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Diabetes
What you need to know

Diabetes facts
• More than 3 million Canadians have diabetes.
• Diabetes is the leading cause of blindness, end stage renal disease
and non-traumatic amputation in Canadian adults. If left unmanaged,
diabetes can cause long-term health problems.
• Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death in people
with diabetes and happens 2 to 4 times more often than in people
without diabetes.
• The number of people with the disease is on the rise.
• There are many advances in medicine that can help people manage
their diabetes.
(Canadian Diabetes Association 2015)

What is diabetes?
Diabetes is a disease in which the pancreas does not make insulin or the
body does not properly use the insulin it makes. Insulin is a hormone that
controls the amount of glucose (sugar) in the blood.

What is prediabetes?
Prediabetes happens when blood sugar levels are higher than normal but
not high enough to be diabetes. Many people with prediabetes develop type
2 diabetes within 10 years. With some weight loss and moderate exercise
people with prediabetes can delay or prevent type 2 diabetes and lower their
risk of heart disease and stroke.

(Canadian Diabetes Association 2015)
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There are 3 types of diabetes
1. Type 1 diabetes
• Usually diagnosed in children and adolescents
• Occurs when the pancreas cannot make insulin
• About 1 person in a group of 10 people with diabetes have type 1 diabetes
2. Type 2 diabetes
• Usually develops in adulthood
• Occurs when the pancreas does not make enough insulin, or when the
body does not effectively use the insulin that is made
• About 9 people in a group of 10 people with diabetes have type 2 diabetes
3. Gestational diabetes
• A short-term condition that can happen during pregnancy

Risk factors for diabetes
• You are 40 years old and older
• You are a member of a high risk group such as: Aboriginal, Hispanic, Asian,
South Asian or African
• You are overweight
• You have parent, brother or sister with diabetes
• You have high blood pressure
• You have high cholesterol
• You have coronary artery disease
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Tests and diagnoses
To find out if you have diabetes, you will need to have a few tests:
1. A glycated hemoglobin (A1C) blood test to find out your average blood
sugar level for the past few months.
2. A random blood sugar test to check blood sugar levels. A number over
11 mmol/L means you may have diabetes.
3. A fasting blood sugar test. Your blood sample will be taken after you
fast overnight. It will be used to find out if your blood sugar levels are
normal, prediabetic or diabetic. If you are found to be diabetic, you will
need other blood tests to find out if you have type 1 or type 2 diabetes.

How will you feel if you have diabetes?
If you have hyperglycemia (high blood sugar), you may have:
• Stomach pain, nausea or vomiting
• Blurred vision
• Frequent need to pass urine
• Very thirsty
• Feeling tired and unwell

What you need to do:
• Follow your prescribed diet.
• Drink extra fluids that are sugar free.
• Check your blood sugar 4 times a day.
• Go to your doctor for help. You may need extra medication or, you may
need a change in your medication.
• Always take your insulin injections or pills.
• If you vomit more than 2 times in 12 hours, call your doctor, or go to
your nearest emergency room right away.
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If you have hypoglycemia (low blood sugar), you may have:
• Trembling, shakiness
• Sweating, as well as feeling cold and clammy
• Trouble concentrating
• Hunger
• Anxiety
• Palpitations (fast heart beat)
• Nausea

What you need to do:
• Follow your prescribed diet
• Don’t wait. Chew 15 grams of glucose tablets or drink ¾ cup (175 ml) of
regular pop or juice
• Follow up: Check your blood sugar after 15 minutes. If it is less than
4 mmol/L, treat again as above. If your usual meal is more than 1 hour
away, you need to have a snack.
• Test your sugar before and after treating low blood sugar.

How to test your blood glucose levels

• A blood glucose meter is used to test your blood glucose.
• Once you have the meter, make sure that you get the proper teaching
before you begin to use it.
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Recommended blood glucose targets for people with diabetes:
AIC

Fasting Blood
glucose/before
meals (mmol/L)

Blood glucose
two hours after
eating (mmol/L)

Target for most
people with
diabetes

less than 7.0%

4.0 to 7.0

5.0 to 10.0

Normal Range

less than 6.0%

4.0 to 6.0

5.0 to 8.0

Why is controlling blood pressure important for people
with diabetes?
• When blood pressure is high, it puts stress on the body. This can cause
damage to the heart, brain, kidneys and eyes.
• High blood glucose levels are a risk factor for high blood pressure. This
can lead to hardening of the arteries.
• People with diabetes are 2 to 3 times more likely to get heart disease or
have a stroke at an earlier age.
• People with diabetes should have their blood pressure checked every
time they visit their doctor.

6

Alcohol and diabetes
I have diabetes. Can I drink alcohol?
Consider the following question when deciding what is best for you:
• Is my diabetes under control?
• Am I free from health problems that alcohol can make worse such
as: disease of the pancreas, eye disease, high blood pressure, high
triglycerides, liver problems, nerve damage or stroke?
• Do I know how to prevent and treat low blood sugar?

If you answered “Yes” to all these questions, talk to your doctor first.
• However, if you do not drink alcohol, do not start.
• If you choose to drink alcohol, have no more than 2 drinks for adult men
and 1 drink for an adult woman per day, subject to your doctor’s advice.
• Heavy alcohol drinkers who have more than 3 drinks a day should drink
less as it is more difficult to control blood sugar. Drinking too much
alcohol can also increase the risk for other health problems.

Smoking and diabetes
I have diabetes. Can I smoke?
• People with diabetes are at even greater risk from smoking because the
chemicals in cigarette smoke attack blood vessels, leading to a hardening
of the arteries. This impairs the blood’s ability to carry oxygen to body
tissues.
• High blood pressure and smoking is a deadly combination that increases
damage to the blood vessels that feed the heart, brain, kidneys and
peripheral nerves. This can speed up the long term complications of
diabetes.
• People who have diabetes and smoke are 3 times more
likely to have a heart attack.
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Complications of diabetes
Eye disease
Diabetes can cause eye problems such as blurred vision and, in severe
conditions, even blindness. Visit with an eye specialist who will dilate your
pupils and check for signs of eye disease.

Foot care
Diabetes can affect the blood flow to your feet and toes. If you have ingrown
toe nails, cuts and sores on your feet, this can lead to serious infections. Ask
your family doctor to check your feet.

Kidney disease
Diabetes can cause kidney problems, so ask your doctor to test your urine
regularly for early signs of kidney disease.

Nerve disease
Tell your doctor if your hands or feet ever feel numb or, if they feel like they
are “full of pins and needles.” This may be a complication of diabetes.

Some things I can do to help myself right now
Physical activity
If you have type 2 diabetes, regular exercise has can help. It can improve
your body’s sensitivity to insulin and help you manage your blood sugar
levels.

Recommended activities
• Aerobic exercises: brisk walking, running, swimming, or dancing
• Resistance exercises: weight training increases muscle strength. You
should get some instruction from a qualified exercise specialist first, and
then start slowly.
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How much exercise is enough?
• Do 150 minutes of moderate to intense aerobic exercises each week (30
minutes, 5 days a week).
• Start slowly with 5 to 10 minutes of exercises a day. Then gradually build
up to your goal.
• If you are able, and when you are ready, try adding resistance exercises
like lifting weights 3 times a week.

Testing your blood glucose levels
If you have diabetes, testing your blood glucose levels is an important part
of caring for yourself every day.
Testing will:
• Give you a quick measurement of your blood sugar level at a given time
• Show you how your lifestyle and diabetes medication affect your sugar
levels
• Help you and your diabetes health care team to make lifestyle changes
that will improve your blood sugar levels.
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General tips for healthy eating, preventing and managing
diabetes
• Eat 3 meals a day at regular times and space meals no more than
6 hours apart. You might benefit from a healthy snack.
▪▪ Eating at regular times helps your body control blood sugar levels.
• Have less sugar and sweets such as sugar, regular pop, desserts,
candies, jam and honey.
▪▪ The more sugar you eat, the higher your blood sugar will be.
▪▪ Artificial sweeteners can be useful.
• Limit the amount of high fat food you eat such as fried foods, chips and
pastries.
▪▪ High fat foods may cause you to gain weight. A healthy weight helps
you control your blood sugar and is healthier for your heart.
• Eat more fibre foods (whole grain breads and cereals,
lentils, dried beans and peas, brown rice, vegetables
and fruits.
▪▪ Food high in fibre may help you feel full and may
lower blood sugar and cholesterol levels.
• If you are thirsty, drink water.
▪▪ If you drink regular pop and fruit juice, this will raise
your blood sugar.
• Add physical activity to your life.
▪▪ Regular exercise will help you control your blood sugar.
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Action plan 							Date:

		

The change I want to make happen is:
												
My goal for the next month is:
												
Action Plan: The specific steps I will take to reach my goal (what, when,
where, how often):
												
Things that could make it difficult to meet my goal:
												
My plan for overcoming these challenges are:
												
Support and resources I will need:
												
How important is it to me that I achieve my goal?
(scale of 0 to10, 0 is not important at all and 10 is extremely important):
												
How confident am I that I can achieve my goal? (scale of 0 to 10, 0 is not
confident at all and 10 is extremely confident):
												
Review date: 			

		

(from CDA 2015)
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