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 How does diabetes affect your kidneys? 
Diabetes causes high levels of sugar in your blood.  This damages the small blood vessels 
in your kidneys.  It also scars the small structures in your kidney that filter your blood to 
make urine.  This makes your kidneys stop working the way they should, and they leak 
more protein than normal.  When the kidneys don’t work well, your body builds up extra 
fluid and waste.  This is called “chronic kidney disease,” or “diabetic nephropathy” when 
it is caused by diabetes. 
 
 What kind of symptoms should you watch for that could indicate kidney damage? 
You may not have notice any changes in your body when your kidneys start to have 
damage from the disease.  Damage happens slowly, and after a while, you will notice 
new symptoms.  Things that may happen include: 

• Tiredness and weakness 
• Swelling in your feet and legs 
• Weight gain (from extra fluid) 
• Foamy urine 
• Upset stomach 
• Poor appetite 

 
If you notice any of these, you should visit your doctor to talk about your symptoms.  He 
or she may do some blood and urine tests to look at how your kidneys are working.   One 
test is the creatinine level in your blood.  Another is the amount of protein, or albumin, in 
your urine.  If these tests come back abnormal, your doctor may decide to start you on a 
new medication. 
 
 How do medications help protect my kidneys? 
The best way to prevent damage to your kidneys is to control your blood sugar well.  This 
can be done with insulin injections and oral medications.  It is very important to check 
your blood sugars regularly when you take these medicines.  It is also important to 
control your blood pressure well to prevent damage to your kidneys.  Many patients with 
diabetes take one or more medications to help lower their blood pressure.   
 
New research shows that there are some medicines that help lower your blood pressure 
and protect your kidneys.  These are called ACE inhibitors (angiotensin converting 
enzyme inhibitors) and ARB’s (angiotensin receptor blockers).  They work by affecting 
hormones called “renin” and “angiotensin.”  These hormones control the amount of blood 
flow to your kidneys and how much they filter.  Research shows that they have the same 
good effects of protecting kidneys.  However, they should not both be used because they 
do not have the same benefits when used together. 
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What happens if my kidneys get too much damage? 
If your kidneys have too much damage, your body cannot get rid of extra fluid or waste.  
You will get very sick and need stronger treatment, like dialysis or a kidney transplant.  
Dialysis is a treatment that happens in the hospital or clinic a couple times every week.  
Your blood is run through a machine that filters it like your kidneys would do if they 
were working.  A kidney transplant is a surgery where you get a kidney from another 
person.  The kidney can come from a living person or a dead person. 
 
Can my kidneys get better with treatment? 
The medications cannot reverse the damage that has already happened to your kidneys.  
However, they can help stop more damage from happening.  The medications can help 
your kidneys keep the function that they have left.  This will help prevent you from 
needing stronger treatments. 
 
Additional Resources: 
 
American Diabetes Association: 
http://www.diabetes.org/living-with-diabetes/complications/kidney-disease-
nephropathy.html 
 
PubMed Health: 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0001524/ 
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