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For individuals living
with chronic kidney
disease (CKD) who are
undergoing dialysis,
the relationship
between food and
health becomes more
intricate than ever.
Dialysis is a life-
sustaining treatment
that  filters  waste
products and excess
fluids from the blood
when the kidneys are
no longer able to
perform this function.
However, dialysis alone

is not enough to
maintain optimal
health. A carefully
planned diet for
kidney patients on
dialysis is essential to

complement the
treatment, reduce
complications, and

improve overall quality
of life.

This article will explore
the critical components
of a dialysis-friendly
diet, including which
nutrients to focus on,
which to limit, and how
to adapt everyday
eating habits. By
understanding the
nutritional demands of
dialysis, patients can
better manage fluid
balance, electrolyte
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levels, and protein
needs while still
enjoying a flavorful and
satisfying diet.

WHY A
SPECIALIZED DIET
MATTERS FOR
DIALYSIS
PATIENTS

When the kidneys fail,
they lose the ability to
regulate many
essential substances in
the blood. Dialysis
helps remove waste
like urea and
creatinine, but it
cannot fully replace the
kidneys’' regulatory
functions.

Consequently, patients
often experience
imbalances in
potassium,

phosphorus, sodium,
and fluid. A targeted
diet for kidney
patients on dialysis
helps keep these levels
within safe ranges,
preventing

complications such as
heart problems, bone
disease, and swelling.

Additionally, the
dialysis process itself
can cause protein loss.
A diet that is too
restrictive in protein
can lead to
malnutrition, whereas
one too high in certain
minerals can be
dangerous. Finding the
right balance is key,
and working with a
registered dietitian is
strongly
recommended.

Key
Differenc
es from
General
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Kithéey"
Diet

It is important to note
that the dietary needs
of a patient on dialysis
differ from those of a
patient in earlier
stages of CKD. In pre-
dialysis stages, protein
is often limited to
reduce kidney
workload. However,
during dialysis, protein
requirements increase
because of losses into
the dialysate. Similarly,
fluid restrictions
become more stringent
as urine output
declines. Therefore,
any advice found
online about a "kidney
diet" must be
evaluated with the
context of dialysis in
mind.

CORE PRINCIPLES

KIDNEY PATIENTS
ON DIALYSIS

The dietary approach
for dialysis patients
revolves around
managing six main
elements: protein,
sodium, potassium,
phosphorus, fluids, and
calories. Below, we
examine each of these
in detail.

1.
Protein:
The
Building
Block for
Repair

Protein is crucial for
repairing tissues,
maintaining muscle



mass, and supporting
immune function.
During hemodialysis or
peritoneal dialysis,
amino acids and small
proteins are lost. To
compensate, patients
often require a high-
protein diet. Good
sources include:

¢ Lean meats like
chicken, turkey,
and beef

e Fish and seafood

* Eggs

e Dairy products in
controlled
amounts (due to
phosphorus
content)

Vegetarian sources
such as tofu, legumes,
and nuts can also be
included but require
careful monitoring of
potassium and
phosphorus. Most
patients need about
1.2 to 1.5 grams of
protein per kilogram of
body weight per day.

Your healthcare team
can determine the
exact target for you.

2.
Sodium:
Controllin
g Fluid
and Blood
Pressure

Sodium directly affects
thirst and fluid
balance. High sodium
intake leads to
increased thirst, which
makes fluid
management harder. It
also elevates blood
pressure, putting extra
strain on the heart. A
low-sodium diet is a
cornerstone of the diet
for kidney patients
on dialysis.
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Practical tips for
reducing sodium:

e Avoid processed
foods like canned
soups, frozen
dinners, and deli
meats

e Use fresh herbs,
spices, lemon
juice, or salt-free
seasoning blends
instead of salt

e Read labels
carefully - many
“low-fat” or
“healthy” options
are still high in
sodium

e Cook from
scratch when
possible

Most dialysis patients
are advised to limit
sodium to under 2,000
mg per day, though
individual needs vary.

3.
Potassiu
m:
Protectin
g the
Heart

Potassium is an
electrolyte that helps
muscles and nerves
function. In kidney
failure, potassium can
build up to dangerous
levels, leading to
irregular heartbeats or
even cardiac arrest.
Dialysis helps remove

potassium, but
between sessions,
levels can rise.

Therefore, potassium
intake must often be
limited.

High-potassium foods



to limit or avoid:

e Bananas,
oranges, kiwi,
melons

¢ Potatoes,
tomatoes,
avocados

e Legumes, nuts,
seeds

e Dark leafy
greens like
spinach and kale
(in large
amounts)

Lower-potassium
alternatives include
apples, berries, grapes,
cabbage, cauliflower,
and green beans. Note
that boiling vegetables
can leach out some
potassium - always
discard the cooking
water.

4,

Phosphor
us:
Safeguar
ding
Bones
and Blood
Vessels

When kidneys fail,
phosphorus

accumulates in the
blood. High phosphorus
can pull calcium from
bones, making them
weak and brittle. Over
time, this also
contributes to
calcification of blood
vessels, raising
cardiovascular risk.
Dialysis removes some
phosphorus, but not
enough to keep levels
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normal without dietary
restrictions.

Foods high in
phosphorus include:

 Dairy products
(milk, cheese,
yogurt)

e Whole grains
(bran cereals,
oatmeal)

e Nuts and seeds

e Cola and dark
sodas (use clear
sodas or flavored
seltzer)

e Processed meats
and cheese
spreads

Many patients must
also take phosphate
binders - medications
taken with meals to
prevent phosphorus
absorption. It is critical
to take these exactly
as prescribed.

5. Fluid: A
Daily
Balancing
Act

One of the most
challenging aspects of
the diet for kidney
patients on dialysis
is  fluid restriction.
Because dialysis
typically occurs only
three times per week
(for hemodialysis), the
body accumulates fluid
between sessions.
Excess fluid can lead to
swelling, high blood
pressure, and difficulty
breathing - a condition
called pulmonary
edema.

Fluid allowance varies
based on urine output
and individual health
status. Common
recommendations



range from 32 to 48
ounces per day (about
1 to 1.5 liters).
Remember that fluid
includes not just water,
but also coffee, juice,
soup, ice cream,
gelatin, and even juicy
fruits like watermelon.

Strategies to manage
thirst:

e Chew sugar-free
gum or suck on
hard candies

¢ Rinse your
mouth with cold
water without
swallowing

e Use smaller cups
to feel like you
are drinking
more

* Freeze allowed
liquids like apple
juice in ice cube
trays

0.
Calories:
Energy
for Daily
Life

Many dialysis patients
struggle to get enough
calories because of
dietary restrictions and
altered appetite. Yet
adequate energy
intake is essential to
prevent wasting and to
use protein efficiently.
If appetite is poor,
consider energy-dense
but nutrient-safe foods
such as:

e Low-phosphorus,
low-potassium
fats like olive oil,
butter, and
mayonnaise

e Sugar, honey, or
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jam (in
moderation, if
diabetes is not a
concern)

e Specially
formulated renal
nutrition
supplements

If you have diabetes,
carbohydrate counting
remains important.
Work with a dietitian to
balance blood sugar
control with renal
dietary needs.

SAMPLE MEAL
IDEAS FOR A
DIALYSIS-
FRIENDLY DIET

Putting all the
principles together can
feel overwhelming.
Below are some meal
ideas that align with
the typical guidelines.
Always consult your
healthcare team before
making changes.

Breakfast

e Scrambled eggs
with bell peppers
and onions (low-
potassium
veggies)

e One slice of
white bread
(lower
phosphorus than
whole grain) with
unsalted butter

e Fresh apple
slices or a small
bowl of
blueberries

e Clear herbal tea
(counted within
fluid allowance)

Lunch

e Grilled chicken
breast seasoned
with lemon and
dill

e Steamed white
rice

e Green beans
tossed with olive



oil
¢ Gelatin made
with allowed

liquid (as a treat)

Dinner

¢ Baked salmon
(rich in healthy
fats and quality
protein)
Mashed
cauliflower
(lower potassium
than potatoes)
with garlic and
unsalted butter
Side salad with
lettuce,
cucumber, and a
homemade
vinaigrette
(avoid high-
potassium
tomatoes if
levels are
elevated)
e Small portion of
fresh grapes

10

Snacks

e Unsalted popcorn
 Rice cakes with a
thin layer of jam
e Low-phosphorus
crackers (check

labels) with
hummus made
from canned
chickpeas (rinsed
to reduce
potassium)

SPECIAL
CONSIDERATIONS
FOR PERITONEAL
DIALYSIS

Peritoneal dialysis (PD)
differs from
hemodialysis in several
ways that affect
nutrition. PD uses the
lining of the abdomen
(peritoneum) and a
dialysate solution. This
solution contains sugar
(glucose) to draw
waste out, which can
add extra calories and
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make blood sugar
control more
challenging. Also, PD
removes more protein
than hemodialysis, so
protein needs may be
even higher - often 1.3
to 1.5 g/kg/day. Fluid
restrictions may be
less strict than with
hemodialysis, but
sodium and
phosphorus limitations
still apply. Patients on
PD must carefully
monitor their blood
glucose and may need
diabetes medication
adjustments.

COMMON
CHALLENGES AND
HOW TO
OVERCOME THEM

Adopting a diet for
kidney patients on
dialysis is not easy.
Here are frequent
hurdles and practical
solutions:

e Loss of
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appetite: Eat
small, frequent
meals. Try
nutrient-dense
smoothies with
allowed fruits
and a renal-safe
protein powder.
Feeling
overwhelmed
by restrictions:
Focus on what
you can eat
rather than what
you cannot.
Explore new
flavors using
herbs and salt
substitutes
(check potassium
content).

Social
situations:
Inform hosts of
your dietary
needs. Offer to
bring a dish that
fits your plan.
Many restaurants
can modify
meals upon
request.
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¢ Risk of
malnutrition:
Track your food
intake for a few
days. If you
consistently fall
short, consider a
renal
multivitamin or
supplement
under
professional
guidance.

THE ROLE OF
SUPPLEMENTS
AND PHOSPHATE
BINDERS

Even with a perfect
diet, dialysis patients
may need
supplements. Water-
soluble vitamins (B-
complex and C) are
lost during dialysis and
should be replaced
with a special renal
vitamin. Avoid over-
the-counter
multivitamins
containing A, E, or K

unless prescribed, as
these can build to toxic
levels. Phosphate
binders are not
optional - they must be
taken with meals to
prevent
hyperphosphatemia.
Calcium-based binders
may affect calcium
balance, so new non-
calcium binders are
often preferred. Always
follow your doctor’s
prescription.

CONCLUSION

Living with dialysis
demands a proactive
approach to nutrition.
The right diet for
kidney patients on
dialysis is not about
deprivation but about
making informed
choices that support
your body during
treatment. By
prioritizing high-quality
protein, controlling
sodium, potassium,
and phosphorus intake,
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and
adequate
calories, you can
reduce symptoms,
avoid complications,
and feel your best.

managing fluids,
ensuring

Remember: every
patient is unique. Lab
values, dialysis
frequency, residual
kidney function, and
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other health conditions
all influence dietary
needs. Work closely
with your nephrologist
and a renal dietitian to
create a personalized
plan. With commitment
and support, a
satisfying and safe diet
is not only possible - it
is a powerful tool on
your health journey.



