
Sugar is the body’s main source of energy and we need it to 
survive. In fact, the brain consumes ~20% of the body’s sugar. 
Too much of anything is a bad thing and sugar is no exception. 
High blood sugar (hyperglycemia) happens when blood sugar 
is high enough to harm you. 

High blood sugar over a long period of time is the primary cause 
of most diabetes long term complications like kidney disease, 
blindness, amputations, heart attacks, strokes, peripheral arterial 
disease, and more.

How high is high?
For most people, a normal fasting blood sugar is 80-130 mg/dL and a normal after-meal blood sugar is less than 180 
mg/dL. Anything above these ranges is considered to be high blood sugar. The higher the blood sugar, the more 
damage it can cause. Speak to your healthcare provider for your target range.

Some causes
A lot of different things can lead to high blood sugar, the most common are related to diet, physical activity, illness, 
stress, medications, dawn phenomenon, and/or worsening diabetes.

Additional resources on all of these can be found on GlucoseGuards.com.

What it feels like
The most common symptoms of high blood sugar are increased thirst and increased urination. This is because high 
blood sugar actually dehydrates the body in a process called osmosis. Osmosis can force water to leave important 
organs like the brain as a way to lower blood sugar by diluting it. This process dries up the rest of the body and can 
lead to dehydration

 •  Osmosis lowers blood sugar through dilution. It’s like pouring water into a cup of orange juice 
to make it less sweet.

What to do about it
Some general principles to keep in mind are to:
 •  Continue to take medications as prescribed.
 •  Drink 1 glass of sugar-free fluid every hour for 4 hours after having a high blood sugar reading
 •  Maintain hydration with 8-10 glasses of sugar-free fluids daily
 •  Stay active - walking, running, biking, swimming, or working out are great ways to lower your blood sugar.
  If you have ketones or sugar >250mg/dl, avoid strenuous exercise.  Light exercise is usually ok.
 •  Get up and move for a few minutes after every 30 minutes spent sitting.
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In some cases you will have to take extra steps:
 •  If you are sick then follow your Sick Day Action Plan.
 •  If you have been exercising less then follow your Physical Activity Action Plan.
 •  If you are more stressed than usual, follow your Self Care Action Plan.
 •  If your diet has changed, follow your Healthier Eating Action Plan.
 •  If you take insulin for high blood sugar, follow your Flexible Insulin Action Plan.
 •  If you are out of medications, call your healthcare provider immediately.
 •  If you believe you are experiencing the dawn phenomenon, somogyi effect, or have worsening diabetes 

despite following all of your Actions Plans, talk to your healthcare provider.

When to worry
If high blood sugar is untreated it can get dangerously high and lead to a diabetes emergency. Two life threatening 
diabetes emergencies are Diabetic Ketoacidosis (DKA) and Hyperglycemic Hyperosmolar Syndrome (HHS).

In DKA the body doesn’t have enough insulin to lower blood sugar. The body is forced to get energy from a backup 
pathway. The backup pathway creates sugar from fat. This causes the body to create toxins called ketones. Ketones 
cause the body to become acidic. 

In HHS there is enough insulin in the body to prevent ketones from being formed. Instead, extremely high blood sugar 
is the cause of toxicity. 

The symptoms of HHS and DKA are similar and include the following:
 •  Extreme thirst that doesn’t get better with drinking water
 •  Urinating a lot more than usual
 •  Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain
 •  Weight loss
 •  Drowsiness, lethargy, confusion, or any change in mental status
 •  Fast breathing or shortness of breath
 •  In DKA, a sweet and fruity smelling breath (caused by ketones)

HHS and DKA are serious medical conditions that require hospitalization. If you are concerned you have HHS or DKA, 
reach out to your healthcare provider for guidance.

What to do next
The best way to avoid highs is with good diabetes management. This means physical activity, healthy eating, 
medication management, and preparing for the curve balls that are thrown your way. 

Life happens, and highs happen too. 

Check out the Glucose Guards Hyperglycemia Action Plan to avoid the serious consequences of untreated 
hyperglycemia. 
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