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L earning that your beloved pet has diabetes can be 
heartbreaking, but the diagnosis doesn’t mean your 
cat or dog cannot continue to live a happy, healthy life. 

While diabetes is a serious disease that cannot be ignored, 
successful management is possible. One key component in 
providing your diabetic pet with the best possible care is edu-
cating yourself. The more familiar you are with the causes of 
diabetes, signs of the illness, and management methods, the 
better equipped you will be to work with your veterinarian to 
achieve optimal health for your pet. 

WHAT IS DIABETES? 
As in humans, diabetes mellitus in pets is a chronic disease 
that occurs when the levels of glucose (a type of sugar) in the 
blood become elevated and unregulated due to inadequate 
insulin production or the body’s inability to use insulin prop-
erly. Insulin is a hormone, produced by the pancreas, that 
helps control the body’s blood sugar levels. When the body 
can’t produce or use insulin properly, glucose remains in the 
blood rather than serving as an energy source for the body’s 
cells and organs. Prolonged high blood glucose levels eventu-
ally can lead to impairment of several body organs, including 
the kidneys, eyes, heart, and nervous system.

Diabetes is increasingly diagnosed in pets. Since 2006, 
canine diabetes has increased by almost 80% and feline dia-
betes has increased by 18%. Although there are no tests to 
predict whether your pet will develop diabetes, certain fac-
tors, like obesity, are commonly associated with it (see Risk 
Factors for Diabetes).

Just as in humans, the disease is classified into 2 types. 
Type 1 diabetes (more common in dogs) is characterized 

by inadequate insulin production. Type 2 diabetes (more 
common in cats) is caused by insulin resistance. 

The pancreas still produces some insu-
lin, but the body is unable to use it properly, 
so blood sugar is hard to control.

WHAT DOES DIABETES LOOK LIKE?
Veterinarians and medical researchers have compiled a 
list of signs commonly associated with diabetes in animals:
•	 Coat deterioration: Your pet’s fur or hair may become inex-

plicably thinner and dry or dull; cats may stop grooming. 
•	 Excessive thirst: You may notice that your pet drinks more 

water or drinks from places other than the water bowl. 
•	 Frequent urination: Your dog may want to go outside more 

often and may urinate more regularly in the house. Your cat 
may eliminate outside the litter box.

•	 Increased hunger: Your pet never seems to get enough food 
even if proportions and meal timing have not changed.

•	 Lethargy: An otherwise active pet may be less energetic 
and enthusiastic than usual. 

•	 Recurring infections: Your pet’s body may be unable to 
properly fight off or heal from infections. 

•	 Weight loss: Your pet always acts hungry but still 
experiences noticeable weight loss. 

Some of these signs occur with other dis-
eases as well, so it is imperative that 
your veterinarian conducts a thorough 
examination of your pet. Additionally, 
as animals age, they could be diag-
nosed with diseases that may increase 
the pet’s risk of becoming diabetic, 
including thyroid disease, overactive 
adrenal gland, or pancreatitis. If your pet is 
diagnosed with any of these diseases, work 
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Understanding Your Pet’s
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   Treatment



Exercise
Exercise goes hand in hand with proper 
nutrition. Because diabetes can cause a pet 
to become lethargic, it’s important to pro-
vide motivation to increase activity levels. 
This is especially significant for pets with an 
obesity-linked diabetes diagnosis. For dogs, 
this could mean longer walks (increase the 
length gradually) and more time playing 
fetch. Understandably, it can be difficult to 
monitor a cat’s activity level, but encourage 
play with toys that spur your cat’s natural 
instinct to hunt. 

Glucose Monitoring
Your pet’s management plan may include 
regular blood sugar tests. Portable machines 
made specifically for these animals are avail-
able for home use and can be calibrated for 
your pet. They require a small blood sample 
but are created to be user-friendly.  

Record the results, which provide the 
best indication of unhealthy blood sugar 
fluctuations. Again, it is important to con-
sult your veterinarian regarding what moni-
toring device, if any, should be used. 

Regular Veterinary Exams
Because most diabetes management takes 
place at home, it’s important that your pet 
receive routine veterinary examinations. This 
is especially true in the weeks immediately fol-
lowing the diagnosis to ensure the effective-
ness of the prescribed insulin and altered diet. 

Pets with controlled diabetes will likely 
return to normal levels of thirst, appetite, 
urination, and activity. Their weight will 
stabilize, and they will be less likely to 
develop related complications or disease. 
Remember, your veterinarian is your great-
est ally in managing your pet’s diabetes 
successfully. 

with your veterinarian to understand how to 
detect the possible onset of diabetes. 

To determine whether your pet has dia-
betes, your veterinarian will take blood 
and urine samples. A diabetes diagnosis is 
considered definite when persistently high 
glucose levels are found. Once diabetes is 
confirmed, your veterinarian will examine 
your pet’s overall health to ascertain the 
presence of other diseases or infections 
that may affect diabetes management.

MANAGING YOUR DIABETIC PET’S 
HEALTH
Although there is no cure for diabetes, the dis-
ease can be managed successfully. In fact, a 
cat or dog with diabetes could have the same 
expected life span as a nondiabetic animal.
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L yme disease is a zoonotic disease, which 

means is can affect both people and pets. 

Cases of the disease have been reported 

throughout the United States, but Lyme disease 

is seen more commonly in the upper Midwest, 

Atlantic, and Pacific coastal states.
Lyme disease can be difficult to diagnose and 

can cause serious health problems in your dog. 

The best way to prevent the disease is to under-

stand how it occurs and take steps to pro-

tect your entire family, including the 
4-legged members. Understanding 

the signs of Lyme disease in your 
pet can give you a better chance 
of catching the disease early 
and treating it effectively.
HOW DOES LYME  DISEASE OCCUR?Lyme disease is spread 
through the bite of a 
tiny, hard-shelled tick 
known as a deer tick. It’s important to know that ticks don’t just bite; they burrow into the skin and feed for days on 

their victims’ blood. In order to remain 

attached while they are feeding, ticks cut 

the victim’s skin, insert a tube equipped 

with tiny barbs, and secrete a type of 

glue. Their saliva contains a type of 

painkiller that numbs the area, which is 

why pets aren’t bothered by a tick bite. 

Infection occurs typically after the tick 

has been attached for 24 to 72 hours.
Although ticks are most active during 

the warmer months of the year, the fact 

is that these hardy pests can survive 

colder months if they find adequate shel-

ter. That’s why tick prevention should 

be at the forefront of every pet owner’s 

mind year-round, especially those who 

live in high-risk areas. And ticks aren’t 

only found in the woods; they may also be 

found in areas where wooded areas meet 

lawns, in tall grass, under plants in your 

yard, under leaves, and around stone 

walls and woodpiles. Dogs are especially 

vulnerable because they walk relatively 

low to the ground, making it easy for a 

tick to hop on as the dog walks by.DIAGNOSING LYME DISEASE
Although Lyme disease is one of the 

most common tick-transmitted diseases 

in the world, only 5% to 10% of affected 

dogs show any signs. One of the most common signs, known 

as “shifting-leg lameness,” is caused by 

joint inflammation. Shifting-leg lameness 

may last for only 3 to 4 days but recurs 

How to keep your pet—and the rest of your family—free of tickborne disease

Topical preventive medications given once a month are a great way to protect your pet from ticks.

Lyme Disease    and Your Dog
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C ontrary to what many pet owners believe, 

protecting dogs and cats from para-

sites requires a year-round commitment. 

Although fleas, ticks, mosquitoes, and other pests 

are known to thrive in warmer climates, they don’t 

disappear when the temperature drops. Opting to 

skip preventive treatments just because it’s winter-

time could have long-term negative consequences 

for your pet. 

FLEAS
The most common type of external parasite found 

on cats and dogs, fleas are more than just a sea-

sonal annoyance. Even though fleas thrive primarily 

in humid environments above 70°F, they can sur-

vive in near-freezing conditions and are not entirely 

inactive during winter. In fact, when it gets even 

colder outside, the perfect environment for fleas 

still exists—your home! Warm, stable indoor tem-

peratures make continual breeding possible. 

If your pet has a flea problem, it’s important to 

remember that the adult fleas you see account for 

just a small percentage of the potential population in 

your home. More than 90% are still in the immature 

stages (eggs, larvae, and pupae) and pose a looming 

threat. And since 1 pair of fleas can produce up to 

500 offspring, the cycle could last well into spring if 

not stopped. If you notice any key indicators of an infestation 

in your pet—itching, scratching, “flea dirt” (round, 

black flecks that are actually flea feces), and red 

bumps or hair loss on the groin or belly, under 

the legs, or at the base of the tail—consult your 

veterinarian right away. Left untreated, fleas could 

lead to a range of potentially serious health risks 

for your pet, including tapeworm, anemia, aller-

gies, and various infections. 
  
HEARTWORMThe risk of taking a seasonal break from prevent-

ing heartworm lies primarily in the unpredictability 

of weather patterns and fluctuating temperatures. 

Above-average temperatures and rainfall through-

out the country this year have created ideal breed-

ing conditions for mosquitoes, the source of this 

serious, potentially fatal infection.
An abrupt end to winter and an early spring could 

result in mosquitoes emerging early; similarly, a 

warm, wet autumn can keep mosquitoes active 

later in the season than anticipated. 
When a mosquito bites an infected animal, the 

insect ingests microscopic worms and transmits 

them when it bites another animal. Heartworms 

mature and live in the heart and large blood vessels 

of the lungs. Eventually, an infection could affect 

blood flow and impact the internal organs, includ-

ing the heart, lungs, and liver, severely weakening or 

even killing the animal.It is estimated that nearly 300,000 dogs become 

infected with heartworm each year, and cases 

are reported in all 50 states. Signs that your pet 

might be infected include a  persistent cough, 

fatigue, decreased appetite, and weight loss. 

It takes just 1 mosquito bite to infect an animal 

with heartworm disease, so continuous protection 

is the best defense. 
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I f you’ve ever considered skipping your pet’s 
checkup to avoid sending your furry friend 
into a tizzy, you’re not alone. Many pet par-

ents acknowledge that their dogs and cats show 
clear signs of distress before and during veter-
inary visits, even the most routine ones. But 
that is changing through an increasingly pop-

ular and effective movement called Fear Free. 

THE FEAR FREE VETERINARY VISIT 
Fear Free is an initiative being adopted by vet-
erinary practices across the country to cater to 
animals’ emotional well-being during visits. It 
involves a series of actions to reduce the stress 
and anxiety associated with a trip to the veteri-
narian—from the carrier and car ride to the wait-
ing room and examination. Overall, Fear Free is 
about pet owners and veterinary teams working 

together to create a less stressful, more enjoy-
able atmosphere for everyone. 

To become Fear Free certified, a vet-
erinary practice must complete a com-
prehensive certification course. Based on 

the practice’s size and the team’s progress 
toward implementing Fear Free techniques, 
you may notice changes of varying levels at 
your next visit. Some modifications might 
go unnoticed by you, but that’s OK—they 
were made for your pet! 

Colors, Noises, and Smells
Stark, bright colors can be jarring for 

cats and dogs, triggering a sense of 
alertness that may lead to panic. 

That’s why many practices 

Creating 
a Pawsitive  

Veterinary Experience  
for Your Pet

are painting the walls in softer hues, and doc-
tors and staff are ditching white lab coats and 
scrubs for light, pastel palettes. You might also 
notice slightly dimmer lighting in the office and 
exam room. 

Cats and dogs have much more sensitive 
hearing than humans do, and they can pick up 
noises at higher frequencies that are farther 
away. Taking this into consideration, practices 
are working to diminish background sounds 
that might frighten pets, like closing kennels, 
ringing phones, slamming doors, and fellow 
patients, replacing them with soundtracks 
made by animal behaviorists to create a more 
serene experience. 

One common Fear Free technique is the use 
of synthetic pheromones that mimic naturally 
calming body chemicals. For some pets, these 
scents provide a sense of peace and induce a 
noticeable change in demeanor. The products 
are species specific; dogs cannot smell cat pher-
omones, cats can’t detect dog pheromones, and 
humans notice neither. Pheromones can be dis-
persed through diffusers, worn topically by staff, 
and sprayed onto towels that pets lie on. 

Examination Tables
Cold, metal exam tables may be sterile but are 
far from comfortable. Fear Free encourages 
veterinarians to create nonslip surfaces (think 
towel or yoga mat) or forgo the table entirely. 
Your veterinarian might choose to examine your 
pet on the floor, in the carrier, or even while the 

pet sits on your lap. 

Reward Systems
It’s no secret that pets love treats. 
Barring any procedure that would prevent 
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The severity of diabetes varies from pet to 
pet and will be affected by the pet’s overall 
health and the presence of additional dis-
eases or infections. Your veterinarian can 
work with you to develop a management 
regimen that is ideal for your pet. This will 
require commitment on your part, but is not 
as overwhelming as it may initially seem. 

Insulin Therapy
Many pets with diabetes require daily insu-
lin injections, at least at the onset. Just as 
with humans, insulin formulations for ani-
mals have different absorption rates, which 
correlate to how frequently insulin must be 
administered. 

Your veterinarian will prescribe the 
appropriate formula, instruct you on how 
to measure insulin doses, and demonstrate 
how to administer the injections. Don’t hes-
itate to ask for additional demonstrations 
or follow up with any questions.  

Any alterations to dosing or frequency 
should be made only by your veterinarian, 
regardless of how well your cat or dog 
appears to be responding to the medica-
tion. Pet owners administering injections 
also need to watch for signs of insulin 
overdose or underdose, both of which 
present as weakness, tremors, seizures, 
and loss of appetite. If you observe any 
of these signs, contact your veterinarian 
immediately. 

Diet
Pet food is the main source of glucose 
for your cat or dog, which is why diet is 
a vital part of diabetes management. 
Consult your veterinarian regarding the 
best brands for your cat or dog, as well as 
about portions and meal timing. The goal 
is to feed the right foods that will provide 
the energy needed without extra 
carbohydrates that can turn into 
excess sugar. 

Risk Factors for Diabetes
Dogs 
•	 Age: Diabetes is more common in 

middle-aged to senior dogs.
•	 Breed: Samoyeds, miniature 

schnauzers, miniature poodles, pugs, 
and toy poodles are among the breeds 
at higher risk of developing diabetes. 

•	 Cushing’s disease: The body 
overproduces steroids, which may lead 
to diabetes.

•	 Gender: Diabetes occurs in females 
more often than in males.

•	 Neuter status: Unspayed females are at 
higher risk.

•	 Obesity
•	 Pancreatitis: Pancreatic damage can 

impact insulin production. 

Cats 
•	 Age: Senior cats are more susceptible.
•	 Gender: Males are at higher 

risk.
•	 Genetics 
•	 Hyperthyroidism 

(overproduction of thyroid 
hormones) 

•	 Obesity 
•	 Pancreatitis
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