
Diabetic
Ketoacidosis 
(DKA)?

What is



Diabetic Ketoacidosis (DKA) is a medical emergency that 
requires immediate treatment in hospital. It is a serious 

complication of diabetes caused by a shortage of insulin and a 
build up of ketones. In some cases it can be fatal.

What is insulin?
Insulin is a hormone produced in the body by cells within the 
pancreas. Insulin regulates the use and storage of glucose, fats and 
protein in the body.

In Type 1 diabetes the body does not produce insulin; therefore 
it is vital to have lifelong insulin treatment. When the body does 
not have enough available insulin blood glucose levels begin to 
rise. This is because glucose cannot be transported into the body’s 
cells to provide this energy source. The body then thinks it is in 
a starvation mode and breaks down muscle and fats as another 
source of energy.

What are ketones?
Ketones are made in the liver from the breakdown of fats. This is 
part of the body’s normal reaction to starvation.

Why does ketoacidosis develop?
In Type 1 diabetes, when there is not enough insulin in the body, 
the liver continues to make more and more ketones. The rising 
ketone levels make the blood acidic – a potential risk to the body. 
A further risk is severe dehydration that results from high blood 
glucose levels. If both are left untreated, they can lead to the 
development of DKA, which can be life threatening. This can 
happen very quickly, especially if there is illness present, such as 
infection or a heart attack. Furthermore, illness increases ‘insulin 
resistance’ which reduces the effect of insulin.



What are the signs and symptoms of DKA?
•  High blood glucose levels. Glucose stays in the blood as it can’t 

move into the body cells without adequate insulin. Sometimes 
during illness blood glucose levels may not be high, for example 
if you are severely vomiting, but ketones may be present – please 
monitor for this.

•  Positive blood ketone levels – That is ketones above 0.6mmol/L. 
This is the most important sign.

•  Passing urine frequently. The body is trying hard to get rid of 
excess glucose and ketones in the urine. This increases the risk of 
dehydration.

•  Nausea (feeling sick) and/or vomiting. This also increases the 
risk of dehydration.

•  Breathlessness. The body is trying to get rid of excess ketones in 
the breath by over breathing. Ketones cause the breath to smell 
‘fruity’ like nail polish remover or pear drops.

• Abdominal pain

• Severe dehydration

• Drowsiness or deterioration in consciousness.

 
DKA is a medical emergency requiring urgent hospital care. 

Please seek help if you are constantly vomiting 
and you have ketones above 0.6mmol/l.

What causes DKA?
• New onset of Type 1 diabetes.

• When doses of insulin are missed.

• When doses of insulin are not sufficient.

•  When the body suddenly needs more insulin than usual, 
for example with illness or infection.



NHS Fife provides accessible communication in a variety of formats 
including for people who are speakers of community languages, 

who require Easy Read versions, who speak BSL, read Braille or use 
audio formats.

NHS Fife SMS text service number 0780 580 0005 is available for 
people who have a hearing or speech impairment.

To find out more about accessible formats contact:  
fife-UHB.EqualityandHumanRights@nhs.net  

or phone 01592 729130.

Adapted from ‘What is diabetic ketoacidosis?’ by kind permission 
of NHS Lanarkshire. Designed by the Health Promotion Service, 

Fife Health & Social Partnership 
and produced by NHS Fife Diabetes Centre. July 2018.

How do I reduce the risk of DKA and manage my diabetes 
during illness?
•  Always keep a copy of the sick day rules leaflet available for 

reference for when you are unwell. Follow this guidance.

•  Ensure you have a reliable blood glucose meter and ‘in date’ 
test strips. Increase your monitoring and adjust your insulin 
accordingly.

•  Keep a supply of blood ketone strips. Have your blood ketone 
meter available to test your ketone levels.

•  Ensure a close family member or friend is also aware of how to 
manage your diabetes when you are ill.

• Drink plenty of non-sugary fluids to prevent dehydration.

•  If you can’t eat, take liquid carbohydrates instead, (milk, orange 
juice, yoghurt, custard) to enable you to continue your insulin 
doses.

•  Keep contact details handy:

 - Diabetes Specialist Nurse (01592 648001)

 - GP

 - Out of Hours Services NHS 24 (111)

•  Children please contact the children’s ward at Victoria Hospital 
on 01592 729040.


