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Abstract: Down syndrome is a genetic disorder caused by the presence of a third copy of chromosome
21, associated with intellectual disabilities. Down syndrome is associated with anomalies of both
the nervous and endocrine systems. Over the past decades, dramatic advances in Down syndrome
research and treatment have helped to extend the life expectancy of these patients. Improved life
expectancy is obviously a positive outcome, but it is accompanied with the need to address previously
overlooked complications and comorbidities of Down syndrome, including obesity and diabetes, in
order to improve the quality of life of Down syndrome patients. In this focused review, we describe
the associations between Down syndrome and comorbidities, obesity and diabetes, and we discuss
the understanding of proposed mechanisms for the association of Down syndrome with metabolic
disorders. Drawing molecular mechanisms through which Type 1 diabetes and Type 2 diabetes could
be linked to Down syndrome could allow identification of novel drug targets and provide therapeutic
solutions to limit the development of metabolic and cognitive disorders.

Keywords: down syndrome; obesity; diabetes; immune system; endocrine disorders; thyroid dys-
function; inflammation; central regulation food intake

1. Introduction
1.1. Down Syndrome
1.1.1. Genotype and Phenotypes

Down syndrome (DS), also known as trisomy 21, is the most common genetic disorder,
with a frequency of 1/700 births. It is caused by the presence of an extra copy of human
chromosome 21 (HSA21). HSA21 is the smallest chromosome (1% of the genome) with a
very low gene density, which explains DS patients can live until adulthood, at the opposite
to people with other homogeneous (all cells with the same karyotype) trisomies observed
at birth (i.e., trisomy 13 or trisomy 18) [1] who die, for a large majority before one year
of life. Other trisomies, at the exception of gonosomes trisomy lead homogeneously to
miscarriage.

Three types of trisomy 21 are cytogenetically distinguishable. Free trisomy is defined
by 47 chromosomes cells with three HSA21: i.e., 47,XY(XX),+21. This is the most common
type of DS (92% of cases). It is well established that advanced maternal age is the major
cause of DS occurrence. This trisomy is due to a premature separation of sister chromatids
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during the first meiotic division [2] which frequency increases with age. Thus, higher mater-
nal age is a major risk factor of DS and all other chromosome aneuploidies. Less frequently,
DS results from a Robertsonian translocation [3], mainly the rob(14;21)(q10;q10). The kary-
otype is then: 46,XY(XX),rob(14;21)(q10;q10),+21. The translocation is often inherited but
there are 5–10% of de novo cases [4]. These two types of trisomy could be homogenous
(observed in all cells) or with mosaicism (coexistence of both normal cells and trisomic
cells). The mosaic DS is caused by a chromosome segregation defect or trisomy rescue
during early embryonic development (post zygotic events). Lastly, DS with partial trisomy
of the long arm of HSA21 is observed (1% of DS), resulting from an unbalanced reciprocal
translocation or partial chromosome duplication.

Constant and well-recognizable symptoms of DS are intellectual disability (ID) and
morphological anomalies. DS people have ID with specific cognitive patterns (global mental
retardation with motor and language retardation, learning disabilities, weak working
memory, good visual memory, joyful spirit, and rare behavioral disturbances) caused
by central nervous system defects. Previous studies have demonstrated a decrease of
neural precursor cells, early cell cycle exit, unbalanced precursor differentiation in favor
of glial cells, increased neuronal death, and migration defects. Moreover, remarkable
morphological abnormalities are associated with DS (facial gestalt, single palmar crease,
sandal gap, etc.). DS is also associated with several other symptoms and disorders such as
congenital heart disease, West syndrome, leukemia, Alzheimer’s disease, and metabolic
diseases, such as diabetes and obesity [5].

Fortunately, the majority of these features are not present simultaneously in all indi-
viduals with DS, leading to diverse phenotypes with different degrees of severity. Indeed,
each person presents a combination of phenotypic characteristics of their own. This pheno-
typic variability is associated with variability in the expression of genes that are located
on HSA21 [6]. It has been proposed that the presence of the extra copy of HSA21 leads
to gene dosage perturbation: the “gene dosage effect” hypothesis proposes that dosage
imbalance of specific genes or sets of genes on HSA21 causes specific DS phenotypes.
Theoretically, the presence of the extra HSA21 should lead to overexpression of all genes
encoded on this chromosome. However, some studies have demonstrated that the extra
copy of genes do not correlate perfectly with transcript levels. Some complex molecular
mechanisms could be involved. It was suggested that some genes are overexpressed, but
the expression of a majority of genes located on HSA21 are compensated for by diverse
mechanisms [7]. The expression levels of the majority of these genes are still unknown and
misunderstood. Furthermore, cases of partial HSA21 trisomy provided strong evidence
that not all HSA21 loci are required for the manifestation of DS and have helped to establish
genotype–phenotype correlations and led to map genes or regions that constitute a risk. It
has been proposed that there is a critical region (DSCR: down syndrome critical region)
on the long arm of HSA21, which can be associated to one third of features of DS [8].
This hypothesis predicts that genes in this region are sufficient to produce the main DS
phenotypes. However, it has been demonstrated, due to mice trisomic or monosomic
mice for the mouse chromosome segment orthologous to the DSCR that while this region
is important for features of DS, it is not sufficient [9]. Other regions are involved in DS
features, in particular telomeres of HSA21, which can be subjected to triplication in many
regions. Thus, DS results from gene dosage imbalance and the interaction between genes
located on HSA21 and between these genes and other genes in the genome.

Regardless of the number of gene copies, the presence of the extra HSA21 could also
disrupt the whole genome. It leads to alteration in DNA position, changing some DNA–
proteins interactions, and therefore impairing the whole genome. As mentioned before,
transcriptomic analysis has shown that not all genes in HSA21 are overexpressed. Moreover,
there is a global gene expression disturbance in DS [10,11], resulting in dysregulation of
the expression of other genes in the genome. This global alteration of gene expression
is at the origin of some of the DS phenotypes, and also could explain the phenotypic
variability observed between DS individuals [8]. Thus, to understand DS, it is crucial both
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to understand the genomic content of HSA21 and to evaluate how the expression levels of
other genes are altered by the presence of a third copy of HSA21 [12].

1.1.2. DS Comorbidities
Obesity

Obesity is a common condition of clinical and public health importance in many
countries around the world. Obesity is the result of a disruption in energy balance leading
to an abnormal or excessive fat accumulation in adipose tissue, which leads to health dis-
advantages and reduced life expectancy [13]. The amount of excess fat and its distribution
in the body have important health implications. Indeed, the gynoid obesity, characterized
by excess fat peripherally around the body, is less dangerous than android (or abdominal
or central) obesity. Abdominal obesity leads to a rise of circulating fatty acids, associated
inflammation, and ectopic storage of triglyceride (into liver, muscles, etc.) [14].

Causes of obesity are numerous and complex. Obesity is considered as a multifac-
torial disease influenced by the interplay of genetic and environmental factors, leading
to epigenetics and metagenomics disturbances. Nevertheless, it is generally admitted
that the more important cause of obesity is environmental, including the consumption of
unhealthy diets (high fat and/or high sugar diet) and the lack of physical exercise. Other
environmental factors seem also to have a high impact such as the social class, with a
higher prevalence of obesity in low-income households [15]. Psychological factors are
also important. Indeed, some psychological problems are counterbalanced by excessive
consumption of food. Additional important environmental factors include air pollution or
endocrine disruptors [16].

If the development of obesity has an evident environmental contribution, a genetic
susceptibility component is also needed [17] and explains the ethnic variability. According
to the thrifty gene’s hypothesis [18], some genes contribute to efficiently collect and process
food to deposit fat during periods of food abundance (after hunting) in order to provide for
periods of food shortage (feast and famine). Currently, while the access to food is almost
permanent, these genes are still included in the human genome and involved in the storage
of energy, which could participate in the imbalance of energy homeostasis and contribute
to obesity. However, this hypothesis has received various criticisms and several modified
or alternative hypotheses have been proposed [19,20]. A number of monogenic mutations
has also been shown to be involved in the development of obesity. Leptin is a hormone
produced by the adipose tissue proportionally to the number of adipose cells, which have
an important hypothalamic effect on satiety and energy expenditure. Pathological single
nucleotide variation (SNV) in the leptin gene, in the gene encoding the leptin receptor or a
mutation located in the leptin-melanocortin pathway have been identified and shown to
be at the origin of severe early-onset obesity [21–23].

Severe obesity can also be associated with genetic syndromes with neurodevelopmen-
tal abnormalities, and other organ/system malformations (for example the Prader–Wili
syndrome). Finally, there are some cases of polygenic obesity caused by cumulative
contribution of many genes whose effects are amplified in a “weight gain promoting”
environment [24]. To date, about 50 genes have been listed as associated with obesity,
most with small effects, but in combination with environmental factors, those effects can
be amplified. Moreover, some studies show that epigenetic effects can be involved in
obesity. Environmental exposures during critical periods of human development can cause
permanent changes in a gene’s activity through epigenetic modifications, without changing
the sequence of the gene itself [25].

Diabetes Mellitus

Diabetes is a group of metabolic disorders characterized by a chronic high blood sugar
level, induced by defects in insulin production, secretion, and/or action. Insulin is an
anabolic hormone produced by β cells of the pancreatic islets. This hormone has pleiotropic
actions, but one of the most important is the promotion of glucose uptake from the blood,
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by target tissues (muscles, liver, and adipose tissue), thus leading to the normalization of
blood glucose levels after a meal [26–28]. Diabetes mellitus is a chronic devastating disease
and one of the major public health issues. Diabetes is a heterogeneous disease: the severity
and the onset age differ between individuals. Chronic hyperglycemia triggers long-term
damage and dysfunction, leading to the failure of different organs, such as eyes, kidneys,
nerves, heart, and blood vessels [29]. Clinically, there are two main types of diabetes.

1-Type 1 diabetes (T1DM) is an autoimmune disease due to the destruction of pan-
creatic β cells and it represents 5–10% of diabetes cases. T1DM usually appears during
childhood or adolescence. The presence of various autoantibodies against pancreatic islet
cells is the hallmark of the disease. To date, insulin therapy is the only efficient treatment
for T1DM [30]. Combinations of many genes contribute to susceptibility to the T1DM.
By far, the most important genes are HLA genes (or haplotypes). It has been proposed
that the major genetic susceptibility determinants to autoimmune disease are the highly
polymorphic HLA (haplotype leukocyte antigen) class II [31].

2-Type 2 diabetes (T2DM) is the most common form of diabetes and represents more
than 90% of cases. The prevalence of T2DM rises at an alarming pace, mainly due to poor
lifestyle (high fat/high sugar diets and sedentary lifestyle), combined with deleterious
environmental contributors (exposure to road traffic (noise and fine particulate matter),
low mood/stress/depression, and infection with hepatitis C virus or Chlamydia pneumoniae).
T2DM is characterized by insulin resistance associated with progressive decrease of insulin
secretion and reduction of β cell number [32–34]. In addition to these defects, systemic and
tissue specific inflammation develops during the course of the disease and aggravates both
insulin resistance and β cell dysfunction [35–37].

DS, Obesity, and Diabetes

Obesity is more prevalent in individuals with DS than in the general population [38–40].
This is also the case in individuals with intellectual disabilities not associated with DS.
It is very difficult to identify the exact causes leading to increased risk of obesity in DS.
However, it could be in part due to reduced physical activity and unhealthy dietary habits,
in addition to endocrine disorders described in DS patients [41].

Even though a higher prevalence of diabetes is observed in the DS population, there
are only a few studies addressing the causal association between diabetes and DS. An
important issue is to identify the type of diabetes in DS individuals. Some studies argue for
T1DM [38], but others support DS association with T2DM/obesity at early age [42]. Taken
together, while it has been established that there is a link between DS and metabolic diseases,
particularly obesity and diabetes, our comprehension of this association remains limited.

1.2. Statement of Hypothesis

Our aim is to discuss the several hypotheses proposed for the association of DS with
obesity and diabetes and to apprehend the molecular mechanisms through which T1DM
and T2DM could be linked to DS (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Link between Down syndrome (DS) and metabolic diseases.

2. DS and Obesity
2.1. Increased Prevalence of Obesity in DS

Most studies on this issue are based on the body mass index (BMI) and conclude that
the rate of overweight and obesity is two to four times higher in adults and children with
DS compared to general population. Of DS individuals 33% to 71% are concerned with
obesity [43,44]. Gender and age seem to have an influence in obesity in individuals with
DS. BMI is higher in girls compared to boys in DS children [45] and higher in youth than
adults. The shift in the BMI curve occurs at the age of 3 years for girls and 5 years for
boys, with a rapid BMI increase at around 14 years old [46]. Females with DS show higher
levels of fat, and lower levels of lean mass, assessed by dual energy X-ray absorptiometry
(DEXA), compared to males with DS [47]. The percentage of body fat (PBF) measured
by bioelectrical impedance is higher in young people with DS [48]. According to Osaili
et al., PBF is elevated in female DS children and adolescents compared to males [49].
In adults, a study shows no difference in percentage of obesity between male and female
DS individuals [43]. However, in a recent study, higher PBF was observed in female DS
children compared to DS males, but a higher prevalence of overweight and obesity, based
on BMI, is observed in DS males [50] pointing to a possible bias in the determination of
overweight and obesity in DS by using BMI or PBF as methodology.

Regarding the lipid profile, an increase in cholesterol, low density lipoprotein (LDL),
and high density lipoprotein (HDL) is observed in DS children [51] and in adults [52], com-
pared to individuals without DS. Another study reports a high frequency of dyslipidemia—
low HDL-cholesterol, hypertriglyceridemia, and a combination of both (atherogenic dys-
lipidemia), in DS children [53] thus increasing cardiovascular risks for these individuals.

2.2. Physical Activity in DS

One explanation currently used to explain overweight and obesity in DS is their
lifestyle, particularly the lack of physical activities. Pitchford et al. show an association
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between a higher level of adiposity and low levels of physical activity in adolescents with
DS [54]. Adults with DS also exercise less. DS individuals present a reduced exercise ca-
pacity due to a lower peak of oxygen uptake (VO2peak) [55] probably because of ventilatory
dysfunction, deficits of the cerebellum, muscle hypotonia, and ligamentous laxity that
may impact the control of body dynamics and balance [56–59]. Exercise programs have
been tested in DS individuals. These studies suggest health benefits for patients, with
improved cardiometabolic risk profile, muscle strength, aerobic capacity, proprioception,
and postural stability [60]. However, another study reported no efficacy of exercise to
achieve weight loss in people with DS [61].

2.3. Endocrine Disorders in DS
2.3.1. Involvement of White Adipose Tissue—Adipokines

Obesity is associated with body fat accumulation that leads to disturbances in secretion
of adipokines. Leptin regulates appetite and body weight. When body fat increases, it
leads to a dysregulation of the appetite, increased leptin levels [62] and the development
of leptin resistance [63,64]. In non-obese patients with DS, leptin levels are higher [65,66]
compared to controls suggesting an association between DS and leptin resistance. In DS
children, circulating leptin is increased compared to adult and old DS individuals [67].
In a cohort of obese Egyptian children with DS, leptin levels were increased compared
to non-obese DS children [68]. These results suggest a probable inherent genetic basis
for hyperleptinemia and leptin resistance in DS. It has been shown that Ts65Dn mice
consumed more calories and presented increased leptin levels, suggesting that leptin
would be ineffective in controlling the satiety [69]. The analysis and comparison with other
DS mouse models should allow us to dissect the region of chromosome 21 containing genes
related to leptin resistance.

Adiponectin is involved in the control of glucose metabolism [70,71] and has anti-
inflammatory properties [72–74]. Adiponectin levels decrease in case of body fat accumula-
tion [62]. In non-obese DS children, adiponectin levels tend to be lower than controls [75]
and lower in DS children and adults compared to older DS individuals [67].

There is a lack of data suggesting other possible disturbances in hormones that regulate
appetite and weight gain in DS patients. One study however, using Ts65Dn mice, showed
a decrease in ghrelin levels [69]. This hormone, produced by the stomach, is a circulating
orexigenic factor [76]. Ghrelin secretion was shown to be impaired in obesity and insulin
resistance and has been found to be reduced in obese human subjects [77].

2.3.2. Thyroid Dysfunction in DS

Thyroxine (T4) is the major secretory product of the thyroid gland and it is a precursor
of the active form of the thyroid hormone, the 3,5,3′-triiodothyronine (T3) [78]. Thyrotropin
releasing hormone (TRH) and thyroid stimulating hormone (TSH), produced by hypothala-
mus and hypophysis, respectively, regulate thyroid hormone (TH) production and release.
A negative feedback loop by TH acts on TSH and TRH secretion [79]. TH closely interacts
with energy metabolism. TH status correlates with body weight through the regulation
of energy expenditure. It contributes to appetite regulation and maintenance of optimal
energy balance by a communication with white adipose tissue and brain via leptin [80,81].
TH is also involved in cholesterol metabolism, glucose homeostasis via modulation of gene
expression, and thermogenesis [82,83]. Hypothyroidism leads to reduced gluconeogenesis
and lipolysis, increased cholesterol levels, and weight gain [84–86].

Individuals with DS have higher prevalence of thyroid dysfunction, which is the most
common endocrine abnormality in DS. The rate of thyroid dysfunction is 25–38 fold higher
in DS compared to the general population [87,88]. It includes congenital hypothyroidism,
subclinical hypothyroidism, autoimmune and non-autoimmune acquired hypothyroidism,
and hyperthyroidism [89]. Hypothyroidism, the most frequent thyroid dysfunction in
DS, is characterized by a decrease in TH secretion and elevated TSH levels. TH levels
could remain normal because they are compensated by the elevation of TSH. Nonetheless,
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hypothyroidism is well known in DS, supervised during childhood and treated with
levothyroxine. Since hypothyroidism is associated with increased weight gain in the
general population, its higher prevalence in DS individuals could contribute to higher
prevalence of obesity in DS patients.

2.4. Feeding and Digestive Disorders

DS can lead to physical defining features that could affect the feeding in individuals
with DS. Muscular hypotonia is a constant characteristic of this disease. Hypotonia of the
tongue leads to an incorrect positioning of teeth [90]. The tongue is thick and put in place
at the bottom of mouth. This positioning can generate an inadequacy in the development
of the palate. Breast feeding may be difficult for DS babies and a baby’s bottle should
be adopted [91]. During childhood, taste buds hypertrophy and fissures can appear on
tongue [92,93]. It can affect the sense of taste and there is an increased susceptibility to
inflammation and infection. These problems can alter chewing and swallowing. In addition,
dental anomalies are current in DS. Some teeth, temporary or definitive, can be missed or
be malformed in DS [94].

Esophageal dysmotility syndromes could also affect feeding behavior. Furthermore,
gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) is current in DS but not more to the general
population. One study shows that children with GERD consume a larger amount of fat,
more calories, and less dietary fiber compared to controls with the same age and weight [95].
Achalasia, due to a defect of enteric neurons of esophagus, is also more frequent in DS than
general population [96]. It is characterized by dysphagia, a discomfort of swallowing for
99% patients, regurgitation, and vomiting [97].

Together, all these oral-motor difficulties can affect the feeding behavior and can
influence the choice of food such as high-fat diet. A study reports narrow food preferences
and texture selectivity in DS children [98]. In the study of Nordstrøm et al., authors
reported that adolescent and adult DS patients eat less fruits and vegetables compared to
patients with other intellectual disabilities [99]. Due to insufficient mastication associated
with rapid swallowing without chewing, DS people can develop a secondary bulimia.
In a study of 83 children and adolescents with DS, food selectivity represents 62.2% of
feeding difficulties, continued eating in the presence of food 57.7% and swallowing without
sufficient chewing 50% [49].

2.5. Inflammation

The association between obesity and chronic low-grade inflammation has been estab-
lished from both clinical and experimental studies. Nevertheless, it has not been explored
in DS. Using Ts65Dn mice, a study shows hyperglycemic and hypoinsulinemic pheno-
type associated with adiposity, increased inflammatory biomarkers, and a global state of
low-grade inflammation [69]. In a meta-analysis, DS children exhibited increased levels of
proinflammatory (interleukin IL-2 and IL-6) and anti-inflammatory cytokines (IL-10 and
interleukin 1 receptor antagonist (IL-1RA)) [100]. Tumor necrosis factor alpha (TNF-α),
IL-1β, and interferon gamma (IFN-γ) levels were also higher in children and adults with
DS [100]. These results suggest an inflammatory phenotype associated with DS that may
contribute to obesity.

2.6. Obstructive Sleep Apnea

Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) is a sleep-disordered breathing characterized by pe-
riodic reductions in airflow during sleep due to partial or complete obstruction of upper
airways [101]. There are many factors that can increase the risk to develop OSA, including
obesity, cardiovascular complications, and diabetes [102]. Reciprocally, OSA has a role
in the development of obesity [103]. In non-obese apneic patients, some studies report
leptin and insulin resistance [104,105]. Due to hypoxia induced by intermittent respiratory
arrest, OSA stimulates oxidative stress and inflammation [106,107], which could contribute
to maintain obesity. OSA is a common disorder in DS. It affects at least 50% of DS chil-
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dren [108] and nearly 100% of adults [109], compared to 5–8% of general population [110].
This respiratory syndrome could be a contributor to obesity in DS.

2.7. Social Factors

Social environment has an influence on food behavior. Poor socioeconomic status is
associated with overweight and obesity in general population [111]. However, there is no
study on the impact of social and economic environment on obesity in individuals with
intellectual disabilities. DS patients in institutions could be less susceptible to develop
obesity, compared to patients who live with their family or independently, because of
balanced meals.

One study in a population of young adult DS women shows a significant correlation,
between their BMI and the BMI of their family, especially of their mother, probably due to
familial food habits and obstacles to physical activities [112]. Additionally, parents reported
to be less strict regarding food with their DS children compared to their siblings [113].
Families need support to adapt their food habits and DS individuals can learn appropriate
eating habits by imitation of parents at the earliest ages.

2.8. Medications

Psychiatric disorders are associated with DS. They include major depressive dis-
order, bipolar and anxiety disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, psychosis, and catatonia [114]. These
disorders require psychotropic medications like antidepressants, antipsychotics, and
antiepileptic drugs, which are known to be associated with weight gain [115].

2.9. Central Regulation of Food Intake

DS is characterized by neuronal loss in brain due to higher neuronal apoptosis, reduced
neuronal division during development and dysregulation of astrocyte-to-neuron ratio [116].
Hypothalamus is one of the cerebral structures that regulate appetite and energy balance.
It consists of different neuronal populations assembled in structures called nuclei. They
are involved in reproduction, thermoregulation, growth, circadian rhythm, and food
intake [117]. In the arcuate nucleus (ARC), there are two populations of neurons, which
regulate food intake and energy expenditure. One population coexpresses neuropeptide
Y (NPY) and agouti-related protein (AgRP) and stimulates food intake [118]. The other
population coexpresses proopiomelanocortin (POMC) and cocaine- and amphetamine-
related transcript (CART) and inhibits appetite [119,120]. These neurons receive afferent
signals from gut, brain, and white adipose tissue and transmit information via neuronal
projections to hypothalamic areas such as dorsomedial nucleus (DMN), paraventricular
nucleus (PVN), ventromedial hypothalamic nucleus (VMN), and lateral hypothalamic
area (LHA), involved in the control of appetite [121–123]. One study reports a decrease in
the number of neurons in the ARC of hypothalamus in DS patients [124], suggesting that
neuronal loss could lead to the disruption of hypothalamus regulation of appetite in DS
and may contribute to obesity.

Different brain structures are involved in the reward system. The central component
of this system is the mesocorticolimbic pathway. It consists of dopaminergic neurons on the
ventral tegmental area (VTA), which send projections to the nucleus accumbens (NAc) and
prefrontal cortex. Other regions of brain are involved in reward response like hippocampus
and amygdala. The neurotransmitter dopamine mediates emotions and pleasure and is
also known to mediate behaviors and to participate in the control of impulsive choices and
perseveration [125]. Food activates these structures by an increase in dopamine release
and might be considered like an addiction, to modify consummatory behaviors [126,127].
There are few studies on DS patients showing reduced dopamine levels in the postmortem
brain of older DS patients [128] and reduced monoamines in DS adults [129]. Moreover,
some studies showed a relationship between the dual specificity tyrosine-phosphorylation-
regulated kinase 1 (DYRK1A), a serine/threonine kinase overexpressed in DS, and the
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reward system. DYRK1A is strongly expressed in striatum, which receive dopamine pro-
jections [130] implicated in compulsive behaviors [131]. In a model of transgenic mice
overexpressing DYRK1A, the authors show alteration in serotoninergic and dopaminergic
processing in the brain [132], but the involvement of DYRK1A in reward-related mecha-
nisms in the control of food intake should be further investigated. Collectively, these data
suggest that the control of food intake by reward system could be altered in DS.

3. DS and Diabetes Mellitus

From the last 30 years, some epidemiological studies have reported increased preva-
lence of diabetes in DS population compared to the general population. However, these stud-
ies present some limitations. In particular, they did not distinguish the various forms of
diabetes mellitus in DS people [133], the age distribution, nor reported the glycemia,
only considering the glucosuria [134]. Finally, no clinical or biochemical information re-
garding diabetic characteristics were reported. It remains to determine which type of
diabetes mellitus appears in DS, and what are the molecular mechanisms involved.

3.1. T1DM and DS

It has been reported that T1DM prevalence is 4 times higher in DS people compared
to the general population in Denmark [135]. Moreover, it has been suggested that T1DM
appears earlier in DS patients than in the general population, with a peak of T1DM of
around 8 years, compared to 14 years in the general population [136].

3.1.1. T1DM in DS: A Link with Immune System Defects

It is well-known that defects of the immune system are increased in DS, and it might
explain the rise of prevalence of autoimmune diseases in these people. Indeed, immune dis-
orders such as autoimmune diseases (thyroid disease, coeliac disease, or T1DM), myeloid
acute leukemia, or repeated infections of higher airways in DS population are higher
compared to the general population, and various other immunological abnormalities are
found in DS people [38,89,137–140].

Thymus has an important role in immunity, including the negative selection, which con-
sists of destruction of self-reactive T cells [141]. Medullary thymic epithelial cells (mTEC)
express and present tissue-specific peripheral antigens, under the control of transcriptional
regulators such as autoimmune regulator (AIRE) protein, to select autoreactive T cells [142].
In DS, a smaller size and abnormal structure of thymus are reported in patients [143]. The
AIRE gene is located on chromosome 21 and it has been established that the expression
of AIRE is reduced in DS patients [144,145]. This leads to a decrease in the expression of
tissue-specific antigens and could contribute to a defect of negative selection of T cells and
thus promote autoimmunity in DS. Such an autoimmune context could be involved in the
development of T1DM. While many differences between the immune system of DS people
and non-DS people have been reported, the defects of immune system, which leads to the
higher prevalence of T1DM in DS, are still misunderstood.

3.1.2. Genotype–Phenotype Association and T1DM-DS

HLA genes are located on chromosome 6 and are involved in the presentation of anti-
gen to T-cells. HLA genes encode for proteins that are key mediators of immune responses
to pathogens, and the development of self-tolerance. In the case of T1DM, HLA encoded
by the locus DQ (combinate with DR region) are a hallmark of T1DM predisposition [146].
Aitken et al. examined the frequency of diabetes-associated high-risk HLA haplotypes in
children with DS or T1DM diagnosed before the age of 21 [147]. They reported an increase
of diabetes-associated HLA class II genotypes in children with DS and T1DM compared to
controls. This suggests that HLA susceptibility in autoimmune diabetes might be the same
in DS patients and in T1DM patients. Notwithstanding, the same study showed that DS
children with T1DM were less likely to carry the highest-risk genotype DR4-DQ8/DR3-
DQ2 than children with T1DM from the general population and more likely to carry
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low-risk (DR2-DQ6/X or X/X) genotypes. The authors suggest that the explanation for
less HLA risk in DS children with T1DM might be the existence of an HLA-dependent and
an HLA-independent etiology of diabetes in DS. Understanding how autoimmunity occurs
in the absence of HLA risk genotypes is very important for the comprehension of increased
prevalence of T1DM in the DS population. Further investigations are needed to identify
genetic variants on HSA21 that may increase the prevalence of T1DM in DS patients.

Some of the genes located on HSA21 might be directly associated to the development
of autoimmune diseases and/or more specifically to T1DM. Amyloid precursor protein
(APP), involved in the development of Alzheimer’s disease in DS people, is at the origin of
the amyloid deposit in the pancreas of diabetic patients [148,149], leading to tissue destruc-
tion and tissue inflammation [150]. Superoxide dismutase 1 (SOD1) is probably involved
in inflammation and immune abnormalities [151]. Therefore, it is possible that polymor-
phisms in some of these genes could predispose to autoimmune disease in combination
with other gene variants. Additionally, it has been suggested that in DS, deregulation of
genes encoded by HSA21 might impair interactions between immature thymocyte and
thymic stromal cells, which might explain the immune defects in DS [152]. It has also
been proposed that immunodeficiency might be due to metabolic or nutritional factors,
particularly zinc deficiency [153]. Moreover, the defects of the immune system can lead to
an increased susceptibility to infections and it may make people with DS more susceptible
to autoimmune diseases. Increased risk of viral infections can also induce T-cells to mistake
viral antigen for β cells antigen. Nevertheless, further studies are necessary to resolve the
underlying mechanisms of the impaired immune system in DS people.

3.2. T2DM and DS

The association between DS and T1DM, as an autoimmune disease is clearly estab-
lished. However, the association between DS and T2DM is poorly documented.

3.2.1. T2DM in DS: A Link with Obesity

Insulin resistance, metabolic syndrome, and early T2DM are relatively common in
DS subjects due to premature ageing, obesity (associated to increased inflammation),
and sedentary lifestyle. Moreover, it seems that fat distribution in DS people is different,
more truncal than peripherical, which results in muscle hypotonia in DS people [154].
As fat is more stored in the abdominal region, it may contribute to insulin resistance and
consequently to the development of T2DM. Therefore, the distribution of fat stores seems
to be more important in the development of T2DM in DS people than the obesity itself.
In the case of obesity, the development of adipose tissue is associated with the development
of vascularization. However, adipose tissues proliferate more quickly than vascularization,
which leads to hypoxia and cell apoptosis, and extended inflammation. The inflammation
of visceral adipose tissue can lead to insulin resistance, which precedes T2DM. It has been
demonstrated that chronic inflammation is associated with T2DM, and certain proinflam-
matory cytokines like TNF-α are involved in the development of insulin resistance, leading
to diabetes. It might be suggested that diabetes in DS people is due to the higher level
of proinflammatory cytokines such as TNF-α and IL-6, as it had been reported in a few
studies in non-obese children and adult DS individuals respectively [155,156]. However,
other studies demonstrated that the level of proinflammatory cytokines is decreased in
DS people [157]. More studies are needed to better analyze the levels and the nature of
proinflammatory cytokines in DS.

3.2.2. Genotype–Phenotype Association and T2DM-DS

In addition to the extrapancreatic components of T2DM described above, it is now
generally admitted that decreased number of β cells and impaired insulin secretion are
crucial in T2DM pathogenesis [158]. Therefore, in recent years, several studies have
been conducted to determine whether genes in HSA21 are associated with β cell deficits.
S100B is one of these genes. The calcium binding protein S100B is one of the S100 family
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proteins involved in many cellular processes such as cytoskeletal dynamic, intracellular
calcium homeostasis, proliferation, differentiation, immune homeostasis, and inflamma-
tion [159–162]. The gene that encodes S100B is overexpressed in DS. A study in S100B
knock-out (KO) mice showed that these mice are resistant against experimental diabetes
induced by streptozotocin, compared to wild-type mice. S100B KO mice show less hyper-
glycemia, higher glucose tolerance and insulin sensitivity, and reduced β cell death, but
with similar levels of insulin compared to controls [163]. These results suggest that S100B
could play a role in the development of diabetes.

Pieris et al. have recently reported that the regulatory of calcineurin 1 (RCAN1) gene,
one of the genes located in DSCR, is associated with β cell mitochondrial dysfunction,
resulting in reduced ATP production and hence altered insulin secretion [164]. It has been
suggested that mitochondrial dysfunction could contribute to increased susceptibility of
individuals with DS to diabetes [165]. Another gene potentially linking DS to impaired
β cell mass and therefore to T2DM is the gene encoding DYRK1A. During the last few years,
several studies have demonstrated that inhibition of DYRK1A kinase activity stimulates
human β cell proliferation [166–168], suggesting that this enzyme might act as a negative
regulator of β cell growth. Therefore, DYRK1A could be a potential candidate linking DS to
impaired functional β cell mass in T2DM. The development of an individual’s complement
of β cells begins during embryonic life and undergoes a rapid postnatal expansion, largely
accomplished through replication of the existing β cells [169]. It has been suggested that
a risk factor for the development of diabetes might be a failure to establish a sufficient
β cell mass during infancy [170]. β cell replication requires nuclear translocation of the
transcription factor nuclear factor of activated T cells (NFAT). Nuclear translocation of
NFAT is activated by the phosphatase calcineurin and inhibited by NFAT kinases, which
includes DYRK1A and glycogen synthase kinase 3 beta (GSK3β) [166]. In this sense,
aminopyrazine treatment induces robust β cell proliferation, most likely as a result of
combined inhibition of DYRK1A and GSK3β [164], GSK3β being a target of DYRK1A
kinase activity [171]. A series of molecules developed as potent GSK3 β inhibitors, also
inhibiting DYRK1A, induced nuclear retention of NFAT in β cells [172]. However, a study
by Butler et al. aimed to establish a potential congenital deficit in β cell proportion in post-
mortem pancreatic tissues of people with DS, reported no difference in β cell population
in the pancreases of the DS group compared to that of control subjects [173]. It should be
noted that this study was conducted in a rather small number of subjects and there were
no diabetic subjects among the donors. Therefore, further investigations are needed to
determine potential defects in the endocrine pancreas of people with DS.

The elucidation of this question remains difficult, mostly because of the lack of non-
invasive approaches for the assessment of the β cell mass in living humans. Preclinical
models of DS in rodents have been helpful to establish the links between DS and metabolic
disorders. Recent studies conducted in TS65dn mice showed that these animals have
increased fat mass and energy intake along with increased leptin levels compared to wild-
type mice [69]. Moreover, circulating markers of inflammation were increased in these
mice [69]. Peiris et al. have also reported higher basal glycemia in two mice models of
DS: Ts65Dn mice and Dp16 mice [174]. Dp16 mice contain also a partial duplication of
the mouse chromosome 16, but unlike Ts65Dn mice, they contain a duplication of only
the parts of chromosome 16 that are homologous to HSA21. Their study thus provided a
region of HSA21 containing genes that cause hyperglycemia and suggested a link between
DS and abnormal glucose and energy metabolism. Further investigations are needed to
determine whether some of the genes with abnormal expression in DS could be linked to
defective β cell proliferation and/or secretory function, thus increasing the risk of diabetes.

4. Conclusions

It is well established that the prevalence of T1DM is higher in DS population compared
to the general population. This seems to be due to the disorders of immune system in DS,
caused by genetic and environmental factors, although mechanisms involved still need to
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be better defined. Moreover, genes located on HSA21 that confer a specific susceptibility to
T1DM in DS patients, need to be further investigated.

On the other hand, while higher rates of overweight and obesity are consistently
reported in individuals with DS [175], the association between DS and T2DM has not been
thoroughly investigated, and references on insulin resistance indexes in DS are scarce in
the literature. Recent studies in animal models and human cells, linking genes in HSA21
(RCAN1, DYRK1A, etc.) to β cell growth and secretory function, have opened new research
avenues to explore the potential impairment of pancreatic and extra pancreatic metabolic
tissues in DS. Numerous studies have demonstrated the beneficial effects of DYRK1A
inhibition not only for β cell proliferation but also for cognitive improvement [176]. Find-
ing new molecular targets in order to limit not only the development of diabetes but also
ID in DS patients could provide therapeutic solutions for two interconnected conditions:
diabetes and cognitive deficits.

In summary, fortunately, with improved medical care for DS individuals, their life
expectancy has greatly increased over the last decades. However, given the increased risk
of comorbidities including obesity and diabetes in DS, the understanding of mechanisms
linking these pathologies, and the identification of effective interventions for this special
population is crucial and warrant additional research.
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Abbreviations

AgRP agouti-related protein
APP Amyloid Precursor Protein
ARC arcuate nucleus
AIRE autoimmune regulator
BMI body mass index
CART cocaine- and amphetamine-related transcript
DMN dorsomedial nucleus
DS Down syndrome
DSCR Down Syndrome Critical Region
DEXA dual energy X-ray absorptiometry
DYRK1A Dual specificity tyrosine-phosphorylation-regulated kinase 1
GERD gastroesophageal reflux disease
GSK3 β Glycogen synthase kinase 3 beta
HDL high density lipoprotein
HLA Haplotype Leukocyte Antigen
HSA21 human chromosome 21
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ID intellectual disability
IL- interleukin-
IL-1RA interleukin 1 receptor antagonist
IFN-γ interferon gamma
KO knock-out
LDL low density lipoprotein
LHA lateral hypothalamic area
mTEC medullary thymic epithelial cells
NAc nucleus accumbens
NFAT nuclear factor of activated T cells
NPY neuropeptide Y
OSA Obstructive sleep apnea
PBF percentage of body fat
POMC proopiomelanocortin
PVN paraventricular nucleus
RCAN1 Regulatory of Calcineurin 1
SNV single nucleotide variation
SOD1 Superoxide dismutase 1
T1DM Type 1 diabetes mellitus
T2DM Type 2 diabetes mellitus
T3 3,5,3′-triiodothyronine
T4 Thyroxine
TH thyroid hormone
TNF-α Tumor necrosis factor alpha
TRH Thyrotropin releasing hormone
TSH Thyroid stimulating hormone
VMN ventromedial hypothalamic nucleus
VTA ventral tegmental area
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