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What is diabetes?

Diabetes is a condition where the blood glucose (sugar) and urine sugar
levels are too high. There are two main types of diabetes - mellitus (DM) 
and insipidus (DI), with diabetes mellitus being much more common.

Uncover the signs of diabetes

Diabetes can affect both dogs and cats. With dogs, up to
1% of the population are estimated to have diabetes mellitus
and about 0.5% of cats. Breeds identified as being at higher
risk of developing diabetes mellitus include: Australian
Terrier, both Standard and Miniature Schnauzers, Bichon
Frise, Spitz, Fox Terrier, both Miniature and Toy Poodle,
Samoyed, Cairn Terrier, Keeshond, Maltese, Lhasa Apso
and Yorkshire Terrier. Burmese cats are predisposed to 
diabetes mellitus.

The pets most at risk of developing diabetes are those
which are overweight or obese, on long-term steroids, are
elderly, have other illnesses, such as Cushing’s, and bitches
that have not been spayed.

Insulin is produced by the pancreas and is the hormone
responsible for reducing and controlling blood glucose 
levels in an animal after it has eaten, but diabetic pets have a
high blood glucose level because there is a lack of insulin
production OR a failure of the body to respond to the insulin
produced (insulin resistance). Insulin acts on cells to promote
the uptake of glucose into them. In pets that either lack or

can’t respond to this hormone, the food is digested and
changed into glucose, but none of the body’s cells can 
make use of it. The high levels of glucose in the 
bloodstream are too much for the kidneys to cope with 
and the glucose flows out in the urine. Because of this 
your pet has to pass urine more frequently and will start 
drinking more to compensate.
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How to spot the signs and symptoms

The most common clinical signs are;

l Increased drinking, due to an increase in urination. 
The most common reason for dogs being brought to
their vets are their need to urinate at night or urinating 
in the home.

l Weight loss and lack of energy. Glucose is an 
important energy source which is lost from the body
through increased urination. Affected dogs and cats
tend to lose weight and feel more tired even though 
they are often hungrier and eat more.

l Vomiting and collapse. If diabetes is left untreated, the
body will start to use fat as an energy source instead 
of glucose. This process produces compounds called
ketones, which are poisonous. Your pet may become
very sick and dehydrated.

Uncover the signs of diabetes
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How is diabetes diagnosed?

Diabetes mellitus is most commonly diagnosed in dogs between 5-12 years
of age.

Uncover the signs of diabetes

Urine test
The initial recommendation is to collect a free catch urine sample for
testing. This is a non-invasive, easy and inexpensive way to detect 
diabetes. If you suspect your pet may be diabetic, bring a fresh urine
sample to the surgery to be checked. Use a sample pot or a urine 
collection kit obtained from your vets practice.

If collecting a dog urine sample make sure you wear gloves as you 
are likely to come into contact with the urine. Take the dog round 
the garden on a lead and place the sample pot under the dog at 
point of urination. Collecting a cat’s urine sample is very different. 
Use non-absorbent cat litter in a clean tray. This will come with a 
pipette and vial. Collect as soon as possible by tipping up the tray 
to allow the urine to form in a corner, and use the pipette to draw 
up the urine and place in the vial. 

Blood sample 
If your pet’s urine does have glucose in it then a blood sample will need
to be taken. Your pet’s blood glucose is measured in two ways.

1. Blood glucose levels - this is your pet’s blood glucose level at 
any given time. 

2. Blood fructosamine levels - the average blood glucose level over
the preceding three weeks. Fructosamine is a protein which 
increases in the blood stream when an animal has uncontrolled 
diabetes. It is a more reliable way for checking diabetes in cats, 
who can sometimes have high glucose levels as a result of stress.

Both are very important in the diagnosis of diabetes.
Further blood tests are often performed at the same
time to assess the internal organs and check for
abnormalities caused by diabetes.
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How is diabetes treated?

Insulin injections
Insulin helps reduce the amount of circulating glucose and
mimics the natural hormone’s effect. Injections are given
under the skin, once or twice a day depending on your 
pet’s individual requirements. In order to achieve good 
control you must try to give the injections at regular intervals
and keep your pet’s lifestyle as consistent as possible. The
vets and nurses at your practice will show you how to carry
out these injections so that treatment can be maintained 
at home.

Diet
Use of a diet designed specifically for diabetic patients 
may help reduce the quantity of insulin required and 
achieve faster control of the disease. For dogs this will 
be carbohydrate based and for cats this will be protein
based. Overweight pets tend not to respond as well to 
insulin, therefore a prescription weight loss diet may be 
recommended by your vet.

Good news! Diabetes mellitus is treatable in both cats and dogs. Most 
dogs and cats will require a diet change and insulin injections 
to treat the diabetes.

Uncover the signs of diabetes



Exercise
Regular exercise is good for diabetic pets but should be
consistent day to day to help stabilise insulin requirements.
This will also help controlled weight loss, which can be of
vital importance.

Correction of underlying factors
Weight management, spaying and stopping steroid 
administration (if your pet is on steroids) may all help
improve the condition of a diabetic animal.

Diabetes is a life-limiting condition. This means that your 
pet will not live as long as they might have done without 
the disease. However, with advances in treatment and 
regular checks, your pet can live a very comfortable and
normal life.

Remission
Cats have a form of diabetes which can revert back to 
normal. This is called diabetic remission. With treatment, it 
is possible for approximately half newly-diagnosed diabetic
cats to go into remission, ie effectively remove all signs of
the disease and the need for treatment. Some of the cats
that go into remission become diabetic again later, but some

can remain non-diabetic for life. Cats are most likely 
to go into remission if the disease is caught early and
managed closely with insulin, diet and weight loss in 
the early stages.

Speak with your vet to find out more.
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Uncover the signs of diabetes
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