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What is diabetes?

Glucose (sugar) is the main source of energy for the 
body’s cells and during digestion, glucose moves 
into the bloodstream to feed our cells.  Our pancreas 
produces insulin, which is needed to help the glucose 
enter those cells. Diabetes occurs when the pancreas 
does not produce enough or any insulin, or when the 
insulin doesn’t work properly (insulin resistance).

If your body does not have sufficient insulin to keep up 
with the glucose coming into your bloodstream, your 
blood glucose level will rise too high. If blood glucose 
levels are not well controlled in the long term they can 
cause very serious health issues such as heart attacks, 
strokes, blindness, amputation and kidney failure.

Diabetes is a health condition that prevents the body from properly using energy  

from the food we eat. 

Type 1 diabetes is usually caused by an auto-immune reaction where the body’s defence 
system attacks the cells that produce insulin. People with type 1 diabetes produce very little 
or no insulin. The disease may affect people of any age, but usually develops in children or 
young adults. People with this form of diabetes need injections of insulin every day in order 
to control the levels of glucose in their blood. 

Type 2 diabetes accounts for at least 90% of all cases of diabetes. The diagnosis of type 2 
diabetes is mainly in adults but is increasingly being diagnosed in younger age groups.  
Type 2 diabetes may remain undetected for many years and the diagnosis is often made 
when a complication appears or a routine blood test is done. People with type 2 diabetes 
can often initially manage their condition through exercise and diet. However, over time 
some people will require oral drugs and/or insulin. 

Pre-diabetes is when people are showing the signs of having high blood sugar levels and 
are starting to have trouble in keeping them down. It is estimated that one in four adults in 
New Zealand has pre-diabetes. If left untreated, it may develop into type 2 diabetes. 

Gestational diabetes (GDM) occurs when a pregnant woman has high levels of glucose 
in her blood. Unlike type 1 and type 2 diabetes, gestational diabetes is only temporary and 
usually disappears after pregnancy. However, a woman who has had gestational diabetes 
has an increased risk (50-60%) of developing type 2 diabetes in the future. 

There are three main types of diabetes:
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   What I CAN’T change:
•   My age

•   My ethnic background

•   Family history

   What I CAN change:
•   My weight

•   The amount of physical  
activity I do

•   What I eat

•   Smoking

Small steps to 
big changes:

•   Reduce weight

•   Be active for 30 minutes or more 
most days of the week

•   Eat healthy food

•   Achieve and maintain good  
control of your blood pressure  
and blood cholesterol

•   Get an annual heart and diabetes 
check from a health professional

LIFESTYLE NO YES

I am overweight for my height 0 3

I do very little physical activity 0 3

I often eat foods high in fat and sugar 0 3

FAMILY – ORIGIN NO YES

There is, or has been diabetes  
in my family

0 3

I’m of Māori, Pacific Island,  
South Asian or Middle Eastern descent

0 3

I have had a baby weighing more  
than 9lbs (4kg) or high blood glucose 
during pregnancy

0 6

AGE NO YES

I am between 35 and 64 years of age 0 1

I am over 65 years of age 0 3

TOTAL

What is your risk? 
Awareness of your level of risk of developing type 
2 diabetes is a good starting point to know if you 
need to visit your health professional for appropriate 
testing. 

Just answer the quick questions below and you will 
receive a score which will help with understanding 
your level of risk and next steps.

Score 3-5:   You are probably at low risk for having type 2 diabetes 
now. However, you may be at a higher risk in the future.

Score 6 or more:   You are at greater risk of having type 2 diabetes. 
Only your health care provider can determine if you have diabetes. 
Visit your doctor to find out more.

Symptoms - classic diabetes signs you must not miss!

FREQUENT URINATION UNEXPLAINED WEIGHT LOSS
OR WEIGHT GAIN

EXCESSIVE FATIGUE INCREASED THIRST

SLOW HEALING TINGLING OR NUMBNESS BLURRED VISION INCREASED HUNGER 


