Understanding Diabetic Ketoacidosis

Causes, Symptoms, and Management

Diabetic Ketoacidosis (DKA) is a serious condition that can occur in people with diabetes, most
commonly those with type 1 diabetes, but it can also affect those with type 2 diabetes under certain
circumstances. It develops when the body doesn't have enough insulin to allow blood sugar (glucose)
to enter cells for energy. When this happens, the body starts breaking down fat for fuel, producing
acids called ketones. When ketones build up too quickly, they can poison the body. DKA is a life-
threatening emergency that requires immediate medical attention.

What Causes DKA?

Several factors can lead to DKA, including:

e Insufficient Insulin: Missing or skipping insulin doses is a primary cause. This can happen due
to illness, pump malfunction, or simply forgetting to take insulin.

e lliness or Infection: When you're sick, your body releases hormones to fight the illness. These
hormones can also raise blood sugar levels, increasing the need for insulin. If you don't adjust
your insulin dose accordingly, DKA can develop. Common infections like pneumonia or urinary
tract infections (UTIs) can trigger DKA.

e Other Medical Conditions: Heart attack, stroke, or pancreatitis can also lead to DKA.

e Certain Medications: Some medications, such as corticosteroids, can increase blood sugar
levels and potentially trigger DKA.

e Stress: Physical or emotional stress can increase blood sugar levels and lead to DKA.

Recognizing the Symptoms and Signs

DKA symptoms can develop quickly, usually within 24 hours. It's important to recognize them early to
seek prompt treatment. Key symptoms include:

Excessive Thirst: Feeling extremely thirsty, even after drinking a lot.

Frequent Urination: Needing to urinate much more often than usual.

Nausea and Vomiting: Feeling sick to your stomach and throwing up.

Abdominal Pain: Pain in your stomach area.

Weakness or Fatigue: Feeling very tired and weak.

Fruity-Scented Breath: A sweet, fruity smell on your breath (similar to nail polish remover).
Confusion: Difficulty thinking clearly or feeling disoriented.



e Rapid, Deep Breathing: Breathing faster and deeper than normal.

If you experience these symptoms, especially if you have diabetes, check your blood sugar and
ketone levels immediately.

Possible Complications of Untreated DKA

If DKA is left untreated, it can lead to serious and life-threatening complications, including:

e Cerebral Edema: Swelling of the brain, which can cause seizures, coma, and permanent brain
damage.

Pulmonary Edema: Fluid accumulation in the lungs, leading to difficulty breathing.

Acute Kidney Failure: Damage to the kidneys, causing them to stop working properly.

Coma: Loss of consciousness.

Death: DKA can be fatal if not treated promptly.

Household Management During Illness

When you're sick, managing your diabetes at home is crucial to prevent DKA. Here are some tips:

e Monitor Blood Sugar Frequently: Check your blood sugar levels every 2-4 hours, or more
often if recommended by your doctor.

e Check Ketones: Use a ketone meter or urine ketone strips to check your ketone levels,
especially if your blood sugar is high.

e Continue Taking Insulin: Do not stop taking your insulin, even if you're not eating. You may
need to adjust your dose based on your blood sugar levels and ketone levels, so consult with
your doctor or diabetes educator for guidance.

e Stay Hydrated: Drink plenty of sugar-free fluids, such as water, sugar-free sports drinks, or
broth, to prevent dehydration.

e Eat Small, Frequent Meals: If you can tolerate food, eat small, frequent meals that are easy to
digest. Choose foods that are lower in carbohydrates.

e Rest: Get plenty of rest to allow your body to recover.

e Communicate with Your Doctor: Keep your doctor informed about your condition and any
changes in your blood sugar or ketone levels.

When to Seek Immediate Medical Attention

DKA requires immediate medical attention. Go to the nearest emergency room or call emergency
services (911 in the US) if you experience any of the following:

e High Blood Sugar and High Ketones: Blood sugar levels above 300 mg/dL and moderate to
large ketones in your urine or blood.
e Persistent Vomiting: Inability to keep down food or liquids.



Difficulty Breathing: Rapid, deep breathing or shortness of breath.

Severe Abdominal Pain: Intense pain in your stomach area.

Confusion or Disorientation: Difficulty thinking clearly or feeling disoriented.
Loss of Consciousness: Fainting or being unable to stay awake.

Key Takeaways

Diabetic Ketoacidosis (DKA) is a serious and potentially life-threatening complication of diabetes. It's
caused by a severe lack of insulin, leading to the buildup of ketones in the blood. Recognizing the
symptoms early, managing your diabetes carefully during illness, and seeking prompt medical
attention are crucial for preventing and treating DKA. If you have diabetes, work closely with your
healthcare team to develop a personalized plan for managing your condition and preventing DKA.



