
Diabetes can be hard enough to live with but if you also have an intellectual disability (ID) or physical 
disability the level of challenge soon rises. Some people will have a disability as a result of their 
diabetes while others will have a disability and then get diabetes. No matter which way it goes, 

there are likely to be some extra things that will need to be considered to live an active and healthy life 
when you combine diabetes with any disability.  

Most people with a disability are supported by a 
combination of family, friends, support workers and 
disability and health support services. It is important 
for these people to be aware that people with a 
disability are at a higher risk of developing diabetes. 
This is because they are more likely to have the usual 
diabetes risk factors (e.g. increasing weight, unhealthy 
diet, and limited activity) and diabetes is linked with 
some of the syndromes associated with ID.  

Diabetes and an intellectual
disability

IN THE COMMUNITY

For example:
• Autism
• Congenital rubella 
• Downs Syndrome 
• Friedreich ataxia
• Myotonic dystrophy
• Prader-Willi 
• Turner, Wolfram, Klinefelter, 

Laurence-Moon-Biedl  
Syndromes. 

Diabetes care for people with an 
intellectual disability
People with ID need their diabetes 
care and education to take into 
account their physical, intellectual, 
medical, communication and 
support needs.

For example:
Physical 
finding a meter that is appropriate 
to the physical and visual needs of 
an individual
-   identifying appropriate exercise 

options that are safe and 
appropriate to their capacity

Intellectual 
their developmental age and 
learning style
-  suitable resources to reinforce 

their learning

Medical 
what other medical conditions they 
also have
-  will any of the treatments they 

already have make it harder to 
manage their diabetes?

Communication 
how does this person communicate 
their needs to others?
-  are there resources to help them 

do this about their diabetes?

Support needs 
Can they do or be involved with 
any or all of their diabetes care? 
-  who else helps them with  

their diabetes care?

Just like other people with 
diabetes the more someone with a 
disability understands about their 
diabetes the more likely they are to 
be able to live a healthy life with 
their condition. People with ID 
usually depend on the support of 
others so it is important for these 
people to have a good working 
knowledge of diabetes care as it 
relates to the individual and their 
daily routines at the various places 
they go during the day e.g. school, 
day options, respite and places of 
employment. This can be 
challenging because many of the 
people working in this area do not 
have a broad knowledge of 
diabetes care and are not clinically 
trained to care for diabetes. 

There can also be confusion about 
who is qualified to give a person 
with ID their insulin injection. Most 
disability support services do not 
have nurses and therefore the 
support workers need extra 
education and skills training to be 
able to help the person to have 
their injection or to do the injection 
for them if required. It is not illegal 
for support workers to provide 
these support services, however 
they do need to have the 
appropriate skills training and 
evaluation of their knowledge and 
skills in the specifics of supporting 
the individual in this aspect of their 
diabetes care. 

People with a disability can be 
actively involved in their diabetes 
care if they are provided with the 
opportunity and individualised 
support. This relies on the 
knowledge and skills of diabetes 
health professionals and disability 
support organisations being insync 
and integrated plans created to 
address this area of service delivery 
by individuals with disability and 
their organisations. Utilising a 
range of the resources above and 
some consultancy time will assist 

organisations to customise their 
diabetes care strategy. 

What’s out there to help  
people with ID and diabetes 
in South Australia?
Your Diabetes Centre (located in 
major public and private hospitals), 
Credentialled Diabetes Educators 
working privately (listed on the 
ADEA website), and of course your 
General Practitioner can provide 
assistance or referral to where help 
can be obtained in your local area. 
There are also health professionals 
who specialise in this area, 
providing a diabetes assessment 
and education service for people 
with an intellectual disability  
or acquired brain injury in  
South Australia. 
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Jayne Lehmann is the Director  
of EdHealth Australia and  
principal consultant. 

Jayne currently conducts diabetes 
education clinics in South Australia  
at a number of locations. This  
includes the first specialised service  
in Australia for people with an 
intellectual disability at Minda  
in Brighton South Australia. 

To find out more or to book a service 
or clinic appointment:
Email: jayne@edhealth.com.au  
Mobile: 0412 102 048 
www.edhealthaustralia.com  
Twitter: @JayneEdHealth
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