately
45 % more likely to develop type 2 diabetes compared to those with white ethnicity (OR 1.45;
95% CI 1.33-1.58), while in the general population, South Asian people are several times
(more than 200%) more likely to be diagnosed with type 2 diabetes than their peers with a
recorded white ethnicity (OR 2.81; 95% CI 2.63-3.01) (see appendix table A6). 

     With regards to most other health conditions, the association with the onset of type 2
diabetes was similar, with the exception of alcohol use (as indicated by advice on
consumption), which was more strongly associated with a diagnosis in the general population
compared to those with a learning disability. 
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Summary and Areas for Service Improvement

     People with a learning disability in England have higher rates of new onset of type 2 diabetes
compared to the general population. This is in keeping with similar research in other parts of the
world (Flygare Wallen, 2018). The incidence rate increases in people with a learning disability
from adolescence and is particularly high in those aged 25 – 54; we estimated this to be
approximately 16 times higher in people with a learning disability compared to peers in the
general population. Put another way, the increase in rates of type two diabetes in people with a
learning disability is shifted 10-15 years earlier than in people from the general population. This
suggests that consideration should be given to offering screening for the presence of type 2
diabetes as part of an annual health check (AHC) for people with a learning disability (AHC is
currently offered to people from age 14). 

     In terms of quality-of-care indicators that may require improvement, the annual health checks
for people with a learning disability may have helped to improve basic checks in primary care,
such as blood pressure and BMI. However, people with a learning disability and type 2 diabetes
were less likely to have eye and foot checks, an area where improvements should be made. The
pathways for these checks involve input from clinics or specialists outside of primary care and
suggest that work may be required to improve these, for example, with higher referral rates,
provision of accessible information, and reasonable adjustments to improve uptake and
completion of checks.  

     Another area for improvement is weight management and lifestyle advice. Barriers previously
identified include a poor understanding of diabetes in people with a learning disability (Holden
and Lee, 2022). Structured education for people with a learning disability and training for
caregivers to support self-efficiency may be required to address this (Maine et al., 2018). There
have been efforts to adapt health promotion programs for people with a learning disability
(Taggart et al., 2018), including specific education programs (Dunkley et al., 2018); further work
may be required to ensure such programs are successfully implemented within the NHS. In the
USA, specialist input (defined as a visit to an endocrinologist, diabetes care educationalist or other
relevant specialists) was associated with better diabetes care for people with a learning disability
(Lu et al., 2019). 

     With regards to the management of conditions associated with diabetes, our analyses support
the application of existing NHS guidance for the management of obesity, hypertension, and
cardiovascular health, and for reducing or monitoring the long-term impact of antipsychotic
medication in people with a learning disability. 

     Overall, there is a need for improved diabetes care and education for individuals with a
learning disability to help prevent and manage the condition effectively. Healthcare providers and
caregivers should also be aware of the increased risk of type 2 diabetes mellitus in this population
and take steps to ensure that appropriate screening and management strategies are in place. 
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APPENDIX

Identification of Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus
Participants were classified as having diabetes mellitus if a diabetes diagnosis was recorded in CPRD
Aurum observation file. As diabetes types cannot be definitively classified from clinical records alone,
participants were classified as having probable type 1 diabetes mellitus if they were first prescribed
insulin within 91 days of the diabetes mellitus diagnosis and were less than 35 years old at diagnosis
(Imkampe & Gulliford, 2011); these individuals were excluded from further analysis in order to focus on
individuals likely to have type 2 diabetes mellitus. 
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Details of Statistical Analyses 

Person time was analysed between 2011 and 2022. In this analysis, the date of the first event that was
more than 365 days after the start of the patients’ registration was considered as the diabetes mellitus
incidence date. New diagnoses of diabetes were compared for people with a learning disability and
controls by aggregating over age group, sex and ethnicity. Age was divided into the categories 0 to 4
years, 5 to 14 years and then by 10-year age groups up to 85+ years. Incidence rates were estimated
per 1,000 person-years, and confidence intervals were derived from the Poisson distribution. A Poisson
regression model was fitted to calculate an adjusted incidence rate ratio (IRR). Age was fitted as a
continuous predictor in the regression model, with a quadratic term to allow for non-linearity; similarly,
financial year and financial year-squared were fitted to align with the Quality and Outcomes
Framework. Sex, ethnicity, and having a learning disability were fitted as factors. In a separate analysis,
an interaction term between learning disability and age was included, this allowed the effect of age to
differ between patients with a learning disability and those from the general population. Predicted rates
were plotted. Quality of care indicators were examined using prevalence data of patients with type 2
diabetes mellitus who contributed data between the financial years of 2011-12 and 2021-22. These
included a record of blood pressure measurements (systolic and diastolic), HbA1c measurement,
cholesterol measurement, retinal screening, BMI recording, foot examination, weight
management/intervention recording, lifestyle advice, flu vaccination, smoking status, and COVID-19
vaccination (from 2021-22). A count was documented for each indicator as to whether they had a
record of the indicator in their clinical record within each financial year. The frequencies for each
indicator were then expressed as a percentage of the total number of prevalent cases within the
financial year. This was done separately for patients with a learning disability and those from the
general population. 

Finally, health conditions and demographic factors associated with a type 2 diabetes mellitus diagnosis
were examined using logistic regression models in patients with a learning disability and separately in
those from the general population while adjusting for sex, ethnicity and the known risk factors
associated with type 2 diabetes mellitus diagnosis. Health conditions and demographic factors
associated with a type 2 diabetes diagnosis were examined using logistic regressions in people with a
learning disability and separately in matched general population patients. This analysis used the whole
sample of 197,969 (minus 294 type 1 diabetes cases) people with a learning disability (79,198 females)
and 327,980 from the general population (129,612 females; minus 159 type 1 cases). There was a total
of 12,492 (%) type 2 diabetes cases and 185,477 without diabetes in patients with a learning disability.
In the general population patients, there was a total of 13,128 (%) type 2 diabetes cases and 314,852
without diabetes.
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Incidence of type 2 diabetes mellitus 

There were 8,791 cases of pre-existing type 2 diabetes in patients with a learning disability and 7,391
in general population patients at cohort entry. Because the study focused on incidence (new onset)
rates from birth, these patients with diagnoses of pre-existing type 2 diabetes at baseline were
excluded from both groups. In addition, 13,723 general population patients were removed as they did
not have comparator patients with a learning disability once pre-existing type 2 diabetes cases in the
learning disability group were removed. There were 294 patients with a learning disability and 159
general population patients who met the criteria for type 1 diabetes (prescribed insulin within 91 days
of the diabetes diagnosis and were aged <35 years) and were excluded from further analyses. After
these exclusions, there were 189,178 patients with a  learning disability and 306,866 general
population comparator patients who were eligible for analysis. 

There was a total of 3,684 new diagnoses of type 2 diabetes in patients with a learning disability and
4,998 in the matched patients from the general population (table A3), with 985,031.6 person-years of
follow-up for patients with a learning disability and 2,210,856.9 person-years for control patients. The
median age at diagnosis for people with a learning disability and type 2 diabetes was 51 (range 40-61),
compared to 57 (49-66) for people from the general population. 

The crude incidence rate for type 2 diabetes in patients with a learning disability was 3.74 (3.62-3.86)
per 1,000 person-years (I.e. the rate equivalent to 1,000 people each being followed for one year), and
for general population patients, it was 2.26 (2.20-2.32) per 1,000 person-years. In both groups, there
was an increase in rates with increasing age (figure 1). However, incidence rates for type 2 diabetes in
people with a learning disability diverged from those in the general population during adolescence, with
higher rates in most subsequent age groups before converging in older age, so that incidence rates in
the age 15 – 24 age group was 0.75 (0.63-0.87) per 1,000 person-years for young people with a
learning disability, compared to 0.14 (0.11-0.17) for their peers in the general population, peaking at
11.17 (9.56-12.98) for those aged 75- 84 with a learning disability compared to 9.93 (8.97-10.96) for
their matched peers in the general population (table A4). 
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Quality of care indicators (table A7 and A8 overleaf) 

To determine differences in quality of care, we used prevalence data of patients with type 2 diabetes
who contributed data between the financial years of 2011-12 and 2021-22. To include as many
patients as possible, partial contributions of data to the financial year were included and patients did
not have to contribute a full year, this therefore accommodated patients who may have exited the
study at any time during the financial year. There were a total of 11,177 people with a learning
disability and 12,982 general population controls with varying start and end dates within the study
timeframe. 
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