
Diabetes and 
Your Heart
Close Connections



2

aA

Guiding Your Way
Throughout this guide, use these interactive features to add to your learning experience:

PRINT. Print out materials that will help you stay on track. To use this feature, install the free 
Adobe Acrobat Reader (http://get.adobe.com/reader/).

AUDIO. Listen to the audio version of the information on the pages you are viewing.

PLAY. Play videos by pressing the play button that sits on or near the images. 

HIGHLIGHTED TEXT. Click on any highlighted text (in red) and you will see a more detailed 
definition of that word.

INFORMATION CHECK POINT. Answer a few questions to check your knowledge. 
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You and Your Diabetes 
If you have diabetes, you have a lot to think about. You also have a lot of  
control over how you feel and what you do each day to keep your body as  
healthy as possible. 

Managing diabetes is hard work, but the efforts you make each day make a big 
difference in how you feel and for staying healthy. 

Diabetes affects your whole body. This guide will help you understand how to 
manage your diabetes and reduce your risk for a heart attack or a stroke. It will 
also help you keep your kidneys, eyes, and nerves healthy.

Knowledge is power! You may find some sections of this guide to be more 
helpful at different times. Look through any section as often as you would like. 
You can print checklists and logs to help you track your blood glucose (also called 
blood sugar), activity, medicines, and more. Use the check points to help you see 
what you’ve learned.
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o High blood pressure

o High LDL “bad” cholesterol

o High triglycerides

o Being overweight or obese 

o Unhealthy eating

o Low levels of physical activity

o Diabetes or unmanaged blood glucose

o Smoking

Your Risks for Heart Attack or Stroke 
Because diabetes can affect your heart, brain, kidneys, and blood vessels, 
you are at a higher risk for having a heart attack or stroke than someone 
who doesn't have diabetes. If you smoke, have high blood pressure, or have 
cholesterol problems, your risk for a heart attack or stroke is even higher.

Your everyday choices can reduce your risks. The first step is to identify your 
risk factors so you can take action.

Download or Print a PDF:  
My Risk Factors for 
Cardiovascular Disease

My Risk Factors for 
Cardiovascular Disease
The more risk factors you have, the more likely you are to be at risk for cardiovascular 
disease, kidney disease, and nerve damage. That’s why it’s important to control your  
risk factors.

Check the risk factors you have below and talk with your health care provider about  
ways you can control them.

o High blood pressure

o High LDL “bad” cholesterol

o High triglycerides

o Being overweight or obese 

o Unhealthy eating

o Low levels of physical activity

o Diabetes or unmanaged blood glucose

o Smoking

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association
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Check off your risk factors:
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Reaching Your Goals
Managing your diabetes takes effort but small changes can make a big difference. 
One of the most important things you can do is to set goals and make a plan to 
help achieve them. As these healthy changes become habits you may find you are 
able to make new goals.

Think about a time in the past when you set a goal for yourself. It can be an example 
of something that worked, or one that didn’t work. Ask yourself these questions:

1. What did I try to do?

2. What made me want to make that change? 

3. What helped me make that change?

4. What got in the way?

5. What did I learn about myself?

You may find that you can do things on your own or sometimes that you need 
the support of others. What you have learned in the past can help you solve 
problems and stay motivated to reach your goals.
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SMART Goals
Using SMART goals can help you manage your diabetes by turning knowledge 
into action. SMART goals are:

• Specific: Simple and very clear

• Meaningful: A goal that is important to you

• Action-oriented: Includes steps you can take to reach your goal

• Realistic: A goal that you “can do”

• Time-based: Has a specific beginning and an end

An example of a SMART goal would be, “I will walk for 20 minutes with my 
spouse or friend after dinner on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”

Specific

Meaningful
Action-oriented
Realistic
Time-based

Download or Print a PDF: 
My SMART Goals Log

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association

My SMART Goals Log

SMART Goal Actions and Time
Rate your success and why you were 
or were not successful

Using SMART goals can help you manage your diabetes by turning knowledge into action. SMART goals are:

•	 Specific:	Simple	and	very	clear

•	 Meaningful:	A	goal	that	is	important	to	you

•	 Action-oriented:	Includes	steps	you	can	take	to	reach	
your	goal

•	 Realistic:	A	goal	that	you	“can	do”

•	 Time-based:	Has	a	specific	beginning	and	an	end

An example of a SMART goal would be, “I will walk for 20 minutes with my spouse or friend after dinner on Monday, 
Wednesday, and Friday.”

What are your SMART goals for managing your diabetes?

Diabetes and Your Heart
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Tips for Success: Problem-Solving 
Start with small, achievable goals.  

Identify problems and situations that might get in the way of reaching your goal. 
These might be lack of confidence, knowledge, or support. 

Make a plan to solve each problem or find a way to deal with it.  

Reward your success—meeting even small goals is worth celebrating. Small 
steps are important in making changes.

If you are not successful with your SMART goal, don’t give up. Decide why the goal 
didn’t work. Rework your plan or set a new goal to try.

Follow up with your diabetes care team to talk about your progress. Ask for help 
in solving any problems you are facing. 

Lighten the load. If a friend or family member can help you reach your goals, 
share your needs and thoughts with them.

VIDEO  
Losing Weight to Control Diabetes: 
Goal-Setting is Key

CHECK POINT
Check what you’ve  
learned so far!
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Everyday Choices: Activity
The decisions you make every day about what you eat, your activity, medicines, 
and more, make a big difference in how you feel and how your body works. These 
choices can also lower your risk for a heart attack or stroke.

Exercise touches on almost all aspects of a healthy life and in managing 
diabetes. Being more active can:

• Improve blood glucose control

• Lower blood pressure

• Improve triglycerides 

• Improve blood flow

• Help you achieve or maintain  
a healthy weight

• Lift your mood

• Extend your flexibility

• Improve your strength and balance to 
prevent falls 

• Increase your energy

• Improve memory

• Help you sleep better



9

Starting and Staying Active
Talk to your health care team if you have questions about which activities are 
right for you and how to stay safe.

Even small amounts of activity can help. Simply moving is the first step. If you sit 
for long periods of time at home or work, be sure to take breaks every 30 minutes to 
stand up, stretch, and even walk around.  

Aim for 30 or more minutes of activity at least 5 times a week. You can break 
this up into a 10-minute activity three times a day, such as walking, dancing, or 
using a stationary bike. Find activities that you enjoy.

Strength or light weight training exercise 2-3 days a week offers additional benefits. 

Because exercise lowers your blood glucose, you may need to check your levels 
before, during, and after your activity if you use certain medicines. 

• Drink water before, during, and after being active. 

• Wear comfortable, supportive shoes and make sure to take care of your feet.

• You can track your activity through a chart, your smartphone or smart watch, 
or a pedometer.

• Carry a cell phone, identification, 
and fast-acting glucose tablets, 
gummy candy, or small hard 
candies.

• Exercising with a friend or 
participating in fitness classes can 
help you to be responsible and 
successful.

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Exercise Tracker

My Exercise Tracker
Keep a record of how often you exercise, what you did, how long you exercised, and your 
blood glucose readings before and after each time. Daily activity helps to control your 
blood sugar and improve your overall health and well-being.

Date Activity Number of 
Minutes

Blood Glucose 
Before

Blood Glucose 
After

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association
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Everyday Choices: Healthy Eating 
Making informed choices about what you eat, how much you eat, and when you 
eat can help you keep your blood glucose, cholesterol, and blood pressure in 
a healthy range and help you reach or stay at a healthy weight. Talk with your 
nurse, doctor, or dietitian if you have other health issues to consider.

One way to start thinking about your meals is to start with a plate that is  
9 inches wide. 

1. Fill half of your plate with nonstarchy veggies.

2. Fill a quarter of your plate with protein foods.

3. Fill a quarter of your plate with whole-grain foods or starchy veggies.

4. Choose water, a zero-calorie drink, or a low-calorie drink.

5. Choose healthy fats.

Visit Create Your Plate to learn how to practice healthy eating choices.

nonstarchy 
vegetables

starchy vegetables  
or grains

lean protein

http://www.diabetes.org/food-and-fitness/food/planning-meals/create-your-plate/
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What to Eat: Healthy Food Choices
What you eat has an impact on your blood glucose and blood pressure. Listed 
above are some examples of healthy choices to help you manage your blood 
glucose levels.

Eating healthy can be full of flavor. Swapping high-calorie/high-sodium (salt)
condiments and sauces such as regular mayonnaise, ranch dressing, and tartar 
sauce with lower-calorie/lower-sodium options such as mustard, vinegar, hot 
sauce, salsa, low-sodium soy sauce, and low-calorie dressings can help provide 
flavor without as many calories or sodium. 

½ plate 
nonstarchy vegetables

(fresh or frozen)  
spinach, asparagus, peppers, 

cauliflower, squash, green 
beans, carrots, broccoli, 
tomatoes, salad greens, 

eggplant, pea pods, cabbage, 
green beans, mushrooms

¼ plate 
lean protein

eggs, cheese, nuts and nut 
butters, tofu, fish, shrimp, 
chicken, turkey, lean beef; 

limit processed meats 

¼ plate 
starchy vegetable  

or grain

brown rice, whole-grain bread, 
pasta and cereal, oatmeal, 

quinoa, bulgur, corn tortillas, 
naan, chapati, potatoes,  

corn, winter squash, beans, 
peas, lentils

Fill Your Plate
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How Much to Eat: Portion Sizes
Knowing how much food you eat can help you choose the right portions to 
manage your diabetes. You can use the following examples to help you estimate 
how much you are eating. 

The palm of your hand =  
about 3 ounces of  
cooked meat, fish, or tofu 

A fist = about 1 cup 

Half a fist = ½ cup

Use as a guide for portions 
of rice, potatoes, grains, 
cereal, side dishes

A thumb = 1 tablespoon 

Use as a guide for portions 
of salad dressings,  
sour cream

Half a thumb = 1 ½ 
teaspoons

Use as a guide for portions 
of margarine, butter
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When to Eat: Healthy Eating Habits
Eating your meals around the same times each day can be helpful in managing 
your blood glucose. Avoid skipping meals or going long periods without eating.

Pay attention when you eat. You may enjoy your food more and eat less. Make 
a plan to eat only at the table, without any distractions. Savor each bite and pay 
attention to the mix of flavors and textures. Chew slowly and pause between 
bites. Enjoy your food.

You can track your food intake using a log like the one below, or on an app on 
your smartphone, tablet, or desktop. Review it after a few days and look for the 
changes that you are most confident that you can make. 

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Meal Log

My Meal Log
To learn where you can make changes, it is helpful to have a record of what you eat. 
Track what you eat on both weekdays and weekends, and see how changes can improve 
your blood glucose. Remember that the plate method can be a useful tool for planning 
meals. Your healthcare team can help with resources for a meal plan that is best for you. 

Remember that your blood glucose check should be at least 2 hours after eating.

Date/
Time

Meal  
or 
Snack

What I Ate Blood Glucose

Before 
Eating

After 
Eating

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association

Diabetes and Your Heart
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Everyday Choices: Monitoring
It is normal for your blood glucose levels to change during the day and night 
based on what and when you eat, how active you are, and other things like 
illness and stress. Keeping your blood glucose levels in the target range allows 
you to feel better in the short term. You might notice:

• More energy

• Less thirst

• Fewer trips to the bathroom

• Faster wound healing and fewer infections

• Clearer thinking

When your blood glucose is in your target range, you will also have less risk for 
long-term problems such as:

• Eye problems that can lead to blindness

• Nerve damage that leads to pain, tingling, or numbness in your hands and feet

• Damage to your kidneys, which can lead to kidney failure and dialysis

• Problems with your teeth and gums

Monitoring your blood glucose at specific times helps you learn how your 
treatment plan is working. You and your health care provider will discuss what 
target levels are best for you. 

Tracking your blood glucose, food intake, and activity can help you manage  
your diabetes. 

Learn how to check your blood glucose with a standard blood glucose meter. 
Each meter is a bit different, so follow the directions for the meter you are using.

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Blood Glucose Log

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association

My Blood Glucose Log
Use this log to keep track of your blood glucose readings.

My fasting goal is           . My goal for 2 hours after a meal is           . My nighttime goal is           .

Diabetes and Your Heart

Day

Breakfast Lunch Dinner Nighttime (if needed)

Before 2 Hours After Before 2 Hours After Before 2 Hours After At Bedtime Middle of Night

Time Blood  
Glucose Time Blood  

Glucose Time Blood  
Glucose Time Blood  

Glucose Time Blood  
Glucose Time Blood  

Glucose Time Blood  
Glucose Time Blood  

Glucose

Sun

Mon

Tues

Wed

Thurs

Fri

Sat
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Checking Your Blood Glucose

1. Wash and dry your hands.

2. Insert a test strip into your meter.

3. Use your lancing device on the side of your finger to get a drop of blood.

4. Touch and hold the edge of the test strip to the drop of blood.

5. Your result will be shown on your meter.

6. Write down your results or download them from your meter. Note any reason 
that the result is different than you expected. Talk about your results with your 
nurse or doctor.

Learn on page 17 what you should do when your blood glucose levels are  
high or low.

CHECK POINT
Check what you’ve  
learned so far!

o Amount and types of food  
you eat

o When you eat

o Physical activity

o Stress

o Medicine

o Illness

o Alcohol

Things that make blood 
glucose go up or down:
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Everyday Choices: Medicines
Along with healthy eating and being active, most people with diabetes need some 
type of medicine to manage their blood glucose, blood pressure, and cholesterol.

Your diabetes medicines work to lower your blood glucose. You may take more than 
one medicine because each works in a different way. To get the most from your 
treatment plan, learn how each medicine works, why you are taking it, and possible 
side effects. 

It is important to take all of your medicines as they are prescribed. Not taking 
them correctly can put you at risk for serious problems. If you have any 
questions, any unusual symptoms, or are having problems paying for or taking 
your medicines, talk to your nurse, doctor, or pharmacist.

Keep a list of all your medicines and supplements. Review the list with your nurse 
or doctor at each visit.

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Medicine Log

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association

My Medicines

Medicine Dose
When to take it  
(such as before 
breakfast and dinner)

What it does Date Started Special instructions

It is very important to take your medicines as prescribed. Be sure to follow the directions about how much to take, 
when to take it, whether or not to take it with food, and any other special instructions.

Diabetes and Your Heart

o Take the right amount of each medicine 
at the right time

o Learn how each of my medicines works

o Learn about side effects

o Plan for refills so I won’t run out of 
medicines or supplies

o Let my nurse or doctor know what 
questions I have

o Share any concerns I have about being 
able to pay for medicines

Checklist of things I will do:
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Everyday Choices: Blood Glucose Levels
Low blood glucose, also called hypoglycemia, is a reading of 70 mg/dL or lower. 
It is serious and requires quick action. Symptoms include:

• Shakiness

• Nervousness or  
anxiety

• Sweating

• Confusion

• Fast heartbeat

• Lightheadedness or 
dizziness

• Hunger

• Blurry or impaired vision

• Headaches

• Weakness or fatigue 

If your blood glucose is low, follow the Rule of 15:

1. Take 15 grams of fast-acting glucose/carbohydrate

2. Wait 15 minutes and re-check

3. If glucose is less than 70, repeat steps 1 and 2

4. When blood glucose 80 or above, eat a meal or snack

Sources of 15 grams of carbohydrate:

• 3 to 4 glucose tablets

• Glucose gel tube

• ½ cup (4 ounces) of juice or regular soda (not diet)

• 1 tablespoon of sugar or honey

• Hard candies, jellybeans, or gumdrops—see food label for how many to eat 

If you have 2 to 3 episodes of low blood glucose, talk with your health care team about 
why it happens. They can suggest ways to avoid low blood glucose in the future.

Work with your health care team to find out what you should do if your blood 
glucose is higher than your target range, also called hyperglycemia. Diabetes 
is a progressive disease, so if your blood glucose is regularly higher than your 
targets, you may need other medicines to help manage it.   
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Sick Days
When you are sick, the stress on your body can raise glucose levels. It is 
important to have a sick day plan. Be prepared to drink more fluids and check 
your blood glucose more frequently. You should continue to take your medicines.

Before you get sick, decide on an action plan with your health care team. This 
plan should include the following:

• When to call your nurse or doctor

• How often to check your blood 
glucose

• What foods and fluids to take 
during your illness

• Whether you should test your urine 
for ketones

• If you need to adjust your insulin or 
other medicine

Download the sick day plan below. 
Complete this and post in an  
easy-to-find location, such as on  
your refrigerator.

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Sick Day Plan

My Sick Day Plan
When you are sick, the stress on your body can affect your glucose levels. You may 
need to drink more fluids and check your blood glucose more often, and your eating 
habits can change.

It is important to talk with your health care provider about a plan for the days when you 
feel sick. Write down on this sheet what you will do, and put it in a place you can easily 
find it, such as on your refrigerator.

If I feel sick …

• I’ll call my health care provider if I:  

  

• I’ll adjust my insulin or other medicines this way:  

  

• I’ll check my blood glucose more often at these times:  

• If I’m not eating well, I will try to drink fluids and take in some calories. Good food 

and drink options if I’m sick include:  

  

• Should I test my urine for ketones?  

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association

Diabetes and Your Heart
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Everyday Choices: Know Your Numbers
To reduce your risk for heart attack, stroke, and diabetes complications, talk to 
your health care provider for specific targets for you. 

Measures Typical Healthy Levels
A1C Lower than 7%

Fasting blood glucose 80–130 mg/dL

Post-meal blood glucose Less than 180 mg/dL

Blood pressure Less than 140/90

BMI Less than 25 kg/m2, or less than 23 kg/m2 for Asian-
American individuals

LDL “bad” cholesterol Less than 100 mg/dL. If you have heart disease, less 
than 70 mg/dL.

Triglycerides Less than 150 mg/dL

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Numbers

My Numbers
To reduce your risk for heart attack, stroke, and diabetes complications, talk with your 
health care provider about personal goals for A1C and other tests. Write down your 
goals and results in the columns below.

Measure Typical Healthy  
Level

My Goal My Numbers/
Date

My Numbers/
Date

My Numbers/
Date

A1C Lower than 7%

Blood 
pressure

Less than 
140/90

Fasting 
blood 
glucose

80–130 mg/dL

Blood 
glucose 
about  
2 hours 
after eating

Less than  
180 mg/dL

BMI

Less than 25 kg/
m2, or less than 
23 kg/m2 for 
Asian-American 
individuals

LDL “bad” 
Cholesterol

Less than 100 
mg/dL. If you 
have heart 
disease, less 
than 70 mg/dL.

Triglycerides
Less than  
150 mg/dL

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association

Diabetes and Your Heart
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Lower Your Risks, Improve Your Health
Smoking
If you smoke, quit. 
Ask your health care 
team for help. You 
can also call 800-QUIT-
NOW (800-784-8669) 
or visit smokefree.gov. 
Nicotine patches and 
other medicines may 
help to lower your 
desire to smoke.

Prevention is Key to 
Staying Healthy
At each visit with your health care team:

• Take off shoes and socks for a  
foot check.

• Bring your meter and blood glucose 
logs to discuss your readings.

• Check your blood pressure.

• Check your weight and, if needed, 
talk about ways to reach a  
healthy weight.

• Talk about what you eat.

• Discuss any lifestyle, work, or 
emotional changes.

• Discuss your physical activity.

• Talk about ways to quit if you smoke.

• Talk about all the medicines you 
take, including over-the-counter pills, 
herbs, vitamins, or supplements.

• Ask any questions and write down 
the answers. 

• Bring up any physical or emotional 
issues you are having such as trouble 
sleeping or feeling stress.

VIDEO  
Making the Decision to Quit Smoking



21

Preventive Health Schedule 
At least twice a year, be sure to have: 

• Your A1C checked

• A dental exam to check your teeth 
and gums

At least once a year, be sure to have a:

• Cholesterol check

• Complete foot exam

• Dilated eye exam

• Flu shot

• Urine and blood test to check for 
kidney problems

You may have these more often if you 
are having problems managing your 
diabetes or are having related health 
issues.

At least once in your life, get:

• Hepatitis B shots 

At least once in your life and again 
after turning 65, get a:

• Pneumonia shot
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Taking Care of Yourself
Life can be stressful and managing your diabetes adds a whole new layer. 
Staying strong, taking care of yourself, and learning new ways to deal with your 
stress are vital to staying healthy.

Here are some healthy ways to cope with stress. You may want to try something new.

• Think positive —focus on what you 
CAN do, not what you can’t do

• Talk about how you are feeling,  
and let others know what you  
need

• Meditate

• Read

• Listen to music

• Write in a journal

• Stay active

• Spend time with family and friends

• Get a massage

• Practice yoga

• Practice tai chi

• Volunteer to help others

It is OK to ask for help. You can let 
your family and friends know how you 
are feeling, and how they can help. 
Check with your health care team to 
find out if there is a support group  
you can join. 
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Working with Your Health Care Team
You may have several health care providers as part of your diabetes management 
team. These team members may include:

Primary Care Provider: a physician or nurse practitioner who sees you for 
general checkups and when you get sick. They make referrals to specialists as 
needed and coordinate your care.

Endocrinologist: a doctor who specializes in treating diabetes and other diseases 
of the endocrine system. A doctor who has a special focus on diabetes may be 
called a diabetologist. Other specialists you may see regularly are a foot doctor 
(podiatrist) and an eye doctor (ophthalmologist). 

Certified Diabetes Educator (CDE): A CDE may be a nurse, dietitian, pharmacist, 
or other health team member who has undergone extensive training and passed 
a national test that covers the knowledge needed to treat and care for people 
with diabetes. 

Nurse Educator: A nurse educator 
or diabetes nurse practitioner has 
special training and background in 
caring for and teaching people with 
diabetes. They will help you learn the 
day-to-day management of diabetes 
including: 

• How to use diabetes medicines

• How to track your blood glucose

• How to balance activity and eating 
with your medicines and insulin

• What to do when you are sick 

Nurse educators can also help you identify your risk factors for heart disease and 
stroke, and how best to manage them.

Registered Dietitian (RD): An RD is trained in nutrition, and those with a special 
interest in diabetes may also be a CDE. They will help you learn how the foods 
you eat affect your blood glucose and blood fat levels and help to balance your 
food with medicine and activity. 
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Teamwork 
Managing your diabetes takes a 
team, and you are the captain. 

• Work together with your 
health care team to make 
decisions about your 
treatment and care. This will 
help you feel your best.

• Widen your base of support. 
Having someone to go with 
you to your appointments 
can be a big help. They can 
help you remember what you discussed and what actions you will take when 
you leave the office. 

• Ask questions when you don't understand something. It is also important for 
you to be honest. Do not tell your health care provider what you think they 
want to hear if it isn’t really true. Health care team members don’t judge. Their 
only goal is to help you.

You and your health care team will decide together the best actions for you to 
manage your diabetes. The steps you take now to manage your A1C,  
blood pressure, cholesterol and triglycerides will help protect your kidneys and 
lower your risk for a heart attack or stroke.

Share your comments 
and ideas in our online 
survey

CHECK POINT
Check what  
you’ve learned!

Download or Print a PDF: 
My Health Care Team

My Health Care Team
Write down the contact numbers for the members of your health care team. Cut out 
and keep this card in your wallet.

Copyright © 2018 Preventive Cardiovascular Nurses Association
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Provider Contact Information Wallet Card  
(cut around dotted line and fold in half)

Provider Contact Information Name Address Phone

Primary Care Physician/Nurse/Clinic:

Diabetes Doctor/Nurse/Clinic:

Diabetes Educator:

Dietitian:

Podiatrist (Foot Doctor):

Ophthalmologist (Eye Doctor):

Other Provider:
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