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Your doctor may have advised you on ways to help manage your chronic
kidney disease (CKD). But over time, your CKD can get worse. And it
may lead to kidney failure.
Kidney failure is also called end-stage kidney disease (ESKD).
It means your kidneys can no longer keep up with your
body’s needs. If you reach this stage, you’ll need renal
replacement therapy to help you stay alive. Renal
replacement therapy includes kidney transplant
and dialysis.
Kidney failure doesn’t mean the end of life.
People routinely live long, fulfilling lives on
dialysis or transplant.
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But you may decide to live your life
without a transplant or dialysis. If so,
you and your loved ones have another
treatment option. It’s called conservative
care. This care is not renal replacement
therapy. Over time, your kidney function
and your health will most likely get worse.
Your wishes and how you want to receive
care are important. We’ll help you
understand your options and know where
to go for support, so you can plan ahead
and make decisions about your care.
What is conservative care?
With conservative care, your health care
team focuses on helping you keep your
current quality of life. This can mean
fewer hospital stays, doctor visits, blood
draws and medications.1 Conservative
care doesn’t help prevent or slow down
your CKD. It doesn’t replace your kidney
function like dialysis or a transplant. So
your kidney function will most likely get
worse over time.
Conservative care uses medicines and your
diet to keep you comfortable. It can help:2
• Keep your current kidney function for
as long as possible.
• Control CKD symptoms such as leg
swelling and a poor appetite.
• Manage related problems such as
anemia (when the body has fewer red
blood cells than normal). You and your
loved ones can choose conservative
care at any time — whether that’s
before or after starting renal
replacement therapy.

Palliative care
One part of conservative care is called
palliative care. It’s an extra layer of
support for people with CKD. You can
choose palliative care at any point.
This could even be while getting renal
replacement therapy.
How palliative care helps
Managing CKD can be hard, and making
therapy choices about kidney failure can
add stress. Palliative care gives you a
team to care for your overall health —
both body and mind.3,4 This can make
things easier for you and your family.
A palliative care team can:
• Help manage pain and other illnesses
such as high blood pressure, diabetes
and heart disease.
• Work with your entire health care team.
• Go over therapy options.
• Explain what to expect with your health
and therapy.
• Help you cope with worry, stress or
depression.

You may decide to live your life without a transplant
or dialysis. If so, you and your loved ones have
another treatment option.

Advance care
planning is making
choices about
medical care in
case you’re unable
to make your
wishes known.
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Hospice
Your care may need to change as your
lifestyle and health status decline. Your
kidneys may become unable to keep
up with your body’s needs. As a result,
waste products and fluids may build
up. When this happens, you may lose
your appetite, become less alert or have
a harder time breathing. So you may
decide on hospice care.
Hospice care is a program for people at
the end of life. A trained health care team
will help you.5 The team may include:
• Clergy or other counselors
• Home health aides
• A hospice doctor (or medical director)
• Nurses
• Social workers
• Trained volunteers
• Speech, physical and occupational
therapists, if you need them
Your hospice team helps manage your
pain and other symptoms. They want to
help you stay as comfortable as possible.
Hospice care also offers counseling and
emotional support to help you and your
loved ones cope.
Planning ahead
End-of-life care decisions are deeply
personal. They’re usually based on
your values and beliefs. So take time to
think about what you want and consider
advance care planning.
Advance care planning is making choices
about medical care in case you’re unable
to make your wishes known. Advance
care planning includes:6
• Knowing the options to keep you alive if
you’re unable to speak for yourself.

• Deciding what types of end-of-life
treatments you want or don’t want.
• Sharing your personal values and
choices with your loved ones.
• Setting up an advance directive that
puts your wishes into writing that is
legally binding.
Think carefully about your feelings
before you make an advance directive.
This way, you can make sure your
wishes reflect what you want. Share
your advance directive with people who
may have to make decisions on your
behalf. It can be a friend, family or your
doctor. This gives them a chance to ask
questions and know what you want.
It also helps make sure your wishes
Sharing end-of-life wishes can be hard.
Your doctor or program nurse can help
you start the discussion.
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You have support
Your health care team can guide you and your family every step of the way. Talk to your doctor or program
nurse to learn more about all your health care options.
You can also visit these websites to learn more:
The National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Disease
NIDDK.NIH.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/ kidney-failure/conservative-management
GetPalliativeCare.org
CaringInfo, a program of the National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization
CaringInfo.org
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