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PEOPLE WITH DIABETES MUST TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THEIR ILLNESS.

Written By:  Douglas J. Lanska, M.D.

Neurologist

Chief of Staff

Tomah VA Medical Center, Tomah, WI

People with diabetes often develop disabling complications, including amputations, heart attacks, strokes, kidney failure, blindness, blockages of blood vessels in the legs, and nerve damage.  Unfortunately, at least 80% of diabetics don’t follow through on optimal self-care to help prevent these devastating complications.  Many diabetic patient don’t realize what damage is occurring and avoid lifestyle changes and stronger medication treatments until their bodies are badly and irreversibly damaged.  

To be successful in controlling their disease, people with diabetes must take responsibility for their illness and make important lifestyle changes, including the following:

· Maintain an appropriate diet recommended by a dietitian or other healthcare provider.  

· Maintain an appropriate weight.  

· Exercise regularly.  

· Stop smoking. 

· Keep alcohol intake moderate.

· Monitor blood sugar regularly at home.

· Know their own laboratory test results and their target values.

· Discuss preventive care with their healthcare providers.

· Learn what medications they are taking, what the medications are supposed to do, and what possible side effects they have.

A salt-restricted diet, weight loss, and moderate physical activity can help decrease blood pressure.  Moderate salt restriction to two grams of sodium per day can produce a three- or four-point drop in average blood pressure.  Weight loss can produce a one-point drop in average blood pressure for each kilogram (a little more than two pounds) of weight lost.  Moderate physical activity, such as brisk walking for 30 to 45 minutes most days of the week can also help with weight loss and with blood pressure control.

Diabetic patients should generally eat the same heart-healthy diet recommended for all Americans: a well-balanced, low-calorie, low-fat, high fiber diet.  Consuming a similar amount of carbohydrates each day is also important to maintain better blood sugar control.  If they have high blood pressure, moderate salt restriction to two grams of sodium per day is also helpful in decreasing average blood pressure by three to four points.

Obesity contributes to poor blood sugar control, high blood pressure, and heart attacks.  

For most adults with diabetes, the diet should provide 1500 to 2000 calories a day, including snacks.  Children, adolescents, pregnant women, and older people may require some adjustment in these values.  

Persons with diabetes should get at least 30 to 45 minutes of exercise on most days of the week.  If there are no other symptoms, a moderate exercise program, such as brisk walking, can usually be started safely.  However, persons over age 35 should consult their healthcare provider before beginning a more vigorous exercise program, especially if they have a history of high blood pressure or heart disease.  

Smokers with diabetes have an increased risk of complications and premature death compared to non-smokers.  Still, only about half of those with diabetes are advised to quit smoking by their healthcare providers.  

Nicotine replacement therapy with gum or patches can limit nicotine withdrawal symptoms and make it easier for patients to quit smoking.  Nicotine replacement therapy works best if it is combined with appropriate counseling.  Issues that may affect compliance with smoking cessation include depression and concern regarding weight gain.  

Because less than half of patients with diabetes receive recommended care from their healthcare providers, it is essential that people educate themselves on the care required, and regularly discuss prevention with their healthcare providers.

Many people will need several drugs to control their diabetes, cholesterol, and blood pressure, and to decrease the risks of complications like heart attacks, strokes, kidney failure, blindness, and nerve damage.  They should take their medications regularly, as prescribed, and should know the benefits and side effects of each one.
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