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Chronic  diseases  (CDs)  are long-standing,  usually  slowly
progressing  diseases  which  cause  high  morbidity  and  mor-
tality.  According  to  the  WHO  report,  Global  Status  Report
on  Noncommunicable  Diseases  2010,1 63%  of deaths  world-
wide  were  due  to  CDs,  mainly  respiratory  and  cardiovascular
diseases,  cancer,  and  diabetes  mellitus  (DM).  It is esti-
mated  that  CD-associated  mortality  will  increase  due  to  the
increased  prevalence  and  aging  of the  population.  Many  CDs
share  risk  factors  such  as  smoking,  alcohol  consumption,
inadequate  diet,  and  sedentary  lifestyles.  This  situation
demands  new  care  models  for  CDs  that  emphasize  the role
of  the  patient/family  themselves  in the self-management  of
their  treatment(s),2,3 although  in DM  the self-management
associated  with  its  treatment  has been  important  ever  since
the  discovery  of  insulin  in  1921.

Diabetes  mellitus  is  a  paradigmatic  example  of  a  chronic
disease  that  affects  all  ages  and  social  conditions.4 DM
requires  continued  medical  care,  therapeutic  education  for
the  self-management  of  treatment,  prevention,  and treat-
ment  of associated  acute  and  chronic  complications.  The
most  relevant  facts  in  the  treatment  of  diabetes  which  have
improved  morbidity  and  mortality  over  time  have  included:

•  The  discovery  of insulin,  oral antidiabetic  drugs, and
antibiotics.

•  The  impact  of  structured  therapeutic  education  (TE)  (in
the  1970s)  in  both  type  1 and  type  2  DM  on  the  reduc-
tion  of  hospital  admissions  associated  with  serious  acute
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complications  and  foot lesions.  At  that  time,  the  role  of
nurses  in DM  care  teams,  particularly  as  educators,  was
also  shown.

•  In  the 1990s,  the optimization  of metabolic  control
and  intensified  treatments  on the prevention  of  chronic
complications,  as  well  as  the  prevention  or  treatment  of
cardiovascular  risk  factors  (CVRFs).

• There  is  now  evidence  showing  that  good  control  has  a
memory  effect.5,6 Optimization  is  therefore  required  from
disease  onset,  and  should  be  reconsidered  as  a  function
of  age and/or  the presence  of comorbidities.

In patients  with  type  1 DM,  the implementation  of  inten-
sive  therapy  involves  insulin  self-administration  4---5 times
daily  or  the  use  of  a  continuous  insulin  infusion  pump,  as
well  as  3---4 daily  measurements  of  capillary  blood  glucose
so  as  to  decide  which insulin  dose  should  be injected  based
on  blood  glucose  value, food  intake,  and  physical  activity
planned.  In  people  with  type  2  DM, the use  of  multiple  drugs
is  a common  denominator  because  most  of  them  have  sev-
eral CVRFs  such  as high  blood  pressure  and  dyslipidemia,
amongst  others.  In  addition,  the need  to  follow  a healthy
diet,  with  a quantified  amount  of  carbohydrates  in each
meal,  and  to  perform  regular  physical  activity  makes  the  dif-
ferent  modalities  of  treatment  for diabetes  highly  complex
self-administered  therapies.

Living  with  a chronic  disease  is  not easy,  and  less so
when the  self-administered  drug  and  non-drug  treatment
and  the self-testing  and self-monitoring  techniques  required
are  as  complex  as  they  are  in  DM.  This,  combined  with  the
chronic  nature  of  the disease  itself,  may  lead  to  psycho-
logical,  familial,  social,  and  financial  costs  for  the patient,
which  may  significantly  interfere  with  treatment  adherence
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and  quality  of  life  perception.  Hence,  the  importance  of  TE,7

or  self-management  education.8

TE  is  an  educational  process  and,  as  such,  depends  on
biomedical  advances  in  order  to  decide  what  to  teach  and
on  advances  and  progress  in  education  sciences  to  decide
how  to teach.  Educators  in DM  or  other  CDs  have tradition-
ally  ‘‘instructed’’  patients  and  relatives  to help  them  follow
the  prescribed  treatment.  Different  pedagogic  studies  have
shown  that  such information  is  necessary  but  not  sufficient
to  persuade  patients  to change  their  health  behavior.  Adher-
ence  to  any  agreement  between  the  professional  and  the
patient  also  depends  on  the  learning  strategies  used.

Current  teaching  trends  focus  on  the  ‘‘learning  process’’
and  on  ‘‘person-centered  care’’.  This  means  that  educators
are  required  to  provide  the conditions,  in terms  of  knowl-
edge,  skills,  attitudes  and  support  needed  in  each  case  to
promote  ‘‘active  reflection,  dialog,  discussion,  and  agree-
ment’’.  These  are the bases  on which  patients  can  be  helped
to  voluntarily  change  their  health  behavior,  so that  they
may  better  manage  their  disease  themselves,  instead  of
their  merely  ‘‘being  told’’  what  they  have  to  do.  Educa-
tors  should  not only  provide  quality  information,  but  also
knowledge,  skills  and  support,  using  patient  empowerment,
helping  patients  to  conduct  their  own  treatment  by  acting
as  guides  and  supports  in patient  self-management.

Along  this  line, in 19987 an expert  group  on  diabetes  edu-
cation  defined,  at the  request  of the  WHO,  the TE  applicable
to  diabetes  and  other  CDs  as  a  continuous  process  and  as  an
integral  part  of  person-centered  care. It comprises  sensitiza-
tion,  information,  education  for  learning  self-management,
and  psychosocial  support  in  the different  situations  related
to  the  disease  and  its  treatment.  The  goal  is  to  help  patients
and  their  families  to:

• Develop  the  capacity  to  self-manage  treatment  to  prevent
complications.

•  Improve  adherence  and  collaboration  with  health  care
teams.

•  Be  able  to  live  by  maintaining  or  improving  the  quality  of
life.

Incorporating  this educational  role  into  care  practice
requires  the  specific  training  of  health care  professionals.
Pre-  and  post-degree  programs  of  the different  health  care
professionals  who  see  people  with  diabetes  should  include
a  minimum  training  curriculum  in TE, as  well  as  more  spe-
cific  post-degree  or  master  training  aimed  at professionals
who  are  exclusively  dedicated  to  educational  functions  such
as,  among  others,  experienced  or  advanced  role  nurses
and  dietitians,  as  advocated  by  different  scientific  bodies,
including  the Spanish  Society  of  Diabetes  (SED).9,10

Another  significant  aspect  is  the planning  of  structured
educational  programs  which assess  the  results11 and use
quality  standards,  as  promoted  by  Diabetes  UK12 and the
American  Diabetes  Association  (ADA).  Moreover,  the latest
revision  of the  ADA  2012  quality  standards  in education
includes  educational  care  not  only  in  diabetes  care,  but
also  in  type  2 prediabetes.8

Despite  the individual  efforts  of many  professionals,  and
of  endocrinology  departments  and diabetes  units  (which
work  as  a team  following  care  schemes  that  include

structured  TE  with  good  results  and which  may  be  a ref-
erence  for CD  care),  access  to  TE  in DM  is  globally  deficient.
The  DAWN2  study  showed  that  only  50%  of  Spanish  patients
report  access  to  educational  activities,13,14 and  that  only 25%
of  families  have participated  in them.  In addition,  educa-
tional  leaflets  continue  to  be the resource  most  commonly
used  by all  professionals.

There  is thus  clear  evidence  of  the  importance  of TE  for
the treatment  of  DM  and  other  CDs,  and of  the need for  spe-
cific  training,  although  this is  not contemplated  in the  curric-
ula  for  the different  health  care  professionals,  particularly
physicians  and nurses.  Nor  is any  officially  accredited  train-
ing on  TE  in DM  or  other  CDs  available.  Specific  training  in
TE  is  not included  as  a  professional  requirement  for  working
in the health  care  of  patients  with  DM or  other  CDs.  TE  is  not
included  either  in the training  of intern  and  resident  physi-
cians  in  endocrinology  and  nutrition  or  of intern  and  resident
nurses.  The  questions  that  should  be asked  are:  where  is  the
problem  and  what  are the  potential  means  of improvement?

Overall,  the main  problems  and solutions  are  related  to
health  care  organization  and  training.  Health  care  organiza-
tion  continues  to have  a structure  which  is  more  focused  on
acute  than  on  chronic  diseases.  Breaking  down  this  barrier
would  be the  first  step  toward  the  creation  of  official  poli-
cies  regarding  information  and therapeutic  education  that
also  incorporate  patient  experience.15 These  policies  would
help  those  professionals  involved  in TE  to  plan and  work
with  structured  educational  programs  with  quality  indicators
and  evaluation  of  results,11 and  to  prepare  quality  informa-
tion  materials  in any  medium  or  format.  On the  other  hand,
curricula  for  all degrees  in health  sciences  should  include
specific  training  in TE.  Addressing  these  problems  could  be
part  of  the solution  to  the  provision  of  improved  person-
centered  care  based  on  clinical  and  educational  evidence.
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