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The Impact Of Type 1 Diabetes On Individuals, Communities And The NHS

Type 1 diabetes is a lifelong autoimmune disease, in which the body's immune system attacks the insulin-producing beta cells in the pancreas. This means that the body produces little or no insulin, a hormone that enables glucose to enter cells to be used for energy. Without insulin , blood glucose is dangerously high . For survival, people with Type 1 diabetes need to take insulin each day, either by injection or using an insulin pump. Common symptoms include excessive thirst, frequent urination, unexplained weight loss, tiredness, blurred vision and increased hunger. It can occur at any age but is most often diagnosed in children and young adults. Type 1 diabetes affects millions of people around the world and around 400,000 people are living with the condition in the UK. There is no cure today, but advances in treatment and technology have enabled people with Type 1 diabetes to live longer, healthier and more active lives.

Effects of Type 1 Diabetes on Individuals

Almost every part of a person's daily life is impacted by Type 1 diabetes. People with the condition must take care of their blood glucose levels every day because the body can’t make insulin. This can include testing blood sugar multiple times a day with a blood sugar meter or continuous glucose monitor (CGM), counting carbohydrates, and taking insulin with meals.

Managing the condition can be physically taxing. Symptoms of blood glucose levels dropping too low (hypoglycaemia) include sweating, shaking, dizziness, confusion and weakness. If not treated immediately, severe hypoglycaemia can lead to seizures or unconsciousness. When blood glucose levels are too high (hyperglycaemia), the person can become very thirsty, tired and unwell. If left untreated this can lead to diabetic ketoacidosis (DKA), a serious medical emergency requiring hospital treatment.


But uncontrolled diabetes is linked with a higher risk of complications over time. They include damage to the eyes (diabetic retinopathy), kidneys (kidney disease), nerves (neuropathy), heart disease and foot problems which can lead to ulcers or amputation. Having regular medical check-ups can help lower these risks.

Emotional and mental well-being is also affected by Type 1 diabetes. The constant responsibility of monitoring blood glucose levels and managing insulin can lead to many feeling stressed, anxious or experiencing ‘diabetes burnout’. Young people may feel different from their friends because they have to inject insulin or check their glucose while at school or while doing social activities. For some people the condition is long-term and they develop depression or anxiety.

Despite these challenges, many people with Type 1 diabetes are able to live successful, active lives with the help of their treatment plans, healthcare professionals, family members and friends.

Impact on Communities and the NHS

Type 1 diabetes is a huge burden on communities and healthcare services throughout the UK. Type 1 diabetes is less common than Type 2 and needs lifelong treatment and regular support from the NHS.

People with Type 1 diabetes see their GP, diabetes specialist nurses, dietitians and hospital consultants often. They also have regular blood tests to monitor their HbA1c levels, have annual eye screening, kidney function tests and foot examinations to pick up complications early.

The NHS spends millions of pounds every year on providing insulin, blood glucose testing strips, continuous glucose monitors, insulin pumps and emergency treatment for complications such as diabetic ketoacidosis. Emergency departments and hospital wards are burdened by hospital admissions for severe hypoglycaemia or DKA.

Communities are also affected, because family members often help care for children or adults with Type 1 diabetes. Parents will need to check their child's blood glucose levels throughout the day and night and schools need to ensure staff are trained to support pupils with diabetes. Employers may also have to make reasonable adjustments to help employees with the condition.

Public awareness campaigns and education programmes help communities to understand diabetes and to avoid misunderstandings about the condition.

How Type 1 Diabetes is Controlled

There is currently no cure for Type 1 diabetes, but it can be successfully managed with lifelong treatment and healthy lifestyle choices.

The primary treatment is insulin therapy. Most people take insulin by injecting it every day or through an insulin pump that continuously delivers insulin throughout the day. Blood glucose levels are monitored regularly using finger-prick blood tests or continuous glucose monitoring devices, and insulin doses can be adjusted as needed.

Eating a healthy diet is another important part of managing diabetes. Those with Type 1 diabetes should eat a balanced diet, do accurate carbohydrate counting and avoid too many sugary foods and drinks. Exercise is good for health and blood glucose control, but insulin doses and food intake are adjusted around exercise.

Healthcare professionals educate to enable people to confidently manage their condition. Diabetes specialist nurses, dietitians and doctors teach people how to monitor blood glucose and recognise the symptoms of hypo- and hyperglycaemia and how to adjust insulin safely. And there is psychological support for those who are struggling with the emotional impact of living with diabetes.

Regular health checks are vital. Early detection of complications through regular eye screening, kidney function tests and foot examinations means treatment can start before serious damage takes hold.

Modern technology has made huge advances in diabetes management and quality of life, with insulin pumps and continuous glucose monitors making a big difference for many people.





Factors Affecting Health and Wellbeing

There are many factors that influence the health and wellbeing of a person with Type 1 diabetes. Age is an important factor. Children rely on parents, carers and teachers to assist with insulin management and blood glucose monitoring, whereas teenagers may find managing diabetes more challenging as they gain independence. Diabetes management also impacts mental health. Stress, anxiety and depression can make it more difficult for people to consistently follow their treatment plans. 
Emotional support is often provided by healthcare professionals in conjunction with physical treatment. Health outcomes are also affected by income and access to health care. And while the NHS offers insulin and treatment for free, travelling to appointments, maintaining a healthy diet and taking time off work can still create financial pressures. 
Another important factor is education. Those who know they have the condition are more likely to manage their blood glucose successfully and reduce the risk of complications. Diabetes education programmes boost confidence and self-management skills. 
Family and social support can make a huge difference. Family, friends, schools and employers can help people with diabetes to manage their condition and to maintain a good quality of life.

Conclusion

Type 1 diabetes is a lifelong autoimmune disease that requires management with insulin therapy, blood glucose monitoring and healthy lifestyle choices. There is no cure at present, but medical treatment and advances in technology have allowed many people with Type 1 diabetes to lead healthy, active and fulfilling lives. It has a physical, emotional and social impact on people and places ongoing demands on families, communities and the NHS. Health professionals have a vital role in providing education, specialist care and regular health checks to reduce complications and improve quality of life. Further research and better access to new technologies hold out the promise of even better results in the future. By raising awareness and supporting those living with Type 1, we can help reduce stigma, improve health and ensure people receive the care they need throughout their lives.
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