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‘Walking a Tight Rope’: social class differences in the experiences 

of the day-to-day management of type 2 diabetes in Ireland 
         

Diabetes has emerged as one of the key public health threats of the 21
st
 century, currently affecting 

8% of the population of Ireland.  If improperly treated or undiagnosed, diabetes can lead to an array of 

complications, ranging from leg amputations and blindness, to kidney failure and stroke. However 

like many other chronic conditions, the burden of this illness is not distributed equally across the 

population and disproportionally affects the poor and economically disadvantaged. According to the 

institute of Public Health in Ireland, those occupying the lowest rung of the social ladder are 

approximately two and a half times more likely to die prematurely from diabetes compared to those at 

the top.   

In this presentation, I will seek to identity and explore some of the mechanisms generating 

inequalities in morbidity and mortality in people with type 2 diabetes. Wilkinson’s influential 

psychosocial model will be discussed in the context of a growing body of evidence which has linked 

social suffering and phychological distress to not only the onset and development of type 2 diabetes, 

but also the ability of individual to effectively control and manage the condition. In so doing, I will 

seek to challenge some of the official and as well as popular discourses around diabetes , in which it is 

often  portrayed  as a ‘lifestyle disease’ – the result of poor personal choices made by individuals. It 

will also examine the solutions currently being brought foward to deal with the epidemic , namely 

‘empowering’ people to take control of their illness through  education iniatives of various kinds.  

Finally it will ask: are current stratagies in place to deal with the epidemic effective, and ultimately 

how can the lives of people with diabetes be improved in order to minimise their risk of complicatios 

and maximise their life expectancy? 

 
 

 


