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SIGNS OF DIABETES
Here are some of the health problems that can be caused by diabetes.
If you have any of these problems go to your clinic or doctor and ask to be 
tested for diabetes.

If diabetes is not treated it can lead to more serious problems like:

If you know what to do and get the right treatment, these problems can be avoided!

• blindness
• kidney failure

• heart attacks and strokes   
• amputation of legs and feet

Some people are more likely to get diabetes than others. Have a diabetes test if you 
are over 40, overweight and do not exercise. If you have family members with diabetes 

you should have a diabetes test every year.

• Going to the toilet often

• Always feeling tired
• Not seeing well
• Losing weight even though you eat well
• Itchiness of private parts
• Struggle to get or maintain an erection• Feeling very, very thirsty

• Sores and boils that do not heal
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WHAT IS DIABETES?
We need energy to live. Our bodies get energy from the food we eat.
People who have diabetes cannot use food correctly to give them energy.

Insulin is like a key 
that opens the door 
to allow glucose from 
the blood into the 
body cells.

Some of the food we eat gets 
broken down into a type of sugar 
called glucose

Glucose gives the body energy to 
work, think and play.

Glucose is taken from our intestines 
to all parts of the body in our blood. 
Glucose is used for energy inside 
our body cells.

We need insulin so our bodies can 
use the glucose. Insulin is made in 
the pancreas.

A person with diabetes has too little 
insulin or the insulin does not work 
properly.

Blood vessel

Blood vessel

Blood vessels carry 
glucose and insulin

Glucose

Insulin

Body cell

If there is not enough insulin 
the glucose stays in the blood.

This means that the body cells 
get no energy.

How insulin works
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MANAGING DIABETES
If you have diabetes you have to make sure that there is not too much or too 
little glucose in your blood. To do this you need to exercise regularly and eat in a 
healthy way. You may also need to take tablets or have insulin injections.

Exercise regularly

Eat small, regular healthy meals

If you think you may have diabetes you must:

• go to a clinic or hospital to be tested for diabetes
• take any tablets or insulin that the doctor gives you
• go back to the clinic or hospital for regular check-ups.

Take tablets or insulin injections if 
your doctor recommends them

Exercising & 
eating healthly 

will help you 
lose weight

Having regular blood tests will help 
to show if you are managing your 
diabetes correctly

Don’t smoke if you have 
diabetes
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EXERCISE
Regular exercise is good for everyone. It is especially important for people 
with diabetes.

Try to exercise at least three times a week for 30 minutes each time. Any kind of 
exercise helps. You do not need a gym or special equipment to exercise. Here are 
some ideas.

Get out of the bus early and walk the last few blocks home

Join the TV exercise class!
Use music to help you do 

housework a little faster

Walk around your house every day

• Exercise helps your insulin to work better
• Exercise can help you lose unhealthy weight (fat)
• Exercise makes you fit and strong
• Exercise reduces stress and makes you feel good

1
2
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HEALTHY EATING
Eating puts glucose into your blood. If you have diabetes you must be 
careful about what you eat, how much you eat and when you eat.

What to eat
To stay healthy we need to eat the right amount of different types of food. There 
are no good or bad foods, but we need to mix the foods we eat carefully.

Make starchy 
foods the basis of 

most meals

Eat plenty of 
vegetables and 
fruit every day. 

WHAT TO DRINK
Water:   Drink lots of clean, safe water
Alcohol:   If you drink alcohol, drink no more than 1 or 2 standard drinks per  
   day with a meal
Cold drinks: Drink water or diet cold drinks rather than sweetened cold drinks  
   or fruit juices that contain a lot of sugar
Hot drinks:  Use sweetener tablets instead of sugar in hot drinks. If you use  
   sweetener tablets, do so in moderation.

FRUIT

Chicken, fish, meat, 
eggs or milk can be 

eaten every day.

     
    VEGETABLES   

           STA
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H
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RAIN/BREAD
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DAIRY

Milk/yoghurt =
1 cup

Cheese/eggs =
1/2 cup
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How much to eat and when to eat
Make meals more or less the same size. If you are overweight, eat smaller meals. 
Very large meals can put too much glucose into your blood at one time.

Eat fats sparingly
Eat small amounts of fat. Too much fat can make you 
put on weight quickly. Eat very little fried food.

• Choose low fat foods
• Remove any fat from meat and the skin from 

chicken before cooking it
• Grill, bake or steam food rather than frying it
• Don’t add oil or margarine to food 

Sweetening your diet
People with diabetes can use a little sugar in mixed meals

• Eat sugar on soft porridge
• Spread jam thinly on brown bread
• Eat some foods which contain small amounts of sugar, such as:
 Tinned baked beans in tomato sauce
 Peanut butter
 Sweetened low fat yoghurt

SOME SWEETENED FOODS CAN BE EATEN ON SPECIAL OCCASIONS!
Some foods such as cakes, biscuits and sweets are made with sugar and fat.
These foods can be eaten on special occasions, in moderation.

QUICK
TIP

Space your meals evenly throughout the day. Eat at the same time each day, if possible.

Use salt sparingly. Rather use herbs, garlic and 
chilli to flavour your food. 

Eat breakfast Eat lunch Eat supper
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MEDICATION
Eating healthily, exercising regularly and losing weight may be all you need to manage 
your diabetes. But most people also have to take tablets or have insulin injections.

If you take diabetes medicine remember the following:
• Take the diabetes medicine exactly as your doctor or clinic nurse instructs you
• Do not stop taking the diabetes medicine unless your doctor tells you to stop
• Always make sure you have enough diabetes medicine to last until your next 

clinic visit

TESTING
Measuring the glucose 
in your blood
When you visit the clinic the nurse will do a blood 
test to see how much glucose is in your blood. You 
can learn how to test your own blood for glucose. 
Make sure your health worker shows you how to do 
this and ask questions if anything is not clear. Ask a 
family member or a friend to help you do the tests 
if you need help. Write your test results in a book.

Take the book with you when you visit the clinic.

Blood testing strips are put in a meter. 
Strips are provided free at a clinic.

QUICK
TIP

If there is too much or too little glucose in your blood you may need 
to change your diet or exercise. You may also need to take tablets 
if you are not already taking them or have insulin injections.
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QUICK
TIP

WATCH OUT FOR THESE SIGNS
Learn to recognise your body’s warning signs of having too much or too little 
glucose in your blood.

All these are warnings that you have too much glucose in your blood:

If you take diabetes tablets or use insulin injections you need to watch out for 
these signs. They are warnings that you have too little glucose in your blood. 
People call this hypoglycaemia (hypo).

IF YOU TAKE DIABETES TABLETS OR USE INSULIN INJECTIONS ALWAYS:
• carry sugary sweets with you. Artificial sweeteners and sweets with artificial sweeteners 

will not help.
• wear a MedicAlert bracelet, with ‘Diabetic - give sugar if confused’ written on it.

sweating feeling confused feeling faint or weak

feeling shaky, nervous or irritable pounding of the heart
feeling drunk

going to the 
toilet too often

feeling very tired 
and weak

feeling very thirsty not seeing well

If you have diabetes and you have these signs, check that you are eating 
healthily, exercising and taking your medicines as you should. If you are doing 
all these things correctly, go to the clinic for advice.

As soon as you feel any of these signs, eat a sweet or have a sweet drink, then eat a sandwich

ONE TWO THREE FOUR



13

LOOKING AFTER YOURSELF
If you have diabetes your body can easily get infections. Small injuries can 
develop into problems if they are not noticed at an early stage.

Looking after your feet
Diabetes can reduce the flow of blood to your feet and make them cold. It can 
also cause loss of feeling in your feet.

Looking after your eyes
High blood sugar may affect your eyesight. If you 
notice any changes in your eyesight go to see a 
doctor at the clinic. Have your eyes tested once 
a year, even if your vision has not changed.

Don’t walk 
barefoot

Be careful of heaters 
and hot water bottles 
(you may burn your feet 
on these and not feel it)

Looking after your mouth
Brush your teeth at least twice a day. Visit 
your dentist regularly and tell him you have 
diabetes.

Check your feet carefully 
every day (go to the 

clinic if you have sores 
that won’t heal)

Wash feet every day 
in warm 

(not hot) water

Dry feet well especially 
between toes

Put cream on feet 
(not between toes) 
to keep them soft

Cut toe nails  
straight across

Wear comforatable 
well-fitting shoes or 

sandals (not plastic) 

Check shoes every day 
for nails and stones

keep feet warm 
and dry in winter
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LIVING WITH DIABETES 

DID YOU KNOW...?
Many successful people live with diabetes

Lillian DubeNick Jonas Morgan Freeman Halle Berry

Keeping up the treatment for diabetes can be difficult. It helps to have support 
from your family, friends and co-workers.

Discuss with your friends and family about how they can support you. Join Diabetes 
South Africa to have access to diabetic support groups in your area. As part of a 
support group you will be able to share ideas about living with diabetes. You will 
no longer have to depend only on your healthcare workers - you can also depend 
on yourself and the others in your group.



National Office: PO Box 604, Fontainebleau 2032 
Tel: 011 886 3765/21 
Fax: 011 886 2735
e-mail: national@diabetessa.org.za
web: www.diabetessa.co.za

Diabetes South Africa aims to assist people with diabetes to understand their condition so that 
they can look after themselves and lead healthy and active lives. The Association provides 
information pamphlets, organises lectures and courses on diabetes and produces a magazine, 
Diabetes Focus.

Diabetes SA has a network of branches and support groups around the country to help people 
in their own communities. Most of the work done in the Association is by volunteers - people with 
diabetes helping each other. Why not start a Diabetes SA support group in your area. Diabetes 
South Africa speaks out for all people with diabetes. Join us and be a voice for diabetes. 

Diabetes SA Branch Offices

Durban    0861 222 717
East London  082 327 1571
Kimberley   082 923 4620
Lenasia    011 852 5773
Pietermaritzburg   033 346 0934
Port Elizabeth   082 579 9059
Pretoria    083 574 0959
Western Cape   021 425 4440

Nelspruit / Mbombela 072 247 3264
Phalaborwa 015 781 1759
Pietersburg / Polokwane 015 291 1598
Potchefstroom / Tlokwe 018 293 2089
Thohoyandou (Malumele) 084 416 2725
Uitenhage  041 995 9070

Diabetes SA Local Contacts

Bloemfontein  083 312 9137
Elim Hospital (Venda) 015 556 3157
George   082 494 3447
Graaff Reinet  049 891 0102
Margate    039 312 7470
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