
 

 

Living with Chronic Kidney Disease 

In the early stages, chronic kidney disease does not cause symptoms; therefore, most 
people don’t know they have the condition. Chronic kidney disease occurs when a disease 
or condition impairs kidney function, causing kidney damage to worsen over several 
months or years. It is caused by damage to tiny structures within the kidneys called 
nephrons.  
 
The two main causes of chronic kidney disease are diabetes and high blood pressure, which 
are responsible for up to two-thirds of the cases. Other conditions that affect the kidneys 
are: 

 Glomerulonephritis, a group of diseases that cause inflammation and damage to the 
kidney’s filtering units 

 Inherited diseases, such as polycystic kidney disease, which causes large cysts to 
form in the kidneys and damage the surrounding tissue 

 Malformations that occur as a baby develops in its mother's womb 
 Obstructions caused by problems like kidney stones, tumors, or an enlarged 

prostate gland in men 
 Repeated urinary infections 

 
Signs and symptoms of chronic kidney disease develop over time if kidney damage 
progresses slowly. Symptoms of chronic kidney disease may include: 

 Feeling more tired and having less energy 
 Trouble concentrating 
 Poor appetite 
 Problems with sleeping 
 Muscle cramping at night 
 Swollen feet and ankles 
 Puffiness around your eyes, especially in the morning 
 Dry, itchy skin 
 Need to urinate more often, especially at night 

 
Anyone can get chronic kidney disease at any age. However, some people are more likely 
than others to develop kidney disease. You may have an increased risk for kidney disease if 
you have any of the following: diabetes; high blood pressure; a family history of kidney 
failure; are older in age; or belong to a population group that has a high rate of diabetes or 
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high blood pressure, such as African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian, Pacific 
Islanders, and American Indians. 
 
“For individuals that are diagnosed with chronic kidney disease it can be difficult to accept 
the diagnosis and understand what it means for them,” says Marat Abdullin, MD, PhD, a 
nephrologist at Nashoba Valley Medical Center’s Nephrology Clinic. “Although it is not 
possible to cure the disease or repair the damage already done to the kidneys, there are 
several lifestyle changes that can help to stop the disease from progressing to become 
worse.” 
 
Lifestyle changes to help slow the progression of chronic kidney disease include: 
 
Maintain Normal Blood Pressure 
See your doctor to find out if you have high blood pressure. If you do, take the blood 
pressure medications your doctor prescribes. 
 
Lose Excess Weight 
Being overweight or obese can lead to high blood pressure and diabetes. If you’re 
overweight, speak with your doctor or a dietitian about how to lose weight. 
 
Control Blood Glucose Levels If You Have Diabetes 
High blood glucose levels make chronic kidney disease worse. Simple tests can tell if you 
have diabetes. If you do, take the diabetes medications your doctor prescribes. 
 
Stop Smoking 
Smoking makes chronic kidney disease worse. Ask your doctor for help quitting. 
 

Change Your Diet 
Table salt can make blood pressure difficult to control and chronic kidney disease progress 
more quickly. Phosphorus, a mineral found in some foods, builds up in the blood when the 
kidneys are not functioning properly. High phosphorus can bind with calcium and make 
your vessels stiffer, increasing risk of heart attack, stroke, and sudden death. Chronic 
kidney disease can also increase the amount of lipids in your blood. High lipids can lead to 
heart attacks and stroke. Your doctor may recommend cutting down on salt, animal 
protein, dairy products, peas, nuts and high-fat foods. A nutritionist can help you select 
healthy foods for your condition, and if you lose your appetite due to chronic kidney 
disease, they can help you choose tastier foods. 
 

Regular Exercise 
An exercise training program can help you get into or maintain physical fitness. This, in 
combination with other lifestyle changes, will also help to reduce your risk of coronary 
artery disease and depression. Both of these are common complications for people with 
chronic kidney disease. 
 

*Source: National Kidney Foundation, www.kidney.org 
*Source: Ebsco, www.ebscohost.com/dynamed 
*Source: Mayo Clinic, www.mayoclinic.org 
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