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If you are working a 12-hour shift and your 

schedule is fi lled with critical patients, fi nding the 

time to eat food that is not from the vending 

machine or cafeteria, as well as the strength to 

exercise after your busy shift ends, is a challenge. 

Time constraints can create hindrances, making it 

diffi cult to maintain a healthy lifestyle. However, 

making minor changes throughout the day can 

protect your body from developing Type 2 

diabetes in the long run.  

Type 2 diabetes is a chronic condition that 

affects the way the body metabolizes sugar 

(glucose); the body either resists the effects of 

insulin or does not produce enough insulin to 

maintain a normal glucose level (Type 2 

Diabetes, 2011). According to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, diabetes affects 

25.8 million people in the United States, and 

Type 2 diabetes makes up 90 to 95 percent of 

all diagnosed cases in adults (National Diabetes 

Fact Sheet, 2011). 

You may come across patients who present 

the following symptoms of type 2 diabetes: 

• Frequent urination 

• Unusual thirst 

• Extreme hunger and fatigue

• Unexplained weight loss 

• Frequent infections 

• Blurred vision 

• Slow-healing cuts or sores 

• Tingling/numbness in the hands/feet 

Detecting symptoms in the early stages is 

crucial to delay the condition. This serious 

condition can eventually lead to heart disease, 

stroke, blindness, kidney disease and nerve 

damage if not controlled. The signs of Type 2 

diabetes can go unnoticed for years, and the 

progression of the disease may happen slowly. 

An estimated one-third of people with Type 2 

diabetes are unaware that they have it, and 

many people do not fi nd out they have diabetes 

until they encounter serious problems, such as 

eye damage or heart trouble (Small Step Big 

Rewards, 2006).

A recent study suggested that women who 

work at night may face higher chances of 

developing Type 2 diabetes (night shifts could 

disrupt circadian rhythms and affect blood 

sugar), and researchers who tracked women as 

part of the Nurses’ Health Study (2002) found 

that the risk rose with increasing duration of 

shift work (Working Night Shifts, 2011). The 

predicted growing rate is alarming researchers 

as they expect 1 in 3 adults will develop this 

disease by 2050, while current statistics show 

that 1 in 10 adults are affected (Haupt, 2010). As 

an emergency nurse, it is essential for you to do 

a self-assessment and be aware of any Type 2 

diabetes symptoms that could potentially place 

your own health at risk.  

Reduce the Risk
Although certain risk factors are inevitable (such 

as age, family history, race and gender), 

research shows that the development of Type 2 

diabetes is heavily linked to weight, diet and 

physical activity—factors that can all be 

modifi ed and controlled. Lifestyle choices 

infl uence the development of the disease, and 

taking preventative measures daily can help to 

lower your risk.  

Weight
According to the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, more than 80 percent of people 

with diabetes are overweight, which is a key risk 

factor for Type 2 diabetes (Overweight and 

Obesity: Health Consequences, 2007). Obesity 

increases the body’s resistance to insulin. You 

are also at a higher risk of developing Type 2 

diabetes if your body stores fat predominately in 

your abdomen area (Type 2 Diabetes, 2011). 

Obesity is often associated with high blood 

pressure and high cholesterol—two factors that 

can also increase your risk. Losing even a small 

amount of weight through diet and exercise will 

help to ward off future complications. Addition-

ally, the rise in obesity among patients causes 

strain on health care workers, and obesity 

among nurses increases their own risk of 

suffering a work-related injury.

Diet
Eating a healthy diet is one of the most 

important aspects of a prevention plan. 

Although it can seem diffi cult to make the right 

food choices when your time is limited, it is 

possible with a little effort and diligence. The 

NHS listed the following diet factors that can 

infl uence diabetes risk: 

Glycemic Index: High glycemic index foods 

(e.g., pasta, chips, cookies and white bread) 

raise blood glucose levels quickly, forcing the 

body to produce insulin in large amounts. The 

NHS found that a large consumption of these 

foods increased the risk by 50 percent.

Fiber: The NHS found that eating foods that 

are rich in fi ber, particularly fi ber found in 

whole-grain foods, lowered the risk of diabetes, 

because fi ber helps the body to avoid spikes in 

blood glucose levels, thus reducing the demand 

for insulin. 

Fat: The NHS showed that total fat, saturated 

fat or monounsaturated fat did not affect the 

risk of diabetes, and polyunsaturated fat 

reduced the risk. However, eating foods that 

contain trans fat will increase your risk (avoid 

food labels that say partially hydrogenated 

vegetable oils).  

Diet Recommendations
•  Eliminate or signifi cantly reduce your 

consumption of beverages that are loaded 

with sugar, because research shows a connec-

tion between sugar-loaded beverages and the 

development of Type 2 diabetes (Mathur & 

Stoppler, n.d.). Because drinking these 

beverages on a daily basis can double your 

risk, opt for water or sugar-free drinks 

instead. 

•  Eat a minimum of 14 grams of fi ber for every 

1,000 calories you consume, because fi ber 

helps to control blood sugar levels (Type 2 

Diabetes, 2011).  

•  Bring your lunch to work (such as tuna or 

turkey sandwiches on whole wheat bread), 

and choose your snacks carefully. Pack 

healthy snacks that you can conveniently grab 

in between patient visits, such as dried fruits, 

whole-grain crackers, vegetables (carrots, 

celery sticks) or fresh fruits (such as apples, 

pears, bananas or kiwi, all low-glycemic 

foods). Keep a handful of unsalted nuts 

within reach; research shows that nuts can 

effectively prevent Type 2 diabetes. 

•  Form a small support group at work where 

you can discuss healthy alternatives, concerns 

or plan a monthly potluck with healthy dishes. 

Physical Activity
If squeezing the recommended 30 minutes of 

physical activity into your day is not feasible, 

opt to exercise in 10-minute intervals instead. 

Staying physically active helps to control blood 
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glucose levels and studies show that walking—an accessible exercise for 

emergency nurses—can be extremely effective in reducing the risk. Wear 

shoes that are comfortable and supportive. Because walking is incorpo-

rated into your daily routine as an emergency nurse, using a pedometer to 

tracks your steps (2,000 steps equal one mile) can help you reach a daily 

30-minute exercise goal. 

The National Diabetes Education Program recommends delivering 

a message to your co-worker in person instead of sending an e-mail, 

teaming up with a co-worker to walk during lunch/breaks and taking 

the stairs instead of the elevator (Small Steps, Big Rewards, 2006). 

The Benefi ts   
As you take small steps to become more proactive in obtaining a healthier 

lifestyle, you will reduce the risk of Type 2 diabetes. Taking preventative 

measures to protect your own health will make you even more effective in 

your role to empower other emergency nurses and help patients achieve 

optimal health.
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DIABETES FACTS SNAPSHOT 
•  Diabetes is the leading cause of kidney failure, heart 

disease and new cases of blindness among adults in 
the United States. 

•  Diabetes is the seventh-leading cause of death in the 
United States. 

•  Diabetes is the leading cause of amputation of the 
lower limbs.

 
Source: National Diabetes Fact Sheet (2011). Retrieved from Centers 
for Disease Control Web site: www.cdc.gov/diabetes/pubs/

pdf/ndfs_2011.pdf.  

KNOW YOUR NUMBERS
Knowing your numbers for blood pressure, fasting 
blood glucose, blood cholesterol levels and weight is 
important to help you understand if you are at risk for 
Type 2 diabetes.

Recommended Numbers for Cholesterol:
LDL Cholesterol: Less than 100 mg/dL
HDL Cholesterol:  For men above 40 mg/dL and 

for women above 50 mg/dL
Triglycerides: Less than 150 mg/dL

Testing for High Blood Glucose:
Healthy blood glucose: Below 100
Pre-diabetes: 100–125
Diabetes: Above 125 

Recommended numbers for Blood Pressure
Healthy blood pressure: below 120/80 
Early high blood pressure:  between 120/80 and 

140/90 
High blood pressure: 140/90 or higher 

Recommended Numbers for BMI:
Underweight: Below 18.5
Normal: 18.5 to 24.9
Overweight: 25.0 to 29.9
Obesity: 30.0 and above
To fi nd out your BMI, go to www.bmi-calculator.net/
bmi-classifi cation/bmi-overweight-information.php to 
enter your measurements into the BMI calculator.
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