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 Diabetes Self-management: A Lifetime of Work 
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Abstract
The International Diabetes Federation indicated diabetes self-
management education is the right of all people with diabetes.  
Diabetes self-management is hard, relentless work and is 
required throughout the person’s life.  People require 
individualised education and health professional and family 
support to effectively manage their diabetes.  Self-management 
education is more likely to be effective if it is implemented as 
part of a comprehensive care plan, takes account of the 
individual’s situation and actively involves them in care 
decisions.  Significantly, people with diabetes who never 
received diabetes education have a fourfold increased risk of 
complications compared to those who received education. 
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Introduction
 Lifelong self-management is an essential 
component of optimal diabetes care.  Self-management 
embodies the key values of autonomy, informed-
decisions, person-centred care and the right to self-
determination.  The person with diabetes is expected 
to be an active participant in his or her care with an 
interdisciplinary team of health professionals (HPs).  
Thus, effective self-management depends on the 
individual acquiring and applying the relevant 
knowledge and skills and positive attitudes to set goals, 
problem-solve and make informed decisions about 
their care.  However, there is a wide gap between this 
self-management rhetoric and actual practice1.  
 
Whatisself-management?
 Self-management is practised in some form by 
almost everybody, well or otherwise, but is particularly 
expected of people with chronic diseases such as 
diabetes.  Self-management is also an important aspect 
of managing inter-current illnesses and minor injuries 
and pain, and is also a key component of health 
maintenance and prevention. Many people use 
complementary therapies (CAM) for this purpose2.  
Significantly, self-management is under the control of 

the individual: HPs do not recommend, or even know 
about, many of the self-management activities people 
undertake.   
 
TheUKDepartmentofHealth(DOH)3definedself-
managementas:
 The actions individuals and carers take for 
themselves, their children, their families and others to 
stay fit and maintain good physical and mental health; 
meet psychological needs; prevent illness or accidents; 
care for minor ailments and long term conditions, and 
maintain health and wellbeing after an acute illness or 
discharge from hospital. 
 The UK definition is particularly relevant to 
diabetes because it focuses on wellness and positions 
the individual within their social context.  It is also 
consistent with the self-management tasks people with 
diabetes are expected to perform (see Table 1).  The 
International Diabetes Federation (IDF)4 stated that 
diabetes education is necessary to achieve effective 
self-management, is a right of all people with diabetes 
and, further, indicated that governments need to 
integrate diabetes self-management education into 
their national diabetes policies. 
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