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Abstract: Hyperglycemia is linked to impaired arterial endothelial function (EF), an early sign of
cardiovascular disease. We compared the efficacy of low-glycemic index isomaltulose (Palatinose™)
with that of sucrose in modulating EF, as assessed by flow-mediated dilation (FMD). In this
double-blinded cross-over study, 80 overweight mildly hypertensive subjects were randomized
to receive 50 g of either isomaltulose or sucrose. On two non-consecutive days, brachial artery
ultrasound FMD scans were obtained prior to and hourly (T0–T3) after carbohydrate load. Blood
was drawn immediately after scanning. Glucose and insulin levels were analyzed. Overall, the
FMD decrease was attenuated by isomaltulose compared to sucrose (∆FMD = −0.003% and −0.151%;
p > 0.05 for the interaction treatment x period). At T2, FMD was significantly higher after isomaltulose
administration compared to that after sucrose administration (FMD = 5.9 ± 2.9% and 5.4 ± 2.6%,
p = 0.047). Pearson correlations between FMD and blood glucose showed a trend for a negative
association at T0 and T2 independently of the carbohydrate (r-range = −0.20 to −0.23, p < 0.1).
Sub-analysis suggested a lower FMD in insulin-resistant (IR) compared to insulin-sensitive subjects.
Isomaltulose attenuated the postprandial decline of FMD, particularly in IR persons. These data
support the potential of isomaltulose to preserve the endothelial function postprandially and
consequently play a favorable role in cardiovascular health.

Keywords: isomaltulose; endothelial function; glycemic index; carbohydrates; insulin resistance;
cardiovascular health

1. Introduction

Endothelial function (EF) plays a pivotal role in cardiovascular health. Impaired EF is a
prominent health concern, as it typically contributes to cardiovascular disease (CVD), i.e., hypertension,
atherosclerosis, or myocardial infarction [1,2]. In an aging population, the high prevalence, still
increasing incidence, and alarming number of deaths due to CVD every year worldwide [3–5]
demonstrate the importance of counterbalancing CVD with the development of innovative preventive
strategies integrated in everyday life.

EF can be assessed by brachial artery ultrasound imaging. With this completely non-invasive,
subject-friendly technique, the shear stress-induced flow-mediated endothelium-dependent
vasodilation (FMD) of the brachial artery can be measured [6]. A high FMD (e.g., 10% and above)
corresponds to a vital endothelium; a low or no FMD (e.g., 5 to 0%) indicates impaired EF or
endothelial dysfunction (ED). Brachial ultrasound FMD measurements are well reproducible and
are considered a validated early marker of CVD risk [7]. Although the underlying mechanism of
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ED is not yet completely understood, a key vasodilator is known to be nitric oxide (NO). A decline
in NO synthesis, through the inhibition of, e.g., NO synthase, leads to an impaired vasodilation of
blood vessels [8], which contributes to hypertension and promotes the clinical symptoms of CVD.
Besides a reduced NO bioavailability, ED is characterized by oxidative stress and an increase of
inflammatory as well as thrombotic factors [9]. Furthermore, it is well known that clinical states
of insulin resistance, including obesity, metabolic syndrome, and diabetes mellitus, are associated
with impaired endothelium-dependent vasodilation [9,10]. This can be explained by the vasodilatory
properties of insulin, mediating NO synthesis via its stimulation of the insulin receptor and, finally,
increasing NO bioavailability in healthy humans [8]. In contrast, in insulin-resistant persons, insulin
signaling is impaired not only at the metabolic but also at the vascular level [11], and moreover,
the concentration of the vasoconstrictor endothelin-1 was found to be increased [10]. Thus, insulin
resistance is accompanied by an increased risk for ED [9].

Besides insulin resistance itself, accumulating evidence indicates a link between EF and
postprandial dysmetabolism such as hyperglycemia and its consequences, i.e., vascular events [12–14].
Hyperglycemia is postulated to induce oxidative stress and impair EF [15], which is in accordance with
the FMD decline occurring directly after food intake [16–19]. There is some evidence that low-glycemic
index (GI) foods may favorably influence EF [20,21]. This was firstly examined by Lavi et al., who
investigated differences in postprandial FMD in response to foods with various glycemic indices [21].
The authors found a significant decrease in FMD compared to baseline two hours after food ingestion,
which was the highest after glucose ingestion, followed by cornflakes intake. Although a low-GI food
(fiber-rich cereals) showed a slight decrease in FMD in the postprandial state as well, the decrease was
not significant and comparable with the FMD decrease induced by water [21]. In alignment with the
results of Lavi et al., other dietary intervention studies previously showed an improvement in blood
pressure or pulse wave velocity due to low-GI compared to high-GI diets [22,23], which would also
explain the positive association between glycemic index and CVD [24–26].

The hypothesis that hyperglycemia causes ED is supported by the observation that overweight
and obese individuals and those with diabetes, either type 1 or type 2, are more prone to ED [8,11,27,28].
As these persons are at higher risk of postprandial dysmetabolism, continuous exposure to elevated
blood glucose induces oxidative stress and chronic inflammation [18,29], both predictors of ED.
Moreover, insulin resistance might have additive adverse effects on the vascular function [11].

On the basis of this knowledge and considering the large intake of high-GI foods that characterizes
today’s Western diet, low-GI foods might be effective in preventing ED. For instance, a substantial
replacement of sugar by low-GI carbohydrates, e.g., isomaltulose (Palatinose™, BENEO GmbH,
68165 Mannheim, Germany), may contribute to improved cardiovascular health, as indicated by Keller
et al. [30]. During this study on inactivity in healthy young men, prolonged vascular relaxation,
assessed by the augmentation index, was observed after isomaltulose ingestion compared to sucrose
administration [30].

Both sucrose and isomaltulose are disaccharides consisting of a glucose and a fructose monomer,
which provide the same amount of calories. However, they differ in their glycosidic bond, which
is α-1,2 for sucrose and α-1,6 for isomaltulose [31]. The bond present in isomaltulose causes its
slower absorption in the small intestine, thus resulting in a low GI (32 for isomaltulose vs. 65 for
sucrose) [32,33].

The present exploratory study aimed to investigate the acute effects of isomaltulose versus those
of sucrose on endothelium-dependent vasodilation, i.e., FMD, in overweight/obese subjects. The lower
blood glucose response following isomaltulose load may allow for enhanced preservation of EF.
We therefore hypothesized that, compared to sucrose, isomaltulose would cause lesser postprandial
impairment of EF in overweight/obese individuals.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Subjects

Between August 2016 and March 2017, overweight and obese subjects with mild hypertension
(systolic/diastolic blood pressure: 130–159/85–99 mmHg) were recruited by Atlantia Food Clinical
Trials CRO (Cork, Ireland). After screening, healthy persons aged 25–60 years were included if
their body weight was stable (≤5% change over the past 3 months) and their physical activity level
was low to moderate (assessed by the International Physical Activity Questionnaire-Short form).
Exclusion criteria were use of medications influencing glucose metabolism (e.g., antidiabetics) or EF
(e.g., anti-hypertensive and anti-atherosclerotic drugs) and chronic or acute diseases. Smokers, heavy
coffee drinkers, and pregnant women were further excluded. Throughout the study, subjects were
asked to follow their usual diet and exercise routine and to avoid the named medications that could
interfere with the study outcomes.

The study protocol was approved by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Cork Teaching
Hospitals. All participants gave their written informed consent before the study’s start according to
the ICH Guidelines on Good Clinical Practice and the declaration of Helsinki. The trial was registered
at clinicaltrials.gov (NCT03986775).

2.2. Study Protocol

An outline of the study protocol is depicted in Figure 1. Beside the screening visit, in this
double-blinded controlled cross-over trial, participants were tested on two different intervention
days, which were separated by a 2–6-week wash-out period. On the two intervention days, the
participants attended the clinic after an overnight fast of at least 10 h. To minimize confounding
variables, for premenopausal women, the intervention days were within the first seven days of their
menstrual cycle. Moreover, the subjects were asked to avoid high-fat and high-flavonoid foods (e.g.,
blueberries, dark chocolate, etc.) for 24 h and caffeine for 10 h and to abstain from exercise for 12 h
before the intervention.
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Figure 1. Outline of the study protocol. FMD, flow-mediated dilation; ISO, citrus drink containing 50 g
of isomaltulose; SUC, citrus drink containing 50 g of sucrose.

The order of the assessments was exactly the same on both intervention days. Prior to carbohydrate
load (T0), a brachial ultrasound FMD scan was performed, with blood drawn shortly thereafter.
All subjects were blinded to treatment and randomly assigned to consume either 50 g of isomaltulose
(Palatinose™, provided by BENEO GmbH, Mannheim, Germany) or 50 g sucrose in the form of instant
citrus drinks. Therefore, drink powders were dissolved in 500 mL of water shortly before consumption.
The subjects were instructed to consume the citrus drink within 10 min after the T0 FMD. At 60 min
(T1), 120 min (T2), and 180 min (T3) after the start of the citrus drink consumption, FMD scans and
blood sample collections were performed.

clinicaltrials.gov
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2.3. Flow-Mediated Dilation

Ultrasound FMD scanning procedures were strictly standardized and quality-controlled as
described in extenso elsewhere [34,35]. In short, prior to the start of the study, two research technicians
on site (Atlantia Food Clinical Trials CRO, Cork, Ireland) were trained and certified according to pre-set
criteria of the FMD core lab (Imagelabonline & Cardiovascular, Erichem, The Netherlands). All scans
were performed with an Ultrasonix Sonix SP ultrasound instrument equipped with an L14-5MHz
vascular transducer and fixed presets throughout the study (Analogic Corporation, Peabody, MD, USA).

The examinations took place in a quiet room at temperatures between 20 ◦C and 26 ◦C and
dimmed lighting. For each subject on both test days, initial and follow-up scans were performed
by the same technician. Subjects comfortably reclined for 20 min prior to scans. During visits, the
subjects’ right arm rested in the arm-supporting cups of the probe-holder arm rest in a fixed position
during the 9′ scan procedures. The brachial artery was scanned longitudinally to obtain high-quality
reproducible scans of the arterial lumen with the ultrasound probe 5–10 cm proximal to the antecubital
fossa, its position documented with a tape measure for accurate repositioning of the probe in the second
visit. On the lower arm, a blood pressure cuff was inflated 40 to 50 mmHg above systolic pressure for
5 min to temporarily occlude the brachial artery. According to a fixed ultrasound imaging application
protocol, 1 min prior and 3 min after arterial occlusion, electrocardiogram (EKG)-triggered images
were recorded in DICOM clips, with each full-frame image in the clip to provide a lumen diameter
measurement. For off-line scan analyses, the clips were directly and securely transferred from the
ultrasound equipment to the core lab (Imagelabonline & Cardiovascular, Erichem, The Netherlands)
for immediate in-study quality control and investigational site feedback by the core lab FMD experts.
For the treatment efficacy image analyses, per-subject batches of FMD scans were provided to the
trained and certified technicians of the core lab. Technicians were blinded to subject demographic,
clinical, and treatment data, as well as scan visit order. Validated and FDA-approved image analysis
software was used (Brachial Analyzer, Medical Imaging Applications, Coralville, IA, USA).

FMD was calculated as the percentage of change in the brachial arterial diameter:

Brachial FMD (%) =
Maximum diameter (mm) − Baseline diameter (mm)

Baseline diameter (mm)
× 100 (1)

where the brachial arterial lumen diameter at ‘baseline’ was the average during 1 min prior to
cuff-occlusion recording of the brachial artery diameter, and the maximum brachial arterial lumen
diameter was the maximum diameter during the 3 min of post-cuff release recording.

2.4. Blood Sampling and Analytical Methods

A vein cannula was inserted into the subject’s left arm, and a blood sample (12 mL) was
collected shortly after FMD measurement at T0, T1, T2, and T3 during both intervention days. Serum
glucose concentrations were measured using the hexokinase method (3L82, ARCHITECT c system,
Abbott Laboratories, Abbott Park, IL 60064, USA). Serum insulin levels were determined using a
chemiluminescent microparticle immunoassay (8K41, ARCHITECT c system, Abbott Laboratories,
USA). Homeostasis model assessment (HOMA) index was calculated using the following equation:
fasting glucose (mmol/L) × fasting insulin (µU/L)/22.5.

2.5. Statistics

Statistical analyses were carried out using SPSS Version 24 and SAS Version 9.3. Sample size
was calculated based on primary outcome FMD. On the basis of intra-sonographer repeatability of
1.25%FMD, α of 0.05 (two-sided), and β of 0.1 and on an effect size of 0.9%FMD, the minimal required
subject number was 68. To account for drop outs and FMD assessment failures, in total 80 subjects
were included.
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Descriptive characteristics are presented as mean ± SD. As the data were normally distributed
(Kolmogorov–Smirnov test, p > 0.05), parametric tests were used. To compare the baseline characteristics
of the isomaltulose-first and sucrose-first groups, unpaired t test for continuous variables and χ2 test
for categorical variables were applied.

A mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance (MMRM) with terms for treatment and period
was performed to observe differences in endothelial responses following investigational products
adjusted for baseline FMD. In this primary statistical analysis, only FMD data of those subjects with
fully completed datasets of the four FMD measurements at visit 1 and the 4 FMD measurements at
visit 2 were included.

To compare differences in FMD, blood glucose, and insulin levels for the carbohydrates,
an exploratory analysis at each of the time points within subjects between visits was performed
using the paired t test. In these statistical analyses, subjects were included provided that both FMD
measurements at a given time point were available. Pearson correlations were carried out to detect
associations between FMD and blood glucose as well as insulin levels at different time points.

For the evaluation of differences in the endothelial response depending on the insulin sensitivity
status, subjects were classified according to their HOMA index on their first intervention day, and a
subgroup analysis was performed. Subjects with HOMA < 2.5 were considered to be insulin-sensitive
(IS), whereas subjects with HOMA ≥ 2.5 were considered as insulin-resistant (IR). To see differences in
the change of FMD from baseline (∆FMDTx-T0) between IS and IR subjects, unpaired t test was used.
Two-sided statistics was performed with the significance level set at p < 0.05.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Characteristics

In total, 143 volunteers were screened for eligibility, of whom 80 were randomized, as all inclusion
criteria were met. In total, 78 subjects completed the study, 39 for each randomization sequence.
Two subjects dropped out due to anatomical difficulty in obtaining a proper FMD measurement
at baseline.

The baseline characteristics are presented in Table 1. Overall, age ranged from 28 to 60 years,
and body mass index (BMI) from 24.8 to 34.9 kg/m2. With regard to BMI, blood pressure, FMD, and
blood glucose and insulin levels, sequence groups were comparable. In the isomaltulose-first and
sucrose-first groups, 10 and 14 subjects (25% and 35%), respectively, were past smokers, without a
statistically significant difference (p = 0.33). None of the subjects had a high level of physical activity;
47 subjects (58.8%) had a moderate level and 33 (41.3%) a low level of physical activity. This was not
different between the randomization sequences (p = 0.26).

Table 1. Baseline characteristics of the study population before the first intervention day (n = 78).1,2.

Gender, % 34% Females, 66% Males

Age, years 46.6 ± 8.4
Height, cm 174.4 ± 9.8
BMI, kg/m2 28.9 ± 2.6

Blood pressure (BP), mmHg
Systolic BP 137.8 ± 5.0
Diastolic BP 88.2 ± 3.6

Fasting FMD, % 5.8 ± 2.5
Fasting blood glucose, mmol/L 4.9 ± 0.5

Fasting insulin, pmol/L 61.8 ± 28.0
HOMA index 1.9 ± 1.0

Insulin sensitivity 3 79% insulin sensitive, 21% insulin resistant
1 Values are reported as mean ± SD. 2 FMD, flow-mediated dilation; HOMA, homeostasis model assessment.
3 Classified according to the HOMA on their first intervention day: HOMA < 2.5 = insulin-sensitive; HOMA ≥ 2.5 =
insulin-resistant; BMI, body mass index.
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3.2. Effects of Acute Isomaltulose and Sucrose Intakes on Endothelial Function

Of the 80 subjects, 78 were subjected to the four brachial ultrasound FMD scans at each of the two
visits. This amounted to 624 scans, of which 596 provided FMD data (a success rate of 95.5%). For 19
of the subjects, due to anatomic and/or ultrasound imaging reasons, 28 of the brachial scans could not
provide FMD data (4.5%).

For the primary statistical analysis, the available fully completed FMD datasets of 61 subjects were
used. The overall FMD change from baseline showed maintenance of the endothelial function after
isomaltulose administration (∆FMDISO,T1–T3 = −0.003%) and a minor, non-significant, negative change
after sucrose administration (∆FMDSUC,T1–T3 = −0.151%). The mixed repeated-measures analysis of
variance controlling for baseline FMD showed no significant interaction between treatment and period
(p > 0.05).

The consumption of 50 g of carbohydrate led to a decrease in FMD at T1, with changes from
baseline FMD (∆FMD) of−0.40% and−0.74% for isomaltulose (∆FMDISO,T1) and sucrose (∆FMDSUC,T1),
respectively (see Figure 2A). At T2, FMD increased and, after isomaltulose intake, reached baseline
FMD. In contrast, after sucrose intake, although there was an increase from T1 to T2, FMD at T2 was
still below baseline FMD (∆FMDSUC,T2 = −0.27%, ∆FMDISO,T2 = +0.12%).Nutrients 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 13 
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In further explorative analyses, between-visit, within-subject paired FMD data points of the
four brachial ultrasound scan time points T0, T1, T2, and T3 h were available in 73 (94%), 71 (91%),
72 (92%), and 71 (91%) subjects, respectively. After two hours (T2), the absolute FMD was significantly
higher following isomaltulose intake compared to sucrose intake (at T2) (FMDISO,T2 = 5.9 ± 2.9%,
FMDSUC,T2 = 5.4 ± 2.6%, paired t test: p < 0.05). When compared to T2, FMD following isomaltulose
administration was almost unchanged at T3, with a change from baseline FMD of +0.19%. In contrast,
for sucrose, a rebound was observed at T3, resulting in +0.58% compared to baseline FMD.

3.3. Blood Analyses and Associations between Blood Glucose and Insulin Levels with Endothelial Function

As expected, there was a rise in blood glucose and insulin levels after carbohydrate ingestion
(Figure 2B,C). With regard to the blood glucose response, an exploratory analysis revealed significantly
higher blood glucose levels at all time points after isomaltulose ingestion compared to sucrose ingestion
(paired t test: all p values <0.05). For insulin, the response levels were significantly higher after
isomaltulose administration compared to sucrose intake (paired t test: p < 0.05), with the exception
of T1.

Independent of the carbohydrate, a correlation analysis between FMD and blood glucose levels
at different time points showed a trend for a negative association at T0 and T2 (r-range = −0.202 to
−0.230, p < 0.1; data not shown). With respect to insulin response, no associations with baseline or
postprandial FMD were observed.

3.4. Differences in Endothelial Function Depending on Insulin Sensitivity Status

For this exploratory analysis, fasting blood glucose and insulin levels were available for 70 subjects.
On the basis of their HOMA index prior to the first intervention, 79% of the subjects were classified
as IS, and 21% as IR. Table 2 demonstrates the change in FMD from baseline (∆FMDTx-T0) for IR and
IS subjects. Generally, subjects with IR showed a higher decline in FMD at T1 and T2 compared to
IS subjects, which was independent of the carbohydrate ingested (unpaired t test; p > 0.05). When
compared to sucrose, the ingestion of isomaltulose showed a lower decline in postprandial FMD at T1
and T2 for both IR and IS subjects (paired t test; p > 0.05). At T3, the consumption of isomaltulose
resulted in an FMD which was comparable to baseline FMD for both IS and IR subjects. In contrast,
the consumption of sucrose showed an increase in FMD exceeding the baseline value.

Table 2. Change in flow-mediated dilation from baseline in the subjects classified as insulin-sensitive
and insulin-resistant according to HOMA index 1,2.

FMD Change from Baseline (T0, %)

Time Points Insulin
Sensitivity Isomaltulose p Value 3 Sucrose p Value 3

∆FMDT1-T0 IS −0.16 ± 2.02
0.285

−0.74 ± 1.92
0.107IR −0.81 ± 1.96 −1.74 ± 2.54

∆FMDT2-T0 IS 0.34 ± 2.33
0.180

−0.23 ± 1.92
0.435IR −0.62 ± 2.35 −0.68 ± 2.17

∆FMDT3-T0 IS 0.12 ± 2.36
0.794

0.65 ± 2.10
0.692IR −0.07 ± 2.54 0.40 ± 2.35

1 FMD, flow-mediated dilation; HOMA, homeostasis model assessment; IR, insulin resistant (HOMA ≥ 2.5);
IS, insulin sensitive (HOMA < 2.5). 2 Values are reported as mean ± SD. 3 No significant differences between IR and
IS subjects; unpaired t test: p > 0.05.

4. Discussion

We hypothesized that the decrease in endothelial function caused by food intake could be
attenuated by low-GI foods compared to high-GI carbohydrates. The assumption was tested in mildly
hypertensive overweight/obese adults using either sucrose (GI = 65) or isomaltulose (GI = 32).
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As a novel key finding, our data revealed a preservation of postprandial FMD following the intake
of isomaltulose compared to sucrose. Consequently, our results support the hypothesis. The exploratory
analysis showed that after two hours, endothelium-dependent vasodilation was significantly higher for
isomaltulose ingestion compared to sucrose ingestion (FMD = 5.9 ± 2.9% vs. 5.4 ± 2.6%; paired t test:
p < 0.05, Figure 2A). This finding is in accordance with the literature [20,21]. Lavi et al. investigated
the postprandial effects of foods varying in their GI on EF [21]. The higher decrease in FMD after
ingestion of high-GI foods found by the authors was confirmed by another intervention study testing
different types of rice [20].

Our present study also addresses more general issues regarding high-GI food intake and its
physiological consequences. In particular, there is increasing evidence suggesting an association
between the GI of foods and CVD [20,25,36,37].

In that context, it is known that postprandial hyperglycemia induces oxidative stress,
triggering atherogenic alterations, like secretion of pro-inflammatory cytokines, adhesion molecules,
or vasoconstrictive substances (e.g., endothelin-1) [14,38,39]. Consecutive atherogenic alterations
contribute to cell damage, including to cells of the vascular endothelium, and when recurring, resulting
in ED [16,18,40]. Moreover, ED was observed to be improved through the administration of antioxidants
in vitro [41] and in vivo [42]. Previous studies confirmed a lower blood glucose response in the early
postprandial state followed by a more sustained glucose response in the later postprandial state with
isomaltulose ingestion when compared with ingestion of rapidly absorbable carbohydrates [43,44].
By preventing hyperglycemia, isomaltulose may have less impact on EF and, hence, could be beneficial
also for cardiovascular health. In the current study, we did not observe a lower blood glucose response
with isomaltulose, which can be attributed to the restrictive blood sampling time points (i.e., only after
1, 2, and 3 h). Rather, the later postprandial state was examined, and early postprandial glucose peaks
were probably missed. This is supported by previous studies showing a rapid blood glucose decrease
with sucrose ingestion already before and around 60 min [44].

A second explanation for the link between the GI of foods and CVD involves the action of
insulin. Because insulin is a vasodilatory agent, insulin resistance might impair EF. Insulin signaling
is important for vasodilation through the activation of endothelial NO synthase. Hence, insulin
resistance is accompanied by diminished vasodilatory function due to reduced NO bioavailability [9].
Additionally, insulin resistance is associated with increased expression of endothelin-1 [45], which
worsens ED by mediating vasoconstriction. Besides lower glycemia, slowly absorbable carbohydrates
prevent an excessive postprandial insulin response, particularly in the early postprandial phase,
although we could not document this event due to the late timing of blood sampling [31,44,46].
Moreover, a low-GI beverage containing isomaltulose compared to a high-GI beverage led to reduced
daylong insulinemia and attenuated insulin resistance after one week of inactivity [30]. Besides
metabolic impairment, insulin resistance is associated with vascular resistance [39,47]. Thus, replacing
high-GI carbohydrates might positively impact EF through improved insulin sensitivity which, in turn,
enhances the vasodilatory effect of insulin. This would be in line with a study by Hurwitz et al.
who investigated differences in the endothelial response between IR and IS subjects following the
ingestion of high- versus low-carbohydrate meals [48]. In that study, IR subjects, compared to IS
subjects, showed a significantly lower FMD already at baseline. Moreover, the authors observed a
decline in postprandial FMD following both meals. Independent of the insulin sensitivity status,
the decline in postprandial FMD was more pronounced following the high-carbohydrate meal. Also in
the present study, we observed a more pronounced decline in postprandial FMD following sucrose
intake compared to isomaltulose intake. This was seen in both IS and IR subjects. Yet, data in IR
subjects demonstrate a very pronounced FMD drop following sucrose intake, which appeared to be
mitigated by isomaltulose. The present data thus indicate that IR persons, i.e., persons whose glucose
metabolism is disturbed, could particularly profit from low-GI carbohydrates.
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Thirdly, the beneficial effects of GLP-1 on the vascular system in relation to isomaltulose need to
be addressed. Due to its slow hydrolysis, isomaltulose enhances GLP-1 secretion compared to rapidly
available carbohydrates in both healthy persons [30,33] and diabetics [49]. GLP-1 is known to improve
insulin sensitivity as well as secretion and, furthermore, some data suggest that GLP-1 ameliorates
EF [50,51]. The insulin-sensitizing and blood glucose-lowering effects of GLP-1 presumably prevent
postprandial oxidative stress and thus could contribute to a mitigation of ED.

Strengths and Limitations

To our knowledge, the present study is the first comparing FMD following the ingestion of sucrose
and low-GI isomaltulose. Considering the fact that today’s diet contains high amounts of high-GI
foods, which leads to adverse health effects, the present results are of clinical relevance.

Nevertheless, the efficacy study was based on the primary outcome FMD. Hence, blood analysis
was limited with regard to the number of time points and intervals chosen, i.e., every 60 min. This most
likely contributed to the failure to detect actual blood glucose peaks which are known to occur in the
early postprandial phase. The inclusion of further time points in blood analyses and FMD scanning
might have provided additional mechanistic insight on the potential associations between blood
glucose and insulin levels with EF. Another limitation of this study is the sample size of the subgroup
analysis. A higher number of subjects might have allowed the detection of significant differences in
FMD related to the subjects’ insulin sensitivity status.

5. Conclusions

In our study, we evaluated the efficacy of isomaltulose (Palatinose™) and sucrose loads on
endothelial function as assessed by brachial ultrasound flow-mediated dilation. Our findings show
that low-GI isomaltulose, compared to sucrose, led to a better preservation of the basal, pre-prandial,
endothelial function in the postprandial phase. Particularly, persons with impaired insulin sensitivity
seemed to benefit from the slow-release carbohydrate isomaltulose. Replacing sugar with isomaltulose
may exert beneficial effects on cardiovascular health as a result of the more balanced and sustained
blood glucose profile. The impact of continued isomaltulose consumption on endothelial function
merits further investigations.
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