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This is an official position statement of the American
Association of Diabetes Educators (AADE). AADE is a
multidisciplinary professional membership organization of
health care professionals dedicated to integrating
successful self-management as a key outcome in the care
of people with diabetes and related conditions.
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A
ADE’s Code of Ethics states that diabetes
educators provide services with respect for
the uniqueness, dignity, and autonomy of
each individual. With regard to individual-
ization of diabetes self-management edu-

cation, AADE believes the following:

1. Diabetes self-management education is an essential compo-
nent of care to achieve the outcomes desired by the person
with diabetes, the diabetes educator, and other members of
the health care team. Diabetes is a self-managed chronic dis-
ease requiring those who are affected to be active and
informed participants in their own health care.

2. People with diabetes are not a homogenous group; they vary
by type and treatment of diabetes; across cultural, psychoso-
cial, demographic, intellectual, and other domains; and across
the life span. They are best able to learn through a planned
educational program individualized to match their personal
characteristics, learning styles, and diabetes care plans. Like
all other aspects of diabetes care, self-management education
needs to be tailored to the individual.

3. Individualization of diabetes self-management education is
the process of personalizing and tailoring the objectives,
content, methods, materials, and follow-up to meet the
needs of each participant and his or her family or support
system. The educational process recognizes that people with
diabetes have the right and responsibility to choose their
own educational objectives and behavioral goals and be
responsive to those objectives and goals. Individualization is
equally appropriate and feasible in group or one-on-one dia-
betes self-management education programs.

Individualization is based on an assessment that
addresses personal attributes related to each participant’s
ability to engage in diabetes self-care. These attributes
include

• health status;
• attitudes, beliefs, experiences, and desire to participate in

diabetes education;
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• psychosocial status;
• literacy and learning style;
• cultural and life span issues;
• personal metabolic and other goals; and
• self-care skills and access to resources.

Health Status

Health status may either facilitate or hinder diabetes
education and self-management. Health status changes
throughout the course of diabetes and the life cycle. It
encompasses the acute and chronic complications of dia-
betes, other acute and chronic illnesses, and physical
conditions such as diminished visual acuity, manual dex-
terity, mobility, and hearing ability.

Health status is likely to influence attitudes, health
beliefs, goals, readiness, and ability to learn.1-5 Other mem-
bers of the diabetes care team, including health care
providers, family, and support members, may also be influ-
enced by these physical conditions.6 Health impairments
often pose significant barriers to diabetes education and
self-care, such as increased health care expenditures.7

Individualization of diabetes self-management education
includes a thorough assessment of health status so that the
program can be adapted as needed.

Acutely ill or hospitalized persons require only basic
education when learning is impeded by physical factors
such as lethargy, pain, or a decreased attention span that
often accompanies illness. In these situations, it is appro-
priate to teach basic diabetes survival skills or very focused
problem-solving skills while reserving more detailed edu-
cation for follow-up sessions. Similarly, participants expe-
riencing hypoglycemia or hyperglycemia may benefit from
postponing comprehensive education until they are able to
actively participate in the learning process.8

Most individuals will experience physical changes
throughout the life cycle, such as diminished visual acu-
ity, manual dexterity, mobility, and hearing ability. These
physical changes may require either adaptation or
relearning diabetes self-care skills.9 Periodic assess-
ments of physical conditions and illnesses should thus be
included in the overall design of an individualized dia-
betes self-management education program.

For many people with diabetes, the onset of a chronic
complication or related illness may lead to psychological
distress such as depression or anxiety.10-12 In these situations,
education is focused on the emotional aspects of living with
diabetes while addressing the benefits and disadvantages of
medication or other psychosocial therapies.

Attitudes, Beliefs, Experiences,
and Desire to Participate

People with diabetes hold a wide range of attitudes and
beliefs about diabetes that affect the way they perceive the
need for and importance of self-management education.
Participants’ beliefs about the seriousness of diabetes, their
perceived ability to affect short-term and long-term dia-
betes outcomes, and their attitude about the value of self-
management education in preparing them to deal with their
illness successfully will increase or decrease their desire to
participate in diabetes self-management education.

Attitudes and beliefs of people with diabetes are shaped
by their experiences. These experiences can include living
with the disease, a family member with diabetes, reports
in the media, or advice and anecdotes relayed by friends
and acquaintances. Assessing participants’ previous expe-
riences with diabetes helps the diabetes educator under-
stand the perceptions about diabetes that a participant
brings to self-management education and to individualize
the program accordingly. The assessment not only helps
the educator decide whether that person is likely to be
interested in learning but also helps the participant and
educator decide which issues to address first.

Discussing past experiences with diabetes, attitudes,
and beliefs; goals and concerns about diabetes; and inter-
est in self-management education will help the educator
both assess readiness for education and individualize that
education to suit that person’s particular needs.

Psychosocial Status

Social support, economic resources, stress, anxiety, and
depression affect how a person will perceive diabetes and
the need for self-management education. Both increased
levels of stress and depression are common among partic-
ipants with diabetes and can pose significant barriers to
self-management education.11,12 While persons with dia-
betes need an appropriate sense of urgency to engage fully
in diabetes self-management education, if they are over-
whelmed by stress or highly anxious, they are unlikely to
be able to participate fully.

Although health professionals recognize that people
with diabetes find living with their illness distressing and
difficult, even when they are able to manage it effec-
tively, patients indicate that they would like to receive
more help in the way of psychosocial support.11,12 Asking
patients to describe what is concerning to them and
assessing issues such as available support and resources
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will help the participant and the educator to design a
realistic self-management plan. Including significant
others in the educational process as the participant
desires may help to strengthen social support, as does
providing information about appropriate resources.

People with diabetes have significantly higher levels of
depression than the general population.13,14 Depression is
serious and can and should be treated with medication,
psychological counseling, or both. Clinically depressed
persons are unlikely to have the intellectual and emotional
resources necessary to engage in diabetes self-manage-
ment education. Screening for stress, anxiety, and depres-
sion during the assessment process provides essential
information to individualize the self-management educa-
tion program at that time. Until depression or anxiety is
adequately treated, the focus of the education should be, in
most cases, survival skills.

Literacy and Learning Style

Educational objectives and methods need to be tai-
lored to match the person’s preferred learning style and
literacy level. Literacy levels vary across a continuum
of skills so that people generally cannot be classified
as literate or illiterate. The concept of health literacy is
particularly relevant for diabetes education and is
defined as the ability to read, write, speak, compute,
and solve problems to effectively participate in self-
care.15 Low health literacy has been associated with
poorer glycemic control among people with diabetes.16

Preferred learning style, language, cognitive ability,
and literacy level are determined as part of the individ-
ualized assessment process.17

Some people prefer to learn by reading, others by lis-
tening, and others through a combination of listening and
watching. In a group situation, providing content in multi-
ple formats (eg, discussion, videotape, and written) can
accommodate a variety of learning styles and abilities.
Participants with limited health literacy levels, those with
limited reading abilities, and those for whom English is
not their first language benefit from tailored objectives;
short, focused sessions; concrete illustrations; practical
experiences; providing materials for reinforcement that
do not require reading; and personalized messages that
summarize key content.15 An effective communication
style is the “ask, tell, ask” interactive learning model, in
which the participant is asked to identify concerns or
questions, the educator offers information or support, and

the participant is then asked to repeat or teach back the
information.18

Persons who have limited health literacy may be more
comfortable learning from other people with diabetes
through small groups that include storytelling, group
brainstorming, and problem solving. Participants with
limited reading abilities may not learn well through read-
ing, even when the materials are at the appropriate grade
level, and they may prefer take-home materials that do not
require reading (eg, videos). Providing materials at lower
reading levels can be effective regardless of participants’
literacy levels.

Participants who do not speak English benefit from
individual sessions that include an interpreter or family
member if the educational session is not provided in their
preferred language or if the educator does not speak their
language. Providing materials in both English and the par-
ticipant’s language increases their usability to family
members or other members of their support system.19

Cultural and Life Span Issues

Culturally relevant educational methods, strategies, and
programs need to be designed to match the developmental
tasks and abilities of the target population. The effectiveness
of information increases when it evolves from and is related
to the participants’ experiences, beliefs, and priorities.

Educational strategies vary across the life span. Children
and adolescents benefit from age-appropriate information
that matches their attention span and cognitive abilities.
Education for preschool children is often based on ques-
tions and simple explanations of the child’s experiences.
School-aged children can learn through anchored instruc-
tion, play, games, puzzles, computers, and videos.
Education for adolescents is focused on decision making
and the effect of these choices on their current and future
health, problem solving, and interacting with peers and
family members. Incorporating psychosocial skills, stress
management, and family interventions (eg, coping skills
training) improves both quality of life and metabolic out-
comes. Both young children and adolescents can benefit
from group educational experiences designed for their age
group, including camp experiences.20,21 Family involvement
throughout the educational process is critical.

Adults generally prefer self-directed, problem-based
education that is immediately relevant and applicable to
their lives.8 Group education offers positive benefits for
many adults of all ages.22-26 Older adults generally prefer
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practical information focused on maintaining independ-
ence and quality of life.27

Educational programs need to incorporate behavioral
and affective components along with the clinical con-
tent.22,23,28,29 Providing behavioral, coping, and self-efficacy
strategies as an integral part of self-management programs
improves outcomes and promotes sustained behavioral and
other changes among adults.8

Diabetes self-care is conducted in the context of cul-
tural and religious beliefs and can impinge on such cultur-
ally defined phenomena as family relationships, food
preparation and preferences, gender roles, and relation-
ships with health care professionals. Culturally competent
education begins with an assessment of cultural and
religious beliefs that affect or influence diabetes self-
management. Listening is important to learn about dia-
betes from the participant’s point of view and avoid
making assumptions based on ethnic background or gen-
der, as is manifesting a caring, concerned, and respectful
attitude. Culturally competent education provides a bridge
between educators and participants and both recognizes
and celebrates cultural influences on beliefs, behaviors,
and diabetes self-care practices.19 Tailoring the interven-
tion to the age and culture of the participants and includ-
ing spouses and adult children may also increase the
effectiveness of the program, as has been shown for older
African American and Latino individuals with diabetes.30

Personal, Metabolic, and
Other Goals

Asking persons with diabetes what they hope to get out
of the education program and their goals related to diabetes
and its daily care guides the diabetes self-management edu-
cation process and leads to self-directed, realistic goal set-
ting. The individual’s objectives and priorities for diabetes
self-management education and care may differ from those
of the health care team and published standards of care31,32;
however, the person with diabetes has the right and respon-
sibility to make these choices.

Self-directed goal setting is an effective intervention to
facilitate and support behavior change.33-37 Psychosocial
status, health status, acceptance of the realities of dia-
betes care, and readiness to change help to determine the
willingness of the person with diabetes to set and work
toward behavioral, metabolic, and quality-of-life goals.
Building the educational program around self-selected
goals helps to maintain participants’ interest in the educa-
tion program and provides necessary knowledge and skills

for personal goal attainment. The AADE 7 provides a
method to identify, document, and evaluate the effective-
ness of education and the goal-setting process.38

Self-care Plan and
Access to Resources

Individualized diabetes education is tailored to match
the character and complexity of the individual’s self-care
needs and management plan. People with diabetes who
choose a treatment program that includes self-adjusted,
multiple insulin injection management require a substan-
tially different education program than those who manage
their diabetes by medical nutrition therapy and physical
activity. Financial resources and/or insurance coverage for
diabetes equipment, supplies, medications, and education
can limit and direct the education program. Limitations on
the number and frequency of visits or regulation of group
versus one-on-one sessions can alter the education plan
and challenge efforts to provide the support needed to
implement the self-care plan.39

Summary

Individualization of self-management education

• promotes consideration of each participant’s educational
concerns and priorities,

• recognizes the expertise and unique perspectives that each par-
ticipant brings to the process of self-management education,

• incorporates psychosocial and behavioral aspects, and
• helps to create collaborative partnerships between partici-

pants and diabetes educators that promote and sustain
ongoing diabetes self-management.
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