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Type 1 diabetes is a lifelong autoimmune disease 

that destroys the ability to produce insulin, which is 

vital for life. It is generally diagnosed in childhood 

but can arise at any age and is not preventable.  

The causes of the disease are not fully understood, 

but scientists believe that a person’s genes play a 

role, as well as a variety of identified environmental 

factors. However, it is certain that going on a diet or 

cutting down on sugar doesn’t stop type 1 diabetes. 

People with type 1 diabetes must take up to 6 

insulin injections or receive a continuous infusion 

of insulin through a pump every single day, just to 

stay alive.  

122,300 Australians have type 1 diabetesi, and with 

6 new cases every dayii, Australia has one of the 

highest rates of type 1 diabetes in the worldiii. 

Every year, the number of new cases in Australian 

children increases by 3%iv.  

Type 1 diabetes is the fastest growing chronic 

disease amongst Australian childrenv.  

Diabetes… What’s the difference?  

Type 1 diabetes differs from type 2 diabetes in 

several important ways. Type 2 diabetes is a 

metabolic disease where the body still produces 

some insulin but is not able to use it properly. It can 

often be managed with diet and lifestyle changes, 

though insulin is sometimes required. Type 2 

diabetes affects more people – around 700,000 

Australiansvi - usually those in middle age or 

beyond.  

Once a patient is diagnosed with type 1 diabetes, 

which cannot be prevented, they will need lifelong 

insulin therapy to stay alive.  

Insulin is a lifesaver not a cure  

Insulin injections or infusion from a pump allow a 

person with type 1 diabetes to stay alive but it is 

not a cure. Nor does it necessarily prevent the 

possibility of devastating complications, which can 

include kidney failure, blindness, nerve damage, 

amputations, heart attack and stroke.  

Staying alive with type 1 diabetes  

People with type 1 diabetes face a rigorous daily 

regime of blood glucose management based on a 

heavy burden of responsibility for their future 

health because the more time patients spend 

outside the normal range of blood glucose, the 

greater their risk of serious health complications vii. 

Blood glucose is influenced by food intake and daily 

activities as well as a variety of other factors 

including stress, hormonal changes, periods of 

growth, physical activity, medications, illness and 

fatigue.  

Devastating health impact 

Although many people with diabetes look healthy, 

the disease ravages most organs and body systems. 

Health complications of diabetes are common and 

severe.  

After 20 – 25 years of living with type 1 diabetes 

nearly all people will have some form of 

retinopathy, a serious eye condition. High blood 

glucose causes tiny aneurysms that lead to 

temporary or permanent blindnessviii.  

After 20 – 25 years of living with type 1 diabetes 

60% of people will have some form of neuropathy, 

which is particularly debilitating. Damage to the 

nervous system impairs healing and all too often 

leads to amputationix.   

Diabetes is the leading cause of end-stage kidney 

disease, the most serious form of chronic kidney 

disease, which causes nearly 10% of all deaths in 

Australia in 2006x. 

The death rate for people with diabetes is three 

times higher than the general populationxi. 
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The cost of type 1 diabetes 

The personal financial cost of diabetes is high.  

Each year, the disease costs someone around 

$4,669xii if they are healthy. When complications 

develop, personal costs skyrocket up to $16,698.  

Mothers of children with type 1 diabetes 

consistently report lost wages as a result of time 

spent caring for their child.  

The emotional and lifestyle cost of type 1 diabetes 

is more difficult to measure but no less serious. 

 JDRF research suggests that depression and 

anxiety are the most common complications of 

diabetes. One quarter of adult respondents with 

type 1 diabetes reported having received a clinical 

diagnosis of depression or anxiety. 

Diagnosing type 1 diabetes  

Type 1 diabetes is not well understood and this can 

lead to delays in diagnosis, with significant impacts 

on health.  

In the US 25% of new cases of type 1 diabetes have 

diabetic ketoacidosisxiii at the time of diagnosis, 

which is a severe state of high blood glucose that 

leads to death if untreated.  

The time interval between the early symptoms of 

type 1 diabetes and dangerous ill health can vary 

but it is not unusual for the disease to progress 

rapidly over several days.  

Early identification of the symptoms 

of type 1 diabetes can save lives 

1. Extreme thirst 
2. Frequent urination 
3. Drowsiness or lethargy 
4. Sudden weight loss  
5. Sudden vision changes 
6. Heavy or labored breathing 
7. Stupor or unconsciousness 

Living with type 1 diabetes 

Every day I think about the life of freedom and 

infinite possibilities that is currently denied to the 

122,300 Australians with type 1 diabetes.  

Only research will deliver that freedom.  

President of JDRF Australia, Susan Alberti AO 

Being the mother of a child with type 1 diabetes is a 

mix of joy, fear and deep frustration. Trying to keep 

my daughter’s blood sugar in the healthy range is 

like walking on a tightrope. It’s a huge responsibility 

because it can affect her future health. 

Nicky, Melbourne 

A cure would mean freedom, just a minute of 

freedom for my mind. That’s it. I don’t care about the 

needles. I have to think about this disease every 

single moment of every single day. I can’t go out 

dancing or let a single thing touch my lips without 

doing a calculation about blood glucose.  

Ali, Sydney 

I am 16 and I already have signs of early damage to 

my eyes, nerves and kidneys. About two years ago I 

was diagnosed with depression, caused mainly by the 

burden of type 1 diabetes. I just got sick of living with 

the disease and it took me a long time to realise that 

there was more to life than just type 1 diabetes, and 

the fear and pain it brings. 

April, Western Australia 
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