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PEER SUPPORTps

Finding In-Person Peer Support
From Part of DiabetesSisters (PODS) Meetup Program

In 2017, Fabiola Ibarra realized that she needed support managing 
her type 1 diabetes after 30+ years of living with the disease. 
She told herself that if she felt that way, there must be plenty of 
other women in the Austin area living with diabetes and feeling 
that way too - so she decided to take action. Two years later, 
about 10 women with diabetes meet every month as part of the 
DiabetesSisters PODS Meetup program of Austin, TX. 

Since 2010, the Part Of DiabetesSisters (PODS) Meetup Program 
has offered monthly support to women living with any type of 
diabetes or prediabetes in locations across the United States and 
online, providing a nonjudgmental place to discuss the successes 
and challenges of living with the disease. PODS offer true peer 
support focused on women with diabetes, led by women with 
diabetes. It reaches more than 1,300 women annually, welcoming 
those age 18 and up. 

Discussion topics include different types of treatments and 
supplies, access and affordability of supplies and insulin, and 
appealing insurance denials. Members appreciate being able to 
vent together, knowing that there are other women living with 
diabetes that have similar feelings and experiences. Members 
tell the leaders they look forward to PODS meetings; that their 
HbA1c results have improved; and that they are so glad they found 
DiabetesSisters and PODS. 

Fabiola says, “Nothing we talk about is weird or off-topic. The 
learning about our diabetes is always ongoing! It’s made me 
more accountable for my own diabetes, helped me decrease my 
HbA1c, and I feel so much healthier. Leading a PODS is an amazing 
experience.”

Rachel Foster started a PODS Meetup group in Minneapolis/
Saint Paul, MN, in early 2018. Members like being able to connect 
with others like themselves about diabetes on a regular basis 
and to learn about new and different treatment methods and 
technology. In the first year, the group discussed choosing 
healthcare plans, emotional wellness and stress, healthy eating, 
and language and stigma surrounding diabetes. They enjoyed a 
diabetes trivia game at their latest meetup, with everyone trying 
some challenging questions and learning something new.

Rachel sees in-person peer support as being just as important 
as online support. “Seeing women’s reactions as they have “aha” 
moments about life with diabetes is incredible. I’m glad to be able 
to make connections between women who live with diabetes, and 
I get just as much out of doing it as they do.” 

For PODS members in 40+ locations, peer support is the most 
important reason they keep coming back. Knowing they can talk 
about diabetes struggles that are common and that everyone shares 
a personal understanding is a big deal. PODS meetups help attendees 
remain centered and help them stay accountable with management 
plans and tools. Participants listen to and learn from each other, and 
everyone enjoys the community and support they feel.

TO LEARN MORE, complete the PODS Meetup inquiry form at 
diabetessisters.org/form/pods-signup-form.

Collaboration Improves Diabetes  
Support Groups

BY JULIE SHAPERO, MED, RDN, LD, LDE
Diabetes Educator, Northern Kentucky Health Department

Living with a chronic disease such as diabetes can be 
overwhelming. What should I eat? When should I eat? When 
should I call the doctor? Why do I feel so tired? Why is my body 
not reacting like I want it to?  People often feel like diabetes is 
taking over their entire life and nobody understands what they are 
going through.

This is where a diabetes support group enters the picture – a 
meeting place for people living with the disease. The Northern 
Kentucky Health Department’s most successful diabetes support 
group grew out of a partnership with the Campbell County 
Cooperative Extension Service. Ronda Rex, Agent for Family and 
Consumer Sciences Education, had presented to our group several 
times before suggesting the partnership and moving the meetings 
to their office to expand the program.  

The Extension office provides a more desirable meeting space 
and better avenues for promotion, including full-page ads in their 
monthly newsletter, on-site flyers and ongoing ads shown on 
the television kiosk in the lobby. Extension also handles meeting 
registrations, freeing up health department staff time. Additionally, 
they provide an array of healthy snacks at each meeting.

Extension’s unique ability to gather community resources allows 
us to reach a vast audience of people with diabetes, as well as 
their support systems.  Our collaboration has evolved over the past 
two years, and average attendance has increased from eight to 
25 people. Each meeting starts with welcoming new participants. 
A topic is planned for each meeting, relying heavily on evidence-
based diabetes curriculum from the University of Kentucky, 
including hands-on cooking activities from “Plate it Up Kentucky 
Proud,” “Telling Your Life Story and Memory Banking,” and “Taking 
Ownership of Your Diabetes.” We also invite pharmacists, exercise 
specialists and Medicare experts as guest speakers.

Participants tell us that they look forward to each meeting. 
They especially like learning from the experiences of others. We 
have received numerous testimonials telling us that the support 
group has motivated them to take action to lower their A1C levels. 
One person told us that the support group helped her lose 70 
pounds over two years, and greatly reduced her medication needs.

Partnering with another organization can greatly benefit 
anyone offering diabetes support groups. I encourage you to 
look at what resources are available in your community or if an 
extension service might be an option. As the saying goes, “two 
heads are better than one.” 

Focus on Peer Support
Peer support communities offer an outlet of support for the day-to-day challenges of 
managing diabetes. Through this focus on peer support, you will gain insight into this valuable 
tool and find ways to incorporate it into your practice.
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