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ABSTRACT
Objectives  To assess the cardiovascular and renal 
efficacy and safety of sodium-glucose cotransporter-2 
(SGLT2) inhibitors in patients without diabetes.
Methods  We searched PubMed, MEDLINE, Embase 
and Cochrane Library for publications up to 17 
August 2022. Certainty of evidence was assessed 
using the Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, 
Development and Evaluation approach. Random-
effects meta-analyses were performed to pool effect 
measures across studies. Risk ratios (RRs) with 
95% CIs are expressed for composite cardiovascular 
outcome of cardiovascular death or hospitalisation for 
heart failure, cardiovascular death, hospitalisation for 
heart failure, all-cause mortality and composite renal 
outcome of ≥50% reduction in estimated glomerular 
filtration rate (eGFR), end-stage kidney disease 
or renal death. Annual rate of change in eGFR is 
expressed as the mean difference with 95% CI.
Results  We identified four trials with 8927 patients 
with heart failure or chronic kidney disease (CKD). 
Compared with placebo, SGLT2 inhibitors showed 
favourable effects on the composite cardiovascular 
outcome (RR: 0.79, 95% CI: 0.71 to 0.87; moderate 
certainty), cardiovascular death (0.85, 0.74 to 0.99; 
moderate certainty), hospitalisation for heart failure 
(0.72, 0.62 to 0.82; moderate certainty), the composite 
renal outcome (0.64, 0.48 to 0.85; low certainty) and 
the annual rate of change in eGFR (mean difference: 
0.99, 0.59 to 1.39 mL/min/1.73 m2/year; moderate 
certainty), while there was no significant difference 
in all-cause mortality (0.88, 0.77 to 1.01; very low 
certainty). Moderate certainty evidence indicated that 
SGLT2 inhibitors reduced the risk of serious adverse 
events and acute renal failure. Low certainty evidence 
suggested that SGLT2 inhibitors increased the risk 
of urinary tract infection and genital infection, while 
there were no differences in discontinuation due to 
adverse events, amputation, fracture, hypoglycaemia, 
ketoacidosis or volume depletion.
Conclusions  Evidence of low to moderate certainty 
suggests that SGLT2 inhibitors provide cardiorenal benefits 

but have increased risk for urinary tract infection and 
genital infection in patients without diabetes and with 
heart failure or CKD.
PROSPERO registration number  CRD42021239807.

INTRODUCTION
Sodium-glucose cotransporter-2 (SGLT2) 
inhibitors were initially developed and 
approved as glucose-lowering drugs with 
the unique mechanism of inducing glycos-
uria in patients with type 2 diabetes.1 Recent 
large randomised clinical trials (RCTs) have 
reported that SGLT2 inhibitors improved 
cardiovascular (CV) and renal outcomes, 
most notably reducing the risks of heart 
failure and kidney failure among patients 
with diabetes with high CV risk.2 3 Post hoc 
analyses of these trials suggested that the 

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY
	⇒ Extraction of non-diabetic data from currently avail-
able randomised clinical trials (RCTs), this systemat-
ic review and meta-analysis enrolled 8927 patients 
with heart failure or chronic kidney disease, and over 
3500 events of cardiovascular and renal outcomes.

	⇒ Six different types of efficacy outcomes and 10 
safety outcomes were analysed to evaluate the 
cardiorenal protective effects and drug safety of 
sodium-glucose cotransporter-2 inhibitors.

	⇒ The Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, 
Development and Evaluation approach was used to 
appraise the body of the evidence.

	⇒ Only four RCTs were included, and most of the trials 
had a relatively short study duration, which limited 
the power of the analyses of endpoints such as all-
cause mortality.

	⇒ Focusing on long-term clinical outcomes of chronic 
conditions, studies with acute conditions or follow-
up duration less than 1 year were not included.
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favourable CV and renal effects of SGLT2 inhibitors could 
not be completely explained by the modest improvement 
in metabolic profiles.4–6 These beneficial effects appeared 
to be maintained at decreased levels of renal function 
with attenuated glycosuric effects and seemed to be inde-
pendent of their glucose-lowering effects.7 8 Therefore, 
SGLT2 inhibitors were proposed to provide additional 
cardioprotective and renoprotective effects beyond the 
mechanisms of promoting glycosuria.9–11

RCTs comparing SGLT2 inhibitors with placebo, in 
which one-third to half of the participants did not have 
pre-existing diabetes, reported that SGLT2 inhibitors 
reduced the risk of CV and renal events, and the CV 
and renal benefits were similar among participants with 
and without diabetes.12–14 These encouraging effects in 
reducing CV and renal risks may not be directly linked 
to glucose-lowering effects, suggesting that the benefits 
of SGLT2 inhibitors might also be extended to individ-
uals without diabetes. Following the results from the 
Dapagliflozin and Prevention of Adverse Outcomes in 
Chronic Kidney Disease (DAPA-CKD) trial,14 the US 
Food and Drug Administration recently approved the 
use of dapagliflozin to reduce the risk of kidney function 
decline, kidney failure, CV death and heart failure in 
adults with chronic kidney disease (CKD) regardless of 
their diabetes status.15

To date, effective interventions to improve cardiorenal 
outcomes in patients without diabetes mellitus have been 
scarce, and there is an urgent need to identify therapeutic 
agents that may provide organ-protective effects.16 17 It is 
not known whether the routine use of SGLT2 inhibitors 
would provide additional cardiorenal benefits in patients 
without diabetes. Given the great promise in providing 
remarkable cardiorenal benefits that are independent of 
glycaemic control, we hypothesised that SGLT2 inhibi-
tors could have cardiorenal protective effects in patients 
without diabetes mellitus in addition to the background 
standard of care for heart failure or CKD. In this system-
atic review and meta-analysis, we synthesised results from 
RCTs to evaluate the effects of SGLT2 inhibitors versus 
placebo on CV and renal outcomes in patients without 
diabetes with heart failure or CKD. We also assessed 
the safety outcomes of treatment with SGLT2 inhibitors 
compared with placebo.

METHODS
Data sources and search strategies
We conducted electronic literature searches in PubMed, 
MEDLINE, Embase and Cochrane Library from incep-
tion until 17 August 2022. The search terms included 
Medical Subject Headings and text words that were rele-
vant to SGLT2 inhibitors, CV outcomes, renal outcomes 
and RCTs. We hand-searched the reference lists of all 
identified publications to identify additional studies. 
There was no restriction on the language of publication. 
The searches were rerun prior to the final analyses, and 
any further studies identified were retrieved for inclusion. 

Additional details of study protocol and search strategies 
are provided in online supplemental appendices 1 and 2. 
The study protocol for this review was registered in the 
International Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews 
(PROSPERO, registration number CRD42021239807). 
This study was reported in accordance with the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis 
guidelines.18

Study selection
We included randomised, parallel-group designed clin-
ical trials comparing SGLT2 inhibitors with placebo that 
enrolled adult participants older than 18 years without 
pre-existing diabetes. The included studies reported at 
least one prespecified CV or renal outcome. We excluded 
review articles, articles with irrelevant study designs, study 
protocols and RCTs assessing active comparisons or with 
a study duration of less than 1 year. We also excluded arti-
cles that enrolled solely patients with diabetes. Studies 
reporting outcomes from subgroups without diabetes 
were also included.

Data extraction and certainty/quality of evidence assessment
Two reviewers (W-CT and H-YW) independently extracted 
the following data: details of the study design, year of 
publication, study duration, generic name and dose of 
SGLT2 inhibitors, patient characteristics (age, sex and 
ethnicity), systolic blood pressure, estimated glomerular 
filtration rate (eGFR), glycated haemoglobin (HbA1c), 
underlying diseases, outcome events and adverse events. 
Two investigators (W-CT and H-YW) independently eval-
uated the methodological quality of the eligible trials by 
using the Cochrane Collaboration’s tool for assessing 
the risk of bias.19 The certainty of evidence was assessed 
independently using the Grading of Recommendations, 
Assessment, Development and Evaluation (GRADE) 
approach.20 Disagreements between the two authors were 
resolved by discussion or consultation.

Outcomes
Our outcomes of interest were (1) the composite CV 
outcome of CV death or hospitalisation for heart failure; 
(2) CV death; (3) hospitalisation for heart failure; (4) all-
cause mortality; (5) the composite renal outcome of 50% 
or greater reduction in eGFR, end-stage kidney disease 
(ESKD) or renal death; and (6) the annual rate of change 
in eGFR (mL/min/1.73 m2/year). The prespecified 
outcome major adverse cardiovascular events (defined as 
a composite of CV death, non-fatal myocardial infarction 
and non-fatal stroke), individually or in combination, 
were not available and were not included in this study 
even though multiple attempts through various modes of 
communication (email, industry and social media) were 
made to achieve relevant data. For safety outcomes, we 
assessed adverse events, including any serious adverse 
event, discontinuation of the study drug due to adverse 
events, hypoglycaemia, ketoacidosis, amputation, 
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fracture, volume depletion, acute renal failure, urinary 
tract infection and genital infection.

Data synthesis and analysis
Analyses were conducted with R software (V.4.0.5, R 
Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria).21 
Tables of the GRADE summary of findings were devel-
oped with GRADEpro GDT (Guideline Development 
Tool), showing the certainty of the evidence for each 
outcome across studies.22 The pooled estimates of effect 
measures and 95% CIs of comparisons between the use 
of SGLT2 inhibitors and placebo were calculated using 
both the fixed-effect model and the DerSimonian and 
Laird random-effects model.23 The effect size of binary 
outcomes, including the composite CV outcome, CV 
death, hospitalisation for heart failure, all-cause mortality 
and the composite renal outcome, is expressed as risk 
ratios (RRs) with 95% CIs. Therapy with SGLT2 inhibi-
tors would provide a better protective effect if the RR was 
significantly less than 1, and vice versa. The continuous 
outcome, the annual rate of change in eGFR, is expressed 
as the mean difference (MD) with 95% CI. Therapy with 
SGLT2 inhibitors would provide a better renoprotective 
effect if the MD was significantly greater than zero (ie, 
a lower rate of decline in eGFR), and vice versa. For the 
data needed to pool the annual rate of change in eGFR, 
we used imputation methods to reconstruct the missing 

values as recommended in the Cochrane Handbook 
(online supplemental appendix 3).23 Since the included 
studies in our systematic review enrolled populations with 
different types of chronic diseases, the between-study 
variance could be substantial, and the use of a fixed-
effect model might not properly summarise the effect 
measures.24 Therefore, the random-effects model was used 
as the primary analytical model to calculate the pooled 
estimates for the effect measures of the included studies. 
The between-study heterogeneity was assessed by the I2 
statistic and the Cochrane Q-test.23 There were no study-
level covariates available to explore the potential sources 
of heterogeneity, and we did not perform subgroup anal-
yses or meta-regression in this study. To assess publication 
bias, we performed the funnel plot and Egger’s test.25 For 
study outcomes with fewer than three included studies, 
Egger’s test could not be performed. Two-sided p values 
<0.05 were considered statistically significant.

Patient and public involvement
Patients or the public were not involved in this study.

RESULTS
As shown in figure  1, a total of 838 articles were iden-
tified by the literature search. Of these, 27 articles were 
reviewed in full text, and 7 articles from four trials were 
included.

Study characteristics
There were four RCTs from seven eligible articles26–29 that 
enrolled a total of 8927 participants without diabetes. 
All studies were multicentre, double-blind, placebo-
controlled, randomised trials. The clinical and method-
ological characteristics of each study are summarised in 
table 1.

Three studies enrolled patients with chronic heart 
failure, and one study focused on those with CKD. All 
studies were designed to compare SGLT2 inhibitors 
with placebo as an adjunct to the standard of care. The 
status of diabetes at baseline was one of the stratifica-
tion variables in all four trials. The length of follow-up 
ranged from 1.3 to 2.4 years. In terms of the SGLT2 inhib-
itors, dapagliflozin was prescribed in two studies, and 
empagliflozin was prescribed in another two studies. All 
regimens were administered at a dosage of 10 mg once 
daily. The mean age of the participants in the studies 
ranged from 56 to 73 years, with females accounting for 
33%. Regarding ethnicity, 70% of the participants were 
white, one-fifth were Asian and 5% were black. Overall, 
the majority of the participants (85%) had a history of 
chronic heart failure. The mean HbA1C of the partici-
pants in the studies ranged from 5.6% to 5.8%. Half of 
the participants (51%) had eGFR levels less than 60 mL/
min/1.73 m2. As a standard of care, 45% of the partici-
pants received angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitors, 
35% received angiotensin receptor blockers and 76% 
received diuretics.

Figure 1  Summary of study identification and selection. 
eGFR, estimated glomerular filtration rate.
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Assessment of risk of bias and body of evidence
The risk of bias of the included studies is summarised in 
online supplemental figures S1 and S2. All four studies 
were deemed to be at low risk of bias in all domains.

For efficacy outcomes, certainty of evidence was rated 
‘moderate’ for composite CV outcome, CV death, hospi-
talisation for heart failure and annual rate of change in 
eGFR, ‘low’ for composite renal outcome and ‘very low’ 
for all-cause mortality (online supplemental table S1). 
For safety outcomes, certainty of evidence was rated 
‘moderate’ for any serious adverse event and acute renal 
failure, and ‘low’ for amputation, fracture, volume deple-
tion, urinary tract infection and genital infection (online 
supplemental table S2).

Effects of SGLT2 inhibitors on CV and renal outcomes
There were a total of 3512 CV and renal events in the 
four RCTs, including 1184 composite CV outcomes, 
646 CV deaths, 727 hospitalisations for heart failure, 
723 deaths and 232 composite renal outcomes. Figure 2 
shows the pooled estimates of CV and renal outcomes. 
The composite renal outcome generally included renal 
death, ESKD and a sustained reduction in eGFR of 50% 
or greater in the DAPA-HF trial26 and DAPA-CKD trial29 
and 40% or greater in the EMPEROR-Reduced trial28 and 
EMPEROR-Preserved trial30; the composite renal outcome 
did not include renal-related death in the EMPEROR-
Reduced trial28 and EMPEROR-Preserved trial30 (online 
supplemental table S3). Between-study heterogeneity was 
not present in the CV and renal outcomes (figure 2A–F). 
The funnel plots and Egger’s test indicated no significant 
publication bias for the study outcomes except for all-
cause mortality that had funnel plot asymmetry (Egger’s 
test, p=0.01) (online supplemental figure S3).

Compared with placebo, SGLT2 inhibitors signifi-
cantly reduced the risk of the composite CV outcome 
(RR: 0.79, 95% CI: 0.71 to 0.87, p<0.001; figure  2A; 
moderate certainty evidence, online supplemental table 
S1), CV death (RR: 0.85, 95% CI: 0.74 to 0.99, p=0.04; 
figure  2B; moderate certainty evidence, online supple-
mental table S1), hospitalisation for heart failure (RR: 
0.72, 95% CI: 0.62 to 0.82, p<0.001; figure 2C; moderate 
certainty evidence, online supplemental table S1), the 
composite renal outcome (RR: 0.64, 95% CI: 0.48 to 0.85, 
p=0.002; figure 2E; low certainty evidence, online supple-
mental table S1) and the annual rate of change in eGFR 
(MD: 0.99, 95% CI: 0.59 to 1.39 mL/min/1.73 m2/year, 
p<0.001; figure 2F; moderate certainty evidence, online 
supplemental table S1). SGLT2 inhibitors did not reduce 
the risk of all-cause mortality (RR: 0.88, 95% CI: 0.77 
to 1.01, p=0.07; figure  2D; very low certainty evidence, 
online supplemental table S1) compared with placebo.

Safety profile of therapy with SGLT2 inhibitors
Table  2 summarises the adverse events reported in the 
included studies.

Figure  3 displays the pooled estimates for the safety 
outcomes. All four trials26 28–30 reported data on adverse 

events, including any serious adverse event, discontinu-
ation of the study drug due to adverse events, hypogly-
caemia, ketoacidosis, amputation, volume depletion and 
acute renal failure. Three trials26 28 29 reported the risk 
of fracture. Three trials28–30 reported the risk of urinary 
tract infection and genital infection. Three trials26 28 29 
reported that there was no event of hypoglycaemia in 
either group and one trial30 reported two hypoglycaemic 
events in each group. All four trials reported that there 
was no event of ketoacidosis in either group. Heteroge-
neity between studies was not present in any of the safety 
outcomes (figure 3A–H). No evidence of publication bias 
was detected in the funnel plots and Egger’s test for the 
safety outcomes (online supplemental figure S4).

Of the 8917 participants, 3509 (39%) experienced 
serious adverse events: 38% in the SGLT2 inhibitor group 
and 41% in the placebo group. Compared with partici-
pants in the placebo group, those in the SGLT2 inhibitor 
group had a lower risk of any serious adverse event (RR: 
0.91, 95% CI: 0.87 to 0.96, p<0.001; figure 3A; moderate 
certainty evidence, online supplemental table S2), 
and acute renal failure (RR: 0.82, 95% CI: 0.71 to 0.94, 
p=0.006; figure 3F; moderate certainty evidence, online 
supplemental table S2). Compared with placebo, SGLT2 
inhibitors significantly increased the risk of urinary 
tract infection (RR: 1.29, 95% CI: 1.05 to 1.58, p=0.02; 
figure  3G; low certainty evidence, online supplemental 
table S2) and genital infection (RR: 2.44, 95% CI: 1.14 
to 5.25, p=0.02; figure 3H; low certainty evidence, online 
supplemental table S2). There were no between-group 
differences in discontinuation of the study drug due to 
adverse events (RR: 1.05, 95% CI: 0.94 to 1.18, p=0.38; 
figure  3B; low certainty evidence, online supplemental 
table S2), amputation (RR: 0.48, 95% CI: 0.13 to 1.74, 
p=0.26; figure 3C; low certainty evidence, online supple-
mental table S2), fracture (RR: 1.22, 95% CI: 0.87 to 1.72, 
p=0.25; figure 3D; low certainty evidence, online supple-
mental table S2) or volume depletion (RR: 1.21, 95% CI: 
0.99 to 1.48, p=0.07; figure  3E; low certainty evidence, 
online supplemental table S2).

DISCUSSION
In this systematic review and meta-analysis comparing 
SGLT2 inhibitors with placebo in patients without 
diabetes with chronic heart failure or CKD, we found that 
SGLT2 inhibitors provided cardiorenal protective effects 
with additional adverse effects. A total of 8927 participants 
were analysed, and all received medical standards of care. 
The majority of the participants had pre-existing chronic 
heart failure and half of them had CKD. Compared with 
placebo, the pooled treatment effects showed that SGLT2 
inhibitors reduced the risk of the composite CV outcome 
of CV death or hospitalisation for heart failure by 21%, 
CV death by 15%, hospitalisation for heart failure by 28% 
and decreased the risk of the composite renal outcome of 
≥50% reduction in eGFR, ESKD or renal death by 36%. 
SGLT2 inhibitors also postponed the decline in eGFR by 
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Figure 2  Pooled estimates of the efficacy outcomes comparing SGLT2 inhibitors with placebo. (A) Composite cardiovascular 
outcome of cardiovascular death or hospitalisation for heart failure, (B) cardiovascular death, (C) hospitalisation for heart 
failure, (D) all-cause mortality, (E) composite renal outcome of 50% or greater reduction in eGFR, end-stage kidney disease 
or renal death and (F) annual rate of change in eGFR (mL/min/1.73 m2/year) for comparisons between SGLT2 inhibitors and 
placebo. DAPA-CKD, Dapagliflozin and Prevention of Adverse Outcomes in Chronic Kidney Disease; DAPA-HF, Dapagliflozin 
and Prevention of Adverse Outcomes in Heart Failure; eGFR, estimated glomerular filtration rate; EMPEROR-Preserved, 
Empagliflozin Outcome Trial in Patients With Chronic Heart Failure With Preserved Ejection Fraction; EMPEROR-Reduced, 
Empagliflozin Outcome Trial in Patients with Chronic Heart Failure and a Reduced Ejection Fraction; MD, mean difference; RR, 
risk ratio; SGLT2, sodium-glucose cotransporter-2.
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0.99 mL/min/1.73 m2 per year. Compared with those 
who received placebo, patients treated with SGLT2 inhib-
itors had a lower risk of serious adverse events and acute 
renal failure but did show an increased risk of urinary 
tract infection and genital infection. Adopting the 
GRADE approach, low to moderate certainty evidence 
demonstrated that SGLT2 inhibitors should be consid-
ered in individuals without diabetes and with chronic 
heart failure or CKD to prevent the deleterious effects of 
CV and renal diseases. However, evidence of low certainty 
suggested that SGLT2 inhibitors might cause clinically 
important adverse events such as urinary tract infection 
and genital infection, which could jeopardise tolerability 
of long-term treatment with SGLT2 inhibitors.

Strengths of this study
To the best of our knowledge, this is one of the largest 
systematic review and meta-analysis comparing SGLT2 
inhibitors with placebo in terms of cardiorenal protec-
tive effects and safety among patients without diabetes. 
Following a standard study protocol and using a compre-
hensive search strategy, this systematic review enrolled 
four large-scale RCTs with more than 8900 patients and 
over 3500 events of CV and renal outcomes. Six different 
types of efficacy outcomes were analysed to evaluate the 
cardiorenal protective effects of SGLT2 inhibitors, and 
most of the pooled treatment effects showed significant 
protective effects. The safety of SGLT2 inhibitors was also 
demonstrated after evaluating ten different types of safety 
outcomes. Quality appraisals used the GRADE approach. 
Accordingly, our data favourably provide comprehensive 
evidence of the cardiorenal protective effects and drug 
safety of SGLT2 inhibitors in patients without diabetes 
and with heart failure or CKD.

Results in relation to other studies and reviews
Despite substantial evidence of the beneficial effects 
of SGLT2 inhibitors on important clinical outcomes 
in patients with type 2 diabetes,31 32 few studies have 
attempted to focus on populations without diabetes. 
Recently, several large-scale RCTs have enrolled both 
patients with and without diabetes to evaluate the clinical 
benefits of SGLT2 inhibitors.12–14 The Dapagliflozin and 
Prevention of Adverse Outcomes in Heart Failure (DAPA-
HF) trial, which included individuals without diabetes 
accounting for 55% of the enrollees, evaluated the 
effects of dapagliflozin in 4744 participants with chronic 
heart failure.12 After a median follow-up of 18.2 months, 
dapagliflozin reduced the risk of the primary outcome of 
CV death or worsening heart failure by 26% (HR: 0.74, 
95% CI: 0.65 to 0.85), with similar benefits in patients 
with and without diabetes (p value for interaction=0.83).12 
The DAPA-CKD trial enrolled a total of 4304 partici-
pants with CKD, among which one-third were individuals 
without diabetes.14 After a median follow-up of 2.4 years, 
dapagliflozin reduced the risk of the primary outcome of 
≥50% sustained eGFR decline, ESKD or death from renal 
or CV causes by 39% (HR: 0.61, 95% CI: 0.51 to 0.72), Ta
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Figure 3  Pooled estimates of the safety outcomes comparing SGLT2 inhibitors with placebo. (A) Any serious adverse event, 
(B) discontinuation of the study drug due to adverse events, (C) amputation, (D) fracture, (E) volume depletion, (F) acute renal 
failure, (G) urinary tract infection and (H) genital infection, for comparisons between SGLT2 inhibitors and placebo. DAPA-CKD, 
Dapagliflozin and Prevention of Adverse Outcomes in Chronic Kidney Disease; DAPA-HF, Dapagliflozin and Prevention of 
Adverse Outcomes in Heart Failure; EMPEROR-Preserved, Empagliflozin Outcome Trial in Patients With Chronic Heart Failure 
With Preserved Ejection Fraction; EMPEROR-Reduced, Empagliflozin Outcome Trial in Patients with Chronic Heart Failure and a 
Reduced Ejection Fraction; RR, risk ratio; SGLT2, sodium-glucose cotransporter-2.
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with similar benefits in patients with and without diabetes 
(p value for interaction=0.24).14 Evidence of the clinical 
benefits of SGLT2 inhibitors in the population without 
diabetes was obtained from subgroup analyses of these 
trials, which were generally underpowered. In a system-
atic review, Teo et al reported better cardiac outcomes in 
patients without diabetes who received SGLT2 inhibitors 
than in those who received placebo,33 but the landmark 
DAPA-CKD trial was not included in this review. In a meta-
analysis of the DAPA-HF and the Empagliflozin Outcome 
Trial in Patients with Chronic Heart Failure and a Reduced 
Ejection Fraction (EMPEROR-Reduced) trials, Zannad et 
al reported that treatment with SGLT2 inhibitors reduced 
the risk of the composite outcome of hospitalisation for 
heart failure or CV death by 25% (HR: 0.75, 95% CI: 0.65 
to 0.87) in patients without diabetes.34 In a recent system-
atic review and meta-analysis reported by Salah et al, initia-
tion of SGLT2 inhibitors in patients hospitalised for acute 
heart failure reduced the risk of rehospitalisation for 
heart failure by 48%, while the effect on adverse events 
remained uncertain as the findings from included studies 
were limited due to few events.35 After extracting infor-
mation on participants without diabetes from the four 
latest large-scale trials, our findings were consistent with 
those of individual trials and previous systematic reviews. 
Our data not only supported the CV and renal efficacy 
but also uncovered the adverse effect of SGLT2 inhibitors 
in patients without diabetes with heart failure or CKD.

The mechanisms underlying the organ-protective 
effects of SGLT2 inhibitors in these populations are not 
yet completely understood but may be beyond their meta-
bolic effects of enhancing glycosuria. Within a few years, 
there has been an increasing number of proposed path-
ways for the systemic organ-protective effects of SGLT2 
inhibitors, which are related to preventing sodium and 
water retention,36 favourable metabolic adaptations for 
energy production,37 38 restored myocardial sodium and 
calcium balance by the inhibition of sodium-hydrogen 
exchanger 1,39 reduced tissue sodium content,40 atten-
uations of tubuloglomerular feedback and subsequent 
intraglomerular hypertension leading to renoprotec-
tion,41 42 activation of the depressor arm of the renal-
angiotensin-aldosterone system evoking vasodilatory, 
antioxidant, anti-inflammatory and sympathoinhibitory 
effects,11 suppression of inflammation and fibrosis,43 
induction of erythropoiesis44 and adaptive reprogram-
ming of stressed cells via the activation of sirtuin 1, which 
promotes homeostasis and survival.9

By evaluating a total of 10 safety outcomes, the results 
of our study showed that treatment with SGLT2 inhibi-
tors elicited some adverse events though had lower risk 
for any serious adverse events and acute renal failure 
in the population without diabetes. It is also important 
to note that there were no events of hypoglycaemia or 
ketoacidosis in the included trials, except for EMPEROR-
Preserved trial reported by Filippatos et al30 that showed 
a similar hypoglycaemic event in both groups. Compared 
with those in the placebo group, participants in the 

SGLT2 inhibitors group experienced an increased risk 
of urinary tract infection by 29% (RR: 1.29, 95% CI: 
1.05 to 1.58, p=0.02; figure  3G; low certainty evidence, 
online supplemental table S2) and a 2.44-fold higher 
risk of genital infection (RR: 2.44, 95% CI: 1.14 to 5.25, 
p=0.02; figure 3H; low certainty evidence, online supple-
mental table S2). However, there was a lower risk of any 
serious adverse events by 9% (RR: 0.91, 95% CI: 0.87 to 
0.96, p<0.001; figure  3A; moderate certainty evidence, 
online supplemental table S2), and acute renal failure by 
18% (RR: 0.82, 95% CI: 0.71 to 0.94, p=0.006; figure 3F; 
moderate certainty evidence, online supplemental table 
S2) among participants who received SGLT2 inhibitors 
than among those who received placebo, while the risks 
of other adverse events including discontinuation of the 
study drug due to adverse events, amputation, fracture and 
volume depletion were similar among participants in the 
SGLT2 inhibitor and placebo groups (figure 3B–E). The 
increased risk of clinically important adverse events such 
as urinary tract infection and genital infection observed 
in our study must be balanced with the cardiorenal bene-
fits of SGLT2 inhibitors, especially in the context of long-
term use.

Limitations
Our study has several limitations. First, subgroup anal-
ysis and meta-regression of the study outcomes were not 
performed in this study because there were no study-
level covariates available. Although there was no signif-
icant between-study heterogeneity for all efficacy and 
safety outcomes, whether the cardiorenal benefits differ 
among different stages of heart failure or CKD deserves 
further study. Second, our study included patients 
without diabetes with chronic heart failure or CKD. 
Therefore, the organ-protective effects of SGLT2 inhibi-
tors that we observed are restricted to these populations. 
Ongoing trials such as EMPA-Kidney45 should contribute 
to expanding the population that benefits from SGLT2 
inhibition if they meet their primary endpoints. Third, 
the number of included RCTs was small, and most of the 
trials had a relatively short study duration, which limited 
the power of the analyses of endpoints such as all-cause 
mortality. However, the power to detect a true benefit 
might be increased by the inclusion of over 8900 patients 
with heart or kidney disease and by the collection of more 
than 3500 events of cardiorenal outcomes in this study. 
Fourth, the included studies were not designed to enrol 
solely patients without diabetes. Because participants 
were stratified by status of diabetes at randomisation 
in all included trials, the baseline characteristics of the 
participants were similar among the SGLT2 inhibitor and 
placebo groups. As a result, it was reasonable to extract 
data from participants without diabetes in these trials. 
Finally, the SGLT2 inhibitors prescribed in the included 
trials were dapagliflozin or empagliflozin. Whether 
other SGLT2 inhibitors provide similar cardioprotective 
or renoprotective effects in patients without diabetes 
deserves further study.
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CONCLUSIONS
Our analyses showed that treatment with SGLT2 inhibi-
tors provided additional cardiorenal benefits in patients 
without diabetes who had received standard of care for 
heart failure or CKD. However, there were safety concerns, 
such as urinary tract infection and genital infection, 
regarding the use of SGLT2 inhibitors. With the evidence 
of low to moderate certainty, our study confers substantial 
evidence supporting the routine use of SGLT2 inhibitors 
in individuals without diabetes and with chronic heart 
failure or CKD to reduce CV and renal morbidities and 
mortalities, but the integrity of such strategy might be 
compromised due to an increased risk of adverse events.
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