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Abstract 

Diabetes mellitus (DM) constitutes a chronic metabolic disease characterized by elevated levels of blood glucose 
which can also lead to the so-called diabetic vascular complications (DVCs), responsible for most of the morbid‑
ity, hospitalizations and death registered in these patients. Currently, different approaches to prevent or reduce DM 
and its DVCs have focused on reducing blood sugar levels, cholesterol management or even changes in lifestyle 
habits. However, even the strictest glycaemic control strategies are not always sufficient to prevent the development 
of DVCs, which reflects the need to identify reliable biomarkers capable of predicting further vascular complications 
in diabetic patients. Endothelial progenitor cells (EPCs), widely known for their potential applications in cell therapy 
due to their regenerative properties, may be used as differential markers in DVCs, considering that the number 
and functionality of these cells are affected under the pathological environments related to DM. Besides, drugs com‑
monly used with DM patients may influence the level or behaviour of EPCs as a pleiotropic effect that could finally be 
decisive in the prognosis of the disease. In the current review, we have analysed the relationship between diabetes 
and DVCs, focusing on the potential use of EPCs as biomarkers of diabetes progression towards the development 
of major vascular complications. Moreover, the effects of different drugs on the number and function of EPCs have 
been also addressed.
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Diabetes mellitus
Diabetes mellitus (DM) is considered a chronic and mul-
tifactorial metabolic disorder characterized by elevated 
levels of blood glucose which result from a lack in insu-
lin secretion, insulin action or both, and it is associated 
with serious damage and dysfunction overtime of the 
eyes, kidneys, nerves, heart, and blood vessels between 
other organs [1]. According to the International Diabetes 
Federation, approximately 537 million people worldwide 
suffered from DM in 2021, being this disease the cause 
of 6.7 million deaths in the same year; furthermore, the 
number of diabetic people is expected to increase to 643 
million by 2030 and 783 million by 2045 [2].

Diabetes can be classified in different groups [3]. Firstly, 
gestational diabetes mellitus (GDM) is understood as a 
temporary phase of glucose intolerance that affects 25% 
of pregnant women, and both, affected women and their 
off-springs, are known to deal with a higher risk of devel-
oping type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) [4, 5]. Secondly, 
type 1 diabetes mellitus (T1DM) is caused by insulin 
deficiency due to an autoimmune-mediated destruction 
of pancreatic β-cells, which leads to an enhancement 
of hyperglycaemia and oxidative stress, alterations in 

lipid metabolism, and it is also related to endothelial 
cell dysfunction and apoptosis [6]. In contrast, T2DM 
takes place when the body cannot respond fully to insu-
lin, followed by an increase in insulin production and 
subsequent insulin deficiency, heading to a permanent 
hyperglycaemia and glucose intolerance [7]. Remarkably, 
T2DM accounts for more than 90% of all diabetic people, 
exerting a wider contribution to the rising prevalence of 
DM globally compared to T1DM [8].

Although genetic predisposition plays an important 
role in T2DM, other factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, 
high body mass index, visceral obesity, high sugar intake, 
GDM, hypertension and dyslipidaemia, constitute the 
main non-genetic risk factors [9–11]. T2DM is closely 
related to obesity and insulin resistance (IR) [12, 13]. The 
last one, IR, begins years before T2DM in skeletal muscle, 
adipose tissue and liver, and it is thought to be primar-
ily caused by ectopic lipid accumulation, as well as other 
factors like endoplasmic reticulum stress and inflamma-
tion [14–16]. Likewise, obesity is a IR risk factor due to 
the presence of fatty acids and inflammatory cytokines 
and therefore usually drives towards T2DM [17]. At 
first, pancreatic β-cells tend to increase the production 
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of insulin in response of IR to overcome tissue require-
ments; however, β-cells number and functionality decline 
over time, and insulin secretion is insufficient, leading to 
the development of T2DM [18, 19]. β-cells impairment is 
mainly related to lipotoxicity, glucotoxicity and glucolipo-
toxicity. Chronic exposure to saturated fat and hypergly-
caemia leads to metabolic, oxidative, and inflammatory 
stress that cause β-cell exhaustion, apoptosis, and loss of 
β-cells mass [18, 20, 21]. T2DM is preceded by an asymp-
tomatic phase of prediabetes characterized by compro-
mised glucose metabolism without fulfilling the criteria 
to be classified as diabetes [22]. This state has also been 
associated with the complications of diabetes, although it 
can be reversed through physical exercise and weight loss 
[18, 22]. The main biomarker used for the identification 
of diabetes and prediabetes is glycosylated haemoglobin 
(HbA1c), which correlates with chronic hyperglycaemia 
[23]. Although some patients are initially asymptomatic, 
polyuria, polydipsia, weight loss, polyphagia, and blurred 
vision can be also indicators of diabetes [18].

Diabetes mellitus and cardiovascular 
complications
The connection between DM and cardiovascular dis-
eases (CVD) has been related to how IR and hyperglycae-
mia promote atherosclerosis through several pathways, 
including chronic inflammation and oxidative stress [24, 
25]. Atherosclerosis is a complex process involving differ-
ent cell types and cell-to-cell interactions, characterized 
by focal deposits of cholesterol and lipids in the arterial 
intima, named atherosclerotic plaques. Hyperglycae-
mia, oxidative stress, and systemic inflammation lead 
to the damage of endothelial cells (EC) and inflamma-
tion of the artery intimal layer [26]. Immune circulating 
cells adhere to the injured area and then penetrate and 
differentiate into macrophages that participate in lipid 
uptake and accumulation of foam cells [25]. Subsequent 
plaque formation causes the narrowing of blood vessels 
lumen, which can progress towards thrombotic events 
and further complications such as coronary artery dis-
ease (CAD), heart failure, cerebrovascular disease, or 
peripheral artery disease (PAD) [27]. Therefore, current 
strategies to beat DM are not only focused on modulat-
ing hyperglycaemic levels, but also to modulate pro-ath-
erosclerotic factors such as dyslipidemia, hypertension, 
or by application of antithrombotic therapies [28].

The risk of CVDs in adults with diabetes is two- to 
four-times greater than non-diabetic patients, represent-
ing nowadays a major burden of healthcare expenditure 
[29–32]. Overall, DM greatly increases the risk of vascu-
lar complications, the so-called diabetic vascular compli-
cations (DVCs), responsible for most of the morbidity, 
hospitalizations and death registered in these patients 

[29, 33, 34]. Thus, chronic hyperglycaemia induces 
pathognomonic changes resulting in ‘microvascular´ 
(affecting small blood vessels) and ‘macrovascular com-
plications’ (due to damage to the arteries) [35]. Micro-
vascular complications include diabetic retinopathy 
(DR), diabetic nephropathy (DN) and neural damage or 
diabetic neuropathy (DNeu). Macrovascular complica-
tions include CAD, the major responsible of mortality 
in diabetic patients, and PAD or the most severe form of 
it, critical limb ischemia (CLI), as the principal cause of 
lower extremity amputations [36–38]. There is not much 
clarity on whether microvascular complications precede 
macrovascular ones, or whether they progress simulta-
neously or independently. DM induces changes in the 
microvasculature, causing extracellular matrix protein 
synthesis, and thickening of capillary basement mem-
brane. All this, in conjunction with advanced glycation 
end products, oxidative stress, low grade inflammation, 
and neovascularization of vasa vasorum, can lead to mac-
rovascular complications [39].

Regarding microvascular complications, DNeu consti-
tutes the most common prevalent DVC, affecting over 
50% of diabetic patients [40, 41], and this prevalence 
increases with disease duration [42]. Clinically, DNeu 
preferentially targets sensory and autonomic axons and, 
in most severe cases, motor axons, and is headed as dif-
fuse or focal neuropathies, depending on the location of 
nerve fibres involved [43]. On the other hand, DN occurs 
in 20–50% of diabetic patients, and it constitutes the 
major risk for end-stage kidney disease [44]. DN consti-
tutes a highly complex process, which involves changes in 
renal structure and function [45], promoting an increase 
of albumin excretion and impaired glomerular filtration 
rate, among others [35, 46].

Finally, DR represents the leading cause of blindness 
and vision loss worldwide [47], with an annual estimated 
prevalence ranging from 2.2 to 12.7% [48]. DR is caused 
by changes in vascular permeability, capillary microa-
neurysms and degeneration, excessive formation of new 
blood vessels and impairment of the neural retina [49]. 
DR can be divided into non-proliferative (NPDR) and 
proliferative DR (PDR) [50]. In non-proliferative initial 
stages, patients do not suffer from visual impairments; 
however, hyperglycaemia produces loss of intramu-
ral pericyte and the progressive thickening of the base-
ment membrane, altering vascular permeability and the 
blood-retinal barrier [35]. In more severe stages, capil-
lary degeneration or occlusion generates an ischemia that 
promotes the release of angiogenic factors. The forma-
tion of new blood vessels and accumulation of liquid in 
the retina (diabetic macular oedema) triggers the pro-
gression into a proliferative stage, in which patients suffer 
from visual impairments [51].
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Regarding macrovascular complications, DM is con-
sidered a risk factor in the development of CAD, one 
of the main macrovascular complications of T2DM 
[52, 53]. Indeed, CAD morbidity and mortality rates 
are higher in the presence of diabetes [54]. Besides, 
after suffering a myocardial infarction, diabetic 
patients are more likely to suffer re-infarction or to 
die than non-diabetic ones [55]. Similarly, DM is also 
a major risk factor in the development of PAD, having 
diabetic patients two-to seven-fold increased preva-
lence of PAD compared to non-diabetic population 
[56]. Currently, PAD is considered the most prominent 
form of atherosclerosis, which affects 5–10% of the 
adult population (> 202 billion people worldwide) [57]. 
The pathophysiology consists on the arterial obstruc-
tion and decrease of blood flow and therefore and 
reduction of oxygen and nutrients supply to the lower 
extremities [58]. In the presence of DM, hyperglycae-
mia correlates with platelet aggregation, inflammation, 
endothelial dysfunction and vascular smooth muscle 
cell dysfunction, mechanisms that promote the forma-
tion of atheromatous plaques that block arteries sup-
plying blood to the extremities in the pathophysiology 
of diabetic PAD [59]. Furthermore, DM accelerates the 
progression of PAD to CLI [60], which courses, among 
others, with ischemic ulcers and gangrene of the 
extremities [61]. The risk of amputation is 7–15 times 
higher in diabetic CLI that in non-diabetic CLI [62], 
negatively affecting the quality of life of these patients, 
but it also increases the mortality rate [63].

Finally, the presence of comorbidities in patients 
with micro- or macrovascular diabetic complica-
tions is frequent. For instance, several studies indi-
cate that DR, particularly PDR, and PAD are closely 
related, as assessed by Ankle Brachial Index, Toe Bra-
chial Index and duplex ultrasonography [64]. PDR 
and PAD share several risk factors such as hypergly-
caemia, blood pressure, dyslipidemia or albuminuria 
[64], and in both cases, neovascularization/angiogen-
esis is involved [65]. PDR (also related to atheroscle-
rosis) is a strong risk factor for PAD [64, 66, 67], being 
PDR patients more likely to suffer PAD than NPDR 
patients, and moreover, PDR-T2DM patients have a 
high prevalence of PAD. In addition, DR appears to be 
a key factor for lower extremity amputation in patients 
with T1DM and T2DM [68]. Likewise, T2DM patients 
who undergo lower extremity amputation (LEA) pre-
sent higher risk of developing DR than those without 
LEA [69]. In addition, some diabetic patients seem to 
develop severe DR and PAD earlier and more aggres-
sive than others, independently of glycaemic control 
and measured environmental factors [70, 71].

Endothelial progenitor cells
Since their discovery, endothelial progenitor cells (EPCs) 
have been defined as bone marrow (BM)-derived cells 
that are mobilized into the bloodstream after being 
stimulated endogenously or exogenously in response to 
different pathological processes such as atherosclerosis 
or ischemic damage [72, 73]. Once into the circulation, 
EPCs help to promote the restoration of the damaged 
endothelium [74, 75]. EPCs form a heterogeneous pop-
ulation that may differ in origin (BM, spleen, vascular 
endothelium, adventitia) and can growth in adherence 
to matrix molecules like fibronectin. EPCs were initially 
characterized by the uptake of 1,1‐dioctadecyl‐3,3,3,3‐
tetramethylindocarbocyanine‐labelled acetylated low‐
density lipoprotein (Dil‐acLDL) and the binding of 
fluorescein‐isothiocyanate (FITC)‐conjugated Ulex euro-
paeus agglutinin lectin (FITC‐UEA‐I) [76]. Currently, 
several surface markers have also been associated with 
these cells, including endothelial (vascular endothelial 
growth factor receptor 2, VEGFR-2 or KDR; CD31 and 
von Willebrand factor, vWF) and hematopoietic mark-
ers (CD34, CD133 and CD45) [74, 75, 77]. EPCs can be 
obtained from different sources like BM, umbilical cord 
blood, adipose tissue and peripheral blood (PB) [78].

EPCs are currently classified in two main populations: 
early EPCs (eEPCs), also known as circulating angio-
genic cells (CACs) or myeloid angiogenic cells, and late 
outgrowth EPCs or endothelial colony-forming cells 
(ECFCs) [79–82]. eEPCs are considered as angiogenic 
cells with myeloid features [80, 83], characterized by a 
spindle shape and the expression of several cell surface 
markers like CD45, CD14, CD31 CD133, CD34 and 
KDR. Moreover, eEPCs have a low proliferative potential 
and they cannot form colony or meshes in culture during 
in vitro assays [80, 83]. eEPCs participate in revasculari-
zation mainly through a paracrine manner, by the secre-
tion of several factors such as VEGF, IL2, IL8, G-CSF, 
GM-CSF, HGF, or IL10, to promote the activity of ECFCs 
and other cells [84]. In addition, it has been described 
that eEPCs can produce apoptotic bodies, microvesi-
cles and exosomes to stablish communication [84]. In 
response of atherosclerotic, ischemic, angiogenic or 
growth factors, eEPCs are chemoattracted to the affected 
area and become activated [73, 85, 86], promoting the 
regeneration of the damaged endothelium. Although the 
molecular mechanisms that support the paracrine action 
of eEPCs are not completely understood, the result of its 
secretory activity is the creation of an angiogenic micro-
environment that boost the reparation of the endothe-
lium and the revascularization process [87].

The second main cell type is ECFCs, which are recog-
nized as cobblestoned cells with self-renewal potential 
[88] and membrane markers resembling those of EC, 
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being positive for CD31, CD34, CD105, CD146, and 
negative for CD45 and CD14 [83, 89]. Sometimes, ECFCs 
have also been reported to express low levels of CD45 
(CD45dim) [90] and high levels of CD34 and KDR [91]. 
ECFCs can be isolated from peripheral blood mononu-
clear cells (PBMCs), umbilical cord blood, adipose tis-
sue or from tissue-resident vascular endothelium [80]. 
ECFCs display a great proliferative ability and possess a 
strong angiogenic potential, enabling the formation of 
tube-like structures in vitro. Compared to eEPCs, ECFCs 
are considered the “true” EPCs, due to their participation 
in revascularization by direct incorporation in the newly 
formed vessels in vivo [92]. Aside, a third subpopulation 
of EPCs, called colony-forming units (CFU)-Hill cells, 
derived from the culture of non-adherent PBMC has also 
been proposed [93]. CFU-Hill cells are formed by a het-
erogeneous group of KDR and CD31 positive cells and 
form colonies that include round cells at the centre sur-
rounded by spindle-shaped cells [91].

EPCs as biomarkers of cardiovascular risk
As reported above, EPCs play an important role in 
the maintenance of the cardiovascular system by 

participating in the healing of the damaged endothe-
lium and in the neovascularization process [94]. How-
ever, in the presence of cardiovascular risk factors like 
metabolic syndrome, hypercholesterolemia, hyperten-
sion chronic kidney disease, smoking, and diabetes, 
the number and functionality of EPCs are negatively 
affected, causing a detrimental effect on the conserva-
tion of the healthy endothelium and the consequent 
worsening of endothelial dysfunction, atherosclerosis 
and cardiovascular disease [95]. In this regard, EPCs 
are currently considered as potential biomarkers of 
vascular homeostasis and cardiovascular risk prog-
nosis, due to the reduced number and impaired func-
tion in the presence of DM (Fig.  1), although a better 
understanding of their implications in these patholo-
gies is needed [96]. Different studies have analysed the 
connections between EPCs and diabetes and their use 
as potential biomarkers of DVC, evaluating the effect 
of DM and DVCs over eEPCs or ECFCs number/func-
tionality. However, most articles do not totally clarify 
the subpopulation of EPCs studied. Thus, in order to 
facilitate the comparison between different studies, 
the EPCs phenotypes based on the cell surface markers 
used for cell identification, have been highlighted in the 
present review.

Fig. 1  EPCs in diabetes mellitus and vascular complications. In the presence of DM and hyperglycaemia, there is an increment of inflammation 
and ROS and AGEs generation, which are associated with the deregulation of important biochemical pathways (NADPH/ROS/JNK, VEGF/PI3K/Akt/
eNOS, Wnt/β-catenin…) affecting EPCs performance: eEPCs mobilization is negatively affected by these conditions, leading to a reduction in eEPCs 
number in BM and PB. Meanwhile, ECFCs functionality (wound healing and tube formation abilities, angiogenesis, migration, proliferation…) 
is compromised due to the hostile diabetic environment. All these abnormalities promote the development of DVCs (PAD, DR, DNeu, DN…). 
Further, DVCs aggravate the pathological environment, damaging EPCs behaviour
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EPCs in diabetes mellitus
To date, many studies have evaluated the levels of EPCs 
in DM (Table  1), finding similar results. In terms of 
T1DM, authors like Maiorino et al. and Salem et al. have 
stated that the low number of circulating EPCs (cEPCs: 
CD34+CD133+KDR+) could be considered as a predic-
tor of the cardiovascular risk and the mortality income 
of these patients, existing an inverse correlation between 
glucose levels and cEPCs number [97, 98]. Moreover, 
T1DM has been recently associated with a worsened 
EPCs mobilization after exercising and reduced EPCs 
number in PB [99, 100]. Regarding T2DM, the levels of 
circulating PB cells (CPCs: CD34+) and EPCs (CD34+ 
KDR+) appear to be reduced in T2DM patients [101]. 
Also, cEPCs (CD34+/CD34+ KDR+) and CACs (KDR+ 
eNOS+ collagen type 1 Col1+) levels were found reduced 
in T2DM patients, while smooth muscle progenitor cells 
(SMPCs: CD14+ CD105+) levels did not change, caus-
ing an imbalance in the cEPCs/CACs-SMPCs ratios 
in these patients [102]. Besides, the lower numbers of 
EPCs (CD34+KDR+) appeared inversely correlated with 

plasma glucose and HbA1c levels in T2DM patients 
[103]. Other researchers reported an increase of cEPCs 
levels (CD34+CD133+KDR+) after two months of gly-
caemic control in newly-diagnosed diabetic patients, 
T1DM patients and diabetic patients without compli-
cations, while the levels did not change in patients with 
pre-existing DM, T2DM patients, and diabetic patients 
with DVC [104]. Furthermore, Egan et  al. claimed that 
the low levels of the called “putative EPCs” (pEPCs; 
CD34+/CD31+CD34+/CD117+CD34+/CD133+CD34+/
KDR+CD34+), in addition to the levels of haematopoietic 
cells (KDR+CD117+/CD133+ KDR+), could be used as a 
biomarker of the mortality risk over a period of 10 years 
in T2DM patients [105, 106].

The reduction in the number of EPCs in DM could be 
explained by both defects in the mobilization of EPCs 
from the BM and/or by pathological changes in the BM 
itself. Thus, the impaired mobilization of EPCs seen in 
DM has been linked to a deficiency in the enzymatic 
activity of the endothelial nitric oxide synthase (eNOS), 
essential for EPCs homing, which might be related to the 

Table 1  Clinical studies analysing EPCs levels in DM patients

Different clinical studies evaluating the number of EPCs in the peripheral blood (PB) of diabetic patients are shown

T1DM type 1 diabetes mellitus, T2DM type 2 diabetes mellitus, HPCs hematopoietic progenitor cells, EPCs endothelial progenitor cells, cEPCs circulating endothelial 
progenitor cells, CPCs circulating peripheral blood progenitor cells, CACs circulating angiogenic cells, SMPCs smooth muscle progenitor cells, pEPCs putative 
endothelial progenitor cells, HC healthy control, wo without, NC no changes

Author (year) DM EPCs phenotypes EPCs number in DM versus HC References

Maiorino, M.I. (2015) T1DM cEPCs: CD34+

cEPCs: CD133+

cEPCs: CD34+ CD133+

cEPCs: CD133+ KDR+

cEPCs: CD34+ CD133+ KDR+

↓T1DM [97]

Salem, M.A. (2022) T1DM cEPCs: CD34+ CD133+ KDR+ ↓T1DM [98]

Taylor, G.S. (2021) T1DM HPCs: CD34+

HPCs: CD34+ CD45dim

EPCs:CD34+ KDR+

EPCs: CD34+ CD45dim KDR+

↓Mobilization after exercise [99]

Maio, A. (2022) T1DM EPCs: CD34+

EPCs: CD34+ CD133+

EPCs: CD34+ KDR+

↓T1DM [100]

Fadini, G.P. (2005) T2DM CPCs: CD34+

EPCs: CD34+ KDR+
↓T2DM [101]

Van Ark, J. (2012) T2DM cEPCs: CD34+

cEPCs: CD34+ KDR+

CACs: KDR+ eNOS+ Col1+

SMPCs: CD14+ CD105+

↓T2DM
↓T2DM
↓T2DM
NC T2DM

[102]

Churdchomjan, W. (2010) T2DM EPCs: CD34+ KDR+ ↓T2DM [103]

Bonora, B.M. (2022) T1DM /T2DM cEPCs: CD34+/CD133+KDR+ ↑ Glycaemic control [104]

Egan, C.G. (2008) T2DM pEPCs: CD34+

pEPCs: CD31+ CD34+

pEPCs: CD117+ CD34+

pEPCs: CD133+ CD34+

pEPCs: KDR+ CD34+

HC: KDR+ CD117+

HC: CD133+ KDR+

↓T2DM [105]

Egan, C.G. (2018) T2DM ↓T2DM [106]

Fadini, G.P. (2013) T2DM CPCs: CD34+ ↓T2DM (BM) [110]
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diabetes-induced reduction of the lymphocyte and mes-
enchymal stromal populations in the BM [107]. Similarly, 
a reduced expression of nicotinamide phosphoribosyl-
transferase, an essential enzyme for NAD biosynthesis, 
in BM-derived cells in diabetic db/db mice, essential for 
NAD biosynthesis, was also associated with a lower 
mobilization of EPCs [108]. Meanwhile, the histopathol-
ogy of diabetic BM has been reported, finding a dimin-
ished hematopoietic tissue, fat deposition, microvascular 
density reduction and apoptotic activation in the BM 
[109], as well as a decrease in CD34+ cells from BM aspi-
rates of T2DM patients [110].

Impaired functionality of ECPs under hyperglycaemic 
conditions
EPCs functionality is also affected in DM. Loomans et al. 
[111] reported that EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+) 
isolated from T1DM patients presented reduced angio-
genic abilities, although apoptosis was not altered com-
pared to EPCs isolated from healthy controls (HC). 
Besides, ECFCs from T2DM patients have been found 
to exhibit reduced proliferative and migratory abili-
ties [112], and EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ CD34+ 
CD31+CD146+KDR+) isolated from T2DM patients 
showed reduced proliferation, adhesion and tube form-
ing ability [113]. Also, a lower isolation rate of EPCs and 
ECFCs from the PB of T2DM patients in comparison 
with HC has been described [114]. Similarly, CD34+ cells 
from T2DM patients exhibited a reduction in its vasodi-
latory, proliferative, migratory and angiogenic function, 
that seemed to be associated with changes in its secretory 
profile and a worsening of the response to hypoxia [114]. 
Also, the diminished angiogenic potential of ECFCs 
(Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ CD34+KDR+vWF+CD144+) 
from T2DM patients was associated with the impaired 
production of angiogenic cytokines [115]. Moreover, the 
in vitro high glucose exposure (HGE) of EPCs caused det-
rimental effects on viability, migration, proliferation and 
angiogenesis, with an increase in apoptosis in these cells 
[103, 116], while hyperinsulinemia triggered a reduc-
tion in the in vitro proliferation and tube formation abil-
ity of EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ CD34+CD105+ 
CD106+CD133+VEGFR2+vWF+) and increased apopto-
sis by downregulation of the PI-3K/Akt/eNOS pathway 
and upregulation of p38 MAPK [117].

Concerning the mechanistic aspects that could explain 
the reduced number and dysfunction of diabetic EPCs, 
different factors like oxidative stress, glycation of lipid 
and proteins or the lower production of NO have been 
addressed [118–122]. The high presence of ROS has been 
associated with a reduction in the levels of the hypoxia 
inducible factor-1 (HIF-1), hampering the under-hypoxia 
expression of genes related to EPCs mobilization and 

angiogenesis, like SDF-1 and VEGF [119, 123]. Also, the 
presence of advanced glycation-end products (AGEs) in 
DM negatively affects EPCs functionality through the 
activation of RAGE and the affection of the NADPH/
ROS/JNK pathway [124]. Likewise, the dysfunctionality 
of diabetic EPCs has been associated with a dysregulation 
of the VEGF/PI3K/Akt/eNOS pathway, mainly due to 
the reduction of the NO availability [125]. In accordance, 
defects in the production of NO by eNOS and a major 
production of superoxide anion (O2

−) were also related 
to the lower levels of EPCs found in DM patients and 
their impaired functionality [121]. Besides, the inhibition 
of the Wnt/β-catenin pathway has been also reported 
to dysregulate DM-EPCs and to inhibited wound heal-
ing [116, 126]. In addition, the platelet-derived growth 
factor (PDGF) signalling pathway seemed to be related 
to the dysfunctionality of diabetic EPCs, although more 
research is needed to better understand the underly-
ing mechanisms [116, 127]. Recently, Tiang et  al. [128] 
reported that the increased autophagy and apoptosis 
found in EPCs after incubation under HGE were caused 
by the activation of circ-ADAM9, a circRNA mol-
ecule which induces autophagy by activation of PTEN, 
through the AKT/mTOR pathway. Finally, a transcrip-
tome analysis revealed that Rno-miR-10b-5p and Tgfb2 
are important regulators of EPCs dysfunction in diabetes, 
proposing novel targets to recover EPCs functionality 
[129].

EPCs in DVC
The connection of EPCs with cardiovascular risk condi-
tions, as well as the correlation of diabetic impaired EPCs 
with the occurrence and severity of micro- and macro-
vascular complications, suggests their suitability as bio-
marker of DVC, as well as their potential use as predictor 
of CVD outcomes, which could be of particular interest 
for diabetic patients [130, 131].

EPCs in peripheral artery disease and critical limb ischemia
There is a current controversy regarding the behaviour of 
EPCs in PAD and diabetic PAD. However, such dispute 
may be explained by the different methods applied for 
cell counting and a lack of agreement in the nomencla-
ture used between researchers, which sometimes causes 
the inappropriate comparison of different EPCs subtypes 
[132] (Table 2).

To begin with, Bitterli et  al. demonstrated that the 
levels of cEPCs (CD34+ KDR+) were lower in PAD 
patients in comparison with HC, and the colony-form-
ing ability of these cells was also reduced in the disease 
group. Surprisingly, the levels of cEPCs in DM patients 
with PAD (PAD-DM) were slightly higher, not-signif-
icantly, than in PAD patients without DM, although 
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the concomitant DM seemed to aggravate the disease, 
being related to a narrowing in the vessel wall [133]. 
Similarly, Delva et al. [132] found that when comparing 
EPCs isolated from PAD patients and HC, the results 
varied depending on the EPC subtype, finding a reduc-
tion in cEPCs (CD34+, CD34+ CD133+) but an aug-
mentation in ECFCs (CD34+ CD31+ CD144+) in PAD 
patients versus HC. Despite this, no differences were 
seen in EPCs levels in PAD patients with and without 
DM [132]. Besides, several subpopulations of cEPCs 
(based on the differential expression of CD34, CD133 
and KDR) were reduced in PAD-DM patients compared 
to DM patients without PAD, specially CD34+ KDR+ 
cells, which negatively correlated with the severity of 
PAD in DM patients [101, 134]. In this case, EPC func-
tionality was determined by testing the properties of 
ECFCs (Dil-acLDL+), finding a reduced adhesion ability 
of cells derived from PAD-DM patients [134]. Contrary, 
Krutikov et  al. [135] found an augmentation of EPCs 
(CD34+ CD133+/CD34+ CD133+ KDR+) levels in PAD-
DM patients as compared with DM patients without 
PAD, being similar to the levels found in HC. In agree-
ment with this, Chen et al. described a reduction in the 
levels of cEPCs (CD133+ KDR-1+) in DM patients com-
pared to DM-CLI patients and HC. These cEPCs levels 
correlated with plasma VEGF levels [136]. However, the 
migratory ability of isolated EPCs in response to VEGF 
was impaired in DM and DM-CLI patients versus HC 
[136]. Further, a large cohort-study demonstrated 
that the levels of circulating progenitor cells (PCs) 
(CD34+/CD34+ KDR+) could be used as predictors of 
the development of PAD in patients with known CAD, 
being DM a risk factor in the development of PAD in 
these patients [137]. Meanwhile, Spinetti et  al. [109] 
observed a reduction in the PCs levels (CD34+ CD14+ 
CD45dim KDR+ CXCR4+) of DM patients in BM and PB 

in comparison with HC, although no differences were 
seen between DM and CLI-DM patients.

EPCs in diabetic retinopathy
As it can be deduced from above, in macrovascular com-
plications, dysfunctional EPCs may impede the compen-
satory angiogenesis necessary to reduce the progression 
of the ischemic process. Nevertheless, in complications 
such as DR, an excessive microvasculature formation 
worsens the patient’s condition [138, 139]. Interestingly, 
retinal cells release neurotrophic factors under hypoxia, 
so that DM patients experience poor vessel growth in 
heart and limbs, but due to the retinal microenviron-
ment, they experience increased angiogenesis in the 
presence of retinal complications [140]. In this sense, dia-
betic patients face a paradoxical situation in which both, 
lower and excessive numbers of EPCs are associated with 
DVC [141]. This situation highlights the importance of 
addressing how EPCs are affected under DR, not only to 
use them as potential biomarkers to predict the develop-
ment of the microvascular complication, but also to bet-
ter understand the disease.

Still, the literature reflects conflictive results: no 
changes, reduction, and augmentation of EPCs levels; 
they all have been associated with DR (Table  3). First, 
Torre et  al. [142] found that although T1DM patients 
faced lower levels of ECFCs (CD45dim CD34+CD144+) 
than HC, there were not differences in the levels of 
ECFCs or eEPCs (CD45dim CD34+KDR+) between DR 
and T1DM patients without DR. Meanwhile, Fadini 
et al. [141] determined that CD34+ cEPCs were reduced 
in DR patients (without discriminating between PDR 
and NPDR) while CD34+KDR+ cEPCs levels were 
lower in DM patients with PAD, existing differences in 
the CD34+/CD34+KDR+ ratio between DR and PAD 
patients. Contrary, Lee et  al. [143] demonstrated that 

Table 2  Studies analysing EPCs levels in DM patients with PAD and CLI

DM diabetes mellitus, T2DM type 2 diabetes mellitus, cEPCs circulating endothelial progenitor cells, EPCs endothelial progenitor cells, PCs circulating progenitor cells, 
PAD peripheral artery disease, CAD coronary artery disease, CLI critical limb ischemia, DNeu neuropathy,: healthy control

Author (year) DM EPCs phenotypes EPCs number Control References

Bitterli, L (2016) DM cEPCs: CD34+ KDR+ ↓PAD with and wo DM HC [133]

Delva, P (2008) DM cEPCs: CD34+ cEPCs: CD34+ CD133+ ECFCs: CD34+ 
CD31+ CD144+

↓PAD with and wo DM
↓PAD with and wo DM
↑PAD with and wo DM

HC [132]

Fadini, GP (2006) T2DM cEPCs: CD34+ KDR+ cEPCs: CD133+ KDR+

cEPCs: CD34+CD133+ KDR+
↓DM-PAD DM [134]

Krutikov, A (2009) DM EPCs: CD34+ CD133+ EPCs: CD34+ CD133+ KDR+ ↑DM-PAD DM [135]

Chen, MC (2009) T2DM cEPCs: CD133+ KDR-1+ ↓DM HC and DM-CLI [136]

Hayek, SS (2016) DM PCs: CD34+

PCs: CD34+/KDR+
↓CAD and PAD
↓CAD and PAD

CAD [137]

Spinetti, G (2013) T2DM PCs: CD34+ CD14+ CD45dim KDR+ CXCR4+ ↓DM and CLI-DM HC [109]
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cEPCs (CD34+) were increased in PDR and NPDR 
patients compared to HC or DM patients without DR.

In an attempt to clarify these discrepancies, differ-
ent subtypes of EPCs at different stages of DR have 
been evaluated. Thus, according to Brunner et  al., 
the levels of different populations of EPCs: CPCs 
(CD34+CD133+), the most primitives EPC sub-
type; eEPCs (CD34+CD133+CD309+) and ECFCs 
(CD34+CD133+CD309+CD31+) were all lower in 
T1DM patients with NPDR but augmented in PDR. 
These results suggest that, although these cells undergo 
a reduction in the first stages of DR, later, their lev-
els increase with the progression and severity of the 
disease [144]. Similarly, an augmentation of cEPCs 
(CD34+CD133+) in DM patients with severe NPDR to 
PDR in comparison with HC, and an increment in the 
colony-forming ability of cells isolated from patients 
with severe DR was also described by Liu et  al. [145]. 
Of note, Tan et  al. [146] reported that, despite the aug-
mentation of circulating ECFCs levels (CD34+CD45−) 
in PDR, these cells showed impaired migratory and 
tube-forming abilities, being unable to repair the dam-
age endothelium. Finally, although the majority of studies 
have seen increased levels of EPCs in PDR, other authors 
identified lower levels of EPCs (CD31+KDR-2+CD45dim 
CD133+) in PDR compared to NPDR [147]. Besides, 
differences in EPCs subtypes behaviour were also seen 

by Lombardo et  al., who classified EPCs in pre-EPCs 
(CD34+CD133+CD117+), EPCs (CD34+CD133+KDR+) 
and late EPCs (CD31+KDR+, VE-cadherin+). These 
authors indicated that T2DM patients with and with-
out macro- and microvascular complications (primary 
PAD and DR) did not significantly differ in pre-EPCs 
and EPCs levels compared to HC [148]. However, a sub-
set of both groups of patients seemed to have increased 
and decreased levels of pre-EPCs and EPCs, respectively, 
while late EPCs were augmented in both groups com-
pared to HC [148]. Oppositely, Zerbini et al. [149] found 
that ECFCs (CD45dim CD34+ KDR+) did not vary sig-
nificantly between T1DM patients with NPDR and HC, 
although the number of CD45+CD14+ CFU-Hill cells 
increased in NPDR compared to HC, when measured as 
the number of colonies formed in  vitro by 106 PBMCs. 
These CFU-Hill cells presented a lower expression of 
genes associated with apoptosis (CASP1, CASP2) and 
cell–matrix interactions (integrins, ITGAV, ITGB1 and 
urokinase plasminogen activator, PLAU), and a lower 
expression of the homing receptor CXCR4 for SDF-1, 
which could be associated with their impaired function-
ality [149]. In addition, a study evaluating the role of the 
erythropoietin (EPO) and its receptor (EPOR) in dif-
ferent stages of DR, found that CPCs (CD34+ EPOR+) 
were reduced in NPDR patients compared to HC while 
those levels did not significantly vary in PDR patients and 

Table 3  Studies analysing EPCs levels in DM patients with DR

DM diabetes mellitus, T1DM type 1 diabetes mellitus, T2DM type 2 diabetes mellitus, cEPCs circulating endothelial progenitor cells, eEPCs early endothelial progenitor 
cells, ECFCs endothelial colony progenitor cells, EPCs endothelial progenitor cells, CECs circulating endothelial cells, DR diabetic retinopathy, NC no changes, PDR 
proliferative diabetic retinopathy, NPDR non proliferative diabetic retinopathy, PAD peripheral artery disease, DN diabetic nephropathy, HC healthy control

Author (year) DM EPCs phenotypes EPCs number Control References

Fadini, GP (2006) T2DM cEPCs: CD34+

cEPCs: CD34+KDR+
↓DR; NC in PAD
↓PAD; NC in DR;

DM [141]

Torre, N (2015) T1DM eEPCs: CD45dim CD34+ KDR+

ECFCs: CD45dim CD34+ CD144+
NC in DR T1DM [142]

Lee, IG (2006) T2DM cEPCs: CD34+ ↑PDR; NPDR HC and DM [143]

Brunner, S (2009) T1DM CPCs: CD34+ CD133+

EPCs: CD34+ CD133+ CD309+

ECFCs: CD34+ CD133+ CD309+ CD31+

↓NPDR; ↑PDR HC [144]

Liu, X (2010) T2DM cEPCs: CD34+ CD133+ ↑Severe NPDR to PDR HC [140]

Tan, K (2010) T1DM ECFCs: CD34+ CD45− ↑PDR HC [146]

Huang, YC (2018) T2DM ECFCs: CD31+ KDR-2+ CD45dim CD133+ ↓PDR NPDR [147]

Lombardo, M (2012) T2DM pre-EPCs: CD34+ CD133+ CD117+

EPCs: CD34+ CD133+ KDR+

late EPCs: CD31+ KDR+ VE-cadherin +

CECs: CD45− CD31+ CD146+

activated CECs: CD106+

↑DR-PAD
↓DR-PAD
↓DR-PAD
↑DR-PAD
↑DR-PAD

HC [148]

Zerbini, G (2012) T1DM CFU-Hill cells: CD45+ CD14 +

ECFCs: CD34+ KDR+ CD133− CD45dim
↑NPDR NC in NPDR HC [149]

Hu, L (2011) T2DM CPCs: CD34+ EPOR+

EPCs: CD34+ KDR+ EPOR+
↓NPDR
↓NPDR
↓PDR
↓PDR-DN

HC [150]
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DR patients with diabetic nephropathy (DR-DN) [150]. 
Besides, EPCs levels (CD34+KDR+EPOR+) were signifi-
cantly reduced in all groups compared to HC, although 
a rebound in PDR and PDR-DN patients was seen [150].

EPCs in other DVCs
EPCs levels have been evaluated in other DVCs (Table 4), 
including microvascular complications like DNeu or DN. 
Thus, DNeu T2DM patients present increased numbers 
of the different subpopulations of EPCs compared to 
T2DM patients without DNeu [151]. On the other hand, 
although DN has been mostly related to a reduction in 
the EPCs number [152], similar levels of EPCs (Dil-
acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ CD34+) were found in T1DM 
patients with and without DN, where DN patients faced 
a higher CVD risk, due to the longer diabetes duration, 
poorer glycaemic control and higher very low-density 
lipoprotein (VLDL) and triglycerides [153]. However, 
these results might have been influenced by the use of 
statins, which are known to increase EPCs number [153]. 
Finally, Pala et  al. [154] reported lower levels of cEPCs 
(CD34+) in DM patients with DN who had developed 
stage 5 chronic renal disease (CRD) compared to HC, 
DM patients and CRD patients without DM.

Finally, in correlation with all these DVCs, the involve-
ment of EPCs in the thrombotic events linked to DM 
has been also explored. Indeed, EPCs seem to have an 
antithrombotic function, promoting the recanaliza-
tion of the thrombus and the neovascularization of the 
damage tissue [155], although DM seem to reduce the 
antifibrinolytic activity of EPCs [130]. Interestingly, 
DM was found associated with a higher risk of develop-
ing vascular thrombosis in haemodialysis patients, with 
a negative correlation between thrombosis and EPCs 
number (CD34+ KDR+) [156]. Also, the levels of cEPCs 
(CD133+KDR+/CD34+ KDR+) were reduced in DM 
and non-DM patients that suffered stent thrombosis in 

comparison with those who did not [157]. Of note, reti-
nal microthromboses are usually present in DR [158], 
although the role of EPCs in this concern is not fully 
understood and more research is needed.

Overall, the potential use of EPCs as biomarkers of 
DVC seems clear. Regarding macrovascular complica-
tions, a decrease in the number of EPCs has been fre-
quently described, which negatively correlates with the 
severity of the disease, although different tendencies, 
such as increases in the number of EPCs with the disease 
or no changes, have been also reported. Such variations 
of EPC levels could be due to several factors, as previ-
ously mentioned, including the lack of heterogeneity in 
the type of EPC analysed, differences in the measurement 
systems used, the population sample size or even the 
drug treatments applied to DM patients. In microvascu-
lar complications, especially in DR, the issue is even more 
complicated, since depending on the state of the disease 
(NPDR, PDR) and the concomitance of macrovascular 
complications, it can be observed both, augmentations, 
and diminutions in the number of EPCs. Nevertheless, in 
all cases, the functionality of EPCs is compromised in the 
presence of DVC, so the next steps should be focused on 
a better understand why these cells become so affected 
under hyperglycaemic conditions.

Drugs modulating EPCs levels in DM patients
Given the negative impact of DM and DVCs over EPCs 
function and numbers, the use of drugs contributing to 
ameliorate such effects may be useful to prevent further 
vascular complications. Unfortunately, the treatments 
commonly used for DM patients usually affect EPCs lev-
els, either by controlling glucose and lipid levels itself 
and therefore reducing EPCs number, or by specific 
mechanisms that are not always fully understood [159]. 
Therefore, these pleiotropic effects should be consid-
ered during clinical trials that evaluate disease’s effects 

Table 4  Studies regarding EPCs levels in other DVCs

DM diabetes mellitus, T1DM type 1 diabetes mellitus, T2DM type 2 diabetes mellitus, DNeu diabetic neuropathy, AMI acute myocardial infarction, DN diabetic 
nephropathy, CRD chronic renal disease, EPCs endothelial progenitor cells, cEPCs circulating endothelial progenitor cells, HC healthy control, wo without

Author (year) DM DVC EPCs phenotypes EPCs number Control References

Eleftheriadou, I (2020) T2DM DNeu EPCs: CD45dim CD34+

EPCs: CD45dim CD34+ CD309+

EPCs: CD45dim CD34+ CD31+

EPCs: CD45dim CD34+ CD309+ CD31+

EPCs: CD45dim CD34+ CD309+ CD133+

EPCs: CD45dim CD34+ CD309+ CD133+ CD31+

↑DNeu T2DM [151]

Reinhard, H (2011) T1DM DN EPCs: Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ CD34+ NC in DN T1DM [153]

Makino, H (2009) T2DM DN cEPCs: CD34+ ↓DN T2DM [152]

Pala, C (2013) DM DN
(CRD, stage5)

EPCs: CD34+ ↓DM-CRD HC, DM wo DN, 
CRD wo DM

[154]
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on EPCs, given that it could influence the results. Table 5 
reviews the main studies that have evaluated the effect of 
several drugs used with DM patients over EPCs.

Insulin
The effect of insulin on EPCs has been widely studied. 
Thus, insulin treatment of streptozotocin (STZ)-induced 
DM mice increased EPCs mobilization (Dil-acLDL+ 
FITC‐UEA‐I+ Sca-1+ c-kit+ Flk-1+) and improved 
revascularization after hind limb ischemia (HLI), being 
this effect associated with the regulation of the VEGF/
Akt/eNOS and SDF-1/MMP-9 pathway [159]. Like-
wise, clinical trials have shown similar results. Indeed, 
insulin therapy increased cEPCs levels (CD133+KDR+/
CD34+CD133+KDR+) in T2DM patients after 6 months 
of treatment alternating basal insulin analogues glar-
gine and detemir [160], and a 4-months-treatment of 
T2DM patients with either, insulin glargine or NPH 
insulin increased the outgrowth of EPCs (CD34+ KDR+) 
in comparison with oral medication [161]. Interestingly, 
a 2  years-treatment with insulin pumps increased the 
number of circulating progenitor cells (CPCs; CD34+/
CD133+/CD34+CD133+) and cEPCs (CD34+KDR+/
CD133+KDR+/CD34+CD133+KDR+) in T1DM patients, 
diminishing the cardiovascular risk [162]. Besides, a con-
tinuous subcutaneous insulin infusion in T1DM patients 
improved EPCs levels in a major extend that multiple 
daily injections, due to the lower glucose variability dur-
ing the day [163]. In contrast, a recent study reported 
that the levels of some subtypes of EPCs (CD34+/
CD133+/CD34+CD133+/CD34+KDR+) were reduced 
in newly diagnosed T2DM patients and did not vary 
after intensive insulin therapy; however, a pool of EPCs 
(CD34+KDR+CD133+) was increased in these patients 
and decreased after intensive insulin therapy, with a 
simultaneous reduction in oxidative stress and inflamma-
tion [164].

Sulfonylureas
Sulfonylureas, drugs that stimulate the release of insu-
lin reducing blood glucose, have also been studied 
regarding their effect on EPCs. For instance, an aug-
mentation of EPCs levels (CD45dimCD34+ KDR+) was 
seen after 12  weeks of gliclazide treatment in T2DM 
patients, together with improved endothelial function 
and reduced levels of oxidant stress markers like serum 
malondialdehyde and superoxide dismutase [165]. 
However, glibenclamide did not improve EPCs levels 
(CD34+CD133+KDR+) in T2DM patients [166].

Metformin
The effect of metformin, an oral hypoglycaemic drug 
derived from biguanide, has also been evaluated. 

Metformin administration to induced-T1DM mice 
decreased blood glucose levels, while increased EPCs 
numbers (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ Sca-1+ Flk-1+) 
and improved in  vivo wound healing and angiogen-
esis [167]. Also, metformin rescued the functionality of 
EPCs under HGE conditions through the AMPK/eNOS 
pathway [167]. Similarly, Han et  al. [168] affirmed that 
metformin could improve EPCs levels (Sca-1+ Flk-1+) 
in an obese murine model of T2DM, rescued in  vivo 
wound healing and in vitro angiogenesis, besides increas-
ing NO production and reducing oxidative stress. At 
the clinical side, metformin increased cEPCs levels 
(CD45dimCD34+KDR+) in T1DM patients while reduced 
the number of circulating endothelial cells (cECs; 
CD45dim CD133− CD34+ CD144+ KDR+) and aug-
mented the in vitro formation of colonies and the adhe-
sion of pro-angiogenic cells to fibronectin [169].

Further, several clinical trials have shown that the com-
bination of the above-mentioned drugs could be a plausi-
ble option to improve endothelial function in DM. Thus, 
the combination of gliclazide and metformin increased 
cEPCs levels (CD45dimCD34+KDR+) in T2DM patients 
more than metformin mono-treatment, although glu-
cose control was similar in both groups [170]. Likewise, 
insulin plus metformin treatment augmented cEPCs lev-
els (CD34+CD133+KDR+) and improved functionality in 
T2DM patients in a major extend that metformin mono-
treatment [171].

Thiazolidinediones
Regarding thiazolidinediones, a 12-week treatment 
of recently diagnosed T2DM patients with rosiglita-
zone reduced glucose levels, increased EPCs number 
(CD34+CD133+) and improved its migratory ability 
[172]. Besides, rosiglitazone treatment of EPCs (Dil-
acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+CD133+CD34+KDR+) isolated 
from healthy individuals, improved EPCs in  vitro pro-
liferation, migration and NO synthesis, while reduced 
apoptosis, restoring the negative AGEs-induced effects 
[173]. In addition, the administration of EPCS (Dil-
acLDL+FITC‐UEA‐I+ CD31+vWF+KDR+CD14+) iso-
lated from T2DM patients after a 2-weeks -treatment 
with rosiglitazone, promoted an improved in vivo revas-
cularization in nude mice with carotid artery injury com-
pared to EPCs isolated from T2DM patients before the 
treatment [174]. In an attempt to better understand the 
mechanisms by which rosiglitazone acts improving EPC 
function, Zhou et al. found that the 4-weeks rosiglitazone 
treatment of a T2DM murine model enhanced the in vivo 
wound healing and angiogenesis via stimulation of VEGF 
and SDF-1 [175]. Rosiglitazone also improved the in vitro 
EPCs migration and angiogenesis, and reduced IR signal-
ling defects in EPCs [175].
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Similarly, pioglitazone increased EPCs levels (Dil-
acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ Vwf+ Tie-2+) and functionality 
while enhanced lipidic control in T2DM patients [176]. 
Likewise, the ex  vivo administration of pioglitazone of 
early (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ KDR+CD31+CD146+ 
vWF+CD45+CD14+) and late EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐
UEA‐I+ KDR+CD31+CD146+vWF+) isolated from 
individuals with impaired glucose tolerance, increased 
viability and their tube forming ability while reduced 
the expression of pro-inflammatory markers (ICAM-
1, VCAM-1, TNF-α) [177]. Finally, an in  vitro study 
reported that hyperglycaemia reduced the adhesion of 
EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+ KDR+CD31+) to arter-
ies, and this effect was reversed by the pioglitazone treat-
ment [178].

DPP‑4 inhibitors
The effects over EPCs of other treatments currently used 
to treat T2DM patients such as the dipeptidyl pepti-
dase 4 (DPP-4) inhibitors have been widely studied. 
For instance, a 4-week sitagliptin treatment increased 
EPCs (CD34+/CD34+KDR+) and SDF-1 levels in T2DM 
patients [179], in agreement with another study in which 
12-weeks sitagliptin treatment doubled the number of 
EPCs (CD34+CXCR4+) in these patients [180]. In the 
same way, sitagliptin improved revascularization and 
angiogenesis in an T2DM murine model with HLI and 
could restore the detrimental effects of HGE in EPCs 
(CD34+KDR+), reducing the in  vitro apoptosis and oxi-
dative stress while increasing the tube formation abil-
ity and autophagy [181]. Besides, co-administration of 
sitagliptin and metformin promoted a major increment 
in EPCs number (CD34+KDR+/CD34+CD133+KDR+) 
compared with monotherapy, together with an increase 
of glucagon like peptide-1 (GLP-1), NO, and SDF-1α 
levels in T2DM patients [182]. Also, according to Naka-
mura et  al. [183], sitagliptin promoted a major increase 
of EPCs levels (CD34+) rather than the alpha glucosidase 
inhibitor voglibose, although the endothelial function 
seemed to be similar in both groups. Similarly, Dei et al. 
[166] compared the effects of the DPP-4 inhibitor vilda-
gliptin and the sulfonylurea glibenclamide, founding that 
although both controlled glucose levels, only vildaglip-
tin achieved a significant augmentation in EPCs number 
(CD34+CD133+KDR+) with a reduction in SDF-1α levels. 
Further, Negro et al. [184] reported a similar increase in 
EPCs levels (CD133+KDR+CD45−/CD34+KDR+CD45−) 
after 4-months treatment with either DPP-4 inhibi-
tor alogliptin and the sulfonylurea gliclazide. Also, a 
12-weeks saxagliptin treatment of newly diagnosed 
T2DM patients improved endothelial function by 
increasing the flow-mediated vasodilation and increas-
ing EPCs number (CD34+CD133+KDR+) in a similar 

manner as metformin treatment [185]. Then, Dore et al. 
[186] assessed the effect of combining saxagliptin and 
metformin treatment as compared to metformin mono-
therapy, noting that there were not changes in the CD34+ 
cEPCs number between both groups, although the num-
ber of CD31+ cECs increased in the combined group, 
together with a higher percentage of CD34+CXCR4+ in 
the CD34+ population, denoting an enhanced migratory 
ability of EPCs.

Interestingly, the administration of biocompatible 
membranes impregnated with saxagliptin boosted the 
in vitro EPCs migration and the in vivo diabetic wound 
healing in mice, while it augmented the expression of 
insulin-like growth factor I (IGF-1) and transforming 
growth factor-β1 (TGF-β1), compared to the membrane 
without drug [187]. In contrast to saxagliptin, linaglip-
tin did not change the levels of EPCs in T2DM patients 
[188, 189], although it was associated with an increment 
in angiogenic T cells (Tang cells: CD3+CD31+CXCR4+) 
[189]. Finally, a recent study determined that the DPP-4 
inhibitor teneligliptin increased (not significantly) the 
EPCs levels (CD34+) in T2DM patients after 28 weeks of 
treatment, although reduced SDF-1α levels, contrary to 
the tendency previously seen [190].

GLP‑1 receptor agonists
Other studies have evaluated the influence of GLP-1 
receptor agonists (incretin mimetics) on EPCs. For 
instance, De Ciuceis et  al. [191] compared the effects 
of exenatide and liraglutide, showing that only the first 
one was able to increase EPCs numbers (CD34+ KDR+) 
in T2DM patients after 4 and 7 weeks of treatment. The 
AngioSafe Type 2 Diabetes Study evaluated whether 
GLP-1 receptor agonists could be associated with the 
development of DR in T2DM patients, detecting no 
changes in the number of hematopoietic progenitor cells 
(HPCs: CD34+CD45dim) and HPCs cells with angio-
genic activity (CD34+CD45dimCD133+CD31+) after the 
4-weeks treatment with liraglutide [192]. These “nega-
tive results” supported the lack of association between 
GLP-1 Receptor Agonists and severe DR, given that 
a rapid change in EPCs number could be related to the 
development of the complication [192], in agreement 
with the LYDIA trial, that did not find any changes in 
the levels of CPCs (CD34+/CD34+ CD133+/CD34+ 
CD45dim/CD34+ CD45dim CD133+) or EPCs (KDR co-
expression with previous biomarkers), after 26-week 
liraglutide treatment, compared to sitagliptin [193]. 
Nevertheless, liraglutide improved the in vivo angiogen-
esis and recovered the blood supply in a murine model 
of T2DM with HLI, and recovered the in  vitro hEPCs 
(CD144+CD34+VEGFR2+CD14−CD45−) migration 
and angiogenesis after HGE, being this related to the 
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reduction of oxidative stress and over-expression of the 
human nuclear factor erythroid 2-related factor 2 (Nrf2) 
[194]. Besides, the 12-weeks treatment of dulaglutide in 
combination with metformin increased EPCs number 
(CD34+CD133+KDR+) and improved the in  vitro EPCs 
proliferation, adhesion, migration, and tubule formation 
abilities in comparison with metformin monotherapy, 
in association with an anti-inflammatory activity and 
enhanced NO production [195].

SGLT2 inhibitors
Sodium glucose cotransporter-2 (SGLT2) inhibitors 
have been associated with several effects on EPCs. Thus, 
the 16-week treatment with Canagliflozin in combina-
tion with metformin and/or insulin of T2DM patients 
increased EPCs (CD34+) expression of SDF1 and the 
migratory ability of EPCs in response to SDF1-α [196]. 
Canagliflozin did not affect EPCs number in compari-
son with placebo, although a reduction in EPCs num-
ber was seen at the beginning of the treatment that was 
reversed in the following weeks [196]. Similarly, Bonora 
et  al. determined that after 12  weeks of treatment with 
dapagliflozin, the number of circulating stem cells CSC 
(CD34+) and EPCs (CD34+KDR+) were slightly reduced 
in T2DM patients, while the same duration treatment 
with empagliflozin diminished the CSC levels in a non-
significant way [197]. However, a long dapagliflozin treat-
ment (1.5 years) increased EPCs level [197].

Statins and PCSK9 inhibitors
Apart from the treatments directly applied to tackle 
hyperglycaemia, DM patients usually receive addi-
tional drugs due to associated comorbidities that also 
can affect EPCs levels. For instance, hydroxy-methyl-
glutaryl-Coenzyme A (HMG-CoA) reductase inhibi-
tors, also called statins, are widely known to manage 
EPCs levels in hypercholesterolemic patients [198], and 
several studies have evaluated this pleiotropic outcome 
specifically in DM patients. Thus, atorvastatin signifi-
cantly increased CPCs number (CD45−CD34+CD133+) 
after 8–10 weeks treatment in DM patients with CVDs, 
however, this increase was lower and non-significant in 
non-DM patients with CVDs [199]. In addition, although 
pitavastatin and atorvastatin reduced the lipidic profile 
in hyperlipidemic patients, only pitavastatin promoted 
a significant increase of EPCs (CD34+KDR+) [200]. 
Moreover, statin discontinuation increased the lev-
els of different subpopulations of EPCs (CD34+KDR+/
CD133+KDR+/CD34+CD133+KDR+/CD34+CD45−) as 
compared with a continuous treatment. The disruption 
of the treatment with statins caused a worse control of 
cholesterol concentration, and thus, the beneficial effects 
of the augmentation of EPCs could be reversed by the 

lipidic accumulation or even had a detrimental effect on 
PDR patients [201]. Further, Briguori et  al. [202] evalu-
ated the effect of the statin intensity on EPCs in DM 
patients with CAD who underwent drug-eluting stent 
implantation and were assigned high- or moderate-
intensity atorvastatin therapy. Three months after the 
intervention, the number of EPCs (CD34+ KDR+ 133+/
CD34+ KDR+) was higher and a reduction of restenosis 
was seen in the high intensity group compared to the 
moderate one. Further, statin treatment during 3 months 
before an AMI prevented the reduction of EPCs levels 
(CD45dimCD34+ KDR+ CXCR4+/CD45dimCD34+ KDR+ 
CD133+) that is usually caused after the incident, in both, 
DM and non-DM patients [203]. Moreover, a high inten-
sity statin therapy after AMI also avoided the reduction 
of the EPCs levels [203]. Contrary, a high-to-moderate 
intensity statin therapy was associated with a reduc-
tion in the EPCs number (CD34+ KDR+), in comparison 
with a low intensity statin therapy in DM and non-DM 
patients with coronary angiography [204].

Apart from statins, the protease proprotein convertase 
subtilisin/kexin type 9 inhibitors (PCSK9i) constitute a 
promising lipid-lowering therapy currently used to atten-
uate atherosclerosis [205], whose effect over EPCs has 
also been assessed. Thus, Ben Zadok et al. [206] showed 
that the 3-months treatment with PCSK9i, reduced 
the lipidic levels and increased cEPCs number (CD34+ 
KDR+/CD133+KDR+) in CAD and PAD patients (10% of 
the patients suffered DM), and improved the in vitro col-
ony-forming ability and viability of cEPCs. Interestingly, 
statins increased the levels of PCSK9 in both, T2DM and 
non-DM patients and, this increment of the PCSK9 levels 
after the statin treatment in the T2DM group was associ-
ated with a reduction of the total levels of EPCs (CD45− 
CD34+) and eEPCs (CD45−CD34+CD146) [207]. These 
results disagree with most of the studies that associate 
the use of statins with the increment in EPCs [199–203], 
as mentioned above. However, the effect of statins on 
EPCs is somehow controversial, since results not only 
reflects an increment in EPCs, but also no change, or a 
reduction of its levels [199–204]. These conflicting results 
may be explained by the different statins employed or the 
intensity or duration of the therapy.

Renin‑angiotensin system (RAS) inhibitors
Angiotensin II receptor antagonists, usually employed 
to reduce high blood pressure, have been recognized 
to increase the EPCs levels in DM patients. Indeed, the 
antagonists Olmesartan and Irbesartan were found to 
increase the levels of EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐
I+) in T2DM patients after 4 and 12 weeks of treatment 
[208], while the angiotensin-2 receptor blocker valsartan 
increased the levels of CD14+ KDR+ cells in DM patients 
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with asymptomatic CAD [209]. Also, the oral adminis-
tration of perindopril increased the number of cEPCs 
(CD34+CD133+KDR+) in T2DM patients that suffered 
AMI, at days 1, 3, 5, 7, 14, and 28 after percutaneous cor-
onary intervention [210]. The treatment also increased 
the plasma levels of VEGF and SDF-1α, reduced the 
high-sensitivity C reactive protein (hsCRP) levels and 
improved the clinical outcomes of the patients [210]. 
Similarly, the renin inhibitor aliskiren, but not hydro-
chlorothiazide, improved the vascular function T2DM-
hypertensive patients through the reduction of the blood 
pressure, the increase of the brachial artery flow-medi-
ated dilatation, and the enhancement of the left ventric-
ular function, and it also promoted the augmentation of 
EPCs (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+) levels and the pool of 
CD34+CD133+ cells [211].

Other treatments
Apart from the above-mentioned treatments, other 
drugs applied in DM patients have also been demon-
strated to influence EPCs number and functionality. For 
instance, calcium channel blockers (CCBs), drugs mainly 
employed to treat hypertension [212], have been shown 
positive effects over EPCs, by improving EPCs function-
ality as well as increasing the number of EPCs in several 
in  vitro studies [213, 214]. Similarly, Alpha-glucosidase 
inhibitors (AGI), commonly used to reduce glucose levels 
in T2DM [215], were found to increase the levels of EPCs 
(Sca-1+ Flk-1+) in a T2DM murine model, and improved 
the in  vivo wound healing and angiogenesis through 
the Akt/eNOS signalling pathway [216]. In the same 
line, Jeong et  al. compared the action of the 10-weeks-
treatment with two antiplatelet drugs, the P2Y12 recep-
tor antagonists ticagrelor and prasugrel, assessing that 
only the first one was able to increase the level of EPCs 
(CD34+KDR+/CD34+CD117+/CD34+CD133+) in T2DM 
patients with non–ST-segment elevation acute coronary 
syndrome. This increase was associated with the higher 
serum levels of adenosine caused as a pleiotropic effect of 
ticagrelor [217].

Finally, a combination of different treatments may be 
useful in the management of the vascular health in DM. 
In this sense, a multifactorial treatment including mono-, 
dual-, triple- or quadruple therapies with metformin, 
aspirin, statins and angiotensin II blockers increased 
the EPCs levels (Dil-acLDL+ FITC‐UEA‐I+) of T2DM 
patients after 90 days, especially when applying the quad-
ruple therapy [218].

Conclusions
The enormous number of studies highlighted here cor-
roborate the potential of using EPCs as biomarkers of 
DM and its vascular-related complications, given the 

effect that these pathologies exert over EPCs number 
and function. Nevertheless, the variability seen between 
the studies might be explained by the lack of consensus 
in the surface markers employed to define these cells, but 
also on the influence that DM comorbidities can exert 
over these cells. Additionally, the treatments applied to 
DM patients also affect the number as well as the func-
tionality of these cells. Finally, apart from the biomarker 
role assigned to these cells, future studies should further 
evaluate the molecular mechanisms by which EPCs role 
is impaired in DM and moreover, in the presence of vas-
cular diabetic complications, in order to provide more 
specific and personalized therapies to diabetic patients.
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