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The association between diabetes and depression 
has been well known for at least three decades, 
but major advances in the past 20 years have 
improved understanding of the biological basis for 
the relationship between depression and diabetes. A 
bi-directional relationship might exist between type 
2 diabetes and depression - just as type 2 diabetes 
increases the risk for onset of major depression, a 
major depressive disorder signals increased risk for 
the onset of type 2 diabetes.
Many people do not realise the 
significance of the condition nor 
that there is a legal requirement in 
most European countries to report 
diabetes to the driving licencing 
authority, and that safety critical 
employees must be tested for 
diabetes. The condition leaves 
people at daily risk of low or high 
blood sugars which can cause 
people to act as if drunk, have 
sudden loss of consciousness 
or impaired awareness and 
concentration leading to 
devastating consequences if not 
correctly managed on site.

In the UK alone 720 people are 
diagnosed each day with diabetes 
(one person every two minutes). 

With 2.73 million people employed 
either directly or indirectly by the 
construction industry, and with a 
national prevalence of seven percent 
it can be estimated that 199,100 
people in the UK construction 
industry have diabetes. If we add 
to this more than half of the people 
working in the construction industry 
have reported experiencing mental 
health issues, it is clear more still 
needs to be done to address and 
support people with these health 
challenges.

Dr Partha Kar, associate national 
clinical director, Diabetes with NHS 
England says: “It is potentially the 
most devastating health crisis of our 
time. Diabetes can affect all aspects 

of someone’s life, and we know that 
people with diabetes experience 
disproportionately high rates of 
mental health problems such as 
depression, anxiety and eating 
disorders.”

Three in five people with diabetes 
experience emotional or mental 
health problems and male site 
workers in construction are three 
times more likely to commit suicide 
than the average UK male. These 
shocking mental health statistics are 
a vivid reminder of the difficulties 
faced by many working in the 
construction industry every day.

The construction industry lifestyle 
is undoubtedly both challenging 
and stressful. Long and demanding 
hours, working away from home 
on site for weeks at a time and the 
lingering unease in the industry, are 
just some of the factors contributing 
to poor mental health, poor food 
choices and possibly diabetes. In 
a workforce that is predominantly 
male, specific risks associated 
with male mental health and 
healthy lifestyle choices also need 
to be considered along with the 
‘tough guy’ image widespread in 
this industry. Asking for help and 
opening up about emotions or health 
conditions are just not things that 
come naturally to most men working 
in the industry. The combination 

of these factors results in many 
suffering in silence.

A significant report on diabetes 
and mental health led Chris Askew, 
chief executive of Diabetes UK, 
said: Diabetes affects more than 
4.5 million people in the UK and is 
the fastest growing health crisis 
of our time. It can lead to heart 
disease, stroke, kidney failure and 
lower limb amputations. This new 
research brings to light the isolation 
that can come from managing 
an invisible condition, and how 
detrimental living with diabetes can 
be to a person’s emotional wellbeing 
without the right support.”

“People with diabetes and mental 
health problems show poorer 
compliance with treatment 
recommendations than people with 
diabetes without depression, and 
more frequently have cardiovascular 
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risk factors such as smoking, 
obesity, sedentary lifestyle and 
poor glycaemic (sugar) control, 
which can impact on their health-
related quality of life. It can also 
lead to a person acting as if drunk 
or blacking out, putting themselves, 
other staff and the company at risk 
of litigation. We know safety critical 
workers are tested for diabetes, 
but they are then unregulated back 
on site. The UK driving licencing 
authority - the DVLA - expect those 
on higher medications to be tested 
before driving machinery, but 
does your company ensure this is 
happening?”

The 2011 No Health Without 
Mental Health report estimated 
that introducing collaborative care 
for the treatment of depression 
in people with type 2 diabetes 
would save the UK’s National 
Health Service and social care 
about £3.4 million in four years, 
with a further £11.7 million of 
benefits to individuals owing to 
improved productivity. As diabetes 
is not specifically reported in the 
construction industry, we are 

unable to estimate savings but with 
an estimated 199,100 people with 
diabetes in the industry even saving 
one day per person absence would 
have significant financial benefit, 
never mind the decreased risk and 
liability associated to the condition.

The current work on mental health 
in the construction industry is 
incredible and inspiring. By adding 
diabetes understanding and health, 
we can increase the impact and 
help more people throughout the 
sector improve their lives, decrease 
absenteeism and increase safety.

Kate Walker, owner of Diabetes 
and You, works with companies 
and their staff to improve 
employee health through a number 
of initiatives, including talks, 
workshops and other support 
methods for employees. 

www.diabetesandyou.co.uk




