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Abstract

Up until recently, the prevailing dogma was that insulin secretion ceased within a
couple of years after the diagnosis of type I diabetes, a clinical time period called the
honeymoon. But a series of recent studies have established that release of C-peptide,
which is the best measure of endogenous insulin production, can commonly persist
for decades after disease onset. The release of C-peptide, even at low levels, is shown
to have functional and clinical significance. For example, C-peptide levels >10 pmol/l
are associated with fewer diabetes complications, i.e., nephropathy, neuropathy, foot
ulcers, and retinopathy. The diabetic population may also be heterogeneous in risk for
fall in C-peptide, with early age of diabetes onset a risk factor for more rapid C-pep-
tide decline. The persistence of insulin release for decades and its functional and clini-
cal significance suggest that assays for C-peptide should be a regular part of diabetes
management. Furthermore, patients with established diabetes should be eligible to
participate in clinical trials of immune therapies since preservation of these low levels
appears clinically important to prevent complications.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

The reigning view of the type I diabetes field had been until recently that the pancreas
commonly stops secreting insulin within a number of years of diagnosis. The so-called
honeymoon period post disease onset has been explained to patients since the seminal
publication in 1986 by George Eisenbarth on the natural history of diabetes [1]. After the
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honeymoon period, patients were cautioned to expect that their pancreas was functionally
inactive as it related to insulin secretion and could no longer be saved. An iconic image
depicting the rapid demise of islet function as measured by C-peptide, which is cosecreted
with insulin, has been a staple for teaching medical students and in continuing education
courses for physicians. And the consequence of the honeymoon period has been that patients
with established disease are routinely excluded from immune intervention trials. Most, if not
all, immunotherapy trials conducted over the past 20 years have excluded all but new-onset
cases of type 1 diabetes under the assumption that the pancreas was not salvageable if the
disease was past the honeymoon period and all insulin secretion has ceased. Indeed, the
current definition of type 1 diabetes by the American Diabetes Association (ADA) is a disease
leading to “absolute insulin deficiency” [2].

Despite this dogma, there were clues questioning the view that the pancreas of type 1 diabetics
ceases function within a short number of years after diagnosis. There had been histological
indications that the islets were not uniformly dead dating back as early as 1902. The pathologist
M.B. Schmidt documented the rare existence of intact islet-like structures in an autopsy of a
child with type I diabetes [3]. Decades later, several other studies from 1959 to 1985 also
documented histologically the existence of occasional intact islet cells among patients at all
stages of disease [3-8]. More recent confirmation of histologically intact islet cells comes from
several studies [9-12]. Nevertheless, these studies did not prompt questioning of the short
honeymoon period because the evidence was only histologic and not accompanied by
functional studies. It was thought by the majority that if the insulin-secreting structures could
be found they lacked functional insulin secretion since it could not be detected.

An early indication of long-term persistence of insulin release was present in 2008 with an
immune interventional trial that compared long-term diabetic serum samples in the traditional
C-peptide assays compared to newer more sensitive C-peptide assays. C-peptide assays are
the best measures of endogenous insulin secretion. C-peptide is cosecreted with insulin in
equimolar amounts by the pancreatic beta-islet cells upon enzymatic cleavage of the prohor-
mone precursor proinsulin. C-peptide is more advantageous to measure than insulin because
it is unaffected by exogenous insulin treatment, and because the liver metabolizes much of the
insulin secreted into the portal vein, but negligibly metabolizes C-peptide. Insulin’s high
metabolism by the liver means that peripheral insulin levels may not best reflect portal insulin
secretion. C-peptide is also advantageous because its half-life is longer than that of insulin,
circulating systemically at concentrations about five times higher. Low C-peptide can be used
to distinguish type 1 from type 2 diabetes, the latter marked by high levels of C-peptide early
in disease [13].

The immune interventional trial of Bovine Calmette Guerin (BCG) in diabetic patients with
established disease (a mean of 15 years) [14] studied fasting and stimulated C-peptides over a
2-year period. A condition of enrollment in the trial was that there was no fasting or stimulated
C-peptide as measured by traditional C-peptide assay whose lower limit of detection is about
50 pmol/l. To the surprise of all, at the end of the trial all serum was restudied for C-peptide,
this time using ultrasensitive C-peptide assay. All long-term recipients of the immunotherapy,
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as well as placebo patients, had low yet detectable levels of C-peptide at baseline both as fasting
and stimulated and throughout the course of the trial.

2. Persistence and functional significance of C-peptide

This unexpected finding motivated a systematic study of C-peptide levels in 182 diabetic
patients using the ultrasensitive assay. Glycemic levels were also evaluated in a subset of
patients —with normoglycemia at <150 mg/dl and hyperglycemia at >150 mg/dl. Samples from
hyperglycemic patients had significantly higher C-peptide levels than those with normogly-
cemia [15]. The study found a linear relationship between glycemic levels and C-peptide,
indicating intact islet-cell functioning because higher glycemic levels stimulate release of
insulin. Islet-cell function was intact at C-peptide levels as meager as 2.8 pmol/l. These analyses
revealed that despite low levels of C-peptide, some islet-cell function remains decades after
diagnosis. The release of C-peptide was analyzed according to 5-year disease duration
intervals. C-peptide was found above limits of detection in patients with up to 40 years of
disease duration (Figure 1). As duration increased, C-peptide levels tended to gradually
decline over decades. In order of increasing duration, C-peptide was higher than the detection
limit at rates of 78.9% (0-5 years duration), 59.5% (6-10 years duration), 39.5% (11-20 years
duration), 39.1% (21-30 years duration), 10% (31-40 years duration), and 0% (>40 years
duration). Thus, longer disease duration is related to lower levels of C-peptide production.
The long-term persistence of C-peptide release contradicts the traditional model that C-peptide
disappears 1-2 years or a short time after diagnosis and contradicts the ADA definition of type
1 diabetes as an absolute deficiency of insulin. Also, it was reported that type 1 diabetics with
early age of onset had a faster decay of C-peptide; type 1 diabetics with later onset of diabetes
had slower declines in C-peptide. This suggested that there was age-of-onset variability in the
diabetic population as related to total loss of pancreas function.

A study by Oram and colleagues [16] soon followed and confirmed the long-term persistence
of C-peptide secretion as measured by stimulated urine studies. Studying 74 volunteers, they
found that 73% of patients with type I diabetes of more than 5 years duration (median 29 years)
had detectable C-peptide as measured by electrochemiluminescence assay (detection limit 3.3
pmol/l). To study function, the investigators conducted a mixed-meal tolerance test. C-peptide
levels either rose (n=43) or remained the same (n=11) in response to a meal in all patients with
detectable serum C-peptide in urine. The study concluded that most diabetics with long-term
disease continue to produce low levels of insulin and that a small number of islet cells are still
functional, suggesting that these cells are escaping immune attack or are regenerating. This
study was also of note since the measurement of remaining C-peptide was performed using a
different C-peptide assay from Wang and colleagues, thus decreasing the chance that these
early reports of persistent C-peptide secretion were an artifact of the improved C-peptide
monitoring techniques and assays.

Three other investigative teams, reporting in abstract form, uncovered evidence of the long-
term persistence of C-peptide production in early 2014. Two of the studies also found increased
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Figure 1. The traditional model of type 1 diabetes predicts the pancreas will stop producing C-peptide within a short
time after disease onset, typically 1-3 years. New data now show that a typical course of type 1 diabetes is the long-
term persistence of C-peptide for decades in many type 1 diabetic subjects.

output of C-peptide after a mixed-meal tolerance test [17, 18]. The third study was large: it
recruited 944 patients in a population-based study design, finding insulin secretion in long-
duration type 1 diabetics, but the study did not examine islet-cell function [19].

More recently, in late 2014, the rapidly expanding literature confirmed the frequent and long-
term persistence of C-peptide for decades after the onset of type 1 diabetes. McGee and
colleagues evaluated whether clinically relevant concentrations of stimulated C-peptide can
be detected after 30 years in the Diabetes Control and Complications Trial (DCCT) cohorts.
Studying 58 participants, 17% of the enrolled subjects had a definitive response with stimulated
C-peptide greater than 30 pmol/L [20]. Using nonfasting random C-peptides, Davis and
colleagues detected 29% of 919 individuals with remaining C-peptide with a lower limit of
sensitivity of 20 pmol/L in a C-peptide assay [21].

What protects or places at risk type 1 diabetic subjects for improved preservation of C-peptide?
In 1978, Madsbad and colleagues reported on the prevalence of residual beta cell function in
insulin-dependent diabetics in relation to age of onset and duration (21). In 1987, two research
groups found similar associations of early age of onset associated with faster decay of C-
peptideimmediately after diabetes onset [22, 23]. Wang and colleagues, using C-peptide assays
with lower limits of detection to 2.5 pmol/L combined with a decades-long evaluation of the
full disease course, confirmed that age of onset was related to long-term preservation for up
to 40 years after diagnosis [15]. Ludvigsson and colleagues studied the decline of C-peptide
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during the first year after diagnosis of type 1 children and adolescents and reported a faster
decline of C-peptide in younger subjects [24]. Barker and colleagues, in a large 3,668 subject
study for 5 years after diagnosis, more recently demonstrated age at diagnosis of type 1
diabetes was a strong correlate of a more rapid decline of C-peptide function, with young
children again losing pancreas insulin secretion at more rapid rates [25]. Therefore, a very clear
protective factor for a slow C-peptide decay is older age of onset, and a very clear risk factor
for rapid decline in C-peptide is younger age of onset. The only exception to this reproducible
trend is with age of onset of diabetes greater than 40 years of age: C-peptide again starts to
decay faster and these subjects are also notable for the majority having long-standing hypo-
thyroidism prior to diabetes onset [15].

Should it have been known earlier that the ADA definition of “absolute insulin deficiency” of
type 1 diabetes was wrong, especially as it relates to residual C-peptide over decades, not just
variable fall in C-peptide close to onset? It was known from the Joslin 50-year Medalist Study
that some fortunate type 1 diabetics that lived for at least 50 years with this disease were also
blessed with random C-peptide levels greater than 30 pmol/L [12]. Still it was viewed that these
very fortunate type 1 diabetics were the exception. These data reinforced early the concept that
residual C-peptide was associated with better HbAlc and longevity. Again, using less sensitive
assays with cutoff values of 40-50 pmol/L it was known from the DCCT that only 11% of
patients screened by stimulated C-peptide measurements had any C-peptide at 2 years after
diagnosis [26]. As mentioned earlier, for nearly 100 years histologic studies had uncovered
islet-like structures consistent with the insulin-secreting cells of the pancreas, but without
accompanying functional data of insulin secretion it was difficult to interpret the findings.

3. Do low levels of C-peptide have clinical significance?

Low levels of C-peptide may be produced but do they have any clinical significance? The
answer to the question is a resounding yes, according to recently study that was published [27].
First, the 8-year study replicated —in a much larger sample (n = 1273) than an earlier study —
the findings that the pancreas continued to produce C-peptide for decades after diagnosis was
confirmed. The study also found that fasting C-peptide output, above as low as 10 pmol/L, is
associated with fewer diabetes-related complications (e.g., nephropathy, neuropathy, and
cardiovascular disease). Low levels of C-peptide were also associated with poorer metabolic
control, as captured by HbAlc. The study found that the lowest levels of C-peptide were
associated with severe hypoglycemia. Finally, all levels of measurable C-peptide were
responsive to fluctuations in blood glucose levels as assessed by 1,5-Anhydroglucitol, a marker
responsive to glucose fluctuations. This study complements the work of Lachin and colleagues
that restudied the DCCT subjects, albeit with older C-peptide assays with less sensitivity and
lower limits of sensitivity to 40-50 pmol/L [28]. Regardless, both fasting and stimulated C-
peptide remaining levels were associated in a linear manner to prevention of complications.
This resulted in a conclusion that preservations of stimulated C-peptide greater than 200 pmol/
L has clinical benefit. The Kuhtreiber study suggests that preservation of fasting C-peptide to
the new lower limits of detection of 2.5 pmol/L is even clinically significant.
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The studies finding the long-term persistence of C-peptide help to interpret two puzzling
scientific observations published more than 15 years ago. The first observation was in identical
twins who were discordant for type I diabetes for greater than 20 years who received a hemi-
pancreas transplant from the identical twin [29]. Within several weeks, the half-pancreas
transplant from the healthy twin to the diabetic twin failed. This was unexpected, because
transplants normally are rejected after years, not weeks. The fact that the diabetic twin
mounted an aggressive autoimmune response decades after disease onset and after the
pancreas was thought to be dead indicates functional islet cells still capable of provoking an
autoimmune response. The second observation related to B-lymphocytes: 67% of patients with
disease duration of 10 years were positive for at least one diabetes-associated autoantibody
and 42% of patients tested positive for 2 to 3 autoantibodies [30]. This finding can now be
explained by a primed immune cell attack against residual islet-cell regeneration or long-term
survival.

4. Conclusions

The weight of the evidence from several recent studies now points to viable and functional
islet cells in long-term type 1 diabetes and should refute therapeutic nihilism that, after a short
time after diagnosis, most type 1 diabetics have a pancreas that can no longer produce any
insulin. Instead, low-level insulin release can commonly persist for decades after disease onset
and has functional and clinical significance. Insulin release is best measured by C-peptide,
which is cosecreted with insulin by the beta cells in the islets. C-peptide is preferable to
studying remaining insulin secretion because it is unaffected by exogenous insulin treatment
and now more sensitive assays allow better limits of detection. Maintenance of even low levels
of C-peptide is associated with fewer diabetic complications, better metabolic control (as
captured by HbAlc), and is associated with less severe hypoglycemia. The functional and
clinical significance of even low levels of C-peptide release suggests that patients should be
monitored routinely for C-peptide output combined with other clinical monitors of residual
insulin production. The evidence of viable and functional islet cells decades after diagnosis of
type 1 diabetes and their protection against diabetic complications also suggest that patients
with long-standing disease should not be excluded from immunotherapy clinical trials.
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