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Diabetes is a chronic disease in which the sugars in your blood are too high. Your body 
gets these sugars from the foods that you eat to convert them to energy. With diabetes, 
you cannot break down the sugars in the normal process. There are two categories of 
diabetes – type 1 and type 2. Type 1 diabetes is when your body cannot make insulin, a 
hormone necessary for breaking down sugars and converting them into your body’s fuel. 
Type 2 diabetes is when you can make insulin, but for a variety of reasons, the insulin 
does not work very well. As a result of diabetes, you have high sugars in your blood 
which can damage many important organs in your body. These organs include your eyes, 
nerves, and kidney. Your doctor will work with you in trying to prevent this damage from 
happening by working with you to control your sugars with a variety of resources. 
 
In addition, did you know that diabetes also affects your brain health? Type 2 diabetes is 
associated with increased risk for mild cognitive impairment. This means that your ability 
to think, remember, and reason will be affected. Physically, your brain can also become 
smaller; this process is called atrophy. Scientists are not sure how exactly this happens, 
but there is no treatment for this. The most important thing is to control your diabetes 
with therapeutic lifestyle changes such monitoring the sugars that you eat and taking the 
medications as directed. Your doctor will help you to monitor your diabetes with a blood 
level of something called hemoglobin A1c (HbA1c) which shows how much sugars you 
have had in your body for the past three months. The lower the number, the better! 
Normal HbA1c is less than 5.5%. Pre-diabetes is considered with a HbA1c between 5.5% 
and 6.5%. If you have diabetes, the best way to keep your brain healthy is to keep this 
level below 7%. Living with your diabetes is not easy. Remember, you are not your 
disease. Join the 26 million Americans who have diabetes in controlling their diabetes.  
 
Additional Resources: 
 
Medline Plus is an excellent resource for any questions you may have about diabetes: 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/diabetes.html 
 
The American Diabetes Association provides a lot of wonderful materials about diabetes: 
http://www.diabetes.org/ 
 
You watch patients with diabetes tell their stories here: 
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/diabetes/overview.html 
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This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up-to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date 
of creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, 
immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 

 
 


