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When you’re preparing for hemodialysis, you’ll need to
have a way to connect to the machine that filters your
blood. This is called a vascular access. Your kidney
doctor, or nephrologist, may refer you to a surgeon
to have an access placed as early as 6 months
before you start dialysis. We’ll help you
understand what that means and what
you can do to prepare.
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What is a
hemodialysis
access?

A vascular access (also referred to as
hemodialysis access) is a way to gain access
to the blood to perform hemodialysis.
Your access could be one of three types:
• Fistula — an access that joins an artery
and vein in your arm

Arteriovenous
fistula

• Graft — an access that joins an artery
and vein in your arm using a soft tube
• Catheter — a soft tube inserted into a
large vein, such as one in your neck
Arteriovenous

A fistula is typically the first choice for a
bridge
vascular access because it lasts longer and Synthetic
graft
1
has a lower chance of infection and clotting.
However, if your blood vessels are not strong
enough, a graft is a good second choice. And
while some catheters are permanent, most are
generally used for temporary access.
Arteriovenous

How an
access works

The blood is carried through the tubes to the
dialysis machine, where it is cleaned by passing
through a cleaning filter called a dialyzer and
then goes out through other tubes.
If you have a catheter, it connects directly to the
dialysis tubes and does not require needles. If
you have a fistula or graft access, two needles
will be placed into your access before each
treatment. These needles connect to the
dialysis machine through soft tubes.

Catheter

Synthetic
Synthetic bridge
graft
bridge
graft
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How to keep
your access
working properly

To make sure your access is still working properly,
your dialysis care team will need to check it often. If
your access isn’t working correctly, it can decrease
the amount of blood that is cleaned during dialysis.
Your team can give you instructions on how to check
your fistula or graft at home, but here are some tips
on how to keep your fistula or graft working longer:
• Check your blood flow several times a day. Feel
for a vibration (this is also called a pulse or thrill). If
you cannot locate the vibration or there has been a
change, call your doctor or dialysis center.
• Keep your access arm free of jewelry or tight clothing.
• Do not carry heavy objects or put pressure on the
access arm.
• Do not rest your head on your access arm when
you relax or sleep.
• Apply pressure only to the access site after
the needle has been removed, and use a clean
towel or gauze if you have bleeding at the site.
Remember that too much pressure will stop the
flow of blood through the access.
• Consider wearing a medical bracelet to remind
others not to take blood or blood pressure in the
arm with the access.
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Caring for
your access

You will need to care for your access daily. Your dialysis
team will walk you through the best ways to care for
your access, but in the meantime, we’ve put together
some tips for you.

Fistula or graft
• Wash the area daily with antibacterial soap,
especially before dialysis.
• Don’t scratch your skin or pick at any scabs.
• Look for signs of infection, which can include
redness, warmth on the skin, or a pimple developing
at the access site.

Catheter
• Make sure your dressing is changed on a regular
basis. If you are getting hemodialysis at a center,
the staff will take care of your access. If you are
using a catheter at home, your nurse will tell you
how often you need to change the dressing.
• Keep an emergency dressing kit at home in case
you need to change your catheter dressing at
home or in between in-center visits.
• Never remove your catheter cap. To begin an
in-center dialysis treatment, a nurse will remove
your cap and disinfect the hub before they connect
it. If you are dialyzing at home, your nurse will
provide you with connection instructions.
• You can shower and take a bath if you have a
clear dressing that sticks to your catheter site
and the skin around it. This type of dressing is
recommended because it’s waterproof, which
helps prevent infection. And because it’s clear,
you can see signs of infection.2
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In case of
problems

Sometimes, problems can occur. Your access can
develop an infection or clot. If either happens, your doctor
can order antibiotics for the infection or refer you to a
hospital for a clot removal. Be sure to contact your doctor
if you notice any problems. If your access is bleeding,
immediately grab gauze or cloth, place it over the spot that
is bleeding, and push hard. Call 911.

Your vascular access can help make dialysis treatments go smoothly and successfully. Call your
doctor if you notice any problems. If it’s an emergency,call 911.
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