Choosing a type 2 diabetes drug
Why generic metformin is often the best choice

D

iabetes makes your blood sugar get too high.
Type 2 diabetes is the most common kind of
diabetes.

If you have type 2 diabetes, you may think that you
need drugs to control it. But not everyone needs a
drug. Eating less, exercising more, and losing weight
may lower your blood sugar enough. See the blue
section on the next page for more information.
If you need a drug, metformin is usually best.
For most patients, the best choice for managing
type 2 diabetes is metformin. It has been used
for almost 20 years and is often better than the
newer drugs you see advertised. Metformin is the
generic name. The brand-name is Glucophage.
Generic metformin works better for most people
compared to the newer brand-name drugs Actos,
Avandia, Glyset, Januvia, and Onglyza. Metformin
is also the better drug compared to Precose and
Starlix, which come as generic acarbose and
nateglinide.
Why metformin works better than newer drugs.
• Metformin lowers blood sugar more than the 		
newer drugs.
• Metformin can lower bad cholesterol. High
cholesterol can clog your arteries and lead to

heart disease. The newer drugs do not help lower
cholesterol.
• Metformin does not cause weight gain like some
newer drugs do. And it may even help some
people lose weight.

			

Metformin is generally safer than the newer drugs.
Metformin can cause minor side-effects, such as
bloating, gas, nausea, and diarrhea.
• Some of the newer drugs can make your blood sugar
drop too low. This can cause sweating, shaking,
dizziness, hunger, and, in rare cases, death.
• Some of the newer drugs are linked to other
serious problems. Avandia and Actos may cause
heart failure. Avandia may also increase the risk
of heart attack and stroke.
Metformin costs less than the newer drugs.
• You can buy generic metformin through discount
generic-drug programs. It can cost only $4 for a
one-month supply and $10 for a three-month
supply. You can find these programs at chain
stores such as Kroger’s, Sam’s Club, Target, and
Walmart. You can buy generic metformin for 		
about $14 for a one-month supply at other stores.
• The newer, brand-name drugs can cost several 		
hundred dollars for a one-month supply. For
example, Actos can cost from $230 to $370 a
month. Januvia can cost $265 a month.
When is a newer drug a good choice?
• Some patients should not take metformin. This 		
includes people who have kidney disease or
heart failure, or who drink a lot of alcohol. In
these cases, metformin can make lactic acid
build up in your body. Symptoms of too much
lactic acid include abdominal pain, nausea or
vomiting, confusion, and even coma.
• Some people need to take a newer drug along
with metformin. You may need to do this if you
cannot lower your blood sugar enough by taking
metformin, changing your diet, and exercising.
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Advice from Consumer Reports

Managing diabetes with
a healthy lifestyle
Consumer Reports did a survey of more than
5,000 people with type 2 diabetes. We asked how
they controlled their blood sugar. Here are some
of the steps they took:
Eat less. The best way to lower your blood sugar
is simply to eat less of everything. That’s more
important than cutting out sugar or counting
carbohydrates. Eating less also helps you lose
weight, and losing weight can help lower your
blood sugar.
• Use smaller plates. With less room, you will
put less food on your plate.
• Fill up with vegetables.
• Do not keep unhealthy snacks in your house.
These tips can help you eat less when you eat out:
• Take home half of your main dish to eat the
next day.
• Order from the appetizer menu or ask for
small portions of a main dish.
Exercise more.
This can help your
body burn more
sugar. Exercise
can also help you
lose weight.
• Walking is a
good choice.
• Swimming and
biking are good,
too. These can
be better than
walking if you have nerve damage in your feet.
• Anything that gets you moving helps. Try
dancing, gardening, or taking the stairs
instead of the elevator.
Build your own healthcare team. You may need
several kinds of experts to help you manage your
diabetes. Your primary care doctor can oversee
your care. You may also need a diabetes educator,
a registered dietitian, and an endocrinologist.
Ask for what you need.

