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Choosing Kidney Treatment: 
What Are My Options?

I feel fine now, so why do I need 
treatment?
Many people with kidney disease don’t 
have symptoms until late in their illness. 
How you feel now doesn’t tell you how 
your kidneys are working. 
For the safest, most effective treatment 
you’ll need to:

Prepare your body with your care 
team weeks or months in advance.
Arrange for help with home-based 
care.

What are my treatment options? 
The 4 main options are: 

Peritoneal dialysis (PD) at home 
Hemodialysis at home or in a dialysis 
center 
Kidney transplant
Medical management without dialysis

Talk with your doctor about the 
treatment that’s best for you. 

What is dialysis?
Dialysis does the work your kidneys 
would usually do. It cleans your blood by 
removing waste products. The benefits and 
challenges will depend on your age, kidney 
function, other conditions, and your values 
and needs.

How does peritoneal dialysis 
(PD) work?  
PD uses the lining of your abdomen 
to clean your blood. You have surgery 
1 to 3 months before starting PD. We 
place a small, soft tube (catheter) in 
your abdomen. You need the catheter 
to perform PD. We’ll teach you how to 
perform PD at home and on your own 
schedule.
The 2 PD options are:
• Continuous ambulatory peritoneal 

dialysis (CAPD). You do 4 or 5 
treatments (exchanges) during the day 
at regular times. Each one takes 30 to 
40 minutes.

• Automated peritoneal dialysis 
(APD). You connect your catheter to 
a cycler device at night. It performs 
dialysis while you sleep. Some people 
also need to do 1 daytime exchange.

How does hemodialysis work?  
Hemodialysis uses a filter (a dialyzer, 
also called an artificial kidney) to clean 
your blood. During a session, all your 
blood circulates through the dialyzer 
and back into your body. It requires a 
large blood vessel and good blood flow 
(vascular access). Four to 12 months 
before treatment, you have surgery to 
create vascular access. 
Treatment can be done in a dialysis 
center (in-center) or at home. 
• In-center. The center schedules your 

3 or 4 weekly treatments. 
• Home. You’ll need help from a 

family member or caregiver to 
perform the treatment. Your doctor 
prescribes the number and length of 
sessions per week.

If you ask for a kidney transplant 
and are eligible, you’ll probably 
need dialysis while waiting for 
a donor kidney. Talk with your 
doctor about options. 

CAPD: 4 to 5 
times daily
APD: Nightly 
while you sleep

Dialysis 
Treatment 
Comparisons

Peritoneal 
Dialysis

Home 
Hemodialysis

In-Center 
Hemodialysis

How often do I 
need to do it?

4 to 6 times a week, 
depending on your 
doctor’s prescription

3 to 4 times a week, 
depending on your 
doctor’s prescription

How long does it
take?

 CAPD: 30 to 40 
minutes for each 
exchange
APD: 8 to 10 hours
while you sleep

 

3 to 4 hours, 
depending on your 
doctor’s prescription

4 to 5 hours, 
including treatment 
and travel time, 
depending on your 
doctor’s prescription

Requires 
needles?

No Yes Yes

Requires 
assistance to 
perform?

No Yes Yes

Preserves your 
veins?

Yes No No
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What else do I need to know?
If you decide not to have dialysis now, 
you can change your mind later. Talk 
with your doctor about what this might 
mean for you.
Keep in mind that people with kidney 
failure gradually get worse. Eventually, 
dialysis won’t be able to support daily life 
as you’ve known it. For this or another 
reason, some people choose not to have 
dialysis or have it for a limited time.

If I don’t choose dialysis, what is 
medical management?
We can treat late-stage kidney disease 
symptoms with medications (medical 
management). As a person’s kidneys fail 
near the end of life, our hospice service 
provides pain relief and other comfort 
care. 

What’s required to get a kidney 
transplant?
You must meet specific criteria to be 
eligible for a kidney transplant. You 
should be generally healthy and fit, as 
well as:
• Committed to taking medications to

avoid donor kidney rejection.
• Matched with a donor who’s living

or recently deceased. Donation
is voluntary and requires legal
documentation.

If you’re eligible for a transplant, we’ll 
encourage you to find a living kidney 
donor. Family or friends may be able to 
help. Without a living donor, you may 
have to wait years for a kidney. 

How do I decide?
The first step is talking with your doctor 
about treatment options. The earlier you 
get started, the more options you’ll have. 
We also encourage you to:
• Think about your values and feelings,

and what matters most in your life.
• Talk with your family and friends.

Their thoughts and support can help
you make decisions.

• Consider talking with a life care
planning (LCP) facilitator about
care options for when your illness
gets worse. They can also help you
complete an Advance Directive that
can be added to your medical record.

What are my next steps?
Within a week from today’s date, contact 
your doctor and tell them your decisions 
on treatment and care. If you want to 
talk with your doctor before deciding, set 
up a video or phone appointment. 

This information is not intended to diagnose health problems or to take the place of medical advice or care you receive from your 
physician or other health care professional. If you have persistent health problems, or if you have additional questions, please consult 
your doctor. Kaiser Permanente does not endorse the medications or products mentioned. Any trade names listed are for easy 
identification only. Some photos may include models and not actual patients. 

© 2020, The Permanente Medical Group, Inc. All rights reserved. Health Engagement Consulting Services. 
011061-373 (Revised 1/21) RL 5.9

Additional resources
You can visit kp.org/mydoctor to:

Watch a video about end-stage 
renal (kidney) disease at kpdoc.
org/esrdemmi.
Search for more information. 
Contact your local Kaiser 
Permanente Health Education 
Center.




