
UNDERSTANDING

HYPEROSMOLAR

HYPERGLYCEMIC STATE
Causes, Symptoms, and Management

Hyperosmolar Nonketotic Hyperglycemic State (HONK), sometimes called Hyperglycemic 
Hyperosmolar Syndrome (HHS), is a serious condition that can occur in people with diabetes, most 
often type 2. It involves extremely high blood sugar (glucose) levels, severe dehydration, and a lack 
of ketones in the blood or urine. Unlike diabetic ketoacidosis (DKA), which is more common in type 1 
diabetes, HONK develops more slowly, often over days or even weeks. This blog post will help you 
understand HONK, its causes, symptoms, how to manage it at home, and when to seek medical 
attention.

Please remember: This blog provides general information and should not be considered medical 
advice. Always consult with your doctor for diagnosis and treatment.

What Causes HONK?

HONK is usually triggered by something that causes blood sugar levels to rise very high. Common 
triggers include:

Infections: Pneumonia, urinary tract infections (UTIs), and other infections can lead to increased 
blood sugar.
Illnesses: Heart attack, stroke, or other serious illnesses can disrupt blood sugar control.
Medications: Certain medications, like steroids or diuretics (water pills), can raise blood sugar.
Not following diabetes management plan: Skipping insulin or oral diabetes medications, or not 
following a proper diet plan.
Dehydration: Not drinking enough fluids, especially when blood sugar is high, can worsen 
HONK.
Surgery or Trauma: These can cause stress on the body leading to higher blood sugar 
readings.

Signs and Symptoms of HONK

The symptoms of HONK develop gradually, often over several days or weeks. Key signs and 
symptoms include:

Extremely high blood sugar: Blood glucose levels are usually much higher than 600 mg/dL.
Severe thirst: Feeling very thirsty all the time.



Frequent urination: Passing large amounts of urine, especially at night.
Dehydration: Dry mouth, sunken eyes, decreased skin turgor (when you pinch the skin, it stays 
raised for a few seconds).
Confusion or disorientation: Difficulty thinking clearly, feeling confused, or being disoriented.
Weakness: Feeling very weak or tired.
Vision problems: Blurred vision.
Nausea and vomiting: Although less common than in DKA, nausea and vomiting can occur.
Seizures: In severe cases, seizures may occur.
Coma: In the most severe cases, HONK can lead to loss of consciousness and coma.

Possible Complications

HONK is a medical emergency and can lead to serious complications if left untreated. These include:

Dehydration: Severe dehydration can lead to kidney failure, shock, and even death.
Blood clots: High blood sugar can increase the risk of blood clots in the legs or lungs.
Kidney failure: Severe dehydration and high blood sugar can damage the kidneys.
Brain swelling: Rapid correction of blood sugar and fluid imbalances can sometimes lead to 
swelling in the brain.
Coma: Prolonged high blood sugar and dehydration can lead to coma.

Household Management & Prevention

Regular Monitoring:

Check blood sugar levels as directed 
by your doctor.

Closely monitor blood glucose levels, especially when ill. 
Keep a log to share with your healthcare provider.

Hydration:

Drink plenty of fluids.

Drink water regularly throughout the day, especially when 
blood sugar is high or during illness. If you are having 
trouble keeping fluids down, take small sips frequently.

Medication Adherence:

Take medication as prescribed.

Follow your doctor's instructions carefully and do not skip 
doses, even when feeling unwell. Talk to your doctor about 
adjusting your medication plan if you are experiencing 
frequent high blood sugar levels.

Illness Management:

Have a plan for sick days.

Work with your doctor to develop a plan for managing your 
diabetes when you are sick. This plan should include 
guidelines for monitoring blood sugar, adjusting medication, 
and staying hydrated. It's important to check for ketones 
when ill, too.



Dietary Habits:

Maintain a balanced diet.

Eat a balanced diet low in sugar and carbohydrates to 
maintain stable blood glucose levels.

When to See a Doctor

Seek immediate medical attention if you experience any of the following:

Extremely high blood sugar: Over 300 mg/dL and not responding to usual treatment.
Confusion or disorientation: Difficulty thinking clearly.
Severe thirst and dry mouth: Signs of dehydration.
Frequent urination: Passing large amounts of urine.
Nausea, vomiting, or abdominal pain: Especially if you cannot keep fluids down.
Weakness or fatigue: Feeling very weak or tired.
Seizures or loss of consciousness: Any signs of a seizure or passing out are an emergency.

Don't delay seeking medical help. HONK is a life-threatening condition that requires prompt 
treatment.

Key Takeaways

HONK is a dangerous condition characterized by very high blood sugar, dehydration, and altered 
mental status. Awareness of the symptoms, proactive management of diabetes, and prompt medical 
attention are essential to prevent and treat this serious complication. Always consult your doctor for 
personalized advice and treatment.


