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Take charge of your health today. Be informed. Be involved.
Lifestyle change is key
reducing diabetes risk
ESTHER BUSH

Diabetes and
Physical Activity

This month, the “Take Charge of Your Health Today”
page focuses on the relationship between diabetes
and physical activity. Erricka Hager and Bee Schindler,
community engagement coordinators, University of
Pittsburgh’s Clinical and Translational Science Institute
(CTSI), and Esther L. Bush, president and CEO, Urban
League of Greater Pittsburgh, spoke about this topic.
EH: Good morning, Ms. Bush. It’s such a pleasure to
sit down with you again to revisit two important health
topics—diabetes and physical activity. I am grateful that
we have the chance to discuss the importance of managing your diabetes and getting active and the relationship
between the two.
EB: Yes, Erricka. It is important to continue to have
these conversations to educate and empower our readers—especially because research shows that participating in physical activity programs is one of the best ways
to reduce the risk of developing diabetes. I like that Dr.
Elizabeth M. Venditti and the Diabetes Prevention Support Center of the University of Pittsburgh are assisting
older adults in determining different ways to get active.
This will help reduce the risk of developing diabetes.
BS: I agree, Ms. Bush. The results of the 2002 Diabetes Prevention Program (DPP) study stating that diet and
physical activity are key ways to reduce your risk of developing diabetes was very important. I am pleased that
Dr. Venditti took it a step further. Dr. Venditti understood
that engaging patients prior to the diabetes diagnosis
was more helpful than after. We should also mention that
lifestyle changes are beneficial to all groups of people.
However, research shows that African Americans are at
a greater risk of developing diabetes.
EB: Wow! Dr. Venditti suggests that adding physical fitness to our daily routine is a great way for our readers—
especially those who are at a greater risk of developing
diabetes—to take charge of their health today. I am so
proud of this partnership. I’m thrilled that we are continuing to provide ways for our readers to take charge of their
health. Providing the community with current research
findings on important health topics is fundamental to
our mission of working to enable African Americans to
achieve self-reliance.
EH: Yes, Ms. Bush. This page provides our readers
with a range of ways they can get up and get moving. I
would also encourage our readers to visit the Pitt + Me
website at www.pittplusme.org. Pitt+Me is the CTSI research registry. There are currently multiple diabetes-related research studies being done at the University. Not
only are there research opportunities for adults, but there
are also opportunities for children as well.
EB: I love the Pitt + Me website. It is a great way for the
community to opt-in to research studies in which they
are interested. It is another way for our community to
become a “research-informed community.” I am proud to
say that the Urban League of Greater Pittsburgh supports research and research participation. I am glad that
we are empowering our community members to improve
their health through research.
BS: Thank you so much for having this conversation
with us, Ms. Bush. I hope you and our readers have a
great Thanksgiving. I can’t believe that next month’s topic
of maternal mortality will be our final topic of 2019.
If anyone has any topics they would like us to discuss,
email ctsi7@pitt.edu.

MEN NEEDED TO SIGN UP—Tyrone Harvey talks with his doctor Gail Nunlee-Bland, M.D., about his diabetes. Despite gains in research diversity, men, particularly men of color, are still not signing up for research in the way that women engage. (AP/Jacquelyn
Martin/File) (AP/Jacquelyn Martin/File)
In 2002, the New England Journal of Medicine pubthey can access. The goal is to be healthy but real. If
lished findings about a diabetes prevention program
they cannot join a gym, can they walk around the neighthat looked at key ways to reduce the risk of developing
borhood? Can folks in the study do light chores around
diabetes in people who were getting close to developing the house and yard about every 60 minutes and sit less?
the disease. These ways included lifestyle changes and
Are folks willing to think about 400-600 calories that they
the use of prescription drugs like Metformin. Compared
could cut out each day, and what would that look like?
to a control group, researchers found diet
On the phone, the study team talks to
and physical activity to be the best way to
people about barriers: What is getting in
reduce diabetes risk. Since that time, prothe way of healthy eating and exercise for
grams and studies have taken the lead on
you and your family?
getting people at-risk for diabetes to take
The behavior-change approach takes
charge of their own health.
the 2002 study and brings it to everyday
The 2002 study looked at all groups,
life where gaps and high risk are present.
says Elizabeth Venditti, PhD, associate
In particular, Dr. Venditti says people who
professor of psychiatry, School of Mediare 60 and older are often at a point where
cine, and associate professor of epidemithey want to focus on their own health and
ology, Graduate School of Public Health,
want to keep their independence. People
University of Pittsburgh, who worked on
60 years old and older want to look good
the study 17 years ago.
but also want to feel good. Their goals are
“The lifestyle change worked in all
not perfection but to take off some weight
groups,” Dr. Venditti says. “All racial and
and change their cardiometabolic outethnic groups, young and old—they were
come, which refers to your chances of havable to lower their glucose values, either
ing diabetes, heart disease or stroke, Dr.
by taking Metformin or by being in a lifeVenditti says. When a couple of pounds
ELIZABETH VENDITTI, PhD
style program.”
come off, people have an easier time with
In the Pittsburgh region, Dr. Venditti knew that finding
everyday tasks, like getting up from the floor when playing
groups of people who are at risk of getting diabetes and
with grandkids and carrying groceries. They have more
starting interventions earlier, rather than later, would
energy, and their knees do not hurt as much.
result in better health for people in the future.
Dr. Venditti said a lot has changed in research studies
Being at risk for diabetes includes people who have
out of the University of Pittsburgh, in general. The bigan HbA1c (a common blood test used to diagnose type
gest difference is the diversity. Studies (like hers) used
1 and type 2 diabetes) between 5.7 and 6.4 percent—
to be made up of mostly white women, but now particsometimes called “prediabetes.” People with an HbA1c
ipant groups include a broad range of identities thanks
higher than 6.4 percent are diagnosed with diabetes. Dr. to community-engaged research. The idea of communiVenditti notes that African American communities have
ty-engaged research is for researchers and communities
high risk for both. The good news is that making small
to collaborate for the whole research timeline—from
changes in what you eat, being active and losing some
thinking about the questions to ask to getting the word
weight can reduce this risk a lot.
out on the results.
She is working to better meet folks where they are and
Despite gains in research diversity, Dr. Venditti notes
to help them learn what is getting in the way of making
that men are still not signing up for research that she is
healthy changes. Dr. Venditti’s Sustain-DPP (Diabetes
conducting in the way that women engage. In the past
Prevention Program) Research Study invites eligible
when studies were made up of mostly women, men may
older adults to improve health, physical functioning and
have felt hesitant about showing up, Dr. Venditti says.
well-being in hopes of finding better ways to deliver
She hopes more men—particularly men of color—sign
programs to people who are at high risk of developing
up to share their experiences. Venditti says the phone
health problems.
component of her study, which allows people to particPeople who are 60 years old and older, overweight or
ipate without focusing on in-person, or group activities,
obese and people whose doctors have told them they
could be the answer.
might have prediabetes are eligible to participate in the
Groups are meeting all around the city—from the Vin24-month Sustain-DPP (Diabetes Prevention Program)
tage Center for Active Adults in East Liberty, to the Penn
Research Study with Dr. Venditti’s team. The first five
Hills Senior Center, to the Jewish Community Center in
weeks are in-person visits. The next 22 months are visits the South Hills.
via telephone. She hopes that this format will make it
Venditti lists a handful of other locations, too, emphaeasier for folks to join and to stay in the study.
sizing the dedication to “taking what works into the real
The study’s lifestyle coaches work with people to talk
world and recruiting from the community in many, many
about the foods that they can prepare and exercise that
different types of neighborhoods.”

Diabetes Prevention
Support Center

The Diabetes Prevention Support Center (DPSC) of the
University of Pittsburgh is a non-profit organization that was
established in 2006 with the primary goal of preventing diabetes and improving cardiovascular health. The Diabetes
Prevention Support Center is one of the first in the country
specifically developed to address the diabetes epidemic
through evidence–based prevention intervention programs.
The Center was developed with funding from the Department
of Defense. More information about programs and resources
can be found at https://www.diabetesprevention.pitt.edu/

‘A TOUCH OF SUGAR’—“I’m one of 84 million American adults living with prediabetes and I’m sharing my story for the
first time in an effort to inspire others to take action against the type 2 diabetes epidemic,” Viola Davis said recently in
a statement after joining forces with the pharmaceutical company Merck to narrate “A Touch of Sugar,” a documentary
about the type 2 diabetes epidemic in America.“Growing up, we just said they had ‘the sugar’ which didn’t sound that
concerning. But, when you look at the facts, there’s nothing harmless about diabetes—it’s a chronic disease that needs
to be taken seriously if we’re going to get it under control,” said Davis. (Photo: violadavis.net)

