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Summary A geographically based sample of 1069
Hispanic and non-Hispanic white persons aged 20—
74 years, living in southern Colorado and who tested
normal on an oral glucose tolerance test (World
Health Organization criteria) were evaluated to de-
termine associations of dietary factors with fasting se-
rum insulin concentrations. Subjects were seen for up
to three visits from 1984 to 1992. A 24-h diet recall
and fasting insulin concentrations were collected at
all visits. In longitudinal data analysis, lower age, fe-
male gender, Hispanic ethnicity, higher body mass in-
dex, higher waist circumference, and no vigorous ac-
tivity were significantly related to higher fasting insu-
lin concentrations. High total and saturated fat intake
were associated with higher fasting insulin concentra-
tions after adjusting for age, sex, ethnicity, body mass
index, waist circumference, total energy intake and
physical activity. Dietary fibre and starch intake
were inversely associated with fasting insulin con-
centrations. No associations with fasting insulin

concentrations were observed for monounsaturated
fat, polyunsaturated fat, sucrose, glucose and fructose
intake. Associations were similar in men and women
and for active and inactive subjects, though associa-
tions of fibre and starch intake with insulin concen-
trations were strongest in lean subjects. These find-
ings support animal studies and a limited number of
human population studies which have suggested that
increased saturated and total fat intake and de-
creased fibre and starch intake increase fasting insu-
lin concentrations and may also increase insulin resis-
tance. These findings, which relate habitual macronu-
trient consumption to hyperinsulinaemia in a large
population, may have implications for studies at-
tempting primary prevention of non-insulin-depen-
dent diabetes mellitus. [Diabetologia (1997) 40: 430-
438]
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Hyperinsulinaemia, a marker for insulin resistance,
has been associated with significant adverse out-
comes. Hyperinsulinaemia is frequently associated
with hypertension, hyperlipidaemia and coronary
heart disease [1], and independent of obesity, predicts
subsequent development of non-insulin-dependent
diabetes mellitus (NIDDM) [1-4]. Identification of
modifiable risk factors for the development of insulin
resistance offers the potential for primary prevention
of these important public health problems. Modifica-
tion of the macronutrient composition of the diet is
an intervention that has been advocated by some to
improve insulin sensitivity. Specifically, diets reduced
in total fat, saturated fat, and sucrose as well as rela-
tive increases in intakes of polyunsaturated fat,
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monounsaturated fat, and fibre have been suggested
[5]- Data in support of these recommendations have
come from short-term intervention studies where ef-
fects of increasing or reducing the amount of these
nutrients in the diet on insulin sensitivity were mea-
sured in humans [6] and animals [7]. In addition, the
effects of changes in these nutrients have been exten-
sively studied in those with NIDDM [8] and it may be
tempting to extrapolate the results of these studies to
those with insulin resistance without frank diabetes.
However, extrapolations from short-term studies,
and studies done on subjects with NIDDM leave
doubt about the relation of long-term effects of di-
etary factors on insulin levels in non-diabetic subjects.

Another approach to this important area of con-
troversy is to examine the relationship between insu-
lin sensitivity and the habitual intake of diets of dif-
fering macronutrient composition in free-living pop-
ulations. A limited number of observational studies
examining these relationships in humans have been
conducted. Previous studies have looked primarily at
fat intake and consistent positive associations be-
tween total and saturated fat intake and hyperinsulin-
aemia have been reported [9-12]. Less information is
available for fibre, starch, sucrose or individual fatty
acids. Previously, we reported that high fat/low carbo-
hydrate intakes were associated with worsening glu-
cose tolerance both cross-sectionally [13] and pro-
spectively [14]. The study reported here investigates
the association of the major macronutrients, subtypes
of fat and carbohydrate and dietary fibre with hyper-
insulinaemia in a non-diabetic, bi-ethnic population
reporting their usual dietary intake.

Subjects and methods

Study population. The San Luis Valley Diabetes Study
(SLVDS) was designed to study aetiologic and prognostic risk
factors associated with NIDDM. In addition to seeing all
known diabetic subjects in the study area, a geographically
based sample of 1351 persons 20-74 years of age and without
a prior history of diabetes were seen for a baseline visit during
the period May 1984 to August 1988. An oral glucose tolerance
test and the 1985 World Health Organization (WHO) criteria
for diabetes [15] were used to classify subjects with normal glu-
cose tolerance (n=1107), impaired glucose tolerance (IGT)
(n=173), and previously undiagnosed diabetes (n =71). De-
tailed methods are reported elsewhere [16]. Only subjects
with normal glucose tolerance at baseline are included here.
Of the 1107 subjects with normal glucose tolerance, 21 subjects
subsequently classified as NIDDM at follow-up were ex-
cluded. Of the remaining 1086 subjects, 805 were seen for a fol-
low-up visit an average of 4.3 years (range 3.0 to 7.6 years) af-
ter their baseline visit. Of these 805 subjects, 26 were classified
as having IGT at their first follow-up visit and were re-
screened after an average 1.6 years (range 0.9 to 2.3 years)
and determined to be non-diabetic. After excluding 35 visits
due to missing data, the final sample included 281 subjects
with one visit, 757 subjects with two visits and 26 subjects
with three visits.
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Table 1. Subject characteristics and mean fasting insulin con-
centrations at baseline (n = 1069), San Luis Valley, Colorado,
1984-1988

Categorical Percent Mean® Standard
variables distribution ~ fasting insulin error”
(mU/1) (mU/)
Males 46.8 8.7 0.20
Females 532 10.6 0.21
Hispanics 39.5 10.3 0.21
Non-Hispanic
whites 60.5 9.3 0.14
Vigorous activity
none 28.0 10.3 0.21
<20 min,
3 times/week  33.2 9.5 0.17
> 20 min, at least
3 times/week  38.8 9.5 0.16
Alcohol intake in past year
none 38.8 9.5 0.18
<1drink/week  25.8 10.1 0.22
1 drink/week to
<1drink/day 19.8 9.4 0.22
> 1 drink/day 15.6 9.9 0.30
Smoking
never smokers  46.5 9.8 0.17
ex-smokers 28.2 9.4 0.24
current smokers 25.4 9.9 0.19
Continuous Mean of Mean® ¢ Standarderror
variables descriptor % difference (% difference
+SD¢ in fasting in fasting
insulin insulin)
Age (years) 51.8+12.1  —4.2per 0.9
10 years
Body massindex  25.5+4.2 12.6 per 3.0
(kg/m?) 5 kg/m?
Waist circum- 83.8+114  20.2 per 2.9
ference (cm) 10 cm

2Geometric mean adjusted for gender, ethnicity, vigorous ac-
tivity, age, body mass index and waist circumference; ® Ap-
proximate standard error of the geometric mean; °SD, stan-
dard deviation; Mean % difference in fasting insulin for the
specified difference in the continuous descriptor variable

Data collection and laboratory procedures. Procedures followed
were approved and in accordance with University of Colorado
Health Sciences Center human subjects guidelines. All subjects
attended clinic after a minimum 8-h overnight fast and signed
informed consent. Fasting blood samples were drawn and then
the subject was given 75 g of glucose (Koladex; Orangedex, Cus-
tom Laboratories, Baltimore, Md., USA). One and 2-h blood
samples were drawn and interviews and a physical examination
were conducted. Glucose was measured using the glucose oxi-
dase method [17] on venous plasma. Total immunoreactive in-
sulin was measured using the double antibody radioimmunoas-
say [18]. Fasting insulin concentration was used as the response
variable in these analyses because it has been shown to be a
strong predictor of subsequent development of NIDDM inde-
pendent of body mass index (BMI) [3, 4] and in subjects with
normal glucose tolerance it has been shown to be correlated
with whole body glucose uptake (r=-0.68) [19] and insulin
sensitivity based on Bergman’s minimal model (r = —0.53) [20].

For the diet assessments, subjects were administered a 24-h
diet recall by bilingual interviewers trained and certified by the
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Nutrition Coordinating Center at the University of Minnesota
[21]. A two-dimensional food-portion visual [22, 23] and
three-dimensional aids (eg. ruler, cups, bowls, glasses, plates,
measuring spoons) were used to estimate portion sizes. The nu-
trient analysis was based on version 14 of the Nutrition Coordi-
nating Center’s nutrient data base released in 1987. Total car-
bohydrate excluded dietary fibre.

The 1980 United States Census self-assessment question on
Spanish origin was used to determine ethnicity [24]. BMI was
calculated as measured weight in kilograms divided by height
in meters squared. The number of grams of alcohol per week
was determined using food frequency interview questions
about usual type and quantity of alcohol consumed in the last
year. Frequency and duration of vigorous activity in current
work and leisure time was determined from the questionnaire
and included any activity considered by the respondent to be
strenuous or to cause symptoms such as fatigue, increased
heart rate or sweating [25].

Statistical analysis

Characteristics of the study population at their initial visit (Ta-
bles 1 and 2) were summarized using the Statistical Analysis
System (SAS) [26]. The SAS procedure PROC REG was
used to calculate partial correlations in Table 3 and PROC
MIXED [27] was used for the regression analyses summarized
in Figures 1 and 2. Data from subjects with one, two or three
visits are included in these analyses. PROC MIXED estimates
the random subject effects and accommodates the unbalanced
design and time-varying covariates. This procedure takes ad-
vantage of the additional within-subject information from indi-
viduals with more than one visit without losing the between
subject information from subjects with a single visit [28]. We
have not only enhanced precision with multiple measures on
the same subject but the random subject effect has allowed
more powerful within-subject comparisons. The subject is act-
ing as its own control with respect to unmeasured factors which
both influence insulin concentrations and vary from subject to
subject. To the extent that subjects change their diet (day-to-
day or systematically over time), we can evaluate whether
changes in diet are associated with changes in insulin concen-
trations. In these models, the log of fasting insulin concentra-
tion from each visit was entered as the dependent variable. Di-
etary variables, age, BMI, waist circumference, physical activ-
ity, smoking and alcohol intake were included as time-varying
covariates and sex and ethnicity were entered as non-time-
varying covariates. Time was not included in the model. Plots
of the standardized residuals were examined for outliers. Out-
lying observations were removed from the model to determine
their influence. The outliers identified did not alter the conclu-
sions and have been included in the analyses presented here.

To determine if associations between dietary factors and
fasting insulin were similar in ethnic, gender, physical activity
subgroups and at high and low values of the continuous vari-
able BMI, an interaction term between the dietary factor and
the potential modifying variable was added to the above mod-
el. These models were run for all nutrients listed in Table 2 ex-
cept protein. Protein was not associated with fasting insulin
concentrations (p = 0.93) in the base model without interac-
tion terms. After summarizing the results in Figures 1 and 2, se-
lected additional hypothesis-driven models were run to evalu-
ate whether intercorrelation between nutrients explained ini-
tial observations. The rationale for these models is provided
with the results.

Findings are presented as the percent change in fasting in-
sulin concentrations calculated [29] from the difference in the
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Table 2. Mean reported 24-h dietary intake at baseline (n =
1069): San Luis Valley, Colorado, 1984-1988

Estimated daily intake

% of Energy

(2)
Kilojoules 8,023.7 £ 3983 100
Fat 83.0+49.5 38.0+8.9
Saturated fat 30.6+£19.6 14.0+£4.2
Monounsaturated fat 324+20.1 148+4.1
Oleic acid 289+18.3 13.2+3.9
Polyunsaturated fat 143 +£10.8 6.6+3.3
Linoleic acid 12.6 £10.0 58+3.1
Linolenic acid 14+0.9 0.6+0.3
EPA + DHA® 0.07+£0.3 -
Carbohydrate 203.2+105.2 46.7+£10.9
Starch 98.9+55.8 21.0+7.4
Sucrose 443 +38.3 9.1+£5.9
Fructose 17.0+16.3 3.7+3.4
Glucose 17.4+£15.3 3.8+3.1
Protein 72.6 £ 38.7 155+4.7
Total dietary fiber 16.6+11.9 9.0’+5.6

Data are mean = SD
AEPA + DHA, 0-3 20:5 and 22:6 fatty acids; ®g/1000 kcal

Table 3. Energy-adjusted® nutrient correlations at baseline
(n =1070): San Luis Valley, Colorado, 1984-1992

Saturated fat Starch
Kilojoules (0.88) (0.77)
Fat 0.68 (0.94) -0.35 (0.62)
Saturated fat - -0.40 (0.56)
Monounsaturated fat 0.52 (0.90) -0.25 (0.62)
Oleic acid 0.44 (0.88) -0.23 (0.61)
Polyunsaturated fat -0.19 (0.54) —0.05 (0.50)
Linoleic acid -0.21 (0.52) -0.04 (0.49)
Linolenic 0.11 (0.66) -0.12 (0.49)
EPA + DHA® -0.05 (-0.01) -0.03 (-0.01)
Carbohydrate -0.53 (0.66) 0.43 (0.80)

Starch -0.40 (0.56) -

Sucrose -0.24 (0.44) -0.15 (0.39)

-0.57°
Fructose -0.24 (0.30) -0.24 (0.21)
Glucose -0.21 (0.36) -0.24 (0.25)
Protein 0.25 (0.80) -0.27 (0.54)
Total dietary fiber -0.30 (0.35) 0.30 (0.57)

2 Adjusted for energy intake, unadjusted in parentheses;
"EPA + DHA, ®w-3 20:5 and 22:6 fatty acids; adjusted for
energy and total carbohydrate

predicted log (fasting insulin) for a specified change in the di-
etary factor (e.g. a 20-g increase in total fat intake). The mag-
nitude, but not statistical significance, of the reported percent
change in fasting insulin concentrations in Figures 1 and 2 de-
pends on the specified change chosen for the dietary factor.
For total fat, the approximate size change required to bring
the mean percent of energy for the study population to the
United States recommended dietary intake was used (e.g. a
decrease of 20 g of fat per day at the mean energy intake would
bring the percent of energy from fat to approximately 30 % in
the study population). For carbohydrate, 45 g was chosen as
an equicaloric change with respect to 20 g of total fat. Within
subtypes of fat and within subtypes of carbohydrates, the
same specified change was used (5 g and 10 g, respectively,
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3,

Change in fasting insulin (%)

-3 T T T T T
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Total fat CHO Fibre SFA MUFA Oleic
(209) (459)  (59) (59) (59) (59)

T T
PUFA  Linoleic Linolenic

59

T
Fructose Glucose
(10g)  (109)

T
EPA+DHA Starch  Sucrose

69 (g (lg)  (10g) (109)

p=007 p=0.14 p=0008 p=0.02 p=023 p=0.16 p=097 p=0.87 p=0.07 p=0.97 p=0.0007 p=0.40 p=0.74 p=0.75

Fig.1. Adjusted percent change in fasting insulin concentra-
tions for a given difference in nutrient intake (shown in paren-
theses under each column). Calculated from the regression
model including sex, ethnicity, physical activity, age, body
mass index, waist circumference, total energy intake and the
nutrient

except for the omega-3 fatty acids which account for a much
smaller proportion of total intake) so that the percent change
in insulin concentrations could be compared on an energy
equivalent basis.

Results

The subjects included in the analyses described here
were 53.2 % female, and 39.5 % self-identified as His-
panic (Table 1). The average age was 51.8 years and
average BMI was 25.5 kg/m®. Drinking any alcohol
in the last year was reported by 61 % of subjects, but
only 15.6 % reported one drink or more per day. At
baseline, 25.4 % of persons were current smokers. Fe-
male gender (p<0.0001), Hispanic ethnicity (p <
0.0001), no reported vigorous activity (p =0.002),
lower age (p <0.0001), higher BMI (p <0.0001) and
higher waist circumference (p <0.0001) were associ-
ated with hyperinsulinaemia (Table 1). No systematic
trend in insulin concentrations according to alcohol
intake or smoking status was observed.

The average intake of fat, carbohydrate and pro-
tein (as percent of energy) was 37, 48 and 15 %, re-
spectively, at the baseline visit. Further detail on di-
etary intakes in these subjects is presented in Table 2
and in previous publications [30, 31]. Subjects were

asked if the intake reported in the past 24 h was usual
for them. “Usual” intakes were reported for 81.7 %
of subject visits, “considerably less than usual” for
132% and “considerably more than usual” for
5.0%. The distribution of energy by fat, carbohydrate
and protein, as well as by subtypes of fat and carbohy-
drate are consistent with estimates from food con-
sumption surveys for the United States population
conducted by the Department of Agriculture [8].
The correlation between nutrients in the diet can
make it difficult to determine which nutrient is di-
rectly related to insulin concentrations. The degree
of correlation may also vary across populations and
contribute to different findings across studies. Table 3
shows both crude and energy-adjusted partial corre-
lations for all nutrients compared with saturated fat
and starch intake, the nutrients which showed the
strongest associations with fasting insulin concentra-
tions in subsequent analyses. While crude correla-
tions between nutrients tended to be high, energy-ad-
justed correlations were much lower.

Figure 1 shows the percent change in fasting insu-
lin levels associated with a given gram change in in-
take of each nutrient. High saturated fat intake and
low starch and fibre intake, in separate models, were
significantly associated with higher fasting insulin
concentrations after adjusting for age, gender, eth-
nicity, vigorous activity, BMI, waist circumference
and total energy (Fig.1). High total fat and linolenic
acid intakes were marginally associated with higher
fasting insulin concentrations. The associations in
Figure 1 were similar in men and women and at all
levels of vigorous activity (data not shown). The sta-
tistically significant associations in Figure 1 were
seen in both Hispanics and non-Hispanic whites.
Polyunsaturated fat, linoleic acid, fructose and
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Change in fasting insulin (%)

7

T
Saturated fat

Total fat Carbohydrate Starch Fibre
(20 9) (59) (45 9) (10 9) (59)
p=0.74 p=0.78 p=0.06 p=0.004 p=0.0002

Fig.2. Adjusted percent change in fasting insulin concentra-
tions for a given difference in nutrient intake by level of body
mass index (BMI): [l all BMIs combined, 7 BMI of 22,
BMI of 28. Calculated from the regression model including
sex, ethnicity, physical activity, age, BMI, waist circumference,
total energy intake, the nutrient and an interaction term,
BMI x nutrient, where BMI was modelled as a continuous
variable. The p-value for the interaction term is presented test-
ing whether the diet effect differs by level of BMI

glucose showed no association with fasting insulin
concentrations in the combined group, but the associ-
ations were significantly different in Hispanics com-
pared to non-Hispanic whites (interaction p-values
of 0.03, 0.03, 0.04 and 0.03, respectively). All four nu-
trients were inversely associated with fasting insulin
concentrations in Hispanics, while in non-Hispanic
whites the associations were near zero. These ethnic
differences remained when the fatty acid models
were further adjusted for saturated fat intake and
when the sucrose and fructose models were adjusted
for starch intake.

The presence of obesity might alter the effect of di-
etary factors on insulin concentrations because of
obesity’s strong effect on insulin concentrations. The
associations of total and saturated fat with fasting in-
sulin concentrations did not vary by level of obesity
(Fig.2). However, the associations of total carbohy-
drate, starch and fibre with fasting insulin concentra-
tions were strongest in the leaner subjects.

Additional analyses were conducted to investigate
specific hypotheses about relationships between nu-
trients. There was no apparent interaction between
saturated fat and fibre (or starch) intake, suggesting
that the positive association between saturated fat
and fasting insulin concentrations was present at all
levels of fibre intake (data not shown). Since
monounsaturated fat has been suggested as an
alternative to saturated fat or carbohydrate in

cholesterol-lowering diets, we were concerned from
the results in Figure 1 that monounsaturated fat
might have deleterious effects on insulin sensitivity.
On the other hand, to the extent that people report-
ing high saturated fat intakes also eat more monoun-
saturated fats, the apparent adverse association of
monounsaturated fat with insulin concentrations
may be due only to its association with saturated fat
intake (Table 3). When saturated fat was held con-
stant by adding it as a term in the regression model
with oleic acid (the primary monounsaturated fatty
acid in the diet and more strongly related to insulin
concentrations in Figure 1 than total monounsatu-
rated fat), the oleic acid effect was reduced by 73 %
to near zero (p =0.74). The effect of linolenic acid
was only reduced by 18 % (p = 0.15) after further ad-
justment for saturated fat intake. Animal studies
have suggested that linolenic acid in the absence of li-
noleic acid may improve insulin sensitivity [32]. How-
ever, a scatter plot of linoleic acid intake by linolenic
acid intake revealed that there were no subjects with
high linolenic acid intakes in the absence of linoleic
acid intakes to allow us to test this hypothesis.

It was also of interest to explore the apparent lack
of effect of sucrose on insulin concentrations, since
sucrose has been implicated in the development of in-
sulin resistance [34]. When both carbohydrate and
energy were held constant in the model, high sucrose
intake was significantly associated with higher insulin
concentrations. This suggests that eating sucrose in-
stead of other sources of carbohydrate may be detri-
mental to insulin sensitivity. To further determine if
this was due to beneficial effects of starch or adverse
effects of sucrose, terms for starch, sucrose, fructose
and glucose were simultaneously included in the
model predicting fasting insulin concentrations. In
this model, starch remained significantly and in-
versely related to fasting insulin concentrations, and
sucrose, glucose and fructose were not associated
with fasting insulin.
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Discussion

We tested the hypothesis that diets high in total and
saturated fat and low in fibre were associated with hy-
perinsulinaemia by collecting 24-h diet recalls and de-
termining fasting serum insulin concentrations in a
geographically based sample of non-diabetic subjects.
Subjects were seen on up to three visits from 1984 to
1992. Longitudinal data analysis allowed us to im-
prove analytic power by incorporating information
on both the cross-sectional diet-insulin associations
between subjects and the longitudinal diet-insulin as-
sociations within subjects. In these data, diets high in
total and saturated fat and low in starch and fibre
were significantly associated with fasting hyperinsu-
linaemia. No associations with fasting insulin concen-
trations were observed for monounsaturated fat,
polyunsaturated fats, sucrose, glucose and fructose.
Fasting hyperinsulinaemia, a marker for insulin resis-
tance, precedes the onset of glucose intolerance in
NIDDM [2]. The findings reported here are consis-
tent with our earlier findings that high fat/low carbo-
hydrate diets predict the development of glucose in-
tolerance. They further suggest that such diets may
operate through insulin resistance mechanisms.
Therefore, diet may be an important modifiable risk
factor early in the natural history of pre-clinical glu-
cose intolerance.

This study suggests that diets enriched in complex
carbohydrates are associated with lower fasting insu-
lin concentrations. While some early clinical studies
suggested that high carbohydrate diets increased ba-
sal insulin concentrations [33], others observed in-
verse associations [34]. Crapo et al. [35] found that
carbohydrate as a) mixed meals compared to liquid
diets and b) starch compared to sucrose, resulted in
a lower glucose and insulin response. These studies
highlighted the importance of the form of carbohy-
drate and other meal components in determining the
metabolic response. For many years the dietary rec-
ommendations of the American Diabetes Associa-
tion (ADA) advocated restriction of sucrose intake.
A number of studies in animals [36] and humans [37,
38] have supported the idea that sucrose consump-
tion is associated with adverse effects on insulin sen-
sitivity and glucose intolerance. However, the most
recent ADA nutritional guidelines removed this re-
striction on sucrose consumption in response to a
growing number of clinical trials which failed to dem-
onstrate adverse effects on glucose control in those
with diabetes [8, 6]. No adverse effects of sucrose
were seen in the current study of subjects with nor-
mal glucose tolerance when energy intake alone was
kept constant. However, further analyses holding
both energy intake and carbohydrate constant re-
vealed a significant positive association between
sucrose intake and fasting insulin concentrations,
suggesting that substituting sucrose for other
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carbohydrates may have deleterious effects on fast-
ing insulin concentrations.

A large number of clinical investigations after the
mid-1970s reported the effects of dietary fibre on
metabolic responses in normal and diabetic subjects
[39, 40-47]. Among randomized crossover studies of
high and low fibre intake in natural food form and ad-
ministered under isocaloric conditions, the most con-
sistent finding has been an inverse association be-
tween fibre intake and postprandial insulin concen-
trations. In support of this finding, gastric inhibitory
polypeptide (GIP) the primary humoral secretion of
the intestine responsible for both the transitory and
prolonged phases of insulin release [48] has been
measured in higher concentrations in the blood fol-
lowing low fibre meals [49]. The primary site of GIP
secretion is the proximal small intestine. Since di-
etary fibre slows gastric emptying and separates nu-
trients from digestive enzymes and absorptive sur-
faces, nutrients associated with a high-fibre meal are
absorbed distally relative to nutrients associated
with a low-fibre meal. This results in reduced GIP se-
cretion. The statistically significant inverse associa-
tion of dietary fibre and starch with fasting insulin
concentrations reported here in a free-living popula-
tion is consistent with the hypothesis of a beneficial
effect of diets enriched with complex carbohydrates
and fibre on insulin sensitivity.

Persons with a higher BMI (later in the progres-
sion from normal insulin action to severe insulin re-
sistance and ultimately diabetes in some) were ob-
served to have less beneficial effects from the addi-
tion of complex carbohydrates and fibre to the diet
than leaner subjects. However, obese persons still ex-
perience the deleterious effects of total fat and satu-
rated fat on fasting insulin concentrations when com-
pared to lean individuals. This may occur as the net
rate of lipolysis increases with increasing fat mass, in-
creasing plasma non esterified fatty acid (NEFA)
concentrations; an effect which overrides the benefi-
cial effects of dietary carbohydrates and fibre.

High-fat diets have been shown to cause insulin re-
sistance in rats [50]. Animal models have shown high-
fat diets and increased levels of NEFAs to cause insu-
lin resistance in hepatocytes [51], adipose cells [52],
and skeletal muscle [53] in vitro, and to be involved
in the pathogenesis of NIDDM [54, 55]. In humans,
high-fat diets have been related to deterioration of
carbohydrate metabolism. For the Pima Indians in
Arizona, the transition from an agrarian to a modern
society was associated with the consumption of in-
creasing amounts of dietary fat, decreasing amounts
of dietary carbohydrate and a deterioration in insulin
sensitivity [56, 57]. Diets high in total fat may lead to
increased circulating NEFAs [7, 58]. In 1963, Randle
et al. [59] suggested that NEFAs, an important oxida-
tive fuel and the primary fuel for resting muscle,
heart, liver and the renal cortex, compete with
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glucose as an oxidative fuel in muscle [60]. Increased
NEFA uptake and oxidation in muscle results in im-
paired glucose metabolism via the glucose-NEFA cy-
cle [58, 61, 62]. In addition, high-fat diets have been
associated with reduced expression of GLUT4 glu-
cose transporters [63].

While increases in total fat intake were associated
with insulin resistance, it appears that specific fatty
acids may be more or less potent in inducing this met-
abolic abnormality. Previous studies have generated
interest in “good fats” including polyunsaturated
fats, monounsaturated fats including oleic acid, and
omega-3 fatty acids. Investigations in rats have dem-
onstrated that the dietary lipid profile is an important
determinant of tissue phospholipid composition [64]
which may in turn influence insulin sensitivity by al-
tering membrane fluidity and insulin signalling. In hu-
mans, decreased concentrations of polyunsaturated
fatty acids in skeletal-phospholipids have been associ-
ated with decreased insulin sensitivity [65]. Storlien
et al. [50] have demonstrated that diets high in satu-
rated, monounsaturated or polyunsaturated fatty ac-
ids led to severe insulin resistance in rats. Substituting
fish oil for these fats reversed the effects. These ani-
mal data are at odds with data obtained in normal in-
dividuals [66] and those with NIDDM [67] where di-
ets enriched in monounsaturated fats have not been
found to worsen glycaemia and have been advocated
as an alternative to the usual low-fat diabetic diet
[68]. It may be that the partitioning of different fatty
acids between storage (as triglyceride in liver, muscle
and adipose tissue) and oxidation may explain some
of the variability seen between different fats. In the
current study, saturated fat, monounsaturated fat and
linolenic acids appeared associated with hyperinsulin-
aemia, while polyunsaturated fatty acids and linoleic
acid were not. Leyton et al. [69] examined the metab-
olism of a number of fatty acids in rats and found that
among unsaturated fats, alpha linolenic and oleic acid
were the most highly oxidized, while linoleic and the
highly polyunsaturated fatty acids such as arachidonic
were less likely to be oxidized. Those fatty acids that
are more efficiently oxidized may compete more ef-
fectively against glucose for oxidation with resulting
decrease in peripheral glucose disposal. Further anal-
yses in the current study suggested that the apparent
adverse effect of monounsaturated fat on fasting insu-
lin concentrations may be an indirect effect resulting
from the association of monounsaturated fat with sat-
urated fat in the diets of this population.

Although experimental studies allow controlled
alteration of diets and tight control of potentially con-
founding variables, inferences from these studies
have been limited by: 1) the short period of time on
special diets, which 2) often contain extreme contrast-
ing amounts of nutrients (e.g. carbohydrate or fibre);
3) sometimes by lack of control for potential mod-
ifying variables such as obesity; and 4) by limited
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statistical power. Observations in free-living popula-
tions, although not as tightly controlled as in experi-
mental studies, offer the potential to study the effects
of habitual diet on metabolic parameters and to de-
termine if findings in animal and clinical studies
translate to effects measurable at the population le-
vel. Epidemiologic studies have reported that intakes
high in total fat [9, 11, 10], saturated fat [9, 11, 10] and
monounsaturated fat [9, 11] and intakes low in carbo-
hydrate [9, 11] and fibre [9] correlate with higher fast-
ing insulin concentrations. These studies have been
conducted in adult, predominantly Caucasian, popu-
lations including men with coronary artery disease
[9], non-diabetic women twins [11] and men followed
in the Normative Aging Study [10]. Four-day food re-
cords [9] and food frequency questionnaires [11, 10]
were used to describe diet-insulin associations across
subjects at one point in time in these studies. The
CARDIA study of young black and white men and
women [aged 18-30 years] observed a positive associ-
ation between sucrose (28-day diet history) and fast-
ing insulin concentrations, but did not observe signifi-
cant associations for total fat, saturated fat, starch or
carbohydrate [27]. Given the young age and consis-
tent inverse associations between fasting insulin con-
centrations and physical activity in the CARDIA
population, further analysis of grams of total and sat-
urated fat adjusted for energy intake (rather than use
of nutrient densities) and evaluation of activity as a
modifier of associations between dietary fat and insu-
lin would be of interest. Lovejoy and DiGirolamo
[12] assessed insulin sensitivity (the inverse of insulin
resistance), with the frequently sampled intravenous
glucose tolerance test and Bergman’s minimal model
and compared this to dietary intakes reported for
the past year using a food frequency questionnaire
[12]. In this small sample of lean and obese men and
women, insulin sensitivity was inversely associated
with total fat intake and positively associated with fi-
bre intake, consistent with findings reported here.
Our findings are based on repeated assessments of
24-h dietary recall and fasting insulin concentrations
collected on up to three occasions in Hispanic and
non-Hispanic white men and women of the SLVDS.
The magnitude of these dietary effects deserves com-
ment. A change in fasting insulin concentrations of 2—
3% as observed here with a 20-g difference in fat is
comparable to the change in insulin associated with
a 1-unit change in BMI in this data set. The 24-h diet
recall method has reduced power and the size of esti-
mated effects are likely to be attenuated due to day-
to-day variability. Nonetheless, the method is gener-
ally considered to give a good estimate of the group
mean. This is especially true in diverse populations,
where variations in food choices, preparation meth-
ods or portion sizes may not be captured by a closed-
ended assessment such as a food frequency question-
naire. The consistency of findings with respect to
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high total and saturated fat and low carbohydrate and
fibre across the populations described above, as well
as across study designs and assessment methods pro-
vides strong evidence that these associations are real
and not an artifact of a particular method or popula-
tion sample. Our findings are consistent with previ-
ous reports from the SLVDS relating high fat/low car-
bohydrate diets to glucose intolerance [13, 14]. The
findings support current dietary guidelines for the
United States, the American Diabetes Association,
the American Heart Association and the American
Cancer Society recommending reduced intakes of to-
tal and saturated fat and increased intakes of fruits
and vegetables.
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