
Canine DIABETES MELLITUS
What is diabetes mellitus?

Why has my dog got diabetes? 

Diagnosing diabetes 

Diabetes mellitus (DM or ‘diabetes’) is characterised by persistently high blood glucose 
(blood sugar), and if left untreated, it results in life-threatening complications. This is due to a
lack of production or response to insulin. Insulin is a hormone produced by the pancreas that
moves glucose out of the blood and into cells to be used for energy. If there is not enough
insulin being produced, or the body cannot respond to it, diabetes occurs. 

The vast majority of dogs have diabetes similar to Type 1 diabetes in humans, meaning that they
cannot produce insulin in sufficient quantities, and they need insulin supplementation lifelong. 

Diabetes can affect any dog, at any age, but we do know that it is more common in certain
breeds (Australian and Cairn Terriers, Schnauzers). It results in most cases from damage to the
insulin producing cells of the pancreas, usually due to an underlying autoimmune attack
specifically on those cells - likely with a genetic basis. Although some patients with pancreatitis
(inflammation of the pancreas) can become diabetic, this is a less common cause.

Common clinical signs of diabetes include
increased drinking, urination and appetite
together with weight loss. This is because
diabetic dogs are unable to access the glucose
in the bloodstream: this means that their body
is in a starvation state and the high level of
glucose in their urine drags extra water with it. 

Diabetes is diagnosed by measuring a
persistently high concentration of glucose in
the blood. 

If your dog has other signs of being unwell
(reduced appetite, vomiting, lethargy) then
your vet may recommend additional tests (such
as extra blood tests or scans) to rule out
concurrent conditions that may trigger or
complicate diabetes. 
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How is diabetes treated? 

Diabetes is very treatable, and most diabetic dogs have an excellent quality of life with their
condition. Treatment involves injection of insulin (in most cases, twice-daily insulin injections are
recommended) and, as much as possible, a consistent diet and exercise routine. As diabetic dogs
lack the ability to produce insulin, their condition cannot be treated with oral hypoglycaemics
(medication by mouth to reduce glucose levels) as it can in cats and some humans. 

 If a dog is unwell at diagnosis, then they may require a few days in hospital for initial stabilisation. 

Veterinary diets to help control diabetes are high in protein and low in carbohydrates, resulting
in less of a burden of glucose entering the bloodstream. Appropriate diets include Hill’s m/d,
Purina DM and Royal Canin Diabetic. Canned or “wet” diets tend to be lower in carbohydrates
than “dry”/ kibble foods, and so are often recommended for diabetics.

 If your dog has other dietary requirements, such as being on a hypoallergenic or kidney diet,
then it may be more important to continue this than to switch to a diabetic diet: your vet will
discuss this with you. 

 Maintenance of a healthy weight is important to avoid the insulin resistance that obesity can
cause, and to maintain muscle mass and strength. 

Insulin injections provide the body with the insulin it is lacking. Insulin is administered as an
injection under the skin twice daily (ideally 12 hours apart). Injections can be given under the
skin anywhere on the body, but most commonly are given over the back of the neck (the
“scruff”), as this is easiest. 

DIET

INSULIN

Insulin should be stored in the refrigerator, as high
temperatures make it ineffective. 

The insulin particles need to be resuspended before the insulin dose is
drawn up into a syringe. Handling of insulin depends on the type of
insulin you are using:

Caninsulin: shake the bottle
Prozinc: gently roll the bottle
Glargine: not required 

There is no need to disinfect the skin.

Hold the vial with the rubber stopper pointing
downwards and insert the needle vertically
upwards into the bottle. Draw back until the top of
the black plunger reaches the number (the “units”)
advised by your vet.
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Remove any air bubbles in the syringe by gently flicking the syringe with your fingers;
pointing the needle upward, gently push the plunger to expel the air. Air bubbles injected
under the skin are not dangerous, but they will affect the dose drawn up. NB: you must make
sure that the needle still contains the prescribed dose once any air has been expelled.

Part your dog’s hair to clearly see the skin in that area. We tend to recommend injecting
under the skin of the scruff of the neck to begin with. 

Lift a fold of skin gently upwards using a pinching motion with your thumb and finger, to
form a small tent of skin. The site of the injection should be different every time in order to
prevent a build-up of scar tissue at the site, affecting insulin absorption.

Place the needle in the centre of the tented skin, angling slightly downwards from the
horizontal. Push it gently and fully into the skin.

Push the plunger in the syringe completely, emptying its contents. NB: it is best to pause for
1-2 seconds after the injection to ensure the needle is not removed too quickly.

Withdraw the syringe from the skin. There is no need to massage or rub the skin after injection. 

If you have problems with the insulin injection, do not hesitate to contact your vet. 

NB: if you accidentally inject yourself with insulin, please seek immediate advice from your GP or
other human healthcare provider

If by accident the injection is not performed correctly, it is possible that part of the insulin will not
be injected under the skin but will spill on top of the skin. In this case, do not administer more insulin
in order to avoid an overdose (insulin underdose is better than insulin overdose). The next injection
should be performed as usual without increasing the dose
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How is diabetes monitored? 

There are a number of different ways that response to DM treatment is monitored, and the most
appropriate route for you and your dog may vary depending on treatment and your pet’s tolerance: 

REGULAR VET VISITS AND WEIGHT CHECKS 

URINE KETONE MEASUREMENT:

This is sometimes recommended when a patient is
unwell, to ensure they are not developing a
complication. A small amount of urine can be
collected with a dipstick used to give an
assessment of ketone levels in the urine using a
graded colour scale: the deeper the colour, the
greater the amount of ketones. 
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BLOOD GLUCOSE CHECKS:

These are performed using a small drop of blood, usually from an ‘ear prick’, and measured with
a device called an “AlphaTrak”. This can be performed at home as you become more
comfortable. 

CONTINUOUS INTERSTITIAL GLUCOSE MONITORING:

A wearable glucose monitoring device called a “Freestyle Libre” is stuck to a clipped patch of
skin allowing near constant monitoring of your dog’s glucose level via a smartphone app. This is
particularly useful in complicated diabetics or when a dose change is needed. 

FRUCTOSAMINE CONCENTRATION:

This is a single blood test that gives a rough average of glucose concentrations over the past
10-14 days. Whilst it does not give a detailed insight into fluctuations in blood sugar levels, it
can be useful in monitoring stable patients.

What to watch out for at home

H                          (low blood sugar) occurs when blood glucose concentrations drop dangerously low,
due to insulin overdose or a pet that is not eating. This can result in restlessness, trembling or
twitching, a “drunken” walk, dilated pupils, weakness, lethargy, or more seriously, seizures (‘fits’) or
even loss of consciousness. Contact your veterinary practice before the next insulin dose. 

If your dog is showing any signs, please feed them immediately. If signs are severe, add 0.5 to 1g of
glucose syrup for diabetics to food, or squeeze glucose solution/honey directly onto the gums if not
able to eat. 

H                           occurs when the insulin dose is not
enough (usually over a prolonged period of time): this can
be because the dose itself is too low, or due to another
condition which interferes with the action of the insulin,
making the injection less effective. This condition
generally occurs slowly over a series of days. Signs to look
for are your dog becoming lethargic and withdrawn,
vomiting or having a reduced appetite. If you are
concerned about them please contact your vet.

If signs are marked, or seizures or coma occur, immediate veterinary care is required. If possible, rub
honey or glucose syrup on the gums and contact your veterinary practice immediately.

Hypoglycaemia 

Diabetic ketosis
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Further information 

There is a wealth of data on the internet regarding diabetes in dogs. We would recommend the
following links for more information: 

Pet diabetes tracker apps:

https://www.vetsulin.com/dogs/tools-resources/pet-diabetes-tracker/ 

https://www.rvc.ac.uk/clinical-connections/pioneering-pet-diabetes-app 

Useful websites:

https://www.vet.cornell.edu/departments-centers-and-institutes/riney-canine-health-
center/canine-health-information/managing-canine-diabetes 

https://todaysveterinarypractice.com/endocrinology/treating-and-managing-
diabetes-mellitus-in-dogs/ 

https://www.vetsulin.com/dogs/tools-resources/pet-diabetes-tracker/
https://www.rvc.ac.uk/clinical-connections/pioneering-pet-diabetes-app
https://www.rvc.ac.uk/clinical-connections/pioneering-pet-diabetes-app
https://www.vet.cornell.edu/departments-centers-and-institutes/riney-canine-health-center/canine-health-information/managing-canine-diabetes
https://www.vet.cornell.edu/departments-centers-and-institutes/riney-canine-health-center/canine-health-information/managing-canine-diabetes
https://todaysveterinarypractice.com/endocrinology/treating-and-managing-diabetes-mellitus-in-dogs/
https://todaysveterinarypractice.com/endocrinology/treating-and-managing-diabetes-mellitus-in-dogs/
https://todaysveterinarypractice.com/endocrinology/treating-and-managing-diabetes-mellitus-in-dogs/
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