
 
 

TEN things your dietitian wants you to know about diabetes 
“Healthy Living and Diabetes” is the theme of World Diabetes Day this month. ADSA spokesperson and 
Registered Dietitian, Ria Catsicas, has been practicing as a clinical dietitian for over twenty-five years and has 
a special interest in the medical nutrition management of diabetes, metabolic syndrome and obesity. She is 
also the author of the book "The Complete Nutritional Solution to Diabetes”. We asked her what the ten things 
are that your dietitian wants you to know about diabetes: 
 
1) Early diagnosing of diabetes is vitally important.  
The sooner that elevated blood glucose levels can be treated and returned to normal, the better. If you are 
diagnosed with either pre-diabetes or diabetes, you need to start moving towards a healthier lifestyle that 
focuses on exercise, good nutrition and weight-loss if you are overweight or obese. Should you experience any 
of the following symptoms contact your doctor ASAP - sudden weight loss, hunger, blurred vision, tiredness, 
excessive thirst and frequent urination. 
 
2) The role of lifestyle in the severity of diabetes 
The severity of diabetes is not distinguished by the type of medication you use, but by how effectively you 
control your blood sugar levels through healthy eating, physical activity and adherence to the medication 
prescribed by your doctor.  
 
3) The Warning Signs 
The most common features of pre-diabetes are abdominal obesity, high blood pressure, high uric acid levels 
and abnormal cholesterol levels (high triglycerides and low HDL – C). Pre-diabetes is a condition in which both 
your fasting blood glucose and two-hour post-meal blood glucose levels are above normal, but not high 
enough to be diagnosed as diabetes. Most people do not experience classic diabetes symptoms and might go 
untested for years unless they see their doctor on a regular basis. The majority of people with pre-diabetes will 
develop diabetes within 5 to 10 years unless they change their lifestyle sufficiently to prevent or delay the 
onset of diabetes. 
 
4) The role of nutrition in diabetes 
In people with diabetes the amount of insulin released is inadequate and clearance of glucose into the cells is 
significantly delayed.  The timing of your meals and snacks, the quantity of foods and drinks you consume 
daily, and the types of foods and drinks you consume daily are the three basic nutrition components that affect 
your blood glucose levels on a daily basis. 
 
5) Diabetes and Alcohol  
Most alcoholic beverages are high in calories and contain no significant nutrients. When it comes to alcohol 
and diabetes, how much you drink is more important than what you drink. The American Heart Association 
(AHA) recommends that, you should not drink at all. In the case of enjoying alcoholic drinks if you drink in 
moderation. This equates to one to two alcoholic drinks for men and one drink for women per day.  
However, too much alcohol can contribute to weight gain and excessive consumption (more than three drinks 
per day on a consistent basis) contributes to high blood glucose levels. Alcohol has a hypoglycaemic effect. 
Ensure eating a meal or snack when enjoying alcoholic drinks  



 
6) Diabetes and Sugar 
We all like a bit of sweetness in our diets. Some people with diabetes try to avoid every gram of sugar, 
scrutinizing labels for the term ‘sugar’, while others happily drink one to two glasses of sugar-sweetened cold 
drinks per day, equating to as much as 70 g (14 teaspoons) of sugar. Thus the small amount of sugar used in 
manufacturing non-sweet products such as condiments is allowed. Products that contain large amounts of 
sugar such as biscuits, sweets cakes, desserts, chocolates, soft drinks, fruit juices and flavored waters should 
be avoided    
 
Sweeteners can be classified into two categories: nutritive and non-nutritive or artificial sweeteners. The 
difference between them is that nutritive sweeteners contain calories while non-nutritive sweeteners contain 
none. There are numerous types of sweeteners and often claims are made of the artificial sweeteners cause 
diseases such as cancer. Evidence based science do not support these claims 
 
7) Develop an individual treatment and eating plan 
Consult your doctor to obtain an individual treatment plan that will control your diabetes in the best possible 
way taking your current lifestyle factors into consideration. 
 
Following fad diets to loose weight is not recommended, as they might not be optimal to control your weight 
and blood glucose levels in the long term. Remember, “No one diets fits all”! It is strongly recommended that 
you consult a registered dietician to plan a practical eating plan and menu that suits your lifestyle, budget and 
cultural preferences. This will facilitate adherence to an eating plan, which is very important to manage 
diabetes successfully.  
 
There are four equally important areas – exercise, nutrition, medication and blood glucose monitoring – that 
you need to master in order to manage your diabetes to better health.  
 
8) Achieving optimal blood glucose control 
What makes diabetes different from all other chronic conditions is that our blood glucose levels affect every 
system in our bodies and can impact on all body functions from our digestive system to the way we manage 
our stress levels. In 1935, Dr Elliot Joslin, founder of the Joslin Diabetes Institute in Massachusetts, USA, 
wrote that ‘the goal of appropriate therapy for those with diabetes should include a serious effort to achieve 
levels of blood glucose as close as possible to those in the non-diabetic’. 
 
9) Develop a healthy lifestyle for life 
Diabetes is a condition that must not be underestimated and there is no such thing as mild diabetes. Research 
shows that by the time most people are diagnosed with diabetes, approximately 50% of the insulin-producing 
beta cells in the pancreas are already dysfunctional. If you are fortunate enough to be diagnosed in the early 
stages you might need very little or no medication, but the nature of this disease is that the capacity of the B 
cells diminishes. It simply gets progressively worse with time. Research also shows that 30% of people with 
Type 2 diabetes already have one or more of its associated complications at the time of diagnosis.  
 
The good news is that if you value your health, you are in the ‘driver’s seat’, and that can make a huge 
difference. You have to take responsibility for managing your diabetes and ensure that it does not control you 
or your family. 
 
10) Developing a practical plan to start moving is non –negotiable 
Physical activity not only lowers blood glucose levels but also contributes towards your body cells becoming 
more sensitive to insulin. Choose a cost effective activity that you will enjoy and that fits your lifestyle. Commit 
to exercising on a regular basis (specific day and time), i.e. a brisk walking session on weekend days.    
 
To find a dietitian in your area who can assist you with a diabetic-friendly lifestyle plan, visit www.adsa.org.za 
 


