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A Detailed Look at 
Diabetes
Plus Tips to Manage Your Condition.
•    More than 34 million people in the United States 

have diabetes, and 1 in 4 of them don’t know they 
have it.

•    More than 88 million U.S. adults —1 in 3 — have 
prediabetes, and 90% of them don’t know they 
have it.

•    Being overweight, being age 45 or older, and being 
physically active less than 3 times/week are risk 
factors for prediabetes and type 2 diabetes.

- Facts from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

According to the CDC, diabetes is a chronic health 
condition affecting how your body turns food into 
energy. Most of the food you eat is broken down 
into sugar (also called glucose) and released into the 
bloodstream. When blood sugar goes up, it signals the 
pancreas to release insulin. Insulin acts like a key to let 
the blood sugar into the body’s cells for use as energy.
With diabetes, the body either doesn’t make 
enough insulin or can’t use the insulin it makes as 

well as it should. When there isn’t enough insulin, 
or cells stop responding to insulin, too much 
blood sugar stays in the bloodstream. Over time, 
this can cause serious health problems, such as 
heart disease, vision loss, and kidney disease.
There isn’t a cure yet for diabetes, but losing 
weight, eating healthy food, and being active can 
help to control it. Taking medicine as prescribed, 
getting diabetes self-management education and 
support, and keeping health care appointments 
can also reduce the impact of diabetes on your life. 
There are three main types of diabetes: type 1, type 2, 
and gestational diabetes (diabetes while pregnant).

Type 1 Diabetes
Type 1 diabetes is thought to be caused by an 
autoimmune reaction (the body attacks itself by 
mistake) and stops the body from making insulin. 
Approximately 5-10% of the people who have 
diabetes have type 1. Symptoms of type 1 diabetes 
often develop quickly. It’s usually diagnosed in 
children, teens, and young adults. Type 1 diabetes 
requires taking insulin every day to survive. Currently, 
no one knows how to prevent type 1 diabetes.

Type 2 Diabetes
With type 2 diabetes, the body doesn’t use 
insulin well and can’t keep blood sugar at normal 
levels. About 90-95% of people with diabetes 
have type 2. It develops over many years and is 
usually diagnosed in adults (but more and more 
in children, teens, and young adults). You may not 
notice any symptoms, so it’s important to get your 
blood sugar tested if you’re at risk. Type 2 diabetes 
can be prevented or delayed with healthy lifestyle 
changes, such as losing weight, eating healthy 
food, and being active.

Gestational Diabetes
Gestational diabetes develops in pregnant women 
who have never had diabetes and can put the 
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baby at higher risk for health problems. Gestational 
diabetes usually goes away after the baby is born but 
increases the risk for type 2 diabetes later in life. The 
baby can also develop type 2 diabetes later in life, 
and is more likely to have obesity as a child or teen.

Prediabetes
In the United States, 88 million adults — more than 
1 in 3 — have prediabetes, and more than 84% of 
them don’t know they have it. With prediabetes, 
blood sugar levels are higher than normal, but not 
high enough yet to be diagnosed as type 2 diabetes. 
Prediabetes raises the risk for type 2 diabetes, heart 
disease, and stroke. The good news is, a CDC-
recognized lifestyle change program can help with 
healthy steps to reverse it.

Active A Healthy Weight
First, what does “healthy weight” mean to you? Is 
it the weight you think you should be? The same as 
you weighed 20 years ago? The number that is right 
for you is personal, but here are some pointers on 
how to get to a weight that enhances your health 
and life and helps you stay there.
Two ways to get an idea if your weight is healthy 
or not are body mass index (BMI) and waist 
circumference. BMI measures your height compared 
to your weight. For example, a person who is 5’7” 
and weighs 170 pounds has a BMI of 26.6, which is 
in the overweight range:

Weight status and BMI
 Weight status   BMI
 Underweight   Less than 18.5
 Normal    18.5–24.9
 Overweight    25–29.9
 Obesity   30 or greater

But experts note that BMI doesn’t measure belly fat, 
and that’s important. Too much belly fat can increase 
the risk for type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and stroke. 
Waist circumference takes belly fat into account and 
helps predict the risk of health problems. Women 
whose waist measures more than 35 inches and 
men whose waist measures more than 40 inches are 
at higher risk. Losing weight can reduce BMI and 
belly fat and lower risk.

Getting Started
Losing weight doesn’t have to mean losing a lot of 
weight. Taking off just 5% to 10% (10 to 20 pounds 
for a 200-pound person) can improve health and well-
being. With diabetes, weight loss can mean blood 
sugar levels are easier to manage and less diabetes 
medicine is needed. Many people who lose weight 
also notice improved energy and better sleep.

Four Additional Tips

1.   Eat higher-protein, lower-carb meals to 
control hunger and appetite. For people 
with diabetes who take insulin, eating fewer 
carbs like bread, pasta, rice, desserts, sugary 
beverages, and juice can lower how much 
insulin they need. Using less insulin can help 
prevent hunger, fat storage, and weight gain.

2.   Choose carbs higher in fiber and lower in 
added sugar. For example, say yes to beans 
and sweet potatoes; say no to sugary drinks 
and chips.

3.   Drink more water and fewer sweetened 
beverages. 

4.   Keep moving. Physical activity helps you stay 
motivated and keeps the weight off. 

Food for Life
We’ve all known someone who follows a popular 
diet plan and loses weight fast but then gains it all 
back (and then some). Instead, create a healthy 
eating plan that can be followed for life. If you need 
ideas and support, talk to a registered dietitian 
or diabetes educator (your doctor can give you a 
referral).

Physical Activity
Physical activity can make you feel better, function 
better, and sleep better. Although you’re not likely 
to lose a lot of weight with physical activity alone, 
combining that with healthy eating can improve 
weight loss. Here are the basic guidelines:
• Every week: do at least 150 minutes of moderate 
physical activity, such as brisk walking; or 75 
minutes of vigorous activity, such as jogging; or 
an equivalent combination of both moderate and 
vigorous activity. 
• Two or more days a week: do strength-training 
activities, such as lifting weights or using a resistance 
band, involving all major muscle groups.
With diabetes, physical activity can help manage 
the condition along with your weight. Being active 
makes the body more sensitive to insulin (the 
hormone that allows cells in your body to use blood 
sugar for energy). Your body won’t need to make 
as much insulin therefore you won’t need to take 
as much. Lower insulin levels can help prevent fat 
storage and weight gain.
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