
Interviews and focus groups were conducted with 22 people ages 19-62 years from across Canada who live with 
T1D and were regular exercisers.  They were asked to describe the challenges and successes they’ve experienced.  
They were also asked their perspectives about what strategies are helpful to incorporate exercise in their lives.  

A group of patient co-researchers has been working with Dr. Jonathan McGavock and a team of 
researchers from Diabetes Action Canada since 2020 to co-design exercise studies that meet the 
needs of people living with type 1 diabetes (T1D).  

Patient co-researchers participate in all phases of the research process and together, the team 
has completed two projects that will help inform the design of future studies.  The first study 
assessed what the challenges and successes are for active people with T1D, and what strategies 
were useful to be able to incorporate exercise in their lives.  The second study was a survey to ask 
people living with T1D what features of a future exercise study were more preferable than others, 
so the research team would have an understanding of how to design successful studies.

WHAT THE RESEARCH TEAM DID TO ANSWER THE QUESTION: 

What is the lived experience of overcoming barriers to exercise 
and maintaining an active lifestyle while living with T1D?

THE RESEARCH QUESTION: 

The HOW WE DO IT Study

Transcripts from the 
conversations were 
analyzed by grouping 
similar quotes to 
create 1) themes 
that came out of the 
general discussion 
and 2) specific 
strategies people 
said were helpful.  
General themes with 
examples of quotes are 
presented in Figure 1, 
and specific strategies 
are in Figure 2.

Figure 1.  Themes that people spoke about when asked about exercising and living with T1D

“Once you put the time and effort into learning, you will have 
greater success in how to exercise...you have to do the trial and 

error and figure it out.” – Heather, female, 55

“I can’t do spontaneous 
exercise. For me, I  

actually need a couple 
hours of warning 

minimum....”
– Allison, female, 23

“I think a diet buddy or 
something like that for 
your first three months. 

To be honest, I don’t 
know how I didn’t die.”

– Jack, male, 35

“...it’s also just playing 
volleyball with the pump 

on, it doesn’t work.”
– Robert, male, 19

“...because it’s not just your 
body, it’s your soul, it’s your 
mind that exercise is for...”

– Serena, female, 62



	o This information is important 
because it may help others 
incorporate physical activity 
into their lives.

	o The information is important 
to the research team because 
the themes and strategies 
could be used as starting points 
to develop new studies with 
people living with T1D in mind.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The lived experience of regular exercisers with T1D 
showed that living an active lifestyle is made easier by:

1.	 Having dedicated structure and organization of 
routines and planning ahead.

2.	 Accepting the need for trial and error related to 
both the exercise itself and food to understand 
how those affect their own blood sugar response.  
This involves the careful use of food to prevent 
low blood sugars.

3.	 Technology, which can sometimes present a 
challenge, but overall is a benefit.  This includes 
using online platforms to connect with others and 
receive information, and diabetes technology 
that can help by being able to see blood sugars in 
real-time.

4.	 Having a support system. This could be a friend or 
family member, a spouse, or someone else living 
with T1D.

WHAT DID THE STUDY FIND? 

Figure 2. Specific strategies that people said were helpful in living an active life

The HOW WE DO IT Study

This study has been published. Read the full publication here

“I’ve always been participating in sports and 
team sports. The atmosphere of games,  

family, because my family always came to our 
games, there’s a huge gathering all my aunts 
and uncles to come.” – Maureen, female, 20

“The spontaneity is 
definitely; it’s become 
easier now that I have 

my CGM.”  
– Penelope, female, 27

“...it was one of my friends 
who was like, ‘Look, what  
is the problem here? Your 
blood sugar goes up when  
you do what? When you  
eat carbs? Could you just 
get rid of that?’...Then you 
realized that you can.”
– Violette, female, 32

“My friends know that I have to plan. I have to  
have a certain amount of time to figure 
everything out...” – Allison, female, 23

https://www-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.uml.idm.oclc.org/pmc/articles/PMC9849595/


Five different common features of a research 
study were chosen: exercise type, intensity, 
program design, time of day, and length of a 
session.  

Each feature had different possible options 
within it.  For example, within the “exercise 
type” feature the options were cardio, strength 
training, or combined strength and cardio. 

WHAT THE RESEARCH TEAM DID TO ANSWER THE QUESTION: 

Figure 3. Discrete Choice Survey Study Results

What features of a research study that involves an exercise 
intervention are most preferable to people living with T1D?

THE RESEARCH QUESTION: 

The DISCRETE CHOICE SURVEY Study

A type of survey called a discrete choice 
experiment was chosen that presents people 
with different scenarios combining all the 
different options and asks people to choose their 
preferred scenario.  

Two hundred and forty people completed the 
anonymous survey.  The results were analyzed to 
show which options people with T1D preferred 
most. The results are presented in Figure 3.



The “Best results” column under the 
number one represent the options 
people preferred most in a future study:

WHAT DID THE STUDY FIND?

The DISCRETE CHOICE SURVEY Study

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

It is important for the research team 
designing new studies to know what 
options the participants (people with 
T1D) prefer if the research team is 
going to design studies that people 
feel comfortable participating in and 
want to attend. This gives the study 
the best chance to collect a lot of 
information and make new discoveries 
if people like and attend the study.  

Even though it is important to the 
research team, it may not affect how 
people living with T1D manage their 
diabetes. 

Type of exercise: combined cardio 
and strength

Design: individual no 
supervision

Intensity: medium intensity

Time: morning and 
evening were 
tied

Length: 30-60 minutes


