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• The food you consume gets broken down into glucose (sugar) and released into
your bloodstream.

• When your blood sugar levels increase, your pancreas is signalled to release a
hormone called insulin. Insulin acts as a “key”, allowing the glucose to travel from
the bloodstream into the body’s cells.

• Glucose is the main source of energy for the cells in your body.
• With diabetes, the body either does not produce enough insulin, or is unable to

properly use insulin. Therefore, blood sugar levels remain high in the bloodstream 
• There are several forms of diabetes: type 1, type 2, pre-diabetes, and gestational

diabetes. 

Know the Symptoms

• What blood sugar is, and the role that it plays
• The complications of long-term high blood sugar
• How to improve blood sugar control

In this section you will learn: 

Approximately 11 million Canadians are living with diabetes. 

• Hunger
• Trembling/shakiness
• Nausea
• Sweating
• Irritable or anxious
• Numbness or tingling

around the mouth

• Fatigue
• Confusion
• Increased thirst
• Fruity smelling

breath
• Blurred vision
• Frequent urination

High 
Blood 
Sugar 

Low 
Blood 
Sugar 

(Hypoglycemia) 

(Hyperglycemia) 
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Complications of Long-Term High Blood Sugar 
Diabetes increases your risk for many health problems. With proper treatment and 
lifestyle changes, it is possible to prevent or delay the onset of these complications. 

Cardiovascular Disease
• High blood sugar levels can negatively impact the vessels and nerves that

control the heart and blood vessels. 
• When the arteries of the heart are damaged, the risk of developing plaque in

the arteries (atherosclerosis) increases.
• Atherosclerosis can reduce blood flow to major organs and increase your risk

of heart disease and/or stroke. 
• Atherosclerosis can also occur in the vessels that supply the limbs; this is

called peripheral artery disease (PAD) and can lead to cramping or pain with
activity. 

Eye Damage 
• Damaged blood vessels in the eye may leak fluid and cause swelling. In

response, new blood vessels may begin to grow, which are often weak.
• This can cause bleeding, scarring, or increased pressure inside the eye.
• If blood sugar levels are unmanaged, you are at increased risk of vision

conditions such as diabetic retinopathy, cataracts, glaucoma, or macular
edema. 

Kidney Damage 
• The kidneys contain many small blood vessels that act as filters, removing

waste products from the blood. 
• High blood sugar can damage this filtering system, causing waste products to

accumulate in the blood. 
• Severe damage can lead to kidney failure or irreversible end-stage kidney

disease, which may require dialysis or a kidney transplant. 

Nerve Damage (neuropathy)
• High blood sugar can damage the walls of the vessels that nourish your nerves
• This can lead to tingling, numbness, burning, or pain. These sensations usually

begin at the tips of the toes or fingers and gradually spread upward. Left 
untreated, this can lead to complete loss of sensation in the affected limbs. 

• Damage to the nerves related to digestion can cause nausea, vomiting,
diarrhea or constipation. 

• Nerve damage in the feet increases the risk of various foot complications.
Left untreated, cuts and blisters can develop serious infections, which
often heal poorly. These infections may lead to amputation.



How to Improve Blood Sugar Control 
Physical Activity and Exercise 

• When you exercise, your muscles use more glucose, lowering the glucose levels in 
your blood.

• Exercise also helps the insulin in your body work better. This effect can last for 
several hours after exercise.

• Aim for 150 to 300 minutes of moderate to vigorous aerobic exercise each week and 
resistance training a minimum of twice per week.

Healthy Eating
• Refer to Canada’s Food Guide to ensure you are eating a balanced diet.
• Aim to include high-fibre foods such as whole grains, vegetables and fruits.
• Avoid processed foods.
• Do not skip meals; eat at regular times.

Medication 
• There are a variety of medications that can manage blood sugar

levels. 
• Ensure that you are taking your medications as prescribed .
• Speak to your doctor, pharmacist or diabetes specialist if you

have questions about your medications. 
Manage Stress Effectively 

• Stress impacts your body’s hormone levels, which can lead to an increase in blood sugar
levels. 

• Learning to manage stress can help you to better manage your diabetes.
 

Education and Support 
• Attending a Diabetes Education Program can equip you with the tools and knowledge to

better manage your diabetes. 
• Speak to your Exercise Therapist if you would like to be referred to a Diabetes Education

Program. 

Know Your Numbers! 
• Ask your doctor to check your fasting blood sugar and HbA1c values.
• HbA1c values indicate the average blood sugar levels over the past three months.

For those living without diabetes, general guidelines are: 
Fasting blood sugar: 4.0 – 6.0 mmol/L 
HbA1c: 0.04 – 0.06, or 4 – 6% 

For those living with diabetes, general guidelines are: 
Fasting blood sugar: 4.0 – 7.0 mmol/L 
HbA1c: < 0.07 or < 7% 



Ask Yourself 

Special Considerations When Exercising with Diabetes 
• Know the signs and symptoms of high and low blood sugar levels.
• Wear white, polyester-blend, wool, polypropylene, or acrylic socks.

o Avoid wearing cotton socks as they hold moisture, creating a wet layer
around your foot 

• Wear well-fitting athletic shoes.
• Ensure you stay hydrated.
• Be aware of timing in regards to exercise and meals; consider having a snack

before exercising. 
• If necessary, check your blood sugar levels before and after activity.
• After activity, inspect your feet for sores, blisters or irritation.

Pre-diabetes occurs when blood sugar levels are higher than normal, but not 
high enough for a diagnosis of diabetes. Research has shown that if you take 

steps to manage your blood sugar levels, you can delay or prevent the 
development of diabetes. 

Tip: Shop for your shoes later in the day, as your feet often swell by then. 

Do you know what your blood sugar levels are? 
What are the symptoms of low blood sugar? High blood sugar? 

If diabetic, do you inspect your feet after you exercise? 
If diabetic, when was the last time you attended a Diabetes Education Program? 
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