
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Improve Diabetes Management 
CULTURAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Health disparities across cultural groups 
People of color have higher rates of diabetes, various challenges controlling 
diabetes and often worse health outcomes. This resource provides cultural 
perspectives of diabetes management and tips to support patients from 
diverse cultures. 

Common cultural perceptions about diabetes 
Patients may have different understandings of diabetes and diabetes 
management. The table below includes some common cultural perceptions 
about diabetes. Using the recommended approaches to address these 
perceptions can help you respond to patients in a culturally sensitive 
manner while providing education. 

In particular, Blacks/ 
African Americans and  
Latinos have higher rates of  
disparities related to diabetes  
management. Latinos of Puerto  
Rican and Mexican heritage are  
more likely to develop type 2  
diabetes than Latinos of South  
American heritage.1 Renal  
disease and retinopathy are  
more common among Latinos  
as a result of unmanaged  
diabetes.2 American Hmong,  
Vietnamese and Cambodians  
also have high rates of  
diabetes.3, 4, 5 Blacks/African  
Americans have two to four  
times the rate of renal disease,  
blindness, amputations and  
amputation-related mortality  
of non-Hispanic whites.6  

Cultural perception Culturally sensitive response 
There are foods that 
can cure diabetes. 

Many cultures think that certain foods can cure diabetes. Discuss the 
difference between cure and management of diabetes. Be sure to 
discuss culturally relevant food choices as part of diabetes management. 

Insulin causes 
blindness. 

Some think that insulin causes blindness and may not use it as 
prescribed. Help your patient understand that blindness and other forms 
of vascular and nerve damage are the result of unmanaged diabetes over 
long periods of time. 

Prediabetes means you 
don’t need to change 
your diet because 
you may never get 
diabetes. 

It is important for patients to understand that prediabetes is a risk factor 
for developing diabetes. Emphasize that managing diet and exercise can 
help lower the risk of developing diabetes. 

Diabetes is “sugar in 
the blood.” 

Understanding diabetes as “sugar in the blood” can lead to a lack 
of understanding of the insulin-glucose cycle in regulating blood 
sugar. Emphasize that many foods (not just sweet-tasting ones) can 
increase blood sugar. It also may be helpful to provide a plain language 
explanation of the insulin-glucose cycle. 

Diabetes is the result 
of imbalance of mind, 
body and spirit. 

Individuals from cultures that base health on the balance of mind, body 
and spirit integration will need support and guidance that includes food 
selections and exercises that maintain balance as well as support for 
their emotional wellbeing.7, 8 

If I don’t eat sweets for 
a few days, it will be ok 
to eat several servings 
of sweets another day. 

Encourage patients to focus on daily intake of sweets and other foods 
that can have an impact on blood sugar. It is not healthy to overeat 
sweets, even if you have eaten healthy foods on other days. Discuss 
blood sugar management to make sure patients understand the insulin 
and glucose cycle. 
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Try these tips 
Culturally appropriate interventions can lead to improved health outcomes, 
such as better A1c levels and more successful long-term diabetes 
management.9, 10 The tips below provide more strategies to support patient 
understanding and management of diabetes. 

•1 Provide plain language visual, print and audio resources that explain: 

• Daily glucose and insulin management.

• How nerve damage occurs.

• Why a foot check is important.

• How foods help manage diabetes.

•2 Suggest the use of social networks of family and friends to support 
diabetes management, such as: 

• Group-based11 and faith-based diabetes support groups.12 

• Group-based and faith-based support, such as asking for diabetic
friendly food options at gatherings.

• Culturally relevant nutrition education for those who grocery shop and
prepare food for the patient.

•3 Patients trust their providers and leveraging this position of authority 
can be helpful in supporting patients who are challenged by friends 
and family. You can do this by: 

• Preparing 3-4 guidance statements for your patient that begin with
“my doctor said …”

• Ask your patient how they are managing their diabetes, including any
home remedies that they may think are effective.

Questions? 

For more information or 
resources, contact 
Cultural.and.Linguistic. 
Services@healthnet.com. 
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