
Understand 
common causes 

of severe 
low blood sugar 

Medicine
Accidentally taking 
too much medicine or 
the wrong medicine 
(eg, insulin)

Meals
Missing a meal or 
not being able to 
eat enough

Physical activity
Exercising vigorously 
or for a long time

UNDERSTANDING SEVERE LOW BLOOD SUGAR (HYPOGLYCEMIA)

Low blood sugar occurs when the amount of sugar in your blood 
drops below what is healthy for you. For many people with diabetes, 
this means a blood sugar reading lower than 3.9 mmol/L or 70 mg/dL.

Changes in behavior, 
such as confusion 

or irritability

Difficulty
speaking

Drowsiness
or dizziness

Trembling AnxietyPounding
heart

HungerSweating

Vision
changes

WeaknessDifficulty
concentrating

Severe low blood sugar is when your blood sugar drops so low 
that you need help from someone else to treat it. If left 
untreated, severe low blood sugar can lead to serious harm.

Recognize 
common signs and 
symptoms of severe 

low blood sugar 

Common early warning signs

Common symptoms caused by lack of enough blood sugar in the brain

x?x
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Severe low blood sugar can progress quickly, and may lead to seizures or passing out. Family, friends, and 
caregivers will need to act quickly to raise your blood sugar because, if left untreated, severe low blood sugar 
can be life-threatening.



Call for emergency 
medical help

Take Action
to prevent severe 
low blood sugar

Be Prepared 
for severe low blood 
sugar, just in case

How to Treat  
severe low blood sugar

DO NOT inject insulin Give the person an 
injection or nasal 
spray of glucagon

Keep fast-acting carbohydrate snacks with you and treat low blood sugar before it 
becomes severe by following the “15-15 rule”:

When your blood sugar starts to return to a normal range, eat a meal or snack 
to prevent another low blood sugar event

Eat or drink 15 grams of fast-acting carbohydrates. For example, 

If you still have symptoms after 15 minutes, eat or drink another 15 grams of 
fast-acting carbohydrates 

5–6 hard 
candies

4 glucose 
tablets

Half a cup 
of juice

(4 oz or 120 mL) 

Always keep your emergency pack with 
you, including:
- Your medical ID
- Fast-acting carbohydrates
- Your blood sugar monitor and supplies
- Glucagon

Create an emergency plan, like the one 
below, and share it with your caregivers
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When your daily routine 
changes:

• Check your blood sugar 
more often

• Watch out for early warning 
signs of low blood sugar

To treat severe low blood sugar, family members, friends, and caregivers should:

Watch for improvement 
within 5 to 15 minutes

mins


