
Diabetes is a serious disease. With diabetes, your body can’t turn the food you eat into energy. 

A few things are supposed to happen when you eat:

◗◗ Food changes to a sugar called glucose. This sugar (glucose) is your body’s main fuel source. (You may hear 
people say blood sugar instead of blood glucose.  They mean the same thing!)

◗◗ Glucose goes into the blood. It moves through the bloodstream to your body’s cells. Your blood glucose 
level starts to go up.

◗◗ Your body sends a message to the pancreas. The pancreas sits behind your 
stomach and makes insulin. When your body needs it, your pancreas sends 
insulin into the blood.

◗◗ Insulin travels to the cells. Insulin is the key that opens the door to let 
glucose into a cell. 

◗◗ Your cells use the glucose for energy. As glucose leaves the bloodstream 
and goes into the cells, your blood glucose level comes back down.

For all this to work, your body has to have insulin.

In this picture, the pancreas is making insulin. Insulin goes into the blood-
stream to open the cell doors. Insulin lets the glucose in the blood move into 
the cells. Once the glucose is inside, the cells can make energy for your body. 

The two main types of diabetes are type 1 and type 2. Diabetes develops when 
the body can't make enough insulin, can't use the insulin well, or both.

How did I get diabetes?
We don’t know exactly what causes diabetes. Type 2 diabetes usually happens in adults, but more and more 
youth are developing it. These young people often:

◗◗ Are not very active
◗◗ Weigh too much
◗◗ Have other family members with type 2 diabetes
◗◗ Have high blood pressure
◗◗ Are African American
◗◗ Are Hispanic American
◗◗ Are American Indian
◗◗ Are Asian American

Is it my fault?
Don’t blame yourself. Think about ways to become and stay 
healthy. Some of these risks you CAN change. You can 
change how active you are and what type of food you eat.

Type 2 Diabetes in Youth	 22

B LO O D STREA
M

 

CELL

PANCREAS

What is Diabetes?

Type 2 Diabetes in Youth 3

1-800-DIABETES (342-2383) diabetes.org

What is Diabetes?



Type 1 Diabetes  
Sometimes the body stops making insulin. This is called type 1 diabetes. 
You must take insulin shots to stay alive and healthy.

In this picture, the pancreas is not making insulin. The cells have enough 
doors, but no insulin is in the blood to open them. Glucose cannot move 
from the blood into the cells. Glucose stays in the bloodstream instead of 
moving into the cells to make energy for your body. Blood glucose levels 
become high and unhealthy.

Type 2 Diabetes  
Sometimes cells don’t have enough doors or the pancreas doesn’t make 
enough insulin. This is called type 2 diabetes. 

In this picture, the pancreas is making insulin but the cell doors are not 
working. The glucose stays in the bloodstream because the doors don’t 
open. The glucose can’t get into the cells to make energy for your body. 
Blood glucose levels become high and unhealthy.
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What helps insulin open the doors  
to let glucose in?
◗◗ Exercise and physical activity
◗◗ Eating healthy meals and snacks
◗◗ Losing weight

These things can help your body use insulin better. 
When you weigh more, your body needs more insulin. 
The pancreas has to work hard to make enough insulin.  
If it works too hard, it can get too tired and will need 
help. 

Diabetes pills don’t have insulin in them. They help 
open cell doors so your body can use the insulin it has. 

Some types of diabetes pills may help the body to 
make more insulin.

If your body can’t make enough insulin, you will need 
insulin shots.

What are signs that insulin is not work-
ing or the cell doors are not opening? 
Dark skin patches might appear on your neck, stom-
ach, knees, elbows, armpits, hands, breast, or groin. 
These dark skin patches are called Acanthosis Nigri-
cans, or AN for short. People whose body isn’t using 
insulin well (insulin resistant) often get AN.  
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Why should I worry 
about my diabetes?
Blood glucose (sugar) levels that stay high all the time can cause  
problems. High blood glucose can:

◗◗ Make you feel sick, tired, sleepy, and thirsty
◗◗ Leave you without energy to play, work, or have fun
◗◗ Give you blurry vision
◗◗ Cause you to urinate (go to the bathroom) more often 
◗◗ Cause you to get up at night to go to the bathroom
◗◗ Make you sick more often
◗◗ Make it hard for infections and wounds to heal
◗◗ Damage the blood vessels in your eyes, your kidneys, or your heart

Keeping your blood glucose in a healthy range can prevent these prob-
lems as you get older. 

Will type 2 diabetes 
go away?
There is no cure for diabetes so it will never go away.  Diabetes may 
change over time so how you take care of it may need to change too. 

How can I take care 
of my diabetes?
There are lots of ways to manage your blood glucose and your diabetes! 
Keep the level of glucose in your blood in a healthy range:

◗◗ Make healthy food choices
◗◗ Exercise and be active every day
◗◗ Take your diabetes medicines
◗◗ Check your blood glucose

Manage Diabetes with STAR
Managing diabetes means making choices—some easy, some hard. When faced with a decision, think STAR:

STOP before you make a decision.

THINK about your choices. Consider how they will affect you.

ACT on the better choice for your health. Small steps add up to big results!

REFLECT on your progress. Give yourself credit for healthy choices.
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