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Managing Diabetes
You can manage your diabetes and live a long and healthy life by taking care of yourself

each day.

Diabetes can a!ect almost every part of your body. Therefore, you will need to manage your

blood glucose levels, also called blood sugar. Managing your blood glucose, as well as your

blood pressure and cholesterol, can help prevent the health problems that can occur when

you have diabetes.

How can I manage my diabetes?
With the help of your health care team, you can create a diabetes self-care plan to manage

your diabetes. Your self-care plan may include these steps:

Ways to manage your diabetes

Manage your diabetes ABCs.

Follow your diabetes meal plan.

Make physical activity part of your routine.

Take your medicine.
Check your blood glucose levels.

Work with your health care team.

Cope with your diabetes in healthy ways.

Manage your diabetes ABCs
Knowing your diabetes ABCs will help you manage your blood glucose, blood pressure, and

cholesterol. Stopping smoking if you smoke will also help you manage your diabetes.

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not constitute endorsement 
or recommendation by the U.S. Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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Working toward your ABC goals can help lower your chances of having a heart attack,

stroke, or other diabetes problems.

A for the A1C test

The A1C test shows your average blood glucose level over the past 3 months. The A1C goal

for many people with diabetes is below 7 percent. Ask your health care team what your goal

should be.

B for Blood pressure

The blood pressure goal for most people with diabetes is below 140/90 mm Hg. Ask what

your goal should be.

C for Cholesterol

You have two kinds of cholesterol in your blood: LDL and HDL. LDL or “bad” cholesterol

can build up and clog your blood vessels. Too much bad cholesterol can cause a heart attack

or stroke. HDL or “good” cholesterol helps remove the “bad” cholesterol from your blood

vessels.

Ask your health care team what your cholesterol numbers should be. If you are over 40

years of age, you may need to take a statin drug for heart health.

S for Stop smoking

Not smoking is especially important for people with diabetes because both smoking and

diabetes narrow blood vessels. Blood vessel narrowing makes your heart work harder. E-

cigarettes aren’t a safe option either.

If you quit smoking

you will lower your risk for heart attack, stroke, nerve disease, kidney disease, diabetic
eye disease, and amputation

your cholesterol and blood pressure levels may improve

your blood circulation will improve

you may have an easier time being physically active

If you smoke or use other tobacco products, stop. Ask for help so you don’t have to do it

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and 
Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not 
constitute endorsement or recommendation by the U.S. 
Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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alone. You can start by calling the national quitline at 1-800-QUITNOW or 1-800-784-

8669. For tips on quitting, go to SmokeFree.gov .

Keeping your A1C, blood pressure, and cholesterol levels close to your goals and stopping

smoking may help prevent the long-term harmful e!ects of diabetes. These health

problems include heart disease, stroke, kidney disease, nerve damage, and eye disease. You

can keep track of your ABCs with a diabetes care record (PDF, 568 KB) . Take it with you

on your health care visits. Talk about your goals and how you are doing, and whether you

need to make any changes in your diabetes care plan.

Follow your diabetes meal plan
Make a diabetes meal plan with help from your health care team. Following a meal plan will

help you manage your blood glucose, blood pressure, and cholesterol.

Choose fruits and vegetables, beans, whole grains, chicken or turkey without the skin, fish,

lean meats, and nonfat or low-fat milk and cheese. Drink water instead of sugar-sweetened

beverages. Choose foods that are lower in calories, saturated fat, trans fat, sugar, and salt.

Learn more about eating, diet, and nutrition with diabetes.

Make physical activity part of your daily routine
Set a goal to be more physically active. Try to work up to 30 minutes or more of physical

activity on most days of the week.

Brisk walking and swimming are good ways to move more. If you are not active now, ask

your health care team about the types and amounts of physical activity that are right for

you. Learn more about being physically active with diabetes.

!

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not constitute endorsement 
or recommendation by the U.S. Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.

https://smokefree.gov/
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/disclaimers
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/-/media/Files/Diabetes/KnowYourBloodSugarNumbers.pdf?la=en&hash=C7AE179FCA66818A618A4ECC34BFE2D2
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/S/saturated-fat
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/T/trans-fat
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/diabetes/overview/diet-eating-physical-activity
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/diabetes/overview/diet-eating-physical-activity


10/23/20, 3:24 PMManaging Diabetes | NIDDK

Page 4 of 10https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/diabetes/overview/managing-diabetes

Swimming or water walking is a good way to move more.

Following your meal plan and being more active can help you stay at or get to a healthy 

weight. If you are overweight or obese, work with your health care team to create a weight-

loss plan that is right for you.

Take your medicine
Take your medicines for diabetes and any other health problems, even when you feel good 

or have reached your blood glucose, blood pressure, and cholesterol goals. These medicines 

help you manage your ABCs. Ask your doctor if you need to take aspirin to prevent a heart 

attack or stroke. Tell your health care professional if you cannot a!ord your medicines or if 

you have any side e!ects from your medicines. Learn more about insulin and other diabetes 

medicines.

Check your blood glucose levels
For many people with diabetes, checking their blood glucose level each day is an important 

way to manage their diabetes. Monitoring your blood glucose level is most important if you

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not constitute endorsement or 
recommendation by the U.S. Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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take insulin. The results of blood glucose monitoring can help you make decisions about

food, physical activity, and medicines.

Checking and recording your blood glucose level is an important part of managing
diabetes.

The most common way to check your blood glucose level at home is with a blood glucose 

meter. You get a drop of blood by pricking the side of your fingertip with a lancet. Then you 

apply the blood to a test strip. The meter will show you how much glucose is in your blood 

at the moment.

Ask your health care team how often you should check your blood glucose levels. Make sure 

to keep a record of your blood glucose self-checks. You can print copies of this glucose self-

check chart (PDF, 2 MB) . Take these records with you when you visit your health care 

team.

What is continuous glucose monitoring?
Continuous glucose monitoring (CGM) is another way to check your glucose levels. Most 

CGM systems use a tiny sensor that you insert under your skin. The sensor measures

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not constitute endorsement or 
recommendation by the U.S. Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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glucose levels in the fluids between your body’s cells every few minutes and can show

changes in your glucose level throughout the day and night. If the CGM system shows that

your glucose is too high or too low, you should check your glucose with a blood glucose

meter before making any changes to your eating plan, physical activity, or medicines. A

CGM system is especially useful for people who use insulin and have problems with low

blood glucose.

What are the recommended targets for blood glucose levels?

Many people with diabetes aim to keep their blood glucose at these normal levels:

Before a meal: 80 to 130 mg/dL

About 2 hours after a meal starts: less than 180 mg/dL

Talk with your health care team about the best target range for you. Be sure to tell your

health care professional if your glucose levels often go above or below your target range.

What happens if my blood glucose level becomes too low?

Sometimes blood glucose levels drop below where they should be, which is called

hypoglycemia. For most people with diabetes, the blood glucose level is too low when it is

below 70 mg/dL.

Hypoglycemia can be life threatening and needs to be treated right away. Learn more about

how to recognize and treat hypoglycemia.

What happens if my blood glucose level becomes too high?

Doctors call high blood glucose hyperglycemia.

Symptoms that your blood glucose levels may be too high include

feeling thirsty

feeling tired or weak

headaches

urinating often

blurred vision

If you often have high blood glucose levels or symptoms of high blood glucose, talk with

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and 
Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not 
constitute endorsement or recommendation by the U.S. 
Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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your health care team. You may need a change in your diabetes meal plan, physical activity

plan, or medicines.

Know when to check for ketones

Your doctor may want you to check your urine  for ketones if you have symptoms

of diabetic ketoacidosis . When ketone levels get too high, you can develop this

life-threatening condition. Symptoms include

trouble breathing

nausea or vomiting

pain in your abdomen

confusion

feeling very tired or sleepy

Ketoacidosis most often is a problem for people with type 1 diabetes.

Work with your health care team
Most people with diabetes get health care from a primary care professional. Primary care

professionals include internists, family physicians, and pediatricians. Sometimes physician

assistants and nurses with extra training, called nurse practitioners, provide primary care.

You also will need to see other care professionals from time to time. A team of health care

professionals can help you improve your diabetes self-care. Remember, you are the most

important member of your health care team.

Besides a primary care professional, your health care team may include

an endocrinologist for more specialized diabetes care

a registered dietitian, also called a nutritionist

a nurse

a certified diabetes educator

a pharmacist

a dentist

an eye doctor

"

"

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and 
Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not 
constitute endorsement or recommendation by the U.S. 
Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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a podiatrist, or foot doctor, for foot care

a social worker, who can help you find financial aid for treatment and community
resources

a counselor or other mental health care professional

When you see members of your health care team, ask questions. Write a list of questions

you have before your visit so you don’t forget what you want to ask. Watch a video to help

you get ready for your diabetes care visit .

You should see your health care team at least twice a year, and more often if you are having

problems or are having trouble reaching your blood glucose, blood pressure, or cholesterol

goals. At each visit, be sure you have a blood pressure check, foot check, and weight check;

and review your self-care plan. Talk with your health care team about your medicines and

whether you need to adjust them. Routine health care will help you find and treat any

health problems early, or may be able to help prevent them.

Talk with your doctor about what vaccines you should get  to keep from getting sick, such

as a flu shot and pneumonia shot. Preventing illness is an important part of taking care of

!

When you see your doctor, review your diabetes self-care plan and blood glucose chart.

!

Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK); Use of this document does not constitute endorsement or 
recommendation by the U.S. Government, HHS, NIH, or NIDDK.
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your diabetes. Your blood glucose levels are more likely to go up when you’re sick or have

an infection. Learn more about taking care of your diabetes when you’re sick and during

other special times, such as when you’re traveling.

Cope with your diabetes in healthy ways
Feeling stressed, sad, or angry is common when you live with diabetes. Stress can raise your

blood glucose levels, but you can learn ways to lower your stress. Try deep breathing,

gardening, taking a walk, doing yoga, meditating, doing a hobby, or listening to your

favorite music. Consider taking part in a diabetes education program or support group that

teaches you techniques for managing stress. Learn more about healthy ways to cope with

stress .

Depression is common among people with a chronic, or long-term, illness .

Depression can get in the way of your e!orts to manage your diabetes. Ask for help if you

feel down. A mental health counselor, support group, clergy member, friend, or family

member who will listen to your feelings may help you feel better.

Try to get 7 to 8 hours of sleep each night. Getting enough sleep can help improve your

mood and energy level. You can take steps to improve your sleep habits . If you often

feel sleepy during the day, you may have obstructive sleep apnea , a condition in which

your breathing briefly stops many times during the night. Sleep apnea is common in people

who have diabetes. Talk with your health care team if you think you have a sleep problem.

Remember, managing diabetes isn’t easy, but it’s worth it.

December 2016

"

"

"

"
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Phone: 1-800-860-8747 

TTY: 1-866-569-1162

Email: healthinfo@niddk.nih.gov 

Hours: 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. eastern time, M-F

The National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases
Health Information Center
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