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CHAPTER 1

	UNDERSTANDING HOW TO EAT RIGHT ON DIALYSIS

	Starting dialysis can change the way you think about food.

	Foods that once seemed completely ordinary may suddenly require more attention. A meal is no longer just about whether it tastes good or whether it is filling. You may also need to think about sodium, potassium, phosphorus, protein, calories, and fluids.

	At first, this can feel overwhelming.

	You may look at your favorite foods and wonder, “Can I still eat this?” You may visit the grocery store and feel confused by all the different labels. You may hear other people with kidney disease talking about what they eat and become even more uncertain because their recommendations do not always match yours.

	The good news is that eating well on dialysis does not mean you have to stop enjoying food.

	It means learning how to make smarter choices.

	The goal of this book is not to make eating complicated. It is to help you understand the basic principles behind dialysis-friendly meals so that you can make food choices with greater confidence.

	Your kidneys normally perform many important jobs, including removing wastes and helping maintain the balance of fluids and minerals in your body. Hemodialysis can replace part, but not all, of kidney function. As a result, what you eat and drink can affect how much waste, salt, minerals, and fluid accumulate between treatments. (NIDDK)

	That is why nutrition becomes such an important part of dialysis care.

	But there is one rule to remember throughout this book:

	Your dialysis diet should be personalized.

	Two people receiving dialysis may not have exactly the same food restrictions. Their blood-test results, urine output, dialysis schedule, medications, weight, other medical conditions, and treatment type can all affect what they need. Your renal dietitian and healthcare team are therefore the best people to determine your individual targets. (NIDDK)

	This chapter will help you understand the foundation.

	1. Why Food Matters So Much During Dialysis

	When your kidneys are working normally, they continuously help remove waste and excess fluid from your blood.

	When kidney function becomes severely reduced, waste products and fluid can build up.

	Dialysis helps remove some of those substances, but treatment happens at specific times rather than continuously like healthy kidneys normally work. This means that between treatments, certain substances can accumulate in the bloodstream.

	Your food choices can influence how much of that buildup occurs.

	For example, eating a lot of salty food can make you thirsty. Drinking more because you are thirsty can contribute to fluid buildup. Too much fluid between treatments can contribute to swelling, increased blood pressure, and breathing problems, and can make dialysis more difficult. (NIDDK)

	Similarly, potassium and phosphorus can become important concerns.

	Potassium helps your nerves, muscles, and heart function properly. When potassium becomes too high or too low, it can become dangerous, which is why your healthcare team monitors your potassium levels and adjusts dietary recommendations accordingly. (NIDDK)

	Phosphorus is another mineral that requires attention. Too much phosphorus in the blood can contribute to problems with bones and mineral balance. However, many foods that provide useful protein also contain phosphorus, so completely avoiding protein-rich foods is not the answer. Instead, your diet needs to find the right balance. (NIDDK)

	This is why dialysis nutrition is not simply about making a list of “good foods” and “bad foods.”

	It is about balance.

	2. The Five Areas You Need to Understand

	When planning meals on dialysis, five areas deserve particular attention:

	
		Protein

		Sodium

		Potassium

		Phosphorus

		Fluids



	Calories and overall nutrition are also important.

	Let's look at each one.

	3. Protein: Building and Maintaining Your Body

	Protein is essential.

	Your body uses protein to build and repair tissues, maintain muscles, and support many important body functions. People receiving dialysis often need enough high-quality protein because dialysis can contribute to protein losses and because adequate nutrition is important for maintaining strength. (NIDDK)

	Common protein foods include:

	
		Eggs

		Chicken

		Fish

		Beef

		Pork

		Some dairy products

		Certain plant-based foods



	However, protein selection can be complicated because some protein-rich foods also contain significant phosphorus.

	For example, dairy products can provide protein but may also contribute phosphorus and potassium. Processed meats can contain protein but may also contain large amounts of sodium and phosphorus additives. (NIDDK)

	This means the question should not simply be:

	“Does this food contain protein?”

	A better question is:

	“Does this protein source fit my personal dialysis meal plan?”

	For many people on dialysis, fresh or minimally processed protein choices can be useful because they may allow you to avoid some of the sodium and additives found in heavily processed foods.

	Portion size matters too.

	A useful general visual guide is that about three ounces of cooked meat is approximately the size of your palm or a deck of cards. However, your individual protein requirement may be different, so use your dietitian's recommended serving rather than assuming that every meal should contain exactly three ounces. (National Kidney Foundation)

	4. Sodium: The Ingredient That Can Make You Thirsty

	Sodium is found naturally in many foods, but large amounts are also added during processing and cooking.

	Salt is one common source.

	Sodium is especially important for dialysis patients because eating too much can increase thirst. Increased thirst can lead to drinking more fluid, which may contribute to fluid accumulation between dialysis treatments. (NIDDK)

	Foods that can contain large amounts of sodium include:

	
		Packaged meals

		Instant noodles

		Processed meats

		Sausages

		Bacon

		Canned foods with added salt

		Fast foods

		Salty snacks

		Some sauces

		Many restaurant meals

		Certain seasoning blends



	This does not mean every packaged food is automatically forbidden.

	Instead, learn to read labels.

	When shopping, compare similar products and choose lower-sodium options when they fit your meal plan.

	Fresh foods can also make it easier to control how much salt you add during cooking.

	Flavor does not have to disappear

	One of the biggest fears people have when reducing sodium is that their food will become tasteless.

	It doesn't have to.

	You can use appropriate herbs and spices to add flavor. Depending on your individual restrictions, these might include herbs, garlic, onion, black pepper, paprika, or other seasonings recommended by your dietitian.

	Be careful with salt substitutes, however. Some contain potassium, which may not be appropriate for someone whose potassium needs to be restricted. Always check with your healthcare professional before using them. (NIDDK)

	5. Potassium: Don't Guess—Know Your Numbers

	Potassium is one of the most important minerals to understand when living with kidney failure.

	Healthy kidneys help maintain the right potassium level in your blood. When kidney function is severely reduced, potassium can accumulate.

	Very high potassium levels can affect the heart and can be dangerous. (NIDDK)

	However, there is an important point that should never be forgotten:

	Not everyone on dialysis needs exactly the same potassium restriction.

	Your potassium blood level matters.

	This is why it is not wise to copy another person's kidney diet without speaking to your healthcare team.

	Some foods are naturally high in potassium. Examples include:

	
		Bananas

		Avocados

		Kiwifruit

		Dried fruits

		Some potatoes

		Certain beans

		Some vegetables

		Certain fruit juices



	The amount you can safely eat depends on your personal medical situation and your dietitian's recommendations. (NIDDK)

	Preparation can sometimes help

	Certain cooking methods can reduce the potassium content of some foods.

	For example, NIDDK describes a method for reducing some potassium from potatoes by cutting or shredding them and then boiling them in a full pot of water. (NIDDK)

	But preparation techniques should not be used as an excuse to eat unlimited quantities.

	Portion size still matters.

	And remember: your blood-test results should guide your dietary decisions.

	6. Phosphorus: The Mineral People Often Forget

	Phosphorus is another important part of dialysis nutrition.

	Your body needs phosphorus for normal functions, but excessive phosphorus in the blood can contribute to problems involving bones and mineral balance. (NIDDK)

	Phosphorus can be found in many foods, including:

	
		Dairy products

		Meat

		Fish

		Nuts

		Seeds

		Beans

		Some processed foods

		Cola-type beverages

		Certain packaged foods containing phosphorus additives



	This creates an interesting challenge.

	Some foods that provide valuable protein can also contain phosphorus.

	So instead of simply saying:

	“Avoid protein because it contains phosphorus,”

	the better approach is:

	“Choose appropriate protein sources and control phosphorus according to my healthcare team's recommendations.”

	Phosphate binders may also be prescribed for some dialysis patients. These medicines work by binding phosphorus from food in the digestive tract so less is absorbed. If your healthcare provider has prescribed a phosphate binder, take it exactly as instructed. (NIDDK)

	Never start, stop, or change medication doses based solely on information in a cookbook.

	7. Fluids: More Than Just What You Drink

	Fluid management can be one of the hardest parts of dialysis.

	Many people think fluid means only water.

	It doesn't.

	Depending on your dietary plan, fluids can include:

	
		Water

		Juice

		Soft drinks

		Tea

		Coffee

		Milk

		Soup

		Ice

		Ice cream

		Gelatin

		Pudding

		Other foods that are liquid at room temperature



	Many fruits and vegetables also contain considerable water, so your renal dietitian can help you understand how they fit into your individual fluid plan. (NIDDK)

	Your allowed fluid amount may depend on factors such as how much urine you still produce, your dialysis schedule, your weight, and your medical condition.

	Therefore, never assume that another dialysis patient's daily fluid allowance is appropriate for you.

	Your dialysis team should give you your individual target.

	8. Understanding Dry Weight

	You may hear your dialysis team use the phrase “dry weight.”

	This is an important concept.

	In simple terms, dry weight is the target weight after dialysis has removed excess fluid. Your healthcare team determines the appropriate target for you.

	If too much fluid accumulates between treatments, you may gain weight that is not actually body tissue—it may be excess fluid.

	This is one reason why weighing yourself as instructed and keeping track of changes can be useful. (NIDDK)

	For example, if your healthcare team notices that you are repeatedly gaining substantial fluid weight between treatments, they may review your sodium and fluid intake with you.

	This is not about blaming you.

	It is about finding the pattern and making the next treatment and the next day easier.

	9. Building a Better Dialysis-Friendly Plate

	You do not need to make every meal complicated.

	A simple approach is to think about the major components of your meal:

	Protein

	Choose the protein recommended for you by your renal dietitian.

	Examples may include:

	
		Chicken

		Fish

		Eggs

		Lean meat



	Starch or grain

	Depending on your individual plan, possibilities may include:

	
		Rice

		Pasta

		Bread

		Noodles

		Other grains or starches



	Vegetables

	Choose vegetables that fit your potassium and phosphorus plan.

	Flavor

	Use herbs, spices, and appropriate low-sodium flavoring instead of relying heavily on salt.

	Portion

	Keep your serving sizes appropriate for your individual nutritional needs.

	This basic structure makes meal planning much easier.

	Instead of asking, “What can I possibly eat?” you can ask:

	“What protein will I use? What starch will I use? Which vegetables fit my plan? How will I season it?”

	That turns a confusing problem into a simple planning exercise.

	10. Portion Control Makes a Difference

	A food can fit your diet but still become a problem if you eat too much of it.

	This is especially important for foods containing potassium, phosphorus, sodium, calories, or fluid.

	Imagine that a particular food fits your personal plan in a small serving.

	Eating three or four times that amount is a completely different situation.

	This is why learning portion sizes is one of the most useful skills you can develop.

	Useful tools include:

	
		Measuring cups

		Measuring spoons

		A kitchen scale

		Food labels

		Your dietitian's portion recommendations



	You do not necessarily have to weigh every piece of food forever.

	But when you are learning, measuring can help train your eyes.

	Eventually, you may become better at estimating portions

	11. Reading Food Labels

	Food labels can become one of your best tools.

	Before purchasing a packaged food, look at:

	Serving size

	First, check how many servings the package contains and how large one serving actually is.

	Sodium

	Look at the amount per serving. Remember that eating two servings means consuming twice the listed amount.

	Potassium

	If potassium is listed or relevant to your dietary plan, check it carefully.

	Phosphorus

	Phosphorus may not always appear as a simple number on every label. Learning to recognize phosphorus-containing additives can be useful.

	Words containing “phos” can indicate phosphorus additives.

	If you are uncertain, ask your renal dietitian for help.

	Ingredients

	The ingredient list can tell you whether the product contains additives, salt, or ingredients that may not fit your plan.

	Learning labels may seem tedious at first.

	After a while, however, it becomes a normal part of shopping.

	12. Fresh, Frozen, Canned, or Processed?

	You may wonder whether fresh food is always better.

	Not necessarily.

	Frozen foods can sometimes be convenient and nutritious, especially when they contain no added sauces or excessive sodium.
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