
What to do when Type 1  
diabetes is getting too  
much and you feel like  
things are slipping.

Diabetes  
Burnout

Talking Type 1…
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People experiencing diabetes 
burnout will often feel negatively 
about their condition, and find 
it extremely difficult to feel 
motivated to look after their 
diabetes. 

As a result of diabetes burnout, 
people will stop doing the things 
they need to do to manage 
their diabetes, which will have a 
negative impact on their diabetes.

What is diabetes burnout?
These are some of the experiences of people living with 
diabetes who have experienced diabetes burnout:

“Diabetes is a 365 day/24 hour/7 days a 
week job that I didn’t sign up for. Some 
days I want to quit. So testing goes out the 
window”
Jenny, living with Type 1 diabetes  
for 26 years.

“T1 is a full time, 24/7, all-consuming job and 
sometimes I just don't want to have to think 
about it. However I know I have to which is 
hard. At these times I just want to not care 
but know I have to.”
Phillipa, living with Type 1 diabetes  
for 22 years.

“Burnout is feeling completely defeated 
and overwhelmed by diabetes, but beyond 
the point of feeling as though you’re having 
a bad day or even a few bad days dealing 
with it. You just feel completely and utterly 
exhausted, and the thought of having to 
keep dealing with it without any let up is just 
unbearable. I think a lot of the symptoms, 
from my own experience anyway, closely 
match those of depression, though you 
might not necessarily feel that way about 
other aspects of your life. I think that 
burnout can also make it feel as though you 
have no life beyond diabetes, or rather, you 
can’t muster the energy for any life beyond 
diabetes.”
Amy, living with Type 1 diabetes  
for 20 years.

“Burnout is when you get to a point in your 
life and you start to struggle with your 
diabetes, starting to resent it and over all 
trying not to feel like you have diabetes by  
not doing it.”
Christopher, living with Type 1 diabetes  
for 10 years.

“It’s the feeling that comes when [you] feel 
like crawling [into] a closet & just sleeping, 
ignoring all life around you but just surviving 
to survive.”
Nicole, living with the Type 1 diabetes  
for 12 years.

“Like a pile of bricks on your shoulders that 
just gets heaver and more awkward to carry 
and makes every single part of your life 
harder.”
Lynsey, living with Type 1 diaebetes  
for 18 years.
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Diabetes burnout refers to a pattern of thoughts, feelings 
and behaviours that people get in to when they are 
completely sick of their diabetes. 

Living with diabetes can be extremely difficult, and diabetes 
burnout is very common. For some people, a period of 
burnout can last for a couple of days, while for others 
burnout might last for a few weeks, months or in some cases, 
a number of years. Some people might get in to a cycle of 
burning out on a regular basis, while for others it might only 
happen once. 
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If you have experienced previous 
episodes of burnout, use this space to 
write down what may have triggered any 
previous burnout episodes you have had:

Diabetes burnout has many different causes 
and triggers and you may experience more 
than one. It’s important to try and work 
out what has triggered your burnout. By 
identifying and understanding your triggers, 
you can find the best method to help you 
through your burnout, depending on what 
caused it and what works for you.

If you have experienced episodes of burnout 
in the past, you may also find it useful to 
think about the triggers that may have been 
a factor for you back at that time to see if 
you can notice a pattern. 

Thinking of ideas or ways that might help 
you to avoid the same situation in future can 
also help prevent future burnout episodes.

Common burnout triggers include:
  Stress
  Life changes, for example: a new job, 
moving house, having a baby,  
or a relationship breakup
  Feeling low or depressed
  Taking an ‘all or nothing’ approach to your 
diabetes management, where you tend to 
try to manage it ‘perfectly’ or not at all
  Negative events linked to your diabetes for 
example: a severe hypo, a difficult clinic 
consultation, a hospital 
admission, developing  
complications, someone  
saying something unhelpful  
about your diabetes

You can use this space to write down  
what may have triggered your burnout:

What are the symptoms 
of diabetes burnout?

Feelings Thoughts Actions

   Frustrated with 
diabetes/diabetes 
management

   Angry at diabetes

   Low mood 

   Unmotivated to  
manage diabetes

   Alone, isolated

   Fed up

   Unsupported

   Overwhelmed by 
demands of diabetes

   Feeling like diabetes  
takes up your whole life

   Stop caring about  
carb counting/ 
blood glucose levels

   Angry at others if they 
bring up diabetes 

   Nothing I do is working

   I can’t ‘do diabetes’ 
anymore! 

   Taking a break won’t  
hurt me

   Looking after my 
diabetes is pointless

   I know I’m doing myself 
harm, but I can’t change

   What’s the point  
in trying?

   I don’t care anymore

    No-one understands  
how hard this is

   It doesn’t matter what  
I try, my efforts aren’t 
good enough

   Reducing number of 
blood glucose checks

   Stopping blood  
glucose testing

   Reducing or stopping 
carb counting

    Reducing or  
stopping insulin

   Not taking regular  
insulin doses

    Not following advice  
from diabetes team

   Avoiding diabetes  
clinic appointments

   Reducing/avoiding 
contact with your 
diabetes team

   Ignoring high blood 
glucose levels

   Regularly ‘forgetting’  
your diabetes kit

   Not wanting to talk  
about your diabetes  
with anyone

   Avoiding reminders  
of diabetes

Here is a list of symptoms associated with diabetes burnout.
If you feel any apply to you, you can use the boxes to tick any symptoms you may have  
recently experienced. 

If you have ticked off a number of the items on the list above, including  
three or more behaviours, you may be experiencing diabetes burnout. 

What causes diabetes burnout?
Writing things down can help figure out and 
keep track of your experiences. Don’t worry 
about your spelling, grammar or handwriting 
in these spaces.

I’ve realised that I’m definitely 
triggered more by thinking 

about the possibility of future 
complications and dwelling 
on days where I have a lot  

of high blood glucose  
levels and/or hypos.

Amy
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1  Talk to someone
Avoid suffering in silence. Whether it’s a 
friend, partner, your diabetes team, your GP, 
a therapist or the online diabetes community, 
having someone to talk to is essential. 
Getting the right support will help you to 
make sense of what you’re going through, 
feel less alone, and help you make changes.

2   Remember why  
it’s important

It’s easy sometimes to lose sight of why 
managing your diabetes is so important, 
especially if other things have been stressful 
recently. Diabetes management is so 
much more than avoiding complications 
later in life, or avoiding an uncomfortable 
appointment in clinic. Everyone has different 
and personal reasons why managing their 
diabetes might be important for them.

Some examples could be:
  So that I have more energy 
  So that my parents don’t have  
to worry about me as much
  So that I can put on more muscle 
  So that I can run a marathon
  So that I can have a successful career
  So that I can be around for my 
grandchildren
  So my day-to-day life is easier
  So I can feel proud of myself
  Because I’d like to become a parent  
and watch my children grow up

This can be both long-term by increasing the 
risk of developing serious complications and 
in the short-term by developing high blood 
glucose and the impact that will have (in 
some cases leading to diabetic ketoacidosis 
(DKA) often requiring a stay in hospital).

People can often feel angry or ashamed 
about how they’re feeling or they feel 
nobody understands what they’re going 
through. This can have an effect on their 
relationships with their friends, family and 
their diabetes specialist team.

People who are experiencing burnout 
will often feel like they have a negative 
relationship with their diabetes, and they 
might feel overwhelmed by the demands 
of having ‘good 
enough’ diabetes 
management. 
People with  
burnout might  
also start to  
feel very low  
or anxious.

Talk to your diabetes team and explain 
that you feel you are burning out. (It might 
help to show this leaflet to them so that 
together you can identify what is causing 
your burnout). Ask your team to help you 
make a plan to get you back on track with 
your diabetes management. 

There may be other options available too, 
like access to talking therapy, either through 
a diabetes psychologist or another service 
in the community. Getting support like this 
can help you to identify and change any 
unhelpful thoughts, feelings and activities 
that might have made you more vulnerable 
to burning out.

What are the effects  
of diabetes burnout?

What support is available  
for diabetes burnout?

What can I do to help myself?

Knowing other people  
with Type 1 diabetes really 

helps as they truly get it and 
sometimes knowing you're 

not the only one helps.

Phillipa

If someone experiencing burnout has reduced or stopped  
their usual diabetes management it can have serious effects  
on their health.

Take some time to think about your 
reasons to care about your diabetes. 
Use this space to write them down:

It’s a matter of  
picking away at it,  

making small changes.

Karen, NHS Diabetes 
Specialist Nurse
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MY CURRENT LEVEL OF MANAGEMENT:
I haven’t checked my blood glucose for 
3 weeks, except when I’ve felt ill. I’ve 
completely stopped carb counting, so I’m 
guessing how much of my short-acting 
to take. I’ve been snacking a lot, without 
taking insulin to cover it. I haven’t missed 
any of my long-acting insulin, but I don’t 
take it at a regular time. I probably only 
remember to take my morning short-
acting three days a week.

WHERE I’D LIKE TO BE:
Checking my blood glucose at least four 
times a day, and recording my results in 
a notebook or an app so that I can look 
for patterns. Planning my meals and carb 
counting as much as I can. Reducing my 
snacking. Exercising regularly (walking 
the dog x3 per week and playing football 
with friends on Saturdays). Taking my 
long-acting at the same time every 
evening and taking my short-acting with 
every meal.

MY ACTION PLAN:
I will spend at least a few days  
on each step, and only progress if I feel 
confident and stable. I will reward myself 
for completing each step by watching 
a movie, and when I have achieved my 
management goal and sustained it for 
three days I will reward myself with 
tickets for a gig. If I’m finding things 
difficult I will talk to my diabetes nurse, 
my partner and my friends with diabetes 
through social media.

1.   Start taking my long-acting at a 
regular time – 9pm

2.   Check my blood glucose in the 
morning and before bed; I will keep 
doing this even if the numbers are high 
and I’ll try not to judge myself when 
they are

3.   Start having a regular breakfast with 
a carb content I already know (e.g. 
Weetabix, toast, or the same amount 
of cereal in the same bowl), and take 
short-acting for it

4.   Start checking bloods during lunch 
break at school/college/work

5.    Start carb-counting lunch and dinner 
(I will start with packaged meals, then 
move on to stuff I know well)

6.   Walk the dog
7.   Getting back on the correction doses 

if I haven’t started already
8.   Four checks a day – whoop! 
9.   Start football again – check bloods 

before and after
10. Notebook time! FINAL STEP!

4  Bust your barriers
Once you’ve made you plan to get back on track, giving yourself time to think about any 
issues that might get in your way, and think of ways you could overcome them before they 
happen is a good idea. 

Some examples could be:

Barrier Bust it

It’s difficult to get 
time to check at 
school/college/work

Make sure you take adequate breaks and use this time to check your 
blood glucose and manage your diabetes accordingly so that it’s 
less likely to disrupt your working day. Talk with your manager so 
that they understand what you need to do to manage your diabetes 
during work hours, as they may not always understand. Most 
employers will want to support their staff and can make reasonable 
adjustments to help employees. Ask your team for SEREN Connect’s 
leaflet on careers and employment or search JDRF and Diabetes UK’s 
websites for further information and/or services you can contact for 
advice on employment rights. 

I’m too busy to 
manage my diabetes

Responsibilities like work or looking after children often feel like they 
take priority over diabetes management. However, if your diabetes 
management suffers at the cost of other things there’s a high chance 
that you won’t be able to carry out those responsibilities anyway. Think 
about the reasons for managing that you listed earlier – will managing 
your diabetes help you to be a better worker/parent/partner?

I hate seeing  
high numbers  
on my meter, so I 
avoid checking

It’s easy to get caught up with negative thoughts about numbers 
being out of range. Remember that a reading is just a number and 
it’s an indicator of where your diabetes is in that moment in time, not 
a judgement on whether you’ve been ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Try to think of 
higher numbers as a challenge that you can do something about, and 
aim to have your next reading lower (even if it’s lower by 0.1). Use 
each number as an indicator of what you need to do to engage with 
your diabetes to get it back or keep it in your target range.

I’m too stressed/
depressed to 
manage my diabetes

Everyone feels less motivated to manage their diabetes when they’re 
feeling down or stressed. Make sure you’re giving yourself time to 
look after your head as well as your body, ask for help if you need it, 
and try to remember that managing your diabetes well will have a 
positive effect on your mood.

I hate my diabetes This is normal and lots of people feel this way. Having diabetes can 
be overwhelming, and it’s important that you allow yourself to feel 
these feelings sometimes. Having diabetes that you feel is out of 
control can feel even worse. If you can find a way to accept and look 
after your condition, it will take up a lot less of your headspace. Take 
some courage in knowing you manage a condition that requires so 
much and you deal with it every day – there’s hidden strength in this.

3  Make an action plan
If you’ve completely stopped monitoring your blood glucose, suddenly putting a lot of 
pressure on yourself to test numerous times a day might not be realistic or sustainable, and 
could lead to another episode of burnout. It’s important to think about how you could break 
down your diabetes management tasks into smaller bitesize steps that are more manageable, 
so you can gradually increase them over time. Making an action plan can help  
you do this.

Example of an action plan:

If you find it difficult to think of ways around the barriers in your life, it might be 
helpful to discuss them with a friend, your family or your diabetes team to see if 
they can think of some alternative strategies. 
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Take time to think about your own 
warning signs and use this space to  
write them down:

5  Use your team
If you’re finding it difficult to take your 
insulin or manage your diabetes, it’s really 
important that you let your GP and/or your 
diabetes specialist nurse know.

It doesn’t matter how bad things have been, 
or how long you’ve been struggling – your 
team are there to help you. Living with Type 1 
diabetes can be difficult – your team will have 
supported lots of people before and they may 
have some really helpful ideas for you.

Your team can suggest techniques or make 
changes to your management plan or your 
diabetes equipment that could really help 
you. Technology is changing all the time 
and your team may be able to link you in 
with something that can help your diabetes 
management or routine. Technology and 
new devices still need your input and you 
will need you to learn how to use them. 
Taking time to do this can make diabetes 
feel more manageable - so don’t be put 
off by the thought of change! Change can 
sometimes feel scary, but it often can lead 
to better things. 

Reducing the chance  
of burning out again
Life is rarely straightforward, 
and diabetes is never easy. 
Over time your relationship with your 
diabetes will go through good and bad 
patches, and there’s a good chance that at 
some point you might find yourself in danger 
of burning out again. It’s important to think 
about how you can manage any setbacks 
in the future, so that any relapses can be 
caught and resolved as quickly as possible. 

It’s worth thinking about the 
following areas to help you in 
the future:

Warning signs
Think about your current 
episode of burnout and 
any previous episodes 
you may have had. Were 
there signs that things were slipping 
before it became a really big problem? 

Some examples of warning signs  
could be:

  Delaying taking your short-acting 
insulin, or taking it later than advised
  Not taking insulin for snacks
  Making excuses to yourself or others  
about not testing/delaying insulin
  Missing clinic appointments
  Starting to guess carb content instead 
of accurately measuring
  Missing short-acting insulin more than 
once a week
  Reducing frequency of checking blood 
glucose 
  Taking fixed doses of insulin when you’d 
normally carb count & correct
  Eating foods and not caring about  
carb content
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I feel like my emotions just  
stop with a lot of things, if 

something makes me angry or 
annoyed I start to block things 
out of my head and so does my 
diabetes, which leads me to get 
disappointed in myself for not 

caring for my diabetes.

Christopher

It doesn’t matter how well you are 
managing your diabetes, we never  

get annoyed. We know it’s hard. Very 
few people get perfection all the time 

and sometimes it’s the time when 
things are going wrong that’s the best 

time to come and see us because 
that’s when we can help.

Steve, NHS Diabetes Consultant

My diabetes team:

My diabetes consultant is:

My diabetes specialist nurse is:

Other important people in my  
diabetes team are:

If I need more support with my 
diabetes i should contact:

Using these contact details:
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Some people find it useful to set themselves 
different goals depending on whether they’re 
having a good day or a bad day. There’s 
evidence that doing this actually gets better 
results long-term. Some examples of ‘good 
day’ and ‘bad day’ goals are written below. 

You might also find it useful to prepare for 
any bad days when you’re feeling good, for 
example by batch cooking some food and 
working out the carb content, then freezing 
it. Making yourself an ‘emergency kit’ with 
things like positive messages, your favourite 
songs or DVDs, games or pictures that make 
you smile.

Use this space to write down any ideas you have for your own 
‘good day’ or ‘bad day’ goals.

Good day/bad day goals

Good day goals:
  Fully carb counting
  Checking blood glucose levels at least 4 
times a day and correcting where necessary
  Aiming for blood glucose levels in line  
with your personalised targets as often  
as possible
  Keep in touch with friends or family
  Go to the gym/swimming
  Cook a meal

Bad day goals:
  Eat packaged/pre-made food with the 
carb content already on it
  Ask my partner to carb count for me for a 
few days
  Eat some no-carb meals
  Talk to a friend about how I’m feeling
  Give myself a break by going for a walk, 
watching a movie or having a relaxing bath
  Revisit my burnout plan

It’s important that you try to manage your diabetes as well as 
you possibly can. It’s also important to recognise that setting 
yourself very rigid targets might put you at risk of feeling like 
a failure if you don’t achieve them triggering further burnout. 

Bad day goals:

There are lots of things  
you can do and some might  
suit you better than others; 
explore which best suits you  
and your personality.

Good day goals:
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At the end of the day...
Living with Type 1 diabetes is far from easy, and finding things difficult doesn’t mean that 
there’s something wrong with you – this is a normal reaction and something many people 
with diabetes experience on their diabetes journey.

Finding a way to accept your diabetes and manage it instead of constantly feeling you’re 
battling with it will help you. Exploring the different ways you can do this can help you 
turn things around if burnout hits.

I’m kinder to myself now –  
I’ve learned not beat myself up  

over numbers, and I’ve accepted I  
cannot fully control it, just manage it…  

Accepting that everybody else’s 
expectation of what ‘diabetic control’  
is, is far different from the reality of  

‘diabetes management’ too!

Sara, living with Type 1 
diabetes for 27 years

I know I will start doing the bare 
minimum if I’m not careful so try 

not to totally stop doing anything 
(checking blood glucose) incase I 

never want to start again. My way of 
coping is to try and take the pressure 
off myself by relaxing targets and just 
accepting just doing the basics is OK. 

Then, hopefully, at some point I’ll  
start doing a little bit more until  

things get back to normal.

Phillipa



Further help

Organisations & websites
Always remember to use your own 
judgement when engaging with  
other people living with diabetes. 
Everyone’s diabetes is individual and  
in the interest of your own safety talk 
with your healthcare professionals 
before making changes to your own 
diabetes management. 

Beyond type 1 – A global charity  
based in America for people living  
with Type 1 diabetes. Available on  
most social media platforms.

www.beyondtype1.org

Bertie Online - An educational website 
with lots of useful information to help you 
understand and manage your diabetes in 
a way that suits you and your lifestyle.

www.bertieonline.org.uk

JDRF UK - UK Charity for people living 
with Type 1 diabetes. 

www.jdrf.org.uk

Diabetes UK  – UK charity for people 
living with diabetes. 

www.diabetes.org.uk

Type1 Resources – A collection of 
resources for people with type 1 
diabetes that are reviewed by healthcare 
professionals and regularly updated.

www.t1resources.uk 

Hashtags
There is a very active diabetes online 
community on twitter, search using the 
hashtags:  
#gbdoc #doc #T1D to get started.

14

Books
Nash, J. (2013). Diabetes and wellbeing: 
managing the psychological and 
emotional challenges of diabetes types 
1 and 2. John Wiley & Sons.

Polonsky, W. (1999). Diabetes burnout: 
What to do when you can't take it 
anymore. American Diabetes Association.

Viaira, G. (2014). Dealing with Diabetes 
Burnout: How to recharge and get back 
on track when you feel frustrated and 
overwhelmed living with diabetes.  
Demos Health.

This booklet was written by Clinical Psychologist Dr Rose 
Stewart in collaboration with people living with Type 1 
Diabetes and NHS diabetes healthcare professionals.


