
PREVENTING DIABETES
SMALL STEPS CAN MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE 
Nina Gallauresi, Executive Director, MHBP

HEALTH PLAN REPORT

C hances are, you know someone who has diabetes. 
It might even be you. Diabetes is one of the most 
common disorders in the U.S. It affects about 1 in 9 

Americans. Diabetes raises your risk for serious health prob-
lems. It can damage the eyes, kidneys, nerves, and heart, and 
it is linked to some types of cancer.

Now, what if you learned that there’s a low-cost, scientif-
ically proven way to greatly reduce your chances of getting 
type 2 diabetes, the most common type? Would you give 
it a try?

More than two decades ago, a landmark NIH-supported 
study, called the Diabetes Prevention Program (DPP), released 
its results. It found that people at high risk for diabetes were 
much less likely to get the disorder if they lost a little weight 
through healthy eating and physical activity. Their risk 
of getting diabetes dropped 
by nearly 60% compared to 
people who did not aim to 
make healthy changes.

For those over age 60, 
the results were even more 
striking. Their risk of get-
ting diabetes dropped 
by 71% when they made 
healthy changes. The ben-
efits were so clear that the 
study ended a year early, after just three years. Participants 
in the comparison group were encouraged to also make the 
healthy changes to reduce their diabetes risk.

DPP has had a lasting influence on medical care in the U.S. 
and around the world. Since its initial results were reported, 
lifestyle change programs based on the findings have become 
widely available across the country.

A 10-year follow-up study showed that people in the origi-
nal treatment group delayed diabetes by about four years. A 
later study found benefits even 22 years after the study began, 
with people in the lifestyle-change group having about a 25% 
reduced risk of developing diabetes.

“Even though the initial treatments lasted only three years, 
participants did have longer-term health benefits,” says Dr. 
William Knowler, an NIH diabetes expert.

NIH-supported researchers continue to study new and 
proven ways to help people prevent or delay type 2 diabetes. 
But we already know that taking steps to prevent or manage 
diabetes can lower your risk of developing diabetes-related 
health problems.

ARE YOU AT RISK?
Diabetes is a disease that occurs when your blood glucose, 
also called blood sugar, is too high. Glucose is your body’s 
main source of energy. Normally, a hormone made by the 
pancreas called insulin helps glucose get into your cells to be 
used for energy. If you have diabetes, your body doesn’t make 
enough insulin or use insulin properly. Glucose then stays in 
your blood and doesn’t reach your cells.

Anyone can get type 2 diabetes, even children. But cer-
tain factors can raise your 
risk. You’re more likely to 
develop type 2 diabetes if 
you are at least 35 years old 
or have a family history of 
diabetes. Black Americans, 
Hispanic/Latino Americans, 
American Indians, and 
Asian Americans are also at 
higher risk.

People who are over-
weight or have obesity and people who don’t get enough 
physical activity are also more likely to develop the disease. 
But these are changeable factors.

About 1 in 3 American adults has a condition called predia-
betes. It occurs when your blood sugar is higher than normal, 
but not yet high enough to be called diabetes. Most people 
with prediabetes don’t realize they have it. That’s because 
prediabetes tends to have few symptoms, and many people 
don’t get screened.

“We can diagnose prediabetes and diabetes with a very sim-
ple blood test known as a hemoglobin A1C. You don’t need to 
fast to do this test,” says Dr. Tannaz Moin, a physician and dia-
betes researcher at the University of California, Los Angeles. 
The A1C test reflects your average levels of blood sugar over 
the past three months.

For those over age 60, the results were 
even more striking. Their risk of getting 

diabetes dropped by 71% when they 
made healthy changes. 
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“Prediabetes is viewed as a very strong risk factor for type 
2 diabetes. But not everyone with prediabetes goes on to 
develop type 2 diabetes,” Moin adds. “That’s why it’s important 
to be screened and talk with your medical providers about 
your risk factors and things that you can do to prevent type 2 
diabetes if you’re at risk.”

A ROLE FOR MEDICATIONS
Although making healthy lifestyle changes has proven effec-
tive for preventing diabetes, it doesn’t work for everyone. For 
those people, medications may help.

NIH’s DPP study looked at whether the diabetes drug met-
formin might also prevent or delay diabetes onset. It found 
that the drug could reduce the risk of developing diabetes by 
about 30%. For some patients, a combination of metformin 
and lifestyle changes might be best.

In recent years, a class of drugs called GLP-1 drugs has 
become widely available for weight management and diabe-
tes treatment. These drugs have proven effective at reducing 
weight and keeping blood glucose in check. Some studies hint 
that they might also help to prevent or delay diabetes.

“Body weight is an important factor that determines the 
risk of getting type 2 diabetes. So the potential here is great,” 
says Knowler. “But the problem is, as with any new drugs, it 
takes many years to know how effective and safe they will be. 
And a huge problem with any kind of weight loss is sustain-
ing it, not achieving it.”

Because GLP-1 drugs are still relatively new, it’s not 
entirely clear how outcomes will change if people stop tak-
ing the drugs. And possible side effects of long-term use are 
still uncertain.

HEALTHY CHANGES THAT LAST
“Making lifestyle changes is hard. So it’s important to get the 
support you need to make the changes last,” says Dr. Joshua 
J. Joseph, a physician and diabetes researcher at Ohio State 
University. “You can get that support through programs like 
the CDC’s National Diabetes Prevention Program (NDPP).”

NDPP is based on the findings of NIH’s DPP study. It aims 
to help people make long-term lifestyle changes that prevent 
or delay diabetes.

Local hospitals, health departments, libraries, senior cen-
ters, and faith-based organizations may also offer programs 
or seminars to help prevent type 2 diabetes. For physical 
activity, look for activities that you enjoy. Experts recommend 
brisk walking for a low-cost activity. Working out with others 
can be motivating for some people. Consider group classes 
like Zumba or Pilates.

“It’s important to think of diabetes prevention throughout 
the lifespan. So, it’s just as critical to work with children on 
healthy eating and healthy behaviors as it is to work with 

older people,” Joseph explains. “If we work across the life 
course, it could lead to large reductions in the development 
of diabetes in the U.S. and around the world.”

AIM TO PREVENT DIABETES
•	Maintain a healthy weight. If you are overweight,  

set a weight-loss goal. Start by aiming to lose at  
least? 5% of your current weight.

•	Get moving. Get at least 30 minutes of physical 
activity 5 days a week.

•	Eat healthy. Find tips for healthy eating at  
www.myplate.gov.

•	Get support. CDC’s National Diabetes Prevention 
Program (NDPP) offers year-long programs 
nationwide. Participants work with a lifestyle coach in 
person or online to build healthy habits that last. It’s 
free to eligible participants. Find an NDPP near you.

ADDITIONAL MHBP RESOURCES TO ASSIST YOU
MHBP has extensive resources to assist you in supporting 
your health.

MHBP offers a Lifestyle and Condition Coaching Program 
that provides you or your covered dependents personalized 
support that helps you manage existing conditions, including:

•	Diabetes

•	Pre-diabetes

•	Exercise Management

•	Nutrition management

•	Weight management

Our Health Coach will partner with you to transform your 
health goals into action. To get started with Health Coaching 
call toll-free at 866-533-1410.

Also, when medically necessary, MHBP covers weight loss 
medications, including GLP-1 medications. If you have any 
questions or would like more information, please call MHBP 
at 833-497-2416.

SOURCES: 
•	National Institutes of Health https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/

•	MHBPpostal.com
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