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This paper introduces discussion of a reablement model specific to the management of diabetes mellitus in 
older adults, within the context of literature related to the treatment and prevention of diabetes and of its 
longer-term complications. The reablement health and social care model for older people is relatively new 
and as a result research is not yet strong, particularly in the area of older people with diabetes. However, 
evidence on reablement interventions for frail older people and older adults with dementia is somewhat 
more robust and of interest to this discussion since older adults with diabetes are disproportionately 
represented in the two populations of the frail elderly and older people with cognitive impairment and 
dementia. The literature reviewed for this paper is available in the English language, and covers research 
conducted in Australia, Canada, northern and southern Europe, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the 
United States of America. 

 

Key Facts about Diabetes in an Ageing Society 

 Diabetes is the world’s fastest growing chronic disease. 
 In 2014, diabetes affected an estimated 387 million people around the world (43% of whom were 

undiagnosed), a number that is predicted to grow 205 million more by the year 2035. Approximately 
316 million people had impaired glucose tolerance, placing them at significant risk of developing 
diabetes, and this group is expected to increase to 471 million by 2035. 

 More than 25% of people over the age of 65 years around the world have diabetes, and 
approximately 50% have pre-diabetes. Type 2 diabetes is far more prevalent than type 1 in older age 
groups, accounting for more than 90% of cases. 

 Long-term complications of diabetes cause immeasurable physical and emotional suffering and 
account for high mortality rates— for example, 5.1 million diabetes-related deaths globally in 2013. 

 Co-morbidities include: cardiovascular and cerebrovascular disease, peripheral nerve dysfunction, 
diabetic retinopathy that can lead to blindness, foot ulceration leading to amputation, kidney 
dysfunction leading to renal failure and vascular dementia. Diabetes is also an independent risk 
factor in older people for problems such as injury from falling and cognitive dysfunction and decline.  

 All co-morbidities undermine independence, capacity for self-care and quality of life. 
 USD 612 billion—or 1 in every 9 healthcare dollars—was spent on diabetes treatment and care in 

2014 globally, 76% of which was consumed in the care of people with diabetes between 50 and 79 
years of age. Approximately 35% to 40% of diabetes-related expenditure is associated with the 
management of vascular complications, such as heart and kidney disease, and hospitalisation. 

 Costs of care for older individuals with diabetes who are unable to maintain their independence are 
three-fold in the community and nine-fold in institutional care. 

 

Treatment and Care of Older People with Diabetes 

The current clinical view extends the previous classification of diabetes in older people as a preventable 
insulin resistance syndrome and cardiovascular disorder to include recognition of it as a premature ageing 
syndrome, a cause of unsuccessful ageing and a disabling syndrome (Ghosh, 2006). Modern management of 
the disease is informed by the 2014 International Diabetes Federation (IDF) Global Guideline pertaining to 
the care of older adults with Type 2 diabetes. Key Guideline principles are: individualised care planning 
based on holistic principles; proactive risk identification and minimisation strategies; early detection of 
deterioration through screening and other measures; and education and support for older people with 
diabetes, their caregiver and the allied health team. Adoption of a healthy diet and increasing physical 
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activity levels are key to achieving optimal control of diabetes and preventing the development of 
complications. This requires the person with diabetes and/or their caregiver to be well-educated in these 
lifestyle aspects of self-management, in addition to the need where appropriate for medication for diabetes 
and associated morbidities such as hypertension, hyperlipisaemia and vascular disease (IDF, 2014). A multi-
disciplinary approach is viewed as essential. It is recommended that care models be founded on a 
comprehensive geriatric assessment, as this measure has demonstrated success in improved health status 
and increased quality of life, fewer admissions to institutional care facilities and a reduction in mortality 
rates (Sinclair, 2015a, 2005).  

The IDF Guideline categorises varying levels of dependency upon which to base health and social care 
interventions. These categories commence with a functionally independent status and progress to 
functionally dependent (some loss of function with impairment of ability to perform activities of daily living 
[ADL]) and increased need for additional social and perhaps medical care. This category is sub-divided to 
accommodate the high incidence of frailty and dementia, both of which introduce the need for strategies to 
address personal safety, poor self-management capacity, changing glycaemic goals, a higher likelihood of 
hospitalisation and institutionalisation, and reduced life expectancy. The final category relates to end of life 
care, focusing on interventions to manage symptoms, provide comfort and quality of life at this often 
difficult but important phase (IDF, 2014). 

 

Reablement 

The principles underpinning the reablement model of community health and social care align with those in 
the 2014 IDF Global Guideline, most closely in the focus on multi-disciplinary, whole-of-person, 
individualised care planning and on education and emotional support for both the older person and their 
caregiver (Cochrane, 2013; Glendinning, 2010). Also known as ‘restorative care’ in Australia, New Zealand 
and the United States, reablement comprises non-pharmacological strategies and interventions, the purpose 
of which is to bring about positive physical and mental / emotional health outcomes so that older people are 
able to (re)gain a level of independence in ADL and have an acceptable (to them) quality of life. Reablement 
also aims to reduce rates of morbidity and mortality, and to stabilise public health expenditure through 
reducing the need for long-term home care (Cochrane, 2013; Glendinning, 2010). Typically, reablement 
interventions are delivered as an intensive (multiple visits), duration-specific (commonly between six and 
twelve weeks), multi-disciplinary home care service that may include physical exercise and mobility support, 
education about nutrition, lifestyle and self-management of chronic conditions, adaptation and / or redesign 
within the home, the provision of assistive devices, and strategies to help manage anxiety and depression in 
the adult with diabetes and the family caregiver (Cochrane, 2013; Glendinning, 2010; Ryburn, 2009). 

Because diabetes can be an extremely variable condition, a reablement model for this sub-population needs 
to be tailored to complement highly individualised and regular comprehensive assessment of the individual 
as a whole. The approach needs to be realistic about the person’s ability to live independently or with 
services in the context of their age, degree of disability and functional status, while recognising that one’s 
quality of life is variable and deeply personal, so that even small gains can make a large difference (Sinclair, 
2015b). While outcome indicators from the body of literature around self-management of diabetes (not 
specific to older people) are largely positive, researchers note the adverse impact on an individual’s capacity 
for self-care caused by significant levels of frailty and cognitive deficit (Hunt, 2005), conditions which are 
more likely to be present in older people with diabetes than in younger people with the disease. 

 

Frailty 

Frailty warrants particular attention in the context of this discussion. The increasing effect of type 2 diabetes 
on age-related functional capacity necessitates a clear focus on the detection and amelioration of frailty 
(Sinclair, 2015a). Frailty is considered to be a pre-disability biological syndrome that has a higher reversibility 
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in its early stages than disability, and a higher predictive value for adverse outcomes at older age than a 
chronic disease (Rodriguez-Mañas, 2014; Sinclair, 2015a). A range of factors are present in a frail older 
person, causing compromised health and functionality. These include impaired mobility, instability (risk of 
falling), cognitive decline, incontinence, and adverse effects of medical treatment (Fried, 2001; Sinclair, 
2005; van Leeuwen, 2015). A state of frailty can be exacerbated by physical and environmental risk factors 
and stressors, causing susceptibility to infection, further disability and difficulty in re-establishing equilibrium 
after a disruptive event such as hospitalisation (Dubuc, 2013; Fairhall, 2013; van Leeuwen, 2015; Wallace, 
2012). The prevalence of frailty increases with age, and it is the most common cause of death in community-
dwelling older people through the cumulative effect of a number of health deficits (Rodriguez-Mañas, 2014; 
Song, 2010). 

Importantly in the reablement context, researchers have concluded that frailty among older people is a 
dynamic process, characterised by frequent transitions between degrees of frailty over time, and as a result 
there are opportunities for therapeutic interventions to promote prevention or amelioration of the 
syndrome (Gill, 2006). Transitions between levels of frailty occur in 10 to 12% of cases wherein older people 
experience a reversal of their frailty state, with evidence of functional loss followed by a return to relatively 
robust function—although the probability of transitioning to a non-frail state is very low (de Rekeneire, 
2015; Gill, 2006; Sinclair, 2015b). It is widely recognised that frailty impacts on all aspects of an individual’s 
health—physical, mental and emotional—and in so doing detracts from their self-rated well-being and 
quality of life. 

 

Quality of Life 

Characterised by the presence of functionality, pain, energy, prevailing mood and social connectivity, quality 
of life is a significant determinant of how any individual, irrespective of their age, accepts and lives with the 
diagnosis of diabetes (Myers, 2013; Prazeres, 2014). Evidence points to lower self-rated quality of life scores 
among people with diabetes than those who do not have the condition (Anderson, 2001). Scores are likely to 
be further lowered in older people with diabetes through the presence of co-morbidities. A large case 
controlled study of over 400 community-dwelling older adults with diabetes in Wales (UK) identified four 
major determinants of reduced health status using the SF36 (both physical and mental domains), which 
were: hospitalisation, hypoglycaemic episodes, insulin therapy, and the need for glucose self-monitoring 
(Sinclair, 1998). Researchers have noted that older people with diabetes consider quality of life as being 
more important than the length of their life, and those with a high self-rated quality of life are more likely to 
continue with health-promoting practices such as exercise, as well as comply with treatment (Dunning, 
2005e; Forbes, 2005). 

In light of this, relevant research findings from reablement interventions that address quality of life deficits 
among frail older people and those with cognitive decline are discussed in two separate categories: firstly, 
physical health and safety; and secondly, mental and emotional health. This delineation is simply for the 
sake of clarity, for in practice reablement reflects the profound inter-connectedness of physical, mental and 
emotional health and its overall influence upon the individual’s quality of life. For example, the multi-faceted 
benefits of physical exercise and activity interventions demonstrate increased mobility and improved 
balance by developing muscle strength and fitness as well as enhanced mental and emotional health in older 
adults in general, and in people with diabetes (Miller, 2013; Myers, 2013). Overall, these gains seem to 
enhance one’s quality of life through reducing the incidence of falls, slowing age-related mobility loss and 
promoting both physical and emotional well-being (Brandon, 2003; Hovanec, 2012; Myers, 2013). 

 

Physical Health and Safety 

Maintaining the Ability to Self-Care 
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The reablement goal of self-management of chronic conditions reflects a global shift towards self-care in 
older people, increasingly viewed in many countries as an effective way to reduce health service use and 
costs (Furler, 2008). The term ‘self-management’ in this context may refer both to the daily self-care tasks 
associated with the diagnosed condition as well as to preventive activities that relatively healthy people do 
at home. In a Cochrane intervention review in 2015 of personalised care planning for adults with chronic 
illness, which included adults with diabetes in 12 out of a total of 19 selected studies (not specifically older 
adults), small positive outcomes were reported in people’s capacity to self-manage their illness and some 
improvements in both physical and psychological health indicators. The researchers associated these 
findings with comprehensive and intensive whole-of-person care (Coulter, 2015).  

However, self-management can be challenging for many older adults with diabetes. Since the onset of both 
type 1 and type 2 diabetes in older people can be insidious and difficult to diagnose with symptoms that may 
be confused with the “normal ageing” process (Ghosh, 2006; IDF, 2015), older people are often quite unwell 
by the time their disease is confirmed and less able to cope with the diagnosis and with managing the 
necessary care tasks for survival and good health (Dunning, 2005a; IDF, 2015; Sinclair, 2000). Education is 
essential for optimising the ability to maintain self-care, and the IDF 2014 Global Guideline recommends that 
it be provided to both the older person with diabetes and their caregiver, with a focus on safety, risk 
management and complication prevention (IDF, 2014). 

This approach is supported by evidence of the efficacy of self-management education for people with 
diabetes in the short-term and some positive indicators for long-term success, although studies of older 
people as a specific cohort are lacking (Norris, 2001). Research indicates that education programs in 
themselves can be successful in improving glycaemic control among middle-aged and older adults (Saaddine, 
2006). Two small studies of education programs for people with diabetes and kidney disease (not restricted 
to older adults) reported apparent improvements in self-care and other positive behavioural changes, 
although investigators noted the need for more rigorous research to confirm these findings (Li, 2011). The 
education and training of staff are also essential in order to provide a flexible, multi-disciplinary approach 
within which health and social care professionals who have direct patient contact can learn new skills and 
competencies in functional assessment and in the delivery of newer interventions (Sinclair, 2015b). 

Assistive technologies to support adults with diabetes in managing their condition at home are showing 
promise. Relatively simple, user-driven devices, such as the personal medical phone which transmits 
information like blood glucose levels and blood pressure to the treatment team, facilitate timely 
interventions and offer reassurance to the person with diabetes and their caregiver (Boger, 2011; Stellefson, 
2013). While not exclusively focusing on older people with diabetes, a 12-month study of 445 United States 
veterans living at home who used a telehealth messaging system to co-ordinate their diabetes treatment 
revealed a significant reduction in their need for formal care, with concomitant cost savings (Barnett, 2006; 
Chumbler, 2005). Studies of older adults who use e-communication tools to manage their diabetes report 
user satisfaction and a higher self-rated ability for self-management, when backed up by feedback and 
support received remotely from health care providers—although few studies of this technology report 
statistically significant improvements in medication compliance or physical and cognitive health 
improvements (Pal, 2013), and the non-customisable design of many e-communication tools are thought to 
limit their usefulness (Stellefson, 2013).  

 

Exercise and Activity 

Long-term diabetes increases the risk of frailty through sarcopaenia and lower limb impairment, in addition 
to nutritional imbalance and risk of disability caused by undetected eye, skin tissue and kidney disorders 
(Sinclair, 2015b). These factors increase physical risks such as falling and other injury events which are 
prevalent in older people with diabetes, who have close to a three-fold risk of falling and a two-fold increase 
in injury resulting from a fall (Brandon, 2003; Maurer, 2005; Sinclair, 2005, 2008; Yau, 2013). Reablement 
interventions to reduce these risks reveal some positive outcome indicators. Strength training is shown to 
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protect against age-related muscle decline in older adults, and randomised trials of exercise programs for 
older adults with diabetes demonstrate clear evidence of increased strength and mobility (Lambers, 2008; 
Sinclair, 2008). A small clinical trial in Australia of a low-intensity, low-impact exercise program (tai chi) 
found modestly significant improvements in mobility, promoting better balance and gait (Orr, 2006). Studies 
of frail older people measuring accomplishments in activities of daily living (ADL) and mobility through 
physical exercise training found statistically significant improvements at 12 months post-intervention 
(Cameron, 2013; Francis, 2011). 

An American review of falls prevention programs for community-dwelling older adults concluded that 
exercise is effective in reducing falls if it consists of strength plus balance and/or endurance training for at 
least 12 weeks, results which are enhanced when combined with regular medication and visual acuity 
assessment and environmental modification to reduce hazards (Costello, 2008). This finding supports clinical 
evidence of the efficacy of combined tailored exercise and falls prevention programs within the framework 
of regular and comprehensive geriatric assessment (Sinclair, 2008).  

Other safety reablement interventions to have been trialled among frail older people and older people with 
dementia include telephone healthcare services and computerised personal devices, ‘easy-reach’ or 
computerised falls or gas detection systems, and customisable alarms that sound when the person with 
dementia exits the home or gets out of bed at night. These interventions are shown to reduce the risk of 
falls, boost confidence and self-esteem through independent achievement of ADL goals, and alleviate 
caregiver anxiety (Boger, 2011; MacNamara, 2012; Mihailidis, 2012; Ryburn, 2009; Wey, 2005). 

There is also some evidence to suggest that physical exercise programs—comprising resistance / strength 
training and aerobic exercise or a combination of the two—can promote glycaemic control, although studies 
focusing on older adults with diabetes are scarce, and research has yet to clearly demonstrate the long-term 
effect of exercise programs (Irvine, 2009; Lambers, 2008; Vadstrup, 2009).  

 

Weight Loss and Nutrition 

A study of middle-aged and older adults with diabetes who participated in an intensive physical exercise 
intervention found evidence of weight loss, improved fitness and a slowing of mobility decline (Rejeski, 
2012). It should be noted that such robust interventions may be unsuitable for some older people with 
diabetes if, for example, they are at risk of hypoglycemia (in those treated with insulin or a sulfonylurea), 
exacerbation of existing cardiovascular symptoms, or worsening of foot ulcers which require rest rather than 
exercise for healing to take place (Katz, 1994). In addition, weight loss can be difficult for older people to 
achieve if they have a sedentary lifestyle and existing co-morbidities (Dunning, 2005b; Katz, 1994). 

Many older people with diabetes are malnourished, even if they appear to be overweight. The protein and 
fat breakdown caused by impaired glucose metabolism can significantly affect wound healing, which 
requires an increased amount of protein in the diet (Dunning, 2005b; Sinclair, 2015a). Education of the older 
person with diabetes and their caregiver about nutrition centres on a diet which helps stabilise and control 
blood glucose levels. While dietary modification is shown to improve control of diabetes and prevent 
diabetes in those with impaired glucose tolerance, there is no strong evidence at present to support its 
effectiveness in maintaining glycaemic control or in preventing complications of the disease (Vadstrup, 
2009).  

Older adults living at home have a high prevalence of uncorrected visual impairment. Diabetes itself can 
cause visual impairment, with increased cataract formation and the development of diabetic eye disease 
(retinopathy), which if untreated can lead to blindness and is linked to adverse health-related quality of life 
indicators (Sinclair, 2000a). There is some evidence to suggest that, in addition to regular screening for eye 
disease, maintaining good blood glucose control through dietary modification and regular exercise can 
contain or even reverse diabetic retinopathy (IAPB, 2015). 
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Foot Ulcers 

There is a highly complex relationship between cause, treatment and prevention of lower limb ulceration 
among older people with diabetes. Factors influencing the incidence and outcomes of foot ulcers in this sub-
population include the individual’s level of understanding of this long-term complication, the presence or 
absence of good general and foot self-care with regular assessments, the challenges of long treatment 
periods, increased debility and reduced mobility all of which impact on self-care, and the necessary support 
in regaining function following surgery, including major or minor amputation.  

Foot ulcers cause multi-faceted loss—physical, emotional and financial—with amputation being the most 
feared and the most costly outcome, occurring between 10 to 30 times more frequently in people with 
diabetes than in the general population (Singh, 2005). The Eurodiale (European Study Group on Diabetes and 
the Lower Extremity) Study of 1088 patients with new diabetic foot ulcers receiving treatment in 10 
countries across Europe (not exclusively older adults) noted an association between poor wound healing 
rates and low health-related quality of life indicators (Siersma, 2014). Results from a 12-month prospective 
randomised controlled trial of rural Australians with chronic lower leg ulcers using remote expert wound 
healing consultation through an imaging system (again, not exclusively older people) indicated a positive 
healing rate of 6.9% per week in the intervention group compared with a -4.9% rate per week in the control 
group, with an estimated cost saving after 12 months of close to AUD200,000. Despite the small sample size 
and other limitations to this study, researchers concluded that there was a significant correlation between 
this intervention and better healing rates, improved quality of life and lower clinical costs (Santamaria, 
2004). 

However, it is recognised that older people with co-morbidities such as cognitive impairment and physical 
disabilities can experience difficulty in self-managing their foot care and in recognising symptoms of 
deterioration (Sinclair, 2011), and consequently the best protection rests in regular screening, foot care 
education and multi-disciplinary foot clinics (Sinclair, 2000b).  

 

Mental and Emotional Health 

Diabetes doubles the odds of co-morbid depression and is associated with both a higher rate and risk of 
cognitive decline. The odds of people with diabetes developing dementia increases 1.6 fold, creating risks to 
physical and emotional health through the diminishing ability of the individual to self-manage their diabetes 
and to retain control over their life (Allena, 2004; Anderson, 2001; Cukierman, 2005; Dunning, 2005c; Ghosh, 
2006; Munshi, 2006; Myers, 2013; Sinclair, 2000c). 

Research into cognitive training reablement strategies for older people with dementia has found statistically 
significant positive results for particular measures of cognition as well as for improved achievement of 
individual goals (Bahar-Fuchs, 2013; Clare, 2011; Thom, 2011), although findings remain inconclusive for 
cognitive ability enhancement through regular physical exercise and for the sustainability of cognitive 
improvements (Heyn, 2004; Serdà i Ferrer, 2014; Teri, 2012). Some researchers assert that outcomes for 
personal and social gains through cognitive training are inconclusive (Clare, 2010, 2013; Martin, 2011), while 
others detect positive indicators in reducing high-risk factors for institutionalisation, such as depression, 
behavioural volatility and the caregiver burden (Teri, 2012). 

Assistive technologies are also being trialled in devices to enable or support communication, socialising and 
leisure activities for older people with cognitive impairment, drawing on the ‘cognitive reserve’ through 
which individuals can access their procedural memories, especially in the earlier stages of dementia (Liberati, 
2012). This enables therapeutic interventions to help prolong the capacity for undertaking ADL and leisure 
pursuits which rely on previously encountered skills, routines, activities and communication (Clare, 2013; 
Gitlin, 2010). Positive outcome indicators have been noted in reablement interventions for older people with 
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cognitive impairment through assistive technology-facilitated leisure activities, ranging from art and music 
therapy to cooking and video games. Aside from important gains in emotional satisfaction and increased 
well-being, the mental stimulation of engaging in such activities is associated with a reduction in the risk of 
dementia and a slowing of cognitive decline (Mihailidis, 2010, 2012).  

Even though more than 25% of older people with diabetes have symptoms of depression and mood 
disturbances, regular screening for depression and other mood disorders is rare (Sinclair, 2015a; Dunning, 
2005e). It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the complexity of factors causing depression in older 
people with diabetes. However, researchers note evidence for a connection between depression and 
disability and a decreased ability to self-manage diabetes well (Black, 2003; Dunning, 2005e). One study 
found depression to be the most significant determinant of hospitalisation and of subsequent mortality for 
older people with diabetes (Sinclair, 2000b). Improved mood and well-being for frail older adults through 
reablement interventions promoting social connectivity is modestly supported by current research (Francis, 
2011). 

 

Caregiver Education and Support 

Research into reablement for frail older people and those who care for them shows that when caregivers are 
educated about the condition and consulted in care planning, implementation and evaluation of progress 
their levels of stress and anxiety reduce and their health and well-being may improve, along with their 
increased engagement with the reablement program (Elliott, 2010; Janse, 2014). These are significant 
findings for the care of older adults with diabetes, as caregivers have a pivotal role in maintaining whole-of-
person care of the older adult with diabetes and in delaying hospitalisation or institutionalisation (Nankervis, 
2015).  

Positive outcomes from reablement interventions targeting the caregivers of older people with dementia 
include improvements in caregiver health and well-being through such strategies as in-home exercise 
programs, skills-training in managing behavioural symptoms, and education about the disease (Maslow, 
2012; Menne, 2014). In a longitudinal study of racially and ethnically diverse informal caregivers in the USA, 
subjects reported improved sleep patterns, higher self-rated physical and emotional health status, a 
decreased sense of burden and some alleviation of depression (Elliott, 2010). Evidence also suggests that 
multi-component non-pharmacological interventions founded on education and support for the caregiver 
may delay transfer of the person with dementia to long-term residential care (Gitlin, 2010). 

 

The Cost-Effectiveness of Reablement 

Diabetes costs individuals and society a great deal. Costs to the individual, aside from direct treatment 
expenses, comprise physical and emotional suffering which profoundly affect their quality of life (Dunning, 
2005a; Sinclair, 2000b). 

The expenditure associated with the treatment and care of people with diabetes around the world is 
extremely high, as noted earlier in this paper. There is little clear evidence at present to suggest that 
reablement interventions for frail older people and those with cognitive dysfunction reduce medical and 
allied healthcare costs among older people with dementia, although researchers note compensatory 
benefits in statistically significant quality of life improvements, both for the person with dementia and for 
the caregiver (Clare, 2010; Liberati, 2012). Similarly, there is no reliable evidence as present that reablement 
has a material impact on the need for health services or hospitalisation of older frail people—although it is 
probable that improvements in mobility and physical functioning may delay or avoid hospitalisation through 
a reduced incidence of falls and other injuries (Francis, 2011). 
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Key Challenges of Reablement for Older People with Diabetes 

 The inequity in services resulting from variations in clinical practice, seen within and between 
countries, leaves many older adults with diabetes at risk of morbidity, disability and poor quality of 
life if they lack access to adequate support and education, regular assessments of health status and 
screening for early detection of long-term complications. 

 There is a critical dearth of evidence of successful and cost-effective reablement interventions for 
older adults with diabetes, caused in part by the frequent exclusion of older people from research 
trials on the grounds of difficulty with reliable data collection and ethics approval challenges. 

 Diabetes can be an important cause of physical impairment in older people and may be associated 
with mobility disability, ADL restriction, increased risk of falls, and loss of independence. 

 Diabetes is associated with both a higher rate and risk of cognitive decline leading to dementia, 
causing serious risks to physical health and safety, and emotional health. 

 Depression and other mood disorders are commonly unrecognised due to lack of regular 
assessment, despite the high incidence in this sub-population and the correlation between 
depression and poor self-management of their diabetes, hospitalisation, morbidity and mortality. 

 People with diabetes are living longer and therefore the incidence of frailty in this group is 
increasing. As a pre-disability biological syndrome, frailty has a high predictive value for adverse 
outcomes at an older age, causing compromised health and functionality and low self-rated quality 
of life. Frailty can also be difficult to define and identify, since a range of factors can be present in a 
frail older person.  

 Because diabetes can be an extremely variable condition, a reablement model for this sub-
population needs to be highly individualised, requiring time- and labour-intensive collaboration 
among service providers who often work in a time-pressured environment.  

 

A Way Forward 

Three target areas are indicated in addressing the challenge of inequitable service provision: at the level of 
the individual older person with diabetes; at the level of health care pathways or systems, which would 
include the reablement model; and at the level of influencing health care policy through research outcomes 
(Sinclair, 2015b). High quality, robust research is needed to enable better standardised care. Recommended 
priority areas for intervention trials are: examining the benefits of optimising glycaemic control using a range 
of outcome measures such as quality of life, frailty, dementia, mood level, pre-disability and disability and 
hospital admission; feasibility / pilot assessment of assistive technologies as treatment aids and decision 
support tools; and the cost-effectiveness of reablement interventions (Sinclair, 2015a). Some of these 
research issues are being addressed by the MID-Frail Study, an European Union-funded randomised 
controlled clinical trial currently underway in seven countries comprising a multi-modal intervention 
assessing the functional outcomes of treatment, exercise and education programs in 1800 frail or pre-frail 
people with type 2 diabetes over the age of 70 (Sinclair, 2015a). Other important gaps in the research are 
pre-study assessments of cognition, low mood states, ability to self-manage and the involvement of informal 
caregivers (Sinclair, 2013). 

Further research is also needed into community health strategies that can prevent older people with 
impaired glucose tolerance from developing diabetes. Up to 80% of type 2 diabetes is preventable through 
strategies that reablement currently employs in the care of older people, such as changes in lifestyle, 
nutrition, exercise and activity and the individual’s environment (Heine, 2002; IDF, 2015). Evidence from 21 
randomised controlled trials indicates that lifestyle interventions and medical treatments can reduce the 
number of people who progress from impaired glucose tolerance to diabetes (Saaddine, 2006). It is 
suggested that lifestyle interventions are more effective than drug treatments in achieving this goal (Gillies, 
2007), indicating that reablement in older people can make a substantially positive contribution to halting 
the ever-increasing global prevalence of type 2 diabetes. 
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