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LIVING WITH DIABETES

COMMANDMENTS
for better diabetes
self-care
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anaging diabetes is a
challenging task requiring
dedication and
commitment to performing
certain self-care behaviours that have
been proven over time to maintain good
blood glucose control. The following
compilation of behaviours is derived from
thousands of interviews with hundreds of
people living with diabetes. Individuals
who succeed in managing their diabetes,
tend to adhere to more than a few of these
behaviours.
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By Prof David Segal
Paediatric Endocrinologist,
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I. Take the right insulin, at the
right dose, at the right time
Insulin is a wonderful drug that can keep
you alive, but it has inherent limitations.
This makes it challenging to achieve
perfect control without the assistance
from the other behaviours set forth in
these commandments. Injected insulin
does not work like your body’s own
insulin. It is not injected in the right
place, or at the right dose, nor is its
action profile a good match for what is
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needed. But, it is all we have. It has two
more major problems - it takes too long
to start working and it does not work the
same way every day. Insulin is like no
other drug, if your meal-related doses
are not taken at the right time (always
before meals, preferably up to 30 minutes
before, depending on the type of insulin
used and your individual response to it)
it does not work as well as it should. The
dose needed will depend on meal size,
meal type, exercise, the type of insulin
used and many other variables. It takes
time and a lot of trial and error to find
the right doses that work for you most of
the time.

the latest developments and can help you
navigate the complexities of fitting
diabetes into your life.

IV. Honour your family and friends
Diabetes is like no other medical
condition, it affects, and is affected by
every part of normal life. It is challenging
and can be overwhelming. Let your
family and friends help you to maintain
the behaviours and care you are striving
for. Do not allow them to become
accomplices in behaviours that sabotage
your best efforts.

V. Follow a meal plan
II. Take insulin for all meals
and snacks
Insulin is normally produced by the body
at every meal and every snack. The
insulin produced directs the incoming
carbohydrates to be used as energy or
stored away for later use. Any
carbohydrates not adequately cleared
from the bloodstream, cause the blood
glucose level to remain higher than
normal, contributing to long term
complications of diabetes. Note: certain
carb free snacks may not require a dose of
insulin – check with your dietitian (and
with your experience) which snacks do
and do not need insulin cover.

III. Honour your teachers
Build a trusting and open relationship
with your diabetes care team. They learn
as much from you as you learn from
them. They will keep you up-to-date with

Learning how to eat and drink for better
blood glucose control is perhaps the most
challenging aspect of life with diabetes.
Eating has social, emotional, cultural and
physiological benefits. It can be
challenging to make the disciplined and
often difficult choices required to keep
you safe in certain situations. Having a
meal plan and learning how to adapt
medications, portions and food choices to
obtain good blood glucose control is an
important self-management behaviour.

VI. Do not over consume
carbohydrates
Carbohydrate is the primary determinant
of blood glucose. History has taught us
that limiting carbohydrate intake is a
behaviour often adopted by those with
long term good blood glucose control. It
helps to overcome many of the limitations
of current diabetes medications.
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VII. Do not inject in vain
Injecting insulin is an onerous and
sometimes uncomfortable task. Injecting
insulin in the same place becomes a habit
and eventually painless. A lump begins
to form at the injection site that severely
impairs the absorption of insulin from
that site, resulting in high and variable
blood glucose. To compensate, the dose
of insulin is gradually increased leading
to more variable blood glucose levels
and an ever expanding lump. To break
this harmful cycle, it is imperative that
injections follow a planned migration
pattern around the appropriate injection
area. Start in one spot and then move the
next injection a centimetre away. Work
your way through the different injection
sites until you arrive back at your
starting point and then begin again. This
gives your injection sites time to heal
and allows for optimal and more
predictable insulin absorption.
Following this pattern takes discipline
and putting up with slight discomfort
from insulin injection - but it is vital.

recognise and adjust the input variables
that affect your blood glucose levels.
Turn bad days into good data. Paying
attention to the input variables - such as
food, exercise and insulin and measuring
your blood glucose before and 3-4 hours
later, will provide you with biofeedback
from which you can learn. Mindful
monitoring allows you to test with a purpose
and get the most out of a testing situation.

IX. Do not covet thy
neighbour’s pump
There are always going to be new and
exciting developments in diabetes,
including new drugs, delivery and
monitoring devices and the promise to
make life easier and improve blood glucose
control. In clinical trial settings, this is often
the case, but not always so in the real world.
Many people living with diabetes over the
last 100 years have managed to achieve tight
blood glucose control by adopting and
adhering to the self-care behaviours described
in these commandments and by mastering
the tools they had at their disposal.

VIII. Do not test in vain
X. Honour thyself
“Between stimulus and response there is
a space. In that space is our power to
choose our response. In our response lies
our growth and our freedom.”
Viktor Frankl
Blood glucose checking is another
onerous and painful task. Each insulin
or medication has a job to do. Testing at
the appropriate times on a structured
basis is the only way for you to
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Diabetes is a chronic condition that may
have other unwanted companions that join
you on your life’s journey. A belief in
yourself and your ability to manage this
condition is vital. Find meaning in your life
and in your actions.
Viktor Frankl once said, “When we are no
longer able to change a situation, we are
challenged to change ourselves”…

