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Diabetes Distress:  
Recognizing and coping with burnout
What is diabetes distress?
Diabetes distress is the emotional stress that can come from managing diabetes every day. Diabetes 
distress can affect your daily life, including work, school, relationships, and diabetes care. Over time, it can 
lead to diabetes burnout. Burnout can make diabetes feel harder to manage and take more of your energy. 
You may feel overwhelmed, frustrated, or like giving up on your diabetes care.

Signs of diabetes distress:
1	 Feeling powerless. You feel that you will never be 

able to control your diabetes, no matter what you 
do. “No matter what I try, my blood glucose won’t 
go down.”

2	Worry about the future. You may worry about 
living with diabetes in the future. You may be 
concerned about the cost of diabetes care or possible 
health problems. Sometimes these worries can make 
you feel discouraged and think, “All I hear about are 
the complications. It feels impossible.”

3	Fear of failure. You may worry about letting down 
your diabetes care team or your family. You may feel 
that your diabetes goals are too hard to reach. You 
might think, “I don’t want my doctor to think I can’t 
take care of my diabetes.

4	Pressure from family and friends. Those close 
to you give too much attention to your diabetes. “My 
family and friends make my diabetes a bigger deal 
than it is.”

5	Fearing “lows.” You are afraid of having low blood 
glucose. “It makes me feel miserable.”

6	Frustration with changes in your food habits. 
Not always being able to eat what you want, when 
you want. “I do not want to wait to eat when I am 
hungry and sometimes, I forget to dose regularly.”

7	 Weary of change. You may feel overwhelmed by all 
the changes that come with diabetes. Taking care of 
diabetes can feel like a lot of work. You might think, 
“There’s so much to keep track of.”

Are you in distress?

Below are 2 common feelings that people 
with diabetes experience. Think about 
how often these feelings have bothered 
you during the past 30 days and circle 
the number that bast matches your 
experience. 

I am overwhelmed with the demands of 
caring for my diabetes.

Not a 
problem

Sometimes 
a problem

Always a 
problem

1 2 3 4 5 6

I feel like I am often failing with my 
diabetes care plan.

Not a 
problem

Sometimes 
a problem

Always a 
problem

1 2 3 4 5 6
 
Add both numbers together. 

Your score is: 		   		

A score of 6 or higher means that you 
may have diabetes distress. Talk with 
your doctor or another member of your 
diabetes care team about your score and 
what you can do to begin to feel better. 
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Decreased 
motivation to 
interact with 

diabetes

Increased 
focus on 
diabetes 

management  
& long-term  

risks

Increased 
anxiety 

and avoiding 
interacting with 

diabetes

Higher blood 
glucose and 

higher A1c

Feeling 
overwhelmed or 
hopeless about 

diabetes

Distress and the cycle of avoidance
Guilt, shame, worries about the future, feeling like 
a burden, the reality of diabetes as lifelong, social 
pressures, and more... These are all things that 
contribute to diabetes distress and burnout. These 
feelings can be overwhelming and lead to a difficult 
cycle where distress causes avoidance of diabetes, 
making diabetes more difficult to manage, which 
then leads to even more distress or burnout. You 
can start to break the cycle by first understanding 
it and then by recognizing whether similar patterns 
exist for you. 

Remember: Change won’t happen overnight.  
Focus on actively coping with your stress and find 
one small way to approach instead of avoid. Small 
changes can make a big difference in your overall 
diabetes management.

What can I do?
For caregivers
Frustration, diabetes distress, and diabetes burnout 
affect caregivers too. This stress can lead to 
conflicts at home about diabetes care.

Make a plan with your family about what diabetes 
communication will be like in your home. Set a 
regular check-in time to discuss diabetes together. 
Approach the check-in with warmth and as a team. 

	ʰ Learn from each other about what’s been 
working, and what changes could be helpful. 

	ʰ Celebrate your child’s small wins and strengths, 
as well as their efforts with diabetes. This positive 
feedback will support their continued hard work, 
especially at times when they are struggling.

	ʰ Try to limit conversations about diabetes to the 
scheduled check-in time whenever possible and 
make sure that you’re having “non-diabetes” 
chats as well.

Get support. Talking with someone can be really 
helpful, even if it feels uncomfortable at first. 
Talk with your diabetes team to get connected to 
support options.

For patients
	ʰ Be kind to yourself. Taking care of diabetes 
is a lot of work. Your blood sugar numbers and 
A1C are not grades. Celebrate what is going well, 
and remember that no one manages diabetes 
perfectly.

	ʰ Use calming skills. Deep breathing, taking 
a short break, listening to music, or talking 
to someone you trust can help when you feel 
stressed.

	ʰ Set small goals. Choose one goal that feels 
possible for you. Small steps can help you build 
confidence and healthy habits.

	ʰ Remember you are not alone. Many kids with 
diabetes feel stressed or frustrated sometimes. 
Talk with your family, friends, diabetes care 
team, or other kids with diabetes for support.

Where can I learn more?
	ʰ American Diabetes Association
	ʰ BeyondType1.org
	ʰ Diatribe.org

© 2019 - 2026 Intermountain Health. The content presented here is for your information only. It is not a substitute for professional medical advice, and 
it should not be used to diagnose or treat a health problem or disease. Please consult your healthcare provider if you have any questions or concerns. 
All rights reserved. FS134 - 09/26  (Last reviewed - 09/26)  Also available in Spanish.

http://BeyondType1.org 
http://Diatribe.org

