
What is involved in 

treating diabetes 

In the majority of dogs the first stage of 

treatment involves hospitalisation for a 

few days to stabilise the diabetes.  If 

your dog responds well to this he or 

she is then sent home on a program of 

once or twice daily insulin injections and 

very specific feeding instructions.  Regu-

lar follow ups are important.  Insulin will 

usually be required for the rest of your 

dog’s life. 
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What is diabetes melitus? 

 There are two forms of diabetes in 

dogs: diabetes insipidus (drinking diabetes) 

and diabetes mellitus (sugar diabetes)   Diabe-

tes insipidus is a very rare disorder that re-

sults in failure to regulate body water con-

tent.  The more common type of diabetes in 

dogs is diabetes mellitus.  This is a fairly com-

mon disorder and is most often seen in dogs 

5 years of age or older.  There is a congenital 

form that occurs in puppies, but this is not 

common.  Diabetes mellitus is a disease of the 

pancreas.  This is a small but vital organ that is 

located near the stomach.  It has two signifi-

cant populations of cells.  One group of cells 

produces the enzymes necessary for proper 

digestion.  The other group, called beta-cells, 

produces the hormone called insulin.  Simply 

put, diabetes mellitus is a failure of the pan-

creas to regulate blood sugar. 

Some people with diabetes have to have 

daily injections of insulin and others 

take oral medication.  Is this true for 

dogs? 

 In humans, two types of diabetes 

mellitus have been discovered.  Both types 

are similar in that there is a failure to regulate 

blood sugar, but the basic mechanisms of dis-

ease differ somewhat between the two 

groups. 

1. Type I, or Insulin Dependent Diabetes 

Mellitus, results from total or near-

Type 2, or Non-insulin Dependent Diabetes 

Mellitus, is different because some insulin pro-

ducing cells remain. People with this form may 

be treated with oral medication. Because Type 

2 diabetes is rare in dogs, generally oral med-

ications are not appropriate. 

 

Why is insulin so important?  

Insulin is like a gatekeeper. It stands at the sur-

face of body cells and opens the door, allow-

ing glucose to leave the bloodstream and pass 

inside the cells. Glucose is a vital substance 

that provides much of the energy needed for 

life. Without an adequate amount of insulin, 

glucose is unable to get into the cells and they 

become starved of energy. In response to this, 

the body breaks down stores of fat and pro-

tein to use as alternative energy sources. As a 

consequence, the dog eats more. So the dog 

will have weight loss and a ravenous appetite.  

The body tries to eliminate the extra glucose 

by excreting it in the urine. However, the ex-

cess sugar attracts water, and this results in the 

production of a large amount of very dilute 

urine. To avoid dehydration, the dog drinks 

more and more water. Thus we have the four 

classic signs of diabetes: 

Weight loss 

Ravenous appetite 

Increased water consumption 

Increased urination 

 

How is diabetes mellitus diagnosed? 

The diagnosis of diabetes mellitus is based on 

three criteria: the four classic clinical signs, 

the presence of a persistently high blood 

glucose and the presence of glucose in the 

urine.  The normal level of glucose in the 

blood is 4.4-6.6 mmol/l. Diabetes is the 

only common disease that will causes 

blood glucose levels over 22 mmol/l. Be-

cause of the excessive amounts of glucose 

in the blood, it will also be present in the 

urine. 

 

What are the implications for my dog? 

For the diabetic dog, one reality exists: 

blood glucose cannot be normalised with-

out treatment. Treatment almost always 

requires administration of insulin and some 

modification of the diet. 

For the owner, there are two implications: 

financial commitment and personal com-

mitment.  When your dog is well regulat-

ed, the maintenance costs are less, but 

vary depending on the size of the dog.  

The special diet, insulin, and syringes can 

be expensive.  However, the financial 

commitment is significant during the initial 

regulation process and if complications 

arise.   

 

What is the first stage of diabetic  

treatment ? 

Initially, your dog may be hospitalized for 

a few  days to deal with the immediate 

crisis and to begin the regulation process. 

What is diabetes mellitus? 

There are two forms of diabetes in dogs; 

diabetes insipidus (drinking diabetes) and 

diabetes mellitus (sugar diabetes). Diabetes 

insipidus is a very rare disorder that results 

in failure to regulate body water content. 

The more common type of diabetes in dogs 

is diabetes mellitus. Diabetes mellitus is a 

disease of the pancreas most often seen in 

dogs over 5 years of age. The pancreas is 

important for making digestive enzymes 

and also producing a hormone called insulin.  

Diabetes mellitus is a failure of the pancre-

as to regulate blood sugar. 

 

Some people with diabetes have to have 

daily injections of insulin and others take 

oral medication. Is this true for dogs?  

In humans, two types of diabetes mellitus 

have been discovered. Type 1, or Insulin 

Dependent Diabetes Mellitus, results from 

destruction of the beta cells of the pancreas. 

This is the only type of diabetes known in 

dogs. Dogs with this type of diabetes re-

quire injections to stabilize blood sugar.  
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The immediate crisis is great if the dog is so 

sick that is has stopped eating and drinking. 

Dogs in this state, called ketoacidosis, may 

require a week or more of hospitalization 

with a number of laboratory tests. Other-

wise, the initial hospitalization may be only 

for a day or two in order to start stabiliza-

tion. At that point, your dog goes home for 

you to administer medication. At first, return 

visits are required frequently to monitor 

progress. It may take a month or more to 

achieve good regulation. The financial com-

mitment may again be significant if compli-

cations arise. We will work with you to try 

and achieve consistent regulation, but a few 

dogs are difficult to keep regulated. It is 

important that you pay close attention to 

our instructions related to administration of 

medication, diet, and home monitoring.  

 

One complication that can arise is hypogly-

caemia, or low blood sugar. If severe, this 

can be fatal. This may occur due to incon-

sistencies in treatment.  

 

Your personal commitment to treating your 

dog is very important in maintaining regu-

lation & preventing crises. Most diabetic 

dogs require insulin injections once or twice 

daily. They must be fed the same food in 

the same amount on the same schedule eve-

ry day. 

 

What is involved in treatment? 

Consistency is vital to proper management of 

the diabetic dog. Your dog needs consistent 

administration of medication, consistent feed-

ing, and a stable, stress-free lifestyle. The first 

step in treatment is to review your dog’s diet. 

The preferred diets are on prescription but 

will be supplied by the veterinary surgeon. If 

your dog is overweight, a special weight re-

ducing diet may be prescribed. Your dog’s 

feeding routine is also important. The best 

way to feed a diabetic dog is to feed twice 

daily—but this depends on the vet’s recom-

mendation.  

The foundation for regulating blood glucose is 

the administration of insulin by injection. Many 

people are initially afraid of giving insulin 

injections. If this is your initial reaction, consid-

er these points: 

 Insulin does not cause pain when it is 

injected 

 The injections are made with very tiny 

needles that your dog hardly feels. The 

injected volumes are minute 

 The injections are given just under the 

skin in areas in which it is almost impos-

sible to cause damage to any vital or-

gan.  

Please do not decide whether to treat your 

dog with insulin until we have demonstrated 

the injection technique. You will be pleasantly 

surprised at how easy it is.  

 

About insulin.  

Insulin comes in an airtight bottle that is la-

beled with the insulin type & concentration. 

The bottle should be gently inverted to mix 

the contents. Some types of insulin used in 

dogs have a strong tendency to settle out of 

suspension. If it is not mixed properly, dosing 

will not be accurate.  

 

Insulin will lose its effectiveness if exposed to 

direct sunlight or high temperatures. It should 

be kept in the refrigerator (not frozen). It is 

not ruined if left out of the refrigerator for a 

few hours, although this is not advisable. Insu-

lin is safe as long as it is used as directed, but 

should be kept out of reach of children. 

 

Drawing up the insulin.  

 Have the syringe and needle, insulin 

bottle, and dog ready. Then follow these steps: 

 Remove the guard from the needle & draw 

back the plunger to the appropriate dose lev-

el.  

 Carefully insert the needle into the insulin 

bottle. 

 Inject air into the bottle, this prevents a vac-

uum from forming within the bottle. 

 Withdraw the correct amount of insulin into 

the syringe. 

 If any bubbles are present, draw more insulin 

and gently tap the syringe so the bubbles go 

to the top. Then push the additional amount, 

including the air, back into the bottle, so you 

have the correct amount of insulin in the sy-

ringe.       


