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What are the long-term problems (complications) of diabetes? 

It’s hard to think about, but over time, diabetes can cause damage to many parts of your body. These changes are called complications. Some of these complications are listed below: 
· Neuropathy is damage to the nerves, sometimes causing them to become less sensitive. If that happens, you will have less feeling in your legs, feet, or hands. Nerves can also become more sensitive than usual. If that happens, you may have pain or tingling feelings in your legs, feet, or hands.
· Retinopathy is eye damage. This can lead to poor vision or blindness if it isn’t treated.
· Nephropathy is kidney disease. When the kidneys are damaged, they are less able to filter the wastes out of the blood and make urine.
· Heart and blood vessel disease. Diabetes can damage the heart and blood vessels, which can prevent the blood from flowing to all parts of the body as it should.
Can I prevent the complications of diabetes? 

Research has been done to find out just why these long-term problems happen and how to prevent them. For many people, keeping their blood sugar and blood pressure in the target range may prevent, delay, or soften the impact of these problems. If you already have some of these problems, keeping your blood sugar and blood pressure in the target range may keep them from getting worse. 
Are there other risk factors for complications? 

There are risk factors for getting complications, just as there are for getting diabetes. Things that put you at risk for these problems include the following:
Smoking. Smoking isn’t healthy for anyone, but it is more dangerous for people with diabetes. Smoking causes damage to the heart and blood vessels. So can diabetes. Smoking and diabetes together increase the risk of heart disease. Smoking also increases the risk for kidney and nerve damage.

If you do smoke, try to cut down on how much you smoke. If you want to quit, your health care provider can offer ideas to help you stop. They can also tell you about medicines that make it easier to quit, helpful books or booklets, or stop-smoking programs in your area.
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Alcohol. Drinking too much is especially unhealthy for people with diabetes. Alcohol is high in calories, low in food value, and won’t help if you’re trying to lose weight. Too much alcohol can damage the heart, blood vessels, and liver. 
If you do drink, try to cut down on how much you drink. If you want to quit, your health care provider can offer ideas for quitting. They can also tell you about an Alcoholics Anonymous group or other program in your area.
Overweight. Being too heavy is hard on your body, especially your heart. Extra weight can also raise your blood sugar.
You already know some ways to lose weight. Support or other groups can help people who want to lose weight. Ask your health care provider or dietitian about groups in your area.
Stress. Stress is hard on your whole body and especially your heart. You can’t always change the stress in your life, but you can learn to handle it differently. Support groups for people with diabetes can be helpful. You can also learn relaxation exercises to help you cope with stress.
What can I do about complications?
· Keep your blood sugar and blood pressure in the target range. This may help to prevent, delay, or soften long-term problems
· Avoid the risk factors. This can also help to prevent or delay problems
· Be more active. Physical activity makes the heart muscle stronger. Exercise also improves your blood flow, lowers blood pressure, and helps with weight loss. Activity during times of stress can also be a positive way to handle your feelings
· Keep in close contact with your health care team. One reason for keeping your appointments is so that any problems can be found early
· Have your eyes dilated and the retinas (the inside of your eyes) checked each year by an eye doctor
· Have a blood test to find out your blood fat (lipid) levels at least once a year
· Have blood and urine tests each year to find out how well your kidneys are working, and talk to your health care team about what these tests mean
· Have the sensation in the bottom and top of each foot tested with a small filament. You can also learn to do this test at home
· Become more aware of your body and the signs and symptoms you may have or develop. Report any unusual feelings to your health care provider
These materials were adapted from Type 2 Diabetes: A Curriculum for Patients and Health Professionals, American Diabetes Association, 2002.

