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Overview of Diabetes
Diabetes is a group of diseases that are characterized 
by high blood sugar values. There are two main types 
of diabetes: Type 1, in which the body is not capable of 
producing enough insulin, and Type 2, the body is unable 
to use insulin properly (American Diabetes Association 
2019; El Sayed et al. 2023). People who are diagnosed with 
diabetes and have elevated blood glucose levels over time 
can develop the following:

•	 Heart disease

•	 Kidney disease

•	 Nerve damage

•	 Lower-extremity amputations

•	 Blindness

According to the CDC (2024), 11.6% of the US population 
was estimated to have diabetes, primarily type 2, and 8.5 
million adults are unaware that they have this disease. In 
recent years, it has been estimated that, on average, people 
diagnosed with diabetes have 2.3 times higher medical costs 
compared to people who are not diagnosed with diabetes 

(El Sayed et al. 2023). This publication describes the modifi-
able risk factors for diabetes, primarily type 2, and tips to 
reduce your risk for diabetes.

Risk Factors for Developing 
Diabetes
Overweight or Obesity
Being overweight or obese increases your risk for diabetes. 
Discuss your current weight and how your weight has 
changed over time with your healthcare provider. Losing 
just 7% of your body weight can cut your risk of type 2 
diabetes in half (Knowler et al. 2002). Your waist circumfer-
ence is also important. Keeping your waistline less than 35 
inches for women and less than 40 inches for men lowers 
the risk of diabetes (National Heart, Lung, and Blood 
Institute, n.d.).

Dietary Habits
Based on recent studies, Mediterranean or low calorie/
low fat dietary patterns may help reduce your risk for 
developing diabetes (American Diabetes Association 2019; 
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Bloomfield et al. 2016; Estruch et al. 2018; Salas-Salvadó 
et al. 2016). The consumption of whole grains, legumes, 
nuts, fruits, and vegetables (≥3 servings/week), as well as 
the minimal consumption of refined processed foods, red 
meats, and sugar-sweetened beverages (≤1 serving/day), 
may decrease your risk of developing this disease (Afshin et 
al. 2014; Chen et al. 2014; Chiuve et al. 2012; Mozaffarian 
2016; Mursu et al. 2014).

Lifestyle
Lifestyle behaviors that may increase your risk for diabetes 
include the following:

•	 Lack of physical activity. The current recommendation 
is to have a goal of at least 150 minutes of moderate-
intensity physical activity per week that is similar in 
intensity to brisk walking (Knowler et al. 2002).

•	 Smoking. Recent studies have shown that the years 
following smoking cessation may represent a time of 
increased risk for this disease (American Diabetes 
Association 2019; Hu et al. 2018; Oba et al. 2012).

•	 Drinking alcohol. Women should not drink more than 
one alcoholic beverage per day, and men should not drink 
more than two per day.

These are beverage amounts equal to one serving (HHS and 
USDA 2015):

•	 5 ounces of wine

•	 12 ounces of beer

•	 8 ounces of 7% alcohol malt liquor

•	 1.5 ounces of distilled spirits or liquor

Reduce Your Risk for Diabetes
A healthy lifestyle can reduce your risk for type 2 diabetes 
and help those with diabetes live a healthier life. Start today 
with these tips!

•	 Focus on maintaining a healthy weight or losing weight 
gradually toward your optimal weight range. Skip diets! 
Make lasting lifestyle changes that you can continue for 
life.

•	 Follow the Diabetes Meal Plate (Hamilton 2015) to 
maintain blood glucose levels. A diet high in unrefined 
carbohydrates (whole grains, vegetables, beans) and fiber 
(found only in plant foods) can help improve your blood 
glucose levels (McMacken and Shah 2017). Fill one-half 
of a 9-inch plate with non-starchy vegetables such as leafy 
greens or carrots, one-quarter of the plate with whole 
grains or starchy foods such as peas or potatoes, and the 

remaining quarter with lean proteins such as chicken or 
beans. Have a piece of fruit and dairy on the side.

•	 Exercise can improve your blood glucose levels. Include 
a total of at least 150 minutes of moderate physical 
activity over at least five days every week. Try to include 
strength training (weights, yoga, resistance bands) two to 
three times weekly.

•	 Talk with your doctor about your goals and plans for 
change. Your doctor may need to adjust your medications 
as you make lifestyle changes.

•	 Aim to sleep seven to nine hours each night. People 
who sleep for at least seven hours per night maintain 
their body weight and have better control of their blood 
glucose levels (Watson 2015).

•	 Start simple; set a goal each week to make small 
changes towards better health. Try a goal such as eating 
at least one piece of fruit or ½ cup of beans daily for a 
week.
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