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Well-controlled HIV doesn't affect heart
metabolism, function

January 26 2012, By Jim Dryden

PET images from patients with blood sugar and lipid problems and other
metabolic complications (top) show the heart has difficulty converting glucose to
energy. In those without metabolic complications (bottom), the heart more
effectively converts glucose to energy. (W. TODD CADE)

(Medical Xpress) -- People with HIV often develop blood sugar and lipid
problems and other metabolic complications that increase the risk of
heart disease. But new research at Washington University School of
Medicine in St. Louis shows that the HIV virus and the drugs used to
treat it don’t worsen heart metabolism and function in these patients,
compared with HIV-negative patients with metabolic complications.
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The findings are reported online in the journal Cardiovascular
Diabetology.

The researchers say the findings were surprising because metabolic
complications like insulin resistance, diabetes and problems with blood
lipids — such as cholesterol, triglycerides and fatty acids — have
become common as improved drug therapies enable patients with HIV to
live longer. These complications also tend to strike HIV-infected people
at a younger age. Scientists have long speculated that these problems are
caused either by the virus or the antiretroviral therapies used to prevent
the infection from progressing to full-blown AIDS.

The scientists used positron emission tomography (PET) imaging and
echocardiography to study the heart in four groups of patients: 23 HIV-
positive men with metabolic complications; 15 HIV-positive men
without those problems; nine HIV-negative men with metabolic
complications; and 22 HIV-negative men without them.

The PET studies measured how well the heart processes glucose, an
indicator of how well the heart converts sugar into energy. The
echocardiograms measured heart function, in particular the ability of the
heart to relax between beats, known as diastolic function.

“We had thought that HIV-positive men with insulin and blood lipid
problems would have the worst glucose utilization in the heart and the
worst diastolic heart function,” says principal investigator W. Todd
Cade, PT, PhD, assistant professor of physical therapy and of medicine.
“But instead we found that HIV really didn’t make much difference.
Men with these metabolic complications had impaired glucose utilization
in the heart and poor diastolic function, regardless of HIV status.”

But the effectiveness of anti-HIV drugs may explain why heart function
among HIV-positive men in this study was not worse than that of their
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HIV-negative counterparts, Cade says.

“We think HIV infection made little difference because the virus was so
well controlled in the men we studied,” he says. “They had strong
immune systems. If we had looked at patients with impaired immune
systems and higher virus levels, we may have seen more heart problems.”

Cade says it’s possible that if a larger study were conducted, researchers
may be able to tease out very small differences in heart function between
HIV-positive and HIV-negative men.

“Our results suggest that men with metabolic problems should receive
treatment, regardless of HIV status,” Cade says. “Whether you have HIV
or not, insulin resistance and high blood lipids impair your heart’s ability
to process nutrients, which over time can interfere with heart function,
but our study showed that having well-controlled HIV infection doesn’t
make heart metabolism and function any worse.”

More information: Cade WT, et al. Effects of human
immunodeficiency virus and metabolic complications on myocardial
nutrient metabolism, blood flow and oxygen consumption: a cross-
sectional analysis. Cardiovascular Diabetology, Dec. 2011. (Epub ahead
of print).
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