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Introduction

What’s funny about diabetes? It’s a disease, isn’t it? Yes, it’s a disease, 
but the people who have it at the start of the 21st century are the most fortu-
nate group of diabetes sufferers in history.

You may know the story of the doctor who called his patient to give him the 
results of his blood tests. ‘I have bad news and worse news,’ said the doctor.

‘Gosh,’ said the patient. ‘What’s the bad news?’

‘Your blood tests indicate that you have only 24 hours to live,’ said the 
doctor.

‘What could be worse than that?’ said the patient.

‘I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday,’ said the doctor.

Those of you with diabetes have a decade or more in which to avoid the 
long-term complications of the disease. In a sense, a diagnosis of diabetes is 
both good news and bad news. It’s bad news because you have a disease that 
you’d happily do without. It’s good news if you use the news to make some 
changes in your lifestyle that can not only prevent or minimise complica-
tions, but also help you to live a longer and higher-quality life.

As for laughing about diabetes, at times you probably feel like doing anything 
but laughing. Nevertheless, scientific studies are clear about the benefits of 
a positive attitude. In very few words: he who laughs, lasts. Another point is 
that people learn more and retain more when humour is part of the process.

If you’ve experienced something funny during the course of your diabetes 
care, we hope you share it with others. Our goal isn’t to trivialise human suf-
fering by being comic about it, but to lighten the burden of a chronic disease 
by showing that it’s not all gloom and doom.

About This Book
The book isn’t meant to be read from cover to cover, although if you know 
nothing about diabetes, that may be a good approach. This book is intended 
to serve as a source of information about the problems that arise over the 
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years. You can find the latest facts about diabetes and the best sources for 
discovering any information that comes out after the publication of this 
edition.

So much has changed in the eight years since we wrote the first edition that 
not one but two further editions have been needed. 

 ✓ New information and advice is available on screening for diabetes (see 
Chapter 2) and how to reduce your risk of heart disease (see Chapter 6). 

 ✓ Attitudes in the NHS towards surgery for weight loss have changed (see 
Chapter 9). 

 ✓ Medications have changed so fast that some drugs we discussed just 
three years ago as new advances in reducing blood sugar have become 
standard therapy, and other drugs for weight loss and inhaled insulin 
have been taken off the market (see Chapter 11). 

 ✓ The development of drugs has given rise to new interest in how diabetes 
develops and progresses and the concept of pre-diabetes (see Chapter 3). 

 ✓ New research on the benefits and risks of very tight blood sugar control 
and low blood sugar have made doctors rethink targets for long-term 
control (see Chapters 5 and 8) and given drivers pause for thought (see 
Chapter 16). 

In fact, you can find something new in just about every chapter, especially, 
obviously, Chapter 17, ‘What’s New in Diabetes Care’.

Conventions Used in This Book
Diabetes, as you may already know, is all about sugar. But sugars come in 
many types. So doctors avoid using the words sugar and glucose interchange-
ably. In this book (unless we slip up), we use the word glucose rather than 
sugar. (You may as well get used to it, sweetie.)

What You Don’t Have to Read
Throughout the book, you find shaded areas, which we call sidebars. These 
sidebars contain material that’s interesting but not essential. We hereby give 
you permission to skip sidebars if the material inside them is of no particular 
interest to you. You can still understand everything else.
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Foolish Assumptions
This book assumes that you don’t know anything about diabetes. You don’t 
suddenly have to face a term that’s not explained and that you’ve never 
heard of before. Those who already know a lot can find more in-depth expla-
nations. And although you can pick and choose how much you want to know 
about a subject, we mark the key points clearly.

How This Book Is Organised
This book divides into six parts to help you find out all you can about the 
topic of diabetes.

Part I: Dealing with the Onset of Diabetes
To slay the dragon, you have to be able to identify it. This part clears up the 
different types of diabetes, how you get them and whether you can give them 
to others.

In this part, you find out about how diabetes develops and what you can do 
to slow or prevent the move from ‘pre-diabetes’ to diabetes. You find out 
how to deal with the emotional and psychological consequences of the diag-
nosis of diabetes and get an explanation of what all those big words mean. 
You also discover how to prevent the complications of diabetes.

Part II: How Diabetes Affects Your Body
In this part, you find out what you need to know about both the short- and 
long-term complications of diabetes. You also find out about some sexual 
issues related to diabetes and the problems of a diabetic pregnancy.

Part III: Managing Diabetes: The ‘Thriving 
with Diabetes’ Lifestyle Plan
In this part, you discover all the tools available to treat diabetes. You find out 
about the kinds of tests that you should be doing, as well as what tests your 
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doctor should be ordering to determine how severe your diabetes is, what to 
do about improving control of your condition and how to follow the success 
of your therapy.

You also discover the dietary changes that you need to make to control your 
blood glucose and how to get the most out of your exercise routine and medi-
cations. Finally, you find out about the huge amount of help that’s available 
for you and your family.

Part IV: Special Considerations 
for Living with Diabetes
The way that diabetes develops is different for each age group. In this part, 
you discover those differences and how to manage them. You also find out 
about some of the special problems of people with diabetes that relate to dis-
crimination, driving and jobs.

Lastly, this part covers all the new developments in diagnosing, monitoring 
and treating diabetes and helps correct a lot of misinformation about diabe-
tes treatment.

Part V: The Part of Tens
This part presents some key suggestions, the stuff you most need to know as 
well as the stuff you least want to know.

You discover the ten commandments of diabetes care and the myths that 
confuse many diabetic patients. You also find out how to get others to help 
you in your efforts to control your diabetes.

Part VI: Appendixes
This part of the book contains even more information about diabetes. Two 
special appendixes help you improve your diet by giving you recipes and dia-
betic exchanges. The other appendix points out up-to-the-minute hot spots to 
visit on the Internet, in case you want to continue finding out about diabetes 
when you’ve finished this book.



5 Introduction

Icons Used in This Book
The icons tell you what you must know, what you should know and what you 
may find interesting but can live without:

 This icon marks a story about a diabetes patient.

 This icon marks paragraphs where we define terms.

 When you see this icon, it means that the information is essential and you 
should be aware of it.

 This icon points out when you should see your doctor (for example, if your 
blood glucose level is too high or you need a particular test done).

 This icon marks important information that can save you time and energy.

 This icon warns against potential problems (for example, if you don’t treat 
something).
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Par t I

Dealing with the 
Onset of Diabetes



In this part . . .
You have found out that you or a loved one has diabe-

tes. Or perhaps you or they have been told they have 
‘pre-diabetes’ or ‘impaired glucose tolerance’. What do 
you do now? This part helps you deal with all the emo-
tions that arise when you discover that you will not live 
forever – from wondering whether the diagnosis is correct 
to avoiding the complications associated with diabetes.



Chapter 1

Dealing with Diabetes
In This Chapter
▶ Meeting others with diabetes

▶ Coping with diabetes

▶ Upholding your quality of life

▶ Finding help

One of our patients told us that, when she was working at her first job 
out of university, the employees’ tradition was to have a birthday cake 

and celebration for every birthday. She came to the first celebration and a 
colleague urged her to eat the cake. She refused and refused, until finally 
she had to say, ‘I can’t eat the cake because I have diabetes.’ The woman 
trying to persuade her said, ‘Thank God. I thought you just had incredible 
willpower.’ Twenty years later, our patient clearly remembers being told 
that having diabetes is better than having willpower. Another patient told us, 
‘The hardest thing about having diabetes is having to deal with doctors who 
don’t respect me.’ Several times over the years she’d followed her doctor’s 
recommendations exactly, but her glucose control still hadn’t been ideal. The 
doctor blamed her for this ‘failure’.

Although some people may try to define you by your diabetes, you know that 
you’re more than the sum of your blood glucose levels. You have feelings, 
and you have a history. The way you respond to the challenges of diabetes 
determines whether the disease is a moderate annoyance or the source of 
major sickness for you.

Unless you live alone on a desert island, your diabetes doesn’t affect only 
you. How you deal with your diabetes affects your family, friends and col-
leagues, as does their desire to help you. This chapter shows you some 
coping skills to help you handle diabetes and your important relationships.
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Diabetes in a Nutshell
What is diabetes? It’s a disease in which the body doesn’t produce or respond 
properly to insulin. And what is insulin? It’s a hormone that you need in your 
body to convert sugar and other food into the energy you need for daily life. 
You can read more about how doctors define diabetes in Chapter 2, and 
about what type of diabetes you have in Chapter 4 (yes, more than one type 
of diabetes exists).

Because getting a diagnosis of diabetes depends on your having raised blood 
sugar, and because having very high blood sugar is so dangerous, doctors 
used to concentrate on the sugar side of diabetes. In recent years the fact 
that diabetes doesn’t just affect your blood sugar has become increasingly 
clear. If you have diabetes (and especially if you have type 2 diabetes), look-
ing after your heart (by keeping your blood pressure and cholesterol under 
control) is every bit as important as looking after your blood sugar. But 
don’t worry – this book gives you all the help you need to look after every bit 
of you.

You’re Not Alone 
 Just because you have diabetes, you don’t have to sit quietly in the corner and 

hope that no one notices. Many other people with diabetes are out there – 
most are ordinary people, but no shortage exists of famous ones either.

Steve Redgrave is the greatest British rower ever to have competed. He has 
so many Olympic and Commonwealth gold medals, he probably needs a 
whole room, rather than just a mantelpiece, to display them. He also has 
diabetes.

At the same time as Steve was rowing his way to fame, Will and Mike Cross, 
a father-and-son team, were walking to the South Pole. Their arrival on 17 
January 2003 made Mike the oldest man ever to accomplish the feat. Even as 
these two reached their goal, another man on the other side of the world was 
working towards his. Douglas Cairns was in the middle of a five-month flight 
round the world, in a light twin aircraft. Will, Mike and Douglas all have diabe-
tes too.

Diabetes is a common disease, so it’s bound to occur in some very uncom-
mon people. The list of people with diabetes is long, and you may be amazed 
at some of the names on it. The point is that every one of them lives or lived 
with this chronic illness, and every one of them was able to do something 
special with their life. Consider these other examples:


