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Diabetes and 
Immunity 
A healthy immune system is our fundamental 
defence against pathogens such as bacteria, 
fungi and viruses by preventing onset of 
infection and aiding rapid recovery. This blog 
will discuss the importance of immunity and 
why people with diabetes are more vulnerable. 

We all have systems of innate and adaptive immunity. 
The innate system enables us to combat infection using 
a complex system of white blood cells, chemical factors 
including cytokines and physical barriers (skin and blood-brain 
barrier). At birth, we obtain antibodies from our mothers to fight 
infection. Throughout our lives further exposure to infection produces 
antibodies which prevent re-infection (adaptive immunity). This 
includes response to vaccinations which involves giving small amounts 
of infective material to our bodies to initiate an antibody response.   

Unfortunately, having diabetes leads to high blood glucose (hyperglycaemia) 
which reduces effectiveness of the immune system and ability to 
recover from infection. This is because hyperglycaemia stops white 
blood cells working properly and destroying pathogens such as viruses 
and bacteria. White blood cells include neutrophils and lymphocytes. 

People with diabetes often have other conditions such as high 
blood pressure, heart disease and kidney impairment which 
impact on their immune system and defences against infection. 
Being over 65 or from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic (BAME) 
background also confers an increased risk of severe infections.

So what can people with diabetes do 
to reduce the risk of infection?
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Controlling blood glucose levels by a combination of 
healthy diet, increased physical activity and medications 
strengthens the immune system. Regular supervision 
and monitoring by a diabetes care team is essential. 

Seeking help early when any wound looks infected is very 
important, as early antibiotics reduce the severity of infection. 

Regularly inspecting feet is part of good diabetes care 
as infected foot ulcers are a serious complication and 
can lead to limb loss if untreated. Annual vaccinations 
against flu and pneumonia can also be beneficial. 

Above all, people with diabetes should remain consistently 
vigilant for the prevention and development of infection to 
reduce their increased risk of becoming seriously unwell.  

Neutrophils destroy pathogens by swallowing them. When someone 
has diabetes, their body produces fewer of these immune cells. 

Lymphocytes consist of natural killer (NK) cells, B cells and T 
cells which produce antibodies in response to infection and 
help our bodies recognise and deal with infections should we 
encounter them again (also known as immunological memory). 
Lymphocyte function is impaired with hyperglycaemia. 


