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Don’t suffer in silence with  
your kidney disease itch
Get help and support to make your itch heard.

Visit www.letyouritchbeheard.com.au
to find out more.



Everything you need to know about

What is kidney disease itching?
Extreme itching is a disruptive symptom associated with kidney disease 
that can make you scratch uncontrollably and damage your own skin, 
which can lead to bleeding and infections.1 It is often described as an itch 
beneath the surface, which no amount of scratching can satisfy.2,3 At 
first, you might think it is a bee sting or an allergic reaction.2

Since everyone feels their kidney disease itch differently, it can be hard 
to identify. For some, the itch is constant, but for others it flares up 
during the day or night.4 Some people find their whole body is itchy, 
while others are affected on their face, back and dialysis arm. Things like 
extreme temperatures, stress, exercise and water can be a trigger.5

“It is just so bad that I am scratching till really, I have got no skin left.” 
– patient in Australia with kidney disease itching.6

So much more than ‘just an itch’, kidney disease itching is linked to a 
number of health conditions. 4,7,8 That’s why it’s important to speak out 
and get help if you are suffering.

The medical term for kidney disease itching is 
‘chronic kidney disease-associated pruritus’.5

your kidney disease itch



How common is 
CKD-associated 
pruritus?

Living with kidney 
disease itching can 
feel overwhelming, 
but remember that 
you are not alone.

67% 50%
of CKD patients 

on dialysis...
 of CKD patients  
not on dialysis... 

What causes kidney disease itching?

How is CKD-associated pruritus diagnosed?

The exact cause of kidney disease itching is not known, but several factors play a part.5

If your itch is affecting your life, speak to your doctor right away. They will examine 
your skin, ask about your medical history and they may order blood tests, allergy 
checks and scans.1

Itching can be caused by lots of different things and no single test can confirm 
whether it is related to kidney disease. That’s why your doctor will use a process of 
elimination to find the root cause of your itch.10 If nothing can be found, you will likely 
be diagnosed with chronic kidney disease-associated pruritus.1,5

Nerves misfiring
Kidney disease can change the signals that nerves send from 
your skin to your brain. If your nerves send too many signals or 
signals for no reason, it can cause itching.5

Immune system overacting
Kidney disease can cause an imbalance in your immune system 
which can lead to inflammation in your skin. This can cause 
chronic itching.5

Pain signal problem
Chemicals that naturally occur in the body called opioids play a 
role in how your brain receives pain signals. Kidney disease can 
cause an imbalance in the opioid system in your body which can 
interfere with your pain signals and cause excessive itching.5

Dialysis not working well
If you are on dialysis and it is not working well, this can cause 
toxins to build up under your skin and cause itching.5

...experience itching.8,9



Kidney disease 
itching is more 
than just an itch
On the surface, it’s just an itch. 
But underneath it’s so much more. Here 
are some of the ways your kidney disease 
itch can affect your life.

How it might affect 
your sleep 

How it might affect 
your relationships

How it might affect 
your mental health

Since kidney disease itching tends to be worse 
at night, sleep problems are quite common.7,8 

This can make you feel tired during the day, 
affecting work, social and family life.4

If you feel embarrassed about scratching in 
front of others or worried that people will pass 
judgement on the appearance of your skin, you 
are not alone. 4,13

Living with kidney disease can put a strain on 
your mental health – almost 20% of dialysis 
patients experience depression.15 

Dealing with your CKD itching on top of this can 
make things worse, especially if you have been 
struggling to get support. Combined with lack  
of sleep and isolation, you might start  
feeling depressed. 7,8,13

Everybody feels down sometimes, but depression 
is an extreme and persistent low mood.16 It can 
affect how you think, feel, behave, and stop you 
from enjoying life.16

If you are struggling with your mental health, talk to 
your doctor for advice and support.

Remember that perception is personal and how 
other people see you isn’t the same as how you 
view yourself. So, whilst you may be aware of 
your itch, other people may not even notice.14

“ Often I am lying awake for 
nights in a row without 
being able to sleep.” 

“ Emotionally and mentally 
it’s very draining  
and depressing.” 

“ Before, I was a social 
butterfly. Nowadays, if I’m 
having a bad itch day and 
someone invites me out for 
dinner, I turn them down. 
It’s killing my social life 
and keeping me isolated.” 

46-year-old living with kidney 
disease itching for over 1 year.11

Patient living with kidney disease 
itching for 1 year.3

Patient living with kidney disease 
itching for 1 year.2

Sleep is essential because it helps your mind 
and body to repair and recharge, so you are 
ready for the day ahead. It’s important to 
prioritise sleep and talk to your doctor if you 
are struggling.12

Up to 1 in 2 people with a 
moderate to severe itch have 
difficulty sleeping. 7,8

One third of people with severe 
itching say that it affects their 
social life, leaving them feeling 
lonely and isolated. 4,13



speak out, be heard
If your chronic itching is affecting your life, don’t 
suffer in silence. Help is out there, if you ask for it. 

Talk to your doctor

Speak to your doctor about your excessive itching. Write 
down a list of your symptoms and take a friend or family 
member to your appointment for support. No one should 
face kidney disease itching alone, so keep discussing your 
itch until you are heard. 

Here are some questions to ask your doctor.17

Are there any ways the itching from  
kidney disease can be relieved?

What are the pros and cons of 
each treatment?

How do I choose an approach to 
manage my itching that is right for me?

What happens if the itching 
treatment does not work?

Open up to friends and family
Opening up about your CKD itching can feel 
uncomfortable at first, but you might be surprised 
how understanding your friends and family are.

Speak to people who understand

Connect with the kidney 
disease community 

You might see the same people during your 
dialysis sessions. Why not open up and see 
how they are coping? After all, no one can 
understand what you’re going through more 
than those who are experiencing the same 
thing.

There is a community of people – just like 
you – sharing their itch experiences in patient 
associations and on social media. Connecting 
with them might help you to cope and feel less 
alone. Use #letyouritchbeheard to find others 
who may be suffering with kidney disease 
related itch, or to share your story online. 

Remember that the support 
you need can be just one 

conversation away. 



HOW TO CALM 
YOUR KIDNEY DISEASE ITCHING
While your doctor will always be there to 
look after you, there are lots of ways you can 
relieve itching from kidney disease at home.

Avoid scratching. Instead, pat
It is tempting to scratch and the urge can be 
overwhelming at times, but this can break your 
delicate skin and cause bleeding or infections, 
so try to pat the itchy areas instead.18

Stick to short baths and showers
Your skin makes its own moisturising barrier, 
but soaking in water can strip off that layer. To 
keep your skin’s natural oils intact, try to take 
short bath or showers.18

Stay away from hot water
Try not to bathe more than once a day and use 
warm instead of hot water. This will stop your 
skin from drying out.18

Limit soaps and foaming  
body washes
Many foaming body washes and soaps remove 
the natural oils from your skin (even those that 
claim to be suitable for dry skin). Instead try 
choosing moisturising creams or prescription 
bath oils.18 Ask your doctor or pharmacist for 
recommendations on the best products.

Use ice for a quick fix
Cool temperatures can give you temporary relief.19 
Try laying a cold flannel soaked in moisturising 
cream on your skin, or apply moisturiser that has 
been kept in the refrigerator.18

Keep cool night and day
Hot temperatures can make your itch worse, so 
it can help to keep cool at night with lightweight 
bedding and loose clothing that won’t make you 
sweat. If you feel hot during the day, use a fan to 
cool down.18

Be generous with moisturiser
If you have dry skin, your itch will feel worse. Using 
moisturising creams liberally can help to prevent 
dryness and scarring.18

Medication for itching 
prescribed by your doctor
Kidney disease itching can be difficult to treat, but 
there are a few prescription medicines that may 
help some people. For more information about 
prescription medicines for itching, speak to  
your doctor.

Below are some questions to consider before speaking with your kidney care team to help you reflect 
on your kidney disease itch and how it impacts you. Feel free to answer the questions in the spaces 
provided and tear off this page before going to your next clinic visit to help guide your conversation.

Important questions to think about before 
talking with your doctor

When did my kidney disease itching start?

Over the last few weeks/months, has my itching become better or worse?

Which areas of my body are affected?

Please tear here
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Kidney disease itching

terms explained
There are lots of medical terms that you might read or hear which 
relate to your kidney disease itch. Here are the most common ones.

A big thank you to the people living with CKD-aP who collaborated
with us to develop this leaflet and make it as relevant as possible.

Chronic A condition that is long-term and that usually comes on slowly.20

Dialysis A medical process which removes toxic waste products from the body when the kidneys are not 
working properly.21

Immune System The body’s natural defence system which protects it from infection.20

Nerves Long, thin fibres that carry information and signals between the brain and other parts of the body.21

Pruritus An unpleasant itching sensation that causes intense scratching.1

Toxins Poisons found in the blood which are usually removed by the kidneys.20
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How does kidney disease itching affect my life? (Think about how it might 
affect your sleep, social life and mental, as well as physical health)

What have I tried, if anything, to soothe my itching? What effect has it had?

Any other thoughts

Please tear here

Get help and support to make your itch heard.

Visit www.letyouritchbeheard.com.au
to find out more.


