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Abstract
Both type 2 diabetes and depression are common and are projected to increase. 
There is increasing evidence for a bidirectional relationship between the two. 
Diabetes is a risk factor for depression; contrariwise, individuals with depression 
are at greater risk of developing diabetes. They are a burden for both the indi-
vidual and the society. Co-existent depression worsens diabetic control because of 
obesity, insulin resistance and the adverse metabolic effects of anti-diabetes 
medicines. In addition, compliance to lifestyle measures required for diabetes is 
also compromised such as following a specific diet, taking proper medications on 
time, getting metabolic parameters assessed and maintaining a sleep cycle. 
Depression occurs in many grades; mild depression is more common in diabetes 
than frank or full-blown depression leading to suicide. Unfortunately, there are 
not enough trained and accessible mental health professionals such as psycho-
logists or psychiatrists to deal with the increasing burden of depression in 
diabetes. Therefore, alternate models for management of mild to moderate 
depression are required. There is evidence that a team-approach by employing 
health care assistants can lower the risk of cardiac risk factors. INtegrating 
DEPrEssioN and Diabetes treatmENT study was carried out to determine whether 
the team-approach using non-health care professionals could be effective in 
managing mild to moderate depression and to study its effects on metabolic 
parameters among subjects with type 2 diabetes mellitus. The international study, 
carried out in four independent centers in India assessed the impact of a trained 
but not qualified non-psychiatrist in coordinating and forming a fulcrum between 
the patient, the family and the consultant endocrinologist/diabetologist. The 
interventions were fine-tuned to be culturally appropriate by qualitative 
interviews before they began. It was shown that the outcomes of both depression 
and diabetes could be improved by the employment of a clinical care coordinator. 
It is possible to scale up the studies to wider geographical areas and health-care 
organizations.
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Core Tip: Type 2 diabetes and depression frequently co-exist. The presence of one worsens the outcome of 
the other. There are insufficient qualified professionals to treat depression. The INtegrating DEPrEssioN 
and Diabetes treatmENT study has shown that care-coordinators, who are trained but not professionals in 
mental health care can integrate and liaison among the patient, the family and specialists in treating mild to 
moderate depression associated with diabetes. Deployment of care-coordinators improved the outcome of 
depression and diabetes. This proof-of-concept study can be expanded and if found useful, help in 
democratizing the management of depression in diabetes.

Citation: Sridhar GR. Can the management of depression in type 2 diabetes be democratized? World J Diabetes 
2022; 13(3): 203-212
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/1948-9358/full/v13/i3/203.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.4239/wjd.v13.i3.203

INTRODUCTION
The prevalence of type 2 diabetes is growing worldwide with depression rapidly following. Though it is 
possible that two common conditions can co-exist independent of one another, there is increasing 
evidence that diabetes and depression are related pathophysiologically, sharing a bi-directional 
relationship. When depression and diabetes coexist, the quality of life, compliance to treatment and 
outcomes are poor. Qualified specialists to manage diabetes and depression are in short supply. 
Therefore, innovative approaches are necessary to improve the outcomes of both. Based on published 
data between 1990 to 2016, it was estimated that among those aged 18-99 years, there were 451 million 
people with diabetes. By 2045, these were projected to increase to 693 million[1]. Of those with 
diagnosed diabetes, there is a greater prevalence in urban rather than rural (10.8% vs 7.2%) areas, and in 
high-income than in low-income countries (10.4% vs 4.0%)[2]. Mental disorders accounted for 13% of the 
global disease burden; major depression is projected to be the chief contributor to mental disorders by 
the year 2030[3]. Depression is commonly seen in other chronic illnesses also[4]. Multifactorial etiology 
of diabetes[5] and depression[6] requires multi-pronged management strategies.

COEXISTENCE OF DIABETES AND DEPRESSION
Diabetes mellitus is not a homogenous condition but results from a variety of pathogenic factors which 
are not always exclusive[7]. However, for clinical purposes, diabetes is classified into (1) Type 1 diabetes 
due to autoimmune destruction of the pancreatic β-cell leading to absolute insulin deficiency; (2) Type 2 
diabetes mellitus having insulin resistance and a progressive loss of β-cell insulin secretion; (3) 
Gestational diabetes; and (4) Other specific causes leading to diabetes[8]. It is evident that psychological 
reactions differ in each of the different varieties of diabetes. In this presentation, management of 
depression is focused on type 2 diabetes, which is more common.

Twice as many people with diabetes are likely to have depression compared to the general 
population[9,10]. Hypertension, which is common in diabetes is associated with risk of depression and 
anxiety[11]. Resultantly the association of depression and diabetes has been the most commonly studied 
for the longest time[12]. A meta-analysis showed that compared to those with normal glucose tolerance, 
depression was more common in people diagnosed with diabetes; it was not high in those with pre-
diabetes or those with normal glucose tolerance[13].

The number of prospective studies on the course of depression among people with diabetes is small; 
a meta-analysis of 11 follow up studies showed that type 2 diabetes subjects have a 24% increased risk 
of developing depression compared to controls[14]. Similarly, people with depression have a 32% 
increased risk for developing type 2 diabetes mellitus[15].

The grades of anxiety and depression associated with diabetes vary from subclinical depression to 
diabetes distress, which refers to emotional distress resulting from living with diabetes, a chronic non-
remitting disease[16]. There are serious clinical implications when depression coexists with diabetes: 
The quality of life is impaired; the risk of morbidity and death is also increased. Operating factors 
include poor health care behavior which affects dietary habits, treatment, compliance to treatment, 
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motivation and productivity[16]. Long term diabetic complications are more common with comorbid 
depression[17]. Finally, the impact of combined diabetes and depression on quality of life is significant. 
Healthcare costs of managing type 2 diabetes associated with depression is higher than that of diabetes 
without depression[18]. Depression in type 2 diabetes can be treated[19], which improves the quality of 
life[17]. One must distinguish depression from diabetes distress. Diabetes distress is an emotional 
response to having diabetes, specifically the restricted lifestyle with having to follow self-management 
and the potential of complications in the long term[20]. Diabetes distress is associated with lessened self-
care, and poorer emotional well-being, which, if left untreated may progress to severe depression[21]. 
Diabetes distress is far more common than clinical depression and is associated with poorer glycemic 
control[22]. The poor outcome is mediated in part by perceived control over diabetes such as one’s 
innate ability to influence the course of diabetes[23].

Unlike the diagnosis of diabetes mellitus, depression is identified by clinical features such as episodes 
of lowered mood, reduced energy and decreased activity[8].

At the other end of the diabetes and depression spectrum is suicidality. Depression in persons with 
diabetes increases the risk of suicidality[24]. One must be aware of the risk factors for suicidal ideation 
and suicidal behavior, such as insulin administration, long duration of diabetes and poor glycemic 
control[25]. Identification and preventive measures are therefore essential in subjects with diabetes 
having depressive symptoms. Interventions must not only consider medical treatment, but also social 
factors associated with them[11], pointing to the need for integrated management processes.

COMMON PATHOGENESIS OF THE TWO CONDITIONS 
Epidemiological studies have shown a bi-directional association between diabetes and depression[26]. 
Mendelian randomization studies have provided evidence that type 2 diabetes mellitus can cause 
depression: Single-nucleotide polymorphisms that predispose to diabetes predicted symptoms 
associated with depression[27]. Xuan et al[27] used 34 T2D risk genetic variants validated in East Asians 
as the instrumental variable (IV). An analysis using Mendelian randomization was carried out on 11506 
participants from a prospective study. The diabetes genetic risk score (GRS) was built employing the 34 
T2D common variants. The GRS was associated with depression even after adjusting for variables 
including age, sex, body mass index, current smoking and drinking, physical activity, education and 
marital status. A causal relationship was also found between genetically determined T2D and 
depression[27]. In addition, the stress associated with a new diagnosis of diabetes can precipitate 
depression[28].

The common soil hypothesis posits that factors common to both conditions could be the link for their 
association such as chronic inflammation, sedentary habits leading to obesity as well as vascular 
dysfunction[10]. Conceptually, the factors relating to both can be considered at two levels: Behavioral 
and biological[12]. Behavioral components include the burden of dealing with a chronic non-remitting 
disease and resultant poor lifestyle behavior. Sedentary lifestyle is a risk factor for depression[29], just as 
it is for obesity and diabetes mellitus. Biologically, hyperglycemia, dysregulation of the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, chronic low grade inflammatory response and vascular dysfunction could 
all contribute. These are common to both diabetes and depression and may contribute to their co-
existence[12]. There is evidence that behavioral and environmental factors are more responsible than 
genetic factors[12]. Vascular changes in small vessels supplying blood to the cerebral cortex are found in 
depression[30], although confirmatory studies are required. Brain-body dysfunction may contribute by 
impaired HPA regulation and by brain-gut microbiome axis[12]. Similarly, social stress can operate 
through epigenetic factors that activate the inflammatory response which is common to both diabetes 
and depression[15]. Use of some antidepressant drugs is also implicated in the risk of obesity, insulin 
resistance and diabetes mellitus[24,31].

Inflammatory changes, which occur in obesity, insulin resistance and diabetes mellitus occur in 
depression as neuroinflammation, involving activated microglia, astrocytes and oligodendroglia. These 
release mediators such as cytokines and chemokines, which when persistent, cause neurotoxicity[32]. 
Chronic inflammation in turn leads to insulin resistance and endothelial dysfunction, which has also 
been described in depression[32]. Hormonal components in women may contribute to gender 
differences in pathophysiological changes involving dysregulation of HPA and AN systems acting via 
immune and hemostatic pathways[33]. There is a flattening of the diurnal curve of the stress hormone 
cortisol which is associated with insulin resistance and could thereby play a role in the coexistence of 
diabetes and depression[34]. Along with abdominal obesity and insulin resistance, hypercortisolemia 
induces changes in glucocorticoid receptor-rich brain areas such as the hippocampus, amygdala and 
prefrontal cortex, where emotions and cognition are mediated[34].

Conceptually the relation between diabetes and depression can be considered in terms of (1) Psycho-
logical burden of a chronic disease such as diabetes predisposing the patients to depression and poor 
self-care behavior; (2) Diabetes and depression are coincidental, sharing common environmental and 
lifestyle factors; and (3) The cognitive behavioral construct attributes the burden due to diabetes leading 
to negative thoughts about diabetes in turn resulting in poor self-care behaviors[10]. Biological 
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underpinnings consist of one or a combination of (1) Activated immunity and inflammation mediated 
by cytokines; (2) Activation of HPA via stress; (3) Insulin resistance; (4) Disturbances of circadian 
rhythms; and (5) The contribution of antidepressant medications used in the treatment of depression[10] 
(Table 1).

Screening and diagnosis of depression
The diagnosis of diabetes, based on quantitative measurement of plasma glucose is far more refined 
than the diagnosis of depression; there are no biological markers for diagnosing depression. The 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) considers a major depressive episode as 
being present when at least five of nine symptoms suggestive of depression are present for 2 wk or 
longer; one of the nine must be a core symptom[12]. As a screening method for depression in diabetes, 
the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) and Patient Health Questionnaire 
(PHQ)-9 were used most often in diabetes research[12]. Other screening tools for depression include 
Beck Depression Inventory, WHO well-being index and EDD[9].

Due to the non-specific nature of the symptoms and their overlap with uncontrolled hyperglycemia, 
the accuracy of screening tests varies between populations. Diabetes specific questionnaires are 
available to identify various psychological stresses[35]. There are some clinical pointers to distin-
guishing depression arising from diabetes and primary depression: The latter is suggested by mental 
disorders even before the diagnosis of diabetes, disproportionate symptoms compared to objective 
signs, a focus primarily on somatic symptoms and reassurance failing to relieve innocuous symptoms
[36]. When these are inconclusive, screening for depression must be repeated after uncontrolled 
hyperglycemia is corrected[37]. However, caution must be exercised that affective symptoms such as 
pessimism or crying spells are not mistakenly attributed to poorly controlled diabetes[37].

For a rigorous diagnosis of depression, results of screening tests must be confirmed by a structured 
clinical interview such as SCID, Montgomery-Asberg Depression Rating Scale and the Composite 
International Diagnostic Interview[9]. These take time and require trained healthcare professionals, 
which limits the scope for practical application in routine clinical practice.

The reason for highlighting these aspects is to put in focus that the diagnosis of depression is 
subjective unlike the diagnosis of diabetes mellitus. Considering the subjective nature of diagnosing 
depression and the potential for false positive results, some national guidelines have not recommended 
population screening for depression[38]. A systematic review of screening tools for measuring 
depression in diabetes has shown that little data is available on their validity and reliability, with even 
lesser evidence for their being culturally appropriate[39]. In general, screening for major depressive 
disorders is based on screening instruments which do not generally consider the conceptual basis of 
emotional models, although efforts are being made to improve it[40]. Apart from the risk of false 
positive diagnosis of depression by assessing subjective methods, the outcomes of different methods of 
psychotherapy are not clear. The latter is being addressed by an ongoing trial: cRCT PSYCHOnline-
THERAPY[41].

A Joint Position Statement of the American Diabetes Association, the American Association of 
Diabetes Educators, and the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, The American Diabetes Association 
recommends screening for depression in subjects with diabetes mellitus[42]. Others are advised an 
annual screen during major disease and life transitions.

Intervention strategies
In general, depression associated with diabetes can be managed by one or more of the following 
methods: Antidepressant drugs, psychological interventions such as cognitive-behavioral therapy, 
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and stepped care[12].

Interestingly, many interventions that are useful in preventing and treating diabetes are also effective 
in depression. Physical exercise, including running helps in managing depression and other negative 
psychological conditions, although no quantitative measures are available to prescribe the quantum of 
exercise for its beneficial effects[43]. Insomnia, which often occurs with depression, is a well-known 
modifiable risk factor for the development of obesity and diabetes mellitus[44]. Cognitive behavior 
therapy for insomnia (CBT-I) is effective in improving insomnia associated with depression. CBT-I seeks 
to replace wrong beliefs of sleep, to help them prevent associating with stimulating activities, to limit 
time in bed for matching perceived sleep duration, sleep hygiene and relaxation techniques[45]. To 
ensure access to physical exercise and help in relaxation and ensuring adequate sleep, aspects of built 
environment must be considered[46].

One must recognize that guidelines for the management of depression are currently inadequately 
planned, reported and measured[47]. Therefore, shared decision making with the patient[48], using 
digital medical interview assistant systems at the primary care level could be employed to improve 
compliance and thereby management outcomes[49].

Although antidepressant medications are effective in the treatment of depression associated with 
diabetes, attention must be paid to their potential role in leading to obesity and insulin resistance[31]. 
Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor agents (SRRI) are the drugs of choice, while considering the 
potential risk of hypoglycemia; should tricyclic antidepressants be required, one must carefully monitor 
glycemic control[50]. Along with antipsychotic medicines anti-depressants lead to weight gain which 
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Table 1 Links between type 2 diabetes and depression

Links

Genetic SNPs predisposing to diabetes predict symptoms associated with depression[27]

Chronic inflammation

Sedentary habits leading to obesity

Activation of hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis

Disordered circadian rhythm

Common soil hypothesis[10]

Vascular dysfunction

Coincidental occurrence of both[10] Sharing common environmental and lifestyle factors

ranges from 0.43 to 4.45 kg, with its attendant adverse metabolic effects through weight gain itself or its 
effects on the pancreatic beta cells. Dyslipidemia may result from the use of valproic acid derivatives, 
carbamazepine, mirtazapine. SSRIs can lead to dyslipidemia. Clozapine, olanzapine, valproic acid 
derivates and tricyclic antidepressants are known to induce insulin resistance and diabetes mellitus[51]. 
Newer agents such as bupropion and agomelatine, although promising, need more evidence for their 
therapeutic utility. Pharmacological agents used along with psychotherapy could prove to be more 
effective than either alone.

In a meta-analysis of 14 randomized clinical trials involving 1724 subjects, van der Feltz-Cornelis et al
[52] concluded that treatment can improve clinical outcomes, although the combined effect of all 
interventions is moderate on the clinical impact[52]. When combined with diabetes self-management, 
psychotherapeutic interventions have a moderate clinical impact. Employing collaborative care via 
stepped care intervention is possible at the primary care level. Drug therapy and collaborative care 
successfully reduced depressive symptoms but did not have a significant effect on glycemic control[52].

Constraints of treating depression in diabetes
While the association between diabetes and depression, as well as the need for managing both together 
are recognized, implementation faces many barriers. As alluded to earlier, the diagnosis of depression is 
a work in progress; the burden of diabetes is so overwhelming that the identification of depression gets 
diluted due to lack of both time and knowledge[52]. Considering depression and diabetes are best 
treated together, effective management requires an embedded integrated approach rather than treating 
each independently[9]. It is imperative that new treatment paradigms must be identified, developed and 
applied to manage the twin problems of diabetes and depression, i.e. to democratize the treatment 
processes.

INTEGRATED CARE OF DIABETES AND DEPRESSION
Primarily, studies on interventions for depression showed that integrating mental health treatment to 
primary care settings is possible through collaborative care[53]. The key component of the collaborative 
care model is care managers, who are non-physicians, often nurses or social workers. Under the 
supervision of a physician and a psychiatrist, they identify depression by using screening tools and 
further provide problem-solving therapy[53]. Although encouraging in principle, a number of practical 
limitations remain for its wider applicability.

Compelling evidence is building up for efficacy of collaborative care in improving both glycemic 
control and outcomes of depression treatment[54]. Improvement of glycemia operates through better 
compliance to treatment[42]. It remains to be seen if the collaborative care model can be implemented at 
the primary care level without the need for significant additional resources. Larger studies involving 
cost-effective outcomes are required to determine the feasibility of such approaches[53]. Similar 
conclusions were drawn in a systematic review and meta-analysis on the effect of collaborative care in 
subjects with depression and diabetes mellitus[55,56]. From eight studies which included 2238 patients, 
collaborative care improved response to treatment of depression, remission of depression and better 
compliance to medications (anti-depressants and anti-diabetes drugs); however, there was no significant 
improvement of glycemic control as assessed by glycosylated hemoglobin[56]. Collaborative care 
involves coordination among physicians, nurses, other specialists and professionals providing 
management specific to the patient using evidence-based guidelines.

INtegrating DEPrEssioN and Diabetes treatmENT study
The INtegrating DEPrEssioN and Diabetes treatmENT (INDEPENDENT) Study was carried out[57] to 
assess whether it would be possible to bridge the gap between the high prevalence of depression in 
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diabetes and lack of qualified psychiatrists. It was a collaborative care model involving care coordinator, 
endocrinologist/diabetologist and psychiatrist in four centers in India. It assessed whether depression, 
identified by PHQ-9 can be managed by care coordinators, who are not professional psychiatrists, but 
were trained to identify and help solve issues of treatment compliance and coping with stresses. 
Coordination was carried out with the family and with the other members of the healthcare team of the 
primary physician, endocrinologists/diabetologists and psychiatrists. This follow up study was carried 
out in four sites in India: Madras Diabetes Research Foundation, Dr. Mohan’s Diabetes Specialties 
Centre, Chennai, Department of Endocrinology, AIIMS, New Delhi, Endocrine and Diabetes Centre, 
Visakhapatnam, Diacon Hospital, Bangalore. The primary aim was to see whether there would be an 
improvement in depressive symptoms and metabolic parameters and whether they would be sustained 
for 12-mo after active intervention[58]. In the parallel, open-label, pragmatic randomized clinical trial 
(n:196 intervention group; n:208 controls), those who were in the intervention group were given 12 mo 
of support for self-management by nonphysician care-coordinators, decision support based on 
electronic medical records, under the periodic reviews by endocrinologists/diabetologists and psychi-
atrists. After a further 12-mo period of follow up without intervention, the outcomes were assessed. 
Control subjects received usual care for 24 mo[58]. Collaborative care intervention led to improvements 
in composite measure of depressive symptoms and indices of cardiometabolic health at the end of 24 mo
[45].

Treatment aspects were obtained from published literature which were further adapted to local 
conditions by qualitative interviews involving patients with diabetes and their significant others[59]. To 
assess adaptations that were made to behavioral intervention made by care coordinators, and how 
patients responded to them, a purposive sample of patients (n:62) and care coordinators (n:3) were 
recruited from two clinics. Patients were interviewed about their experiences in the care model and care 
coordinators were interviewed about their experiences in implementation of interventions[46]. The 
adaptations sought and made were categorized by how they helped to improve implementation in the 
local context. They in turn served to help improve communication of health and to enhance engagement 
by the patients[59].

The use of care coordinators in managing depression among subjects with type 2 diabetes has shown 
promising results a year following active interventions. Further follow up and replication in other 
settings should be carried out to assess the generalizability of the findings from INDEPENDENT study. 
Recently, anxiety was shown to respond favorably to interventions in the INDEPENDENT study[60].

CRITICAL SUMMARY OF TYPE 2 DIABETES AND DEPRESSION
Judging from the number of publications, one could draw an erroneous opinion that the relationship 
between depression in type 2 diabetes is fully established, that effective treatment options are available 
and that the only constraint is to scale up intervention strategies to manage depression and type 2 
diabetes. At the outset there is an asymmetry in the diagnoses of both conditions: Whereas diabetes is 
identified by objective criteria involving measurement of biomarkers, the diagnosis of depression is 
based on subjective criteria. The results from self-administered questionnaires and expert face to face 
interviews often diverge, as do different forms of questionnaires. The sensitivity and specificity of 
questionnaires need to be refined by including the cultural contexts of different populations. Therefore, 
there is a spectrum of conditions of what is referred to as depression associated with type 2 diabetes, 
from diabetes distress to subclinical depression, stretching to full blown depression. Interventions 
improve the outcomes of depression and of diabetes distress; however, treatment of depression 
improves depressive symptoms, without significant improvement of metabolic control. In contrast, 
treatment of diabetes distress results in improved glycemic control. Furthermore, the measures to 
manage them are varied and there are no accepted standard methods, rendering comparisons difficult. 
Therefore, despite epidemiological and mechanistic evidence for the co-existence of depression and type 
2 diabetes mellitus, further refinements are necessary to define and measure the outcome of different 
treatment modalities of depression. However, most studies report improvement of depressive 
symptoms with interventions despite equivocal or no improvement of glycemic control. Therefore, it is 
worthwhile to identify depression in type 2 diabetes mellitus, and provide treatment by psychological 
and pharmacological measures. Although depression has been shown to respond to treatment, care 
must be taken in the choice of anti-depressant medications, some of which can worsen insulin 
sensitivity leading to adverse metabolic consequences. There is a lack of qualified mental care specialists 
to deal with the burgeoning burden of diabetes and depression. The employment of trained clinical care 
coordinators is a worthwhile attempt to improve access to subjects with type 2 diabetes having 
coexistent depressive symptoms. Preliminary results suggest the efficacy of such interventions. Further 
studies must be carried out to scale up across different cultural, ethnic and geographic populations.
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CONCLUSION
It is established that diabetes and depression often coexist and must be managed together rather than 
individually. Interventions must be made across a spectrum to prevent, identify and manage depression 
when it occurs. Proof of principle studies have shown that they are feasible. It is necessary to scale-up 
such studies to assess their feasibility for wide-spread use in terms of applicability, efficacy and in terms 
of cost-benefit outcomes.

Non physician trained clinical coordinators can provide self-management education and support in 
terms of nutrition, lifestyle, compliance to medications, monitoring of metabolic parameters and dealing 
with psychosocial problems. These must necessarily be adapted to the age group, culture and language 
of the population by making appropriate cultural changes in education[16]. Depending on the 
availability and applicability, online interventions can be profitably made in terms of digital medical 
interview assistant systems[36]. With the widespread use of electronic medical records in diabetes care, 
a rule-based system can be incorporated so that standardized collection of data can be streamlined[61]. 
As the next logical step, the data can be analyzed and machine-learning methods can be devised to 
improve the communication, care and outcomes of diabetes and its associated morbidities including 
depression[62].
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