
The pancreas is an organ in the abdomen that plays two major roles in the body: 
digestion and blood sugar control. It sits behind the stomach and connects to the small 
intestine. Even though it is not very large, the pancreas is a vital part of how the body 
processes food and maintains energy balance. 

One important job of the pancreas is to act as an exocrine gland, meaning it makes 
digestive juices. These juices are filled with enzymes that help break down food in the 
small intestine. For example, pancreatic enzymes break carbohydrates into sugars, 
proteins into amino acids, and fats into fatty acids. Without these enzymes, the body 
would have a much harder time absorbing nutrients. 

The other major role of the pancreas is as an endocrine gland, meaning it releases 
hormones into the blood. Within the pancreas are small clusters of cells called the islets 
of Langerhans. These islets contain different types of cells, including beta cells that 
make insulin and alpha cells that make glucagon. These hormones are central to keeping 
blood sugar levels in balance. 

Insulin from the pancreas lowers blood sugar by moving glucose into the body’s cells. 
Glucagon does the opposite: it raises blood sugar by signaling the liver to release stored 
glucose. Together, they act like a balancing system, with insulin preventing sugar from 
getting too high and glucagon preventing it from getting too low. The pancreas is the 
control center that releases these hormones depending on the body’s needs. 

If the pancreas is not working properly, serious health problems can develop. For 
example, in type 1 diabetes, the pancreas loses its ability to make insulin because the 
immune system destroys beta cells. In type 2 diabetes, the pancreas may still make 
insulin, but the body’s cells do not respond to it well, creating insulin resistance. In both 
cases, the pancreas struggles to keep blood sugar balanced. 

The pancreas can also be affected by digestive problems. If it cannot release enough 
enzymes, food does not break down properly. This condition, called pancreatic 
insufficiency, leads to weight loss, nutrient deficiencies, and digestive discomfort. 
Another disease is pancreatitis, where the pancreas becomes inflamed, often causing 
severe abdominal pain and digestive trouble. 

Doctors can help support the pancreas with medicines or treatments depending on the 
condition. For diabetes, insulin therapy or GLP-1 medicines are often prescribed. For 
digestive enzyme problems, doctors may prescribe enzyme supplements that replace 
what the pancreas cannot produce. Understanding how the pancreas works helps 
explain why these treatments are needed. 

In summary, the pancreas is both a digestive gland and a hormone-producing organ. It 
provides enzymes to break down food and hormones like insulin and glucagon to keep 
blood sugar stable. Even though it is small, the pancreas plays a central role in health, 
linking the digestive system with the body’s energy control system. 


