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Your kidneys act as your body’s main filtering 
system. Over time, they may become 
damaged and unable to work as well as they 
should; this leads to kidney disease.

How the kidneys work
The kidneys are two bean-shaped organs located 
in the middle of the back, just under the ribs. The 
kidneys have many important functions, including:1

•   Filtering blood to prevent waste and extra fluid 
from building up in the body

•   Making hormones to help regulate blood pressure, 
making red blood cells and keeping bones strong

Who is at risk
Kidney disease means the kidneys are damaged and unable to filter blood like they should, causing 
waste to build up in the body. When the kidneys become severely damaged, a person can develop 
kidney failure, which means the kidneys do not work well enough on their own to maintain life.2 
Anyone can develop kidney disease, but there are some things that increase your risk. You are at a 
greater risk for kidney disease if you have:3

•  Diabetes
•  High blood pressure

•  Heart disease
•  A family history of kidney disease 

Screenings for kidney health
Kidney health screenings can help you learn how well your kidneys are functioning. There are two  
main screenings:
•   GFR blood test: A glomerular filtration rate (GFR) blood test tells how well the kidneys are filtering. 

A GFR of 60 or higher is in the normal range, a GFR below 60 may mean you have kidney disease, 
and a GFR of 15 or lower may mean kidney failure.4

•   Urine albumin test: A urine albumin test detects a protein in the blood that shouldn’t be passed 
in the urine. A urine albumin level below 30 is normal, while a urine albumin level above 30 is 
abnormal and may indicate kidney disease.4

Take care of 
your kidneys
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When the kidneys don’t work like they should

Stages of chronic kidney disease

Kidney disease is usually progressive. This means that it may worsen over time. There are five 
stages of kidney disease:4

Stage GFR* Kidney function

1 90+ Kidney damage with normal kidney function

2 60–89 Kidney damage with mild loss of function

3 30–59 Moderate loss of kidney function

4 15–29 Severe loss of kidney function

5 <15 Kidney failure

Managing kidney disease
If you’ve been diagnosed with kidney disease, 
the time to act is now. There are steps you can 
take to help protect your kidneys.

Stay in control of other health conditions
Managing diabetes and high blood pressure 
helps prevent damage and manage kidney 
disease. Learn what numbers are considered 
acceptable for your condition and work with 
your healthcare team to come up with a plan 
for managing these conditions.

For most people, healthy goals include:5

•  Blood pressure = less than 140/90 mmHg
•  A1c (diabetes) = below 7%

To help meet these goals, you may need to eat 
a heart-healthy diet, quit smoking, be active, 
get plenty of sleep and take medication. 

If your provider prescribes medicine, follow directions closely and stay up to date on 
your immunizations.

Closely monitor your kidney health
Your healthcare team will track your kidney function and damage over time. Keep up with your test 
results and how they compare. 

In general, your goals will be to:5

•  Keep your GFR the same •  Keep your urine albumin the same or lower
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Try to prepare a list of questions for your healthcare provider. 
The following questions may be helpful:
•   Has my GFR or urine albumin changed since 

the last time it was checked?
•  Is my condition getting worse?
•   What can I do to keep my condition from 

getting worse?

•   Do I need to see a dietitian for diet counseling?
•   Do I need to be considering dialysis or a 

kidney transplant?

Keep a healthy body weight
Being overweight makes your kidneys work harder, and increases your risk of high blood pressure and 
diabetes.6 A realistic, achievable weight-loss plan that addresses changing your diet and activity level 
may help you achieve long-term success.

Remember to take it slow and be patient. The National Kidney Foundation says that a steady weight 
loss of about one pound per week is the safest way to lose weight.6 

Eat the right foods
What you eat and drink can affect your kidney health. It’s important to work with a dietitian who 
can help you plan your meals. A dietitian can teach you to make healthy choices for managing 
your condition.

 Note: If you have diabetes and kidney disease and a referral from your primary care provider, 
your health insurance may cover counseling from a registered dietitian (referred to as medical 
nutrition therapy, or MNT). If you qualify for Medicare, MNT is covered.5 You can find a dietitian 
through your healthcare provider or by visiting the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics website: 
www.eatright.org. 

In some cases, you may need to limit certain nutrients and/or fluid. Eating the right amount of 
protein, sodium, phosphorus, calcium and potassium may help control the buildup of waste and fluid 
in your body, so that your kidneys don’t have to work as hard.7 Talk to your healthcare team to find out 
if you need to limit certain nutrients and/or fluids.
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Avoid smoking and alcohol
Smoking8 and drinking too much alcohol9 can decrease kidney function and make kidney 
disease worse. 

Work with your healthcare team to:
•   Take steps to quit smoking. For many people, a combination of counseling, education and 

medication helps them quit successfully.
•   Find out how much alcohol is too much. The National Kidney Foundation recommends that people 

over the age of 65 drink no more than one drink per day.9

Talk to your healthcare provider about medicines
If you have decreased kidney function, work with your healthcare team to determine which medicines 
you need—and which to avoid.

Your healthcare provider may prescribe medicines to treat kidney disease complications. It’s 
important to take these medicines as prescribed.

 Some medicines—including the popular pain-reliever NSAIDs (non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory)—may need to be avoided because they decrease blood flow to the kidneys.5 
Ibuprofen and naproxen are NSAIDs; ask your pharmacist or provider if these are safe to use. 

What is one goal you can set today to protect your kidneys? (e.g., get a kidney test, lose weight, 
meet with a dietitian)

Treating kidney failure
If one or both of your kidneys fail completely, it’s called kidney failure, or end-stage renal disease. It’s 
important to talk to your healthcare provider about your treatment options early, before you need any 
of them.

Dialysis
Dialysis isn’t a cure for kidney failure, but it can help you live longer and feel better. The transition to 
dialysis can be tricky. It’s important to learn as much as you can about how dialysis works and the 
pros and cons of the different types, as well as the different access options. Your healthcare team 
can help you find the right fit.

There are two types of dialysis:10 

Type of dialysis Description

Hemodialysis  Hemodialysis uses a machine to move your blood through a filter outside 
your body to remove harmful waste and extra fluid, and then filtered blood is 
returned to your body. It’s usually done at a center three times a week, with 
each session lasting about four hours. 

Peritoneal Peritoneal dialysis uses the lining of your belly to filter waste and extra fluid 
inside your body. This type of dialysis is typically done at home, and in some 
cases, during sleep. It uses a catheter, which is inserted into your belly. 



5

Kidney transplant
A kidney transplant is a surgery to replace a failing kidney with a healthy donor kidney. A working, 
transplanted kidney does a better job filtering waste and keeping you healthy than dialysis, but it 
still isn’t a cure for kidney disease.10

It’s important to discuss the pros and cons of kidney transplant with your healthcare provider.

Conservative care
Conservative care means that your healthcare team continues your care without dialysis or kidney 
transplant. The main focus is on your quality of life and symptom control.10

Notes 
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before beginning 
an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.


