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Type 2 diabetes
& physical
activity

It is generally accepted that being active and eating healthy is good for us.
Moreover, getting active and staying active can help you to manage your
diabetes or help you reduce your risk of Type 2 diabetes.1

Overview
Physical activity is fundamental in the management of Type 2
diabetes.1
Physical activity lowers morbidity and mortality in Type 2 diabetes.1
Both aerobic and resistance training assist in managing Type 2
diabetes.1
People with Type 2 diabetes should aim to perform 150 minutes of
aerobic exercise per week at 50 to 70% of their maximum heart rate,
as well as resistance training three times per week.1
For adults with diabetes, flexibility and balance training is
recommended 2–3 times per week.1
Before embarking on any physical exercise regimen, any existing
conditions and cardiovascular risks need careful assessment.1
Before starting with a physical exercise regimen, patients using insulin
and/or sulphonylureas - an oral antidiabetic medication - should seek
counselling about the symptoms and risks of hypoglycaemia.1
Always consult with your Health Care Professional before
beginning an exercise programme.

Being active will1:
assist you to lose weight or maintain a healthy weight
lower blood glucose levels by increasing the amount of glucose
used by the muscles for energy

help reduce the amount of insulin you have to inject as exercise
assists the body to use insulin more efficiently
improve your diabetes management (particularly Type 2 diabetes)
strengthen your bones
reduce stress levels and symptoms of depression and anxiety

?

How much activity do we need to do?

All physical activity helps. Regardless of what you do – a sportsman,
mother or teenager - any amount of activity can be beneficial.
This includes the regular activities of your daily life like commuting to
work, gardening or doing your household chores.
Begin with something gentle, like walking. Progressively increase the
duration of moderate exercise to 30 minutes a day, five times a week.
It’s not necessary to complete the 30 minutes in one go. Start with a
brisk 10 minute walk and build up from there.
Regardless of how old you are, the less time you are inactive the better.

What is moderate physical activity?
Moderate-intensity activity has several physical effects. Your heart will
beat faster, you will breathe harder, and your body temperature will
increase. If you can still talk, but are slightly out of breath, you are
successfully exercising at moderate intensity.2
What is vigorous intensity physical activity?
Vigorous-intensity activity is marked by hard and fast breathing and a
rapid heartbeat. Typically, you will struggle to say more than a few
words without pausing for a breath.2
Exercise and blood glucose levels
Regular activity may affect your blood glucose levels during and after
exercise, and testing will assist you to grasp the extent to which it
does. Test your levels more often before, during and after any
physical activity.2

Getting active: some tips
Being more physically active needn’t involve expensive gym
memberships, jogging at five in the morning or noisy aerobic sessions
with sweating people you don’t know. With the smallest adjustment to
your lifestyle, you can fit exercise into your daily life without breaking
the budget. Just follow these tips to help make your life more active.

1

Enjoy yourself
You’re more likely to stick to an activity if you enjoy it. Try an activity
that you can enjoy with friends or family. How about reigniting your
passion for a sport you did years ago? Whatever you do, do it with a
smile on your face!

2

Go slow
It’s not a race. Give your body time to adapt as your muscles
strengthen. Build up gradually and try and do a bit more than you
did the day before.

3

One small change at a time
Walking is a great, simple and cost-effective way to improve
your fitness. Just 10 minutes a day of brisk walking can make a
difference to your health.2

4

Set goals
Set realistic short-term and long-term targets. It’s much easier to
stick to a new exercise regimen if you have a goal in mind. Keep a
notebook to record your progress and you’ll be amazed at the
improvement and progress you’ll see.

5

Mix it up a bit
Vary your routine so you don’t get bored. Once you are fitter and
exercising regularly, try swapping cycling on an exercise bike for
cycling outdoors or try a new class at the gym. As they say, variety is
the spice of life!

6

Invite others to join you
Exercising with your friends is a great way to bond. Suggest doing
something active, start a walking club, play tennis or golf, or hit the
dance floor.

7

Persevere
Although you may not see or feel results overnight, your body will
benefit as soon as you became active. So, stick with it and you’ll
soon see the positive results.

Types of exercise and physical activity
There are many different types of physical activity and exercise. Here are
some of them:
Aerobic exercise3: Aerobic exercise can include activities like brisk
walking, swimming, running, or cycling. You probably know it as
“cardio” and it should be performed at a steady intensity.
HIIT is an acronym for high-intensity interval training.3 With this sort of
training, low-to-moderate intensity intervals are alternated with
high-intensity intervals and can be applied to various types of aerobic
exercises such as running or cycling.
Resistance training3: Resistance training is any exercise that causes
the muscles to contract. Using dumbbells, rubber exercise tubing,
your own body weight, bricks, bottles of water, or any other object will
cause the muscles to contract.
Balance and flexibility exercises3: Mindful movement exercises, such
as yoga and tai chi, are excellent for developing flexibility, while Pilates
improves flexibility as well as core stability.
For diabetes, greater health benefits are gained from doing a combination
of aerobic (or high intensity interval training) and resistance exercise.1

About HIIT
HIIT is an increasingly popular exercise option, but may not be safe
for those who have diabetes complications or other health-related
complications.3
If in doubt, speak to your diabetes care team.
How much should I exercise?
Any amount of exercise is better than no exercise. Attempt to achieve
your exercise recommendations and you’ll get the maximum health
gains from your routine.
Be active daily. During a week, the duration of your activity should
add up to at least 150 minutes of moderate intensity activity in bouts
of 10 minutes or more. Try, for example, to do 30 minutes - a brisk
30-minute walk perhaps - at least 5 days a week.1
You can, however, get the same results with 75 minutes of
vigorous intensity activity spread across the week, or combinations
of moderate and vigorous intensity activity. Before beginning a
vigorous exercise routine, speak to your healthcare advisor.2
On at least two days per week, plan to do physical activity which
improves muscle strength.2 You could, for example, use resistance
exercise machines, or do body weight exercises such as push ups
and wall squats.
Try to minimise the amount of time you spend being inactive.

Is there a time best suited to exercise?
It’s quite simple really: when you have the time!
Some prefer first thing in the morning and others
the end of the day. Be aware that exercising just
before going to bed may affect the quality of
your sleep. If you are battling to maintain a routine,
you may find it helpful to use an exercise diary,
sign up for a weekly class or find an exercise partner.
Being methodical with the timing of physical activity
throughout the day can go a long way to lowering
blood glucose.
Aim to:
Walk for at least 10 minutes after finishing a meal
If you’re desk-bound or seated for long periods, perform some very
light activity every 30 minutes. This can be as simple as doing a few
stretches or chair-based exercise, or getting up for a walk to get a
drink of water
Try and look for opportunities in your day to day routine to
encourage movement. These ideas may help you to identify some
of them:
instead of the lift or escalator, take the stairs
when you’re speaking on your phone, stand. Avoid the temptation
to sit
when you’re at work, use a standing desk
if safe, walk or cycle to work
when parking your car, choose a parking place far away from the
entrance

Exercise - the numbers:
stand: if possible, try and stand for at least half of your day
take a standing break: every 30–45 minutes get up and take a stroll
walk: aim for 10,000 steps a day. Do this wherever you can
light activity: just keep moving for as much as possible during
the day
moderate intensity activity: stick to your goals and aim for 150
minutes per week

Exercising safely
Here are some things to consider if you are beginning a new exercise
routine:
Medication
You may be concerned that your blood glucose is becoming low during
exercise.
Most of the diabetes medication used by people with Type 2 diabetes is
unlikely to cause hypoglycaemia.1 However, extra caution is required
with insulin and a class of drugs called insulin secretagogues.1
Insulin and exercise
Some strategies to prevent hypoglycaemia if using insulin include:
Take note of the effects of exercise on your blood glucose and
speak to your diabetes team for advice on appropriate insulin
reduction or carbohydrate consumption.

Do you suffer from diabetes
complications?
If yes, consider the following:

Nerve disease1
Insist on wearing suitable footwear
Ensure you restrict yourself to mostly non-weight bearing activities if
you have a foot injury or open wound
Avoid weight bearing activities, jogging in particular, if you have foot
ulcers. Although moderate-intensity walking may not lead to
increased risk of foot ulcers, always check your feet afterwards1

Eye disease
Activities that dramatically raise blood pressure, such as weight
lifting, should be avoided if you have moderate or severe nonproliferative retinopathy1
With severe non-proliferative retinopathy, avoid all vigorous activities
as well as jumping and holding your breath1

Kidney disease
There is no evidence that vigorous exercise increases the rate of
progression of diabetic kidney disease1

Fuel your exercise3
Understanding what to eat when exercising is fundamental, especially if
you are living with Type 2 diabetes.
Here are some useful pointers which may answer some of your initial
questions about Type 2 diabetes and sports nutrition. If you require
further detailed information, or the development of an appropriate meal
plan, speak to your diabetes team.
Sports nutrition products, such as energy drinks, which are a source
of fast-acting carbohydrates when performing moderate to high-intensity exercise, are best avoided unless absolutely required for
exercise performance, or to prevent hypoglycaemia.
If you are taking part in long-duration, but low-intensity exercise
such as hiking, and if you are not at risk of hypoglycaemia, there is
no need to consume sports nutrition products. Instead, choose
whole foods like bananas or other fruits and nuts if you wish to eat
something.
Stay well hydrated. Water will usually suffice, although you can also
consider having glucose-free electrolyte drinks. Increasing your
fluid intake is especially important if you exercise with high blood
glucose levels.

Protein is a key nutrient for building muscle or maintaining muscle
mass. Where possible, choose whole foods as a source of protein.
Meat, fish, chicken, eggs and dairy foods, are particularly high in
protein. Vegetarian sources of protein include pulses, nuts and
seeds.
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