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managing stress & diabetes
Stress is a word that is used widely but not well understood. At some time we all
experience stress and we react in different ways. While a particular situation may
cause stress for one person, it may not be stressful for another. To fully understand
stress, it is important to know about the direct link between the mind and the body
and to know that it’s not stress itself that is harmful, but the way we deal with it.

Mind and body
Research has shown that what happens in the body affects the mind and vice versa.
It has also shown that how we view our environment affects the way our bodies work.
Imagine yourself sitting at home when suddenly a huge animal bounds into the room.
How do you feel? Probably terrified! Now imagine yourself in the same room when a
dear friend you haven’t seen for a very long time walks through the door. How do you
feel? Probably surprised and excited!
How do you react?
Your body reacts to each of these situations in the same way. It is an automatic or
reflex reaction called the ‘fight or flight’ response. It is designed to allow you to act
quickly to deal with the threat you have detected – or to get out of the situation
– ie: fight or flight.
Physical changes that occur in the ‘fight or flight’ response:
• Your heart starts to beat faster
• Your blood pressure goes up
• Your breathing becomes quicker, allowing more oxygen to the brain and muscles
• Your blood glucose level rises to give your body more energy to do whatever needs to
be done
• Blood moves away from your gut and into the big muscles of your arms and legs so
you can act quickly
• Your blood gets ready to clot quickly should you start to bleed
• You become very alert so that you can think about how to deal with the threat you
have detected
In both situations, these changes occur without you doing a thing other than feeling fear
or surprise ie: reacting to the change in your situation. They occur whether you want
them to or not. Your mind has detected a stressful situation and set in train a series of
body responses to cope.

Living with a chronic condition such as
diabetes, can in itself be a major cause of
stress for many people. This information sheet
explains what stress actually is, how it can
affect your diabetes and offers some helpful
hints about how to deal with it.
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What is the difference?
Both events are stressful and both have an effect on your body. However, one is
pleasant and one is not.
Getting your body’s responses back to normal after the frightening event may take a
long time and have lasting effects on your overall health, depending on how frightening
or threatening you felt that it was. On the other hand, changes in your body created by
seeing your friend will quickly fade in the pleasure of their company. Both events could
be called stressful, so there is stress related to both positive and negative events.
The severity of your reaction will depend on how significant the event, or trigger to your
stress, is FOR YOU. The time that you will take to get ‘back to normal’ depends on how
quickly you are able to deal with the stressful event as well as what else is happening
in your life. As we all know, there are times when we have to deal with many stressful
situations that occur at the same time or one after another, with little recovery time
in between.

How does stress affect diabetes?
Keeping in mind the link between mind and body, the effect stress is likely to have on
your diabetes is caused by the way you deal with it, rather than the stress itself.
An example:
Ben and Paul both have diabetes and are overweight. Both men are having trouble at
work and are worried they may lose their jobs. However, they respond to this stressful
situation in different ways.
Ben:	He has not shared his concerns with anyone. He has a constant headache,
diarrhoea and no appetite. As he can’t sleep, he sits in front of television every
night until well after midnight, drinking beer. His blood glucose levels (when he
thinks to test) are all over the place and the rash in his groin has come back.
Paul:	The moment the trouble started at work, Paul told his wife. Together they
re-arranged the family budget and Paul started looking at ‘Jobs Vacant’.
Noticing his blood glucose levels were not as well controlled as before,
he spoke to his diabetes educator who explained that this happens in times of
worry. He decided to play some extra games of golf to help get his diabetes
back on track.
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Managing the stress
Both men are stressed. Both are suffering from their responses to stress. However,
Paul is having more success in managing his stress. Learning how your body reacts
to stress, identifying what is causing the stress and then taking steps to deal with the
cause of the stress are all part of the process known as stress management.
Ben is ready to fight or run away but has not acknowledged that he has a problem.
All he knows is that he has a headache (perhaps because of his increased blood
glucose levels or blood pressure), his stomach is upset (because the blood has been
shunted to his arms and legs) and he can’t sleep (because his body is aroused and
not relaxed). Paul on the other hand has identified the cause of his stress and is taking
positive steps to manage the situation.
How to manage stress

How NOT to
manage stress

Do…
Accept that you are stressed and decide what
identify and face (and whether) you can do something about it.
the problem.

Don’t…
ignore the signs and
pretend nothing is wrong.

Do…
think positively.

Remind yourself that you have managed to
get through bad times before and will again.

Do…
seek help.

Talk to your family and friends about how
you feel. Your doctor, diabetes educator or
counsellor can also help.

Don’t…
think that you have to
handle it all on your own or
bottle it up inside.

Do…
keep active.

Make good use of the energy created by
your body’s ‘fight or flight’ response. Add
some extra physical activity to your routine
and maybe try some additional relaxation
methods such as yoga or Tai Chi. Simple deep
breathing can really help break a pattern of
building up stress.

Don’t…
sit around, using alcohol
or other drugs to make
yourself feel better.

Do…
enjoy life.

Spend time having fun, doing things that you
enjoy and help you to relax in the company of
family and friends. Try to eat well and make
healthy food choices, and take time to enjoy
your meals.

Don’t…
hide away from people.
Don’t…
rely on fast, convenience
foods – they actually
increase stress levels.

Do…
test.

Monitor your blood glucose levels often.

Don’t…
ignore your health.

Do…
talk to
your doctor.

Have your blood pressure checked and
discuss whether your medication needs
adjusting during this time of stress.

Don’t…
think your doctor
isn’t interested.

ikely to be caused by the way you deal with it
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When is it more than stress?
Stress is normal. Whether pleasant or unpleasant, many stressful events are shortlived and life usually returns to normal.
However, if your symptoms don’t go away, you may be developing anxiety or
depression. Anxiety and depression are not normal. They are medical problems with
proven treatments. Both will affect your diabetes and make it more difficult to manage.
Refer to the Depression and Diabetes information sheet.
If you find your stressful symptoms last for more than a few weeks, be sure to
discuss it with your doctor.

Would you like to join Australia’s leading diabetes organisation?
> Dietary services
> Educational literature

> Free magazines
> Product discounts

> Children’s services
> Support groups

For more information phone 1300 136 588 or visit your State/Territory Organisation’s website:
ACT www.diabetes-act.com.au
NSW www.diabetesnsw.com.au
NT
www.healthylivingnt.org.au
QLD www.diabetesqld.org.au
SA
www.diabetessa.com.au		
TAS
www.diabetestas.com.au
VIC www.diabetesvic.org.au		
WA
www.diabeteswa.com.au

The design, content and production of this diabetes information sheet has been undertaken by:
> Diabetes Australia – NSW
> Diabetes Australia – Victoria
> Diabetes Australia – Queensland
> Diabetes Australia – Tasmania
> Diabetes ACT
> Diabetes SA
> Diabetes WA
> Healthy Living NT
The original medical and educational content of this information sheet has been reviewed by
the Health Care and Education Committee of Diabetes Australia Ltd. Photocopying this publication
in its original form is permitted for educational purposes only. Reproduction in any other form
by third parties is prohibited. For any matters relating to this information sheet, please contact
National Publications at dapubs@tpg.com.au or phone 02 9527 1951.
Health professionals: For bulk copies of this resource, contact Diabetes Australia in your State/Territory.
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