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Diabetic foot
A global health challenge

Stephen A Margolis

Be sure you put your feet in the right place, 
and then stand firm. 

– Abraham Lincoln1

As noted by Leonardo da Vinci, 
‘the human foot is a masterpiece of 
engineering and a work of art’,2 evolving 
over eons with a unique design for 
propulsion and support.3 However, it 
would seem that overall we do not afford 
the foot great interest, adopting at an early 
age footwear that may not be especially 
supportive and restricting movement.4 
When combined with the hard surfaces we 
regularly tread, strong and mobile feet are 
not the usual outcome.4

The humble foot is perhaps the last item 
on a medical student’s list of study issues 
while preparing for final exams. Yet, foot 
health is ranked fifth of the nine National 
Health Priorities of the Australian Health 
Ministers’ Advisory Council when 
considered within the context of diabetic 
vascular and neurological complications.5 
Diabetes is the seventh most common 
cause of death,6 with diabetic foot leading 
to amputation being one of the most 
feared complications of diabetes.7 Even so, 
diabetic foot remains relatively neglected, 
which is reflected in the rising prevalence: 
currently 6.3% (95% confidence interval 
[CI]: 5.4, 7.3) globally but 13.0% (95% CI: 
10.0, 15.9) in North America.7 Perhaps 
the lack of focus explains the substantive 
social, medical and economic burdens 
that persist?8 

There is a clear association between 
diabetic foot ulcer and diabetes 
duration, peripheral sensory neuropathy, 
and symptomatic and clinically 
detectable peripheral vascular disease.9 
Additionally, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples have a 3–6 times 
greater risk of diabetic foot ulcer than 
the non-Indigenous population.9–11

Australian data provide indirect 
evidence that strategies to improve 
community- and hospital-based foot 
care for patients with type 2 diabetes are 
beneficial.9 In this month’s issue of 
Australian Journal of General Practice, 
Reardon and colleagues explore the 
multidisciplinary approach focusing on 
frequent assessment, early recognition and 
management of diabetic foot as the central 
focus in reducing the associated morbidity 
and mortality.12 Aitken explores the role of 
peripheral vascular disease, detailing the 
current challenges with prescription and 
adherence to evidence-based secondary 
prevention therapy interventions with 
proven benefit.13 

Diabetic foot remains a global public 
health challenge and is a significant cause 
of morbidity and mortality. Interventions 
including a formal care plan and 
foot protection program that focuses 
on prevention, patient education, 
multidisciplinary care and close 
monitoring and treatment of foot ulcers 
can substantially reduce amputation rates.14 

Author
Stephen A Margolis, OAM; Editor in Chief, Australian 
Journal of General Practice; Professor, School of 
Medicine, Griffith University, Qld; Staff Specialist, 
Royal Flying Doctor Service.

References
1. Thayer WM. From pioneer home to the White 

House: Life of Abraham Lincoln; Boyhood, youth, 
manhood, assassination, death. New York, NY: 
Hurst & Company, 1882; p. 354.

2. BrainyQuote. Leonardo da Vinci Quotes. 
BrainyMedia Inc, 2020. Available at www.
brainyquote.com/quotes/leonardo_da_vinci_131988 
[Accessed 30 March 2020].

3. Wright WG, Ivanenko YP, Gurfinkel VS. Foot 
anatomy specialization for postural sensation 
and control. J Neurophysiol 2012;107(5):1513–21. 
doi: 10.1152/jn.00256.2011.

4. Simmel L. Dance medicine in practice: Anatomy, 
injury prevention, training. London: Routledge, 
2013; p 121. 

5. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 
Improving Australia’s burden of disease. 
Canberra, ACT: AIHW, updated 2018. Available 
at www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/28c917f3-
cb00-44dd-ba86-c13e764dea6b/
Improving-Australia-s-burden-of-disease-9-01-2019.
pdf.aspx [Accessed 30 March 2020]. 

6. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Australia’s 
leading causes of death, 2018. Cat. No. 
3303.0.Canberra: ABS, 2018. Available at 
www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/
by%20Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20
Features~Australia’s%20leading%20causes%20
of%20death,%202018~1 [Accessed 27 March 2020]. 

7. Zhang P, Lu J, Jing Y, Tang S, Zhu D, Bi Y. 
Global epidemiology of diabetic foot 
ulceration: A systematic review and meta-
analysis. Ann Med 2017;49(2):106–16. 
doi: 10.1080/07853890.2016.1231932.

8. Jeffcoate W, Bakker K. World diabetes day: 
Footing the bill. Lancet 2005;365:1527.

9. Baba M, Davis WA, Norman PE, Davis TM. 
Temporal changes in the prevalence and 
associates of foot ulceration in type 2 diabetes: 
The Fremantle Diabetes Study. J Diabetes 
Complications 2015;29(3):356–61. doi: 10.1016/j.
jdiacomp.2015.01.008. 

10. Commons RJ, Robinson CH, Gawler D, Davis JS, 
Price RN. High burden of diabetic foot infections 
in the top end of Australia: An emerging 
health crisis (DEFINE study). Diabetes Res 
Clin Pract 2015;110(2):147–57. doi: 10.1016/j.
diabres.2015.09.016.

11. West M, Chuter V, Munteanu S, Hawke F. Defining 
the gap: A systematic review of the difference in 
rates of diabetes-related foot complications in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians 
and non-Indigenous Australians. J Foot Ankle Res 
2017;10:48. doi: 10.1186/s13047-017-0230-5. 

12. Reardon R, Simring D, Kim B, Mortensen J, 
Williams D, Leslie A. The diabetic foot ulcer. Aust J 
Gen Pract 2020;49(5):250–55.

13. Aitken SJ. Peripheral artery disease in the 
lower limbs: The importance of secondary risk 
prevention for improved long-term prognosis. Aust 
J Gen Pract 2020;49(5):239–44.

14. The Royal Australian College of General 
Practitioners. General practice management of 
type 2 diabetes: 2016–18. East Melbourne, Vic: 
RACGP, 2016.

correspondence ajgp@racgp.org.au

https://www-sciencedirect-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/patient-with-type-2-diabetes
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/leonardo_da_vinci_131988
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/leonardo_da_vinci_131988
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/28c917f3-cb00-44dd-ba86-c13e764dea6b/Improving-Australia-s-burden-of-disease-9-01-2019.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/28c917f3-cb00-44dd-ba86-c13e764dea6b/Improving-Australia-s-burden-of-disease-9-01-2019.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/28c917f3-cb00-44dd-ba86-c13e764dea6b/Improving-Australia-s-burden-of-disease-9-01-2019.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/28c917f3-cb00-44dd-ba86-c13e764dea6b/Improving-Australia-s-burden-of-disease-9-01-2019.pdf.aspx
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20Features~Australia's%20leading%20causes%20of%20death,%202018~1
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20Features~Australia's%20leading%20causes%20of%20death,%202018~1
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20Features~Australia's%20leading%20causes%20of%20death,%202018~1
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20Features~Australia's%20leading%20causes%20of%20death,%202018~1

