
The Effects of Physical 
Activity or Exercise in Type 
1 Diabetes versus Type 2 
Diabetes

Initially the blood glucose levels can rise after exercise but will stabilize to lower levels after 30 
minutes or so. 

This is due to the effect of the stress hormones on the body during exercise. If the exercise is 
causing a rapid increase in the heart rate and you are pushing your limits, then the cortisol effect 
(stress hormone) will cause more glucose to be released into the blood. 

This is rapidly regulated however. 

Some people make the mistake of taking extra insulin to combat the hike in glucose levels 
immediately after exercise, but in fact this is a false high and will drop even below the pre-
exercise levels, so taking extra insulin may cause a low glucose or hypoglycemic event. In any 
case, depending on the type of exercise, it is advisable to reduce the amount of insulin taken 
before exercise and/ or add a snack.

So people with type 2 diabetes need to reduce their insulin dose before exercise ito prevent a 
low. If they are not on insulin but are taking other oral agents to reduce blood sugar levels, then 
they should take an extra snack after exercise to prevent a hypoglycemic episode.

The benefits of exercise for both Type 1 and Type 2 diabetes cannot be emphasised enough. 
Insulin resistance will be decreased and overall cardiovascular health will be improved.

The response to exercise is dictated by glucose levels at the time of exercise, overall glucose 
control, timing of the last meal and timing of the last insulin injection.

Hypoglycemia or low blood sugar can occur much more frequently in Type 1 than in Type 2 
diabetes as a result of exercise. Different types of exercise (aerobic versus anaerobic) will also 
affect how much glucose is required to perform the activity. Initially, as explained above, intense 
exercise like HIIT (high intensity interval training), sprints and similar types of activities will cause 
the blood glucose levels to rise due to the effect of the stress hormones. Sustained, moderate-
intensity exercise like running or jogging will cause a slow decrease in glucose levels.

People with type 1 may enjoy additional advantages, such as:

In people with  Type 1 diabetes,  the glycemic effects (the blood 
glucose responses) to exercise varies and it can be quite different 
from those in a person with Type 2 diabetes. 

In Type 2 diabetes  exercise will use the blood glucose 
as fuel and cause an immediate drop in the blood 
glucose levels (unlike type 1 diabetes in which there is 
an initial high glucose level, followed by a low level). 

THE TWO MOST IMPORTANT GROUPS OF MEDICATIONS TO MENTION HERE ARE:

If your blood glucose level is normal to low immediately after exercise, you may need to eat some 
carbohydrate as your body will continue to cause a slow drop in blood glucose levels. You may 
also like to consider consuming additional low GI food to protect against delayed post-exercise 
hypo.

Always talk to your health care team if you feel unsure about anything.

consistent insulin sensitivity

insulin dose reduction

potential lowering of 
cholesterol levels

better balance, stability and 
joint function


