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What Do I Do?
Facing end-stage renal disease (ESRD) is incredibly

challenging. The prospect of dialysis, a life-
sustaining treatment, can feel overwhelming, and

many patients naturally question their options.
This article addresses the crucial question: "What

if I don't want to go on dialysis? What do I do?"
We'll explore the alternatives, the implications of

refusing treatment, and the importance of
informed decision-making in navigating this
difficult journey. Understanding your choices
regarding dialysis alternatives, end-of-life

care, and palliative care is critical to achieving
peace of mind and making the best decisions for

your well-being.
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Understanding End-Stage
Renal Disease (ESRD) and

Dialysis
End-stage renal disease (ESRD) occurs when your
kidneys lose their ability to adequately filter waste
and excess fluid from your blood. This leads to a
buildup of toxins in the body, potentially causing

life-threatening complications. Dialysis, in its
various forms (hemodialysis and peritoneal

dialysis), acts as an artificial kidney, removing
waste products and excess fluid. While dialysis

extends life, it's a demanding treatment requiring
significant time commitment, lifestyle

adjustments, and potential side effects like fatigue,
nausea, and muscle cramps. Kidney transplant

is also a major alternative, as we will see.

Alternatives to Dialysis:
Exploring Your Options

The decision to refuse dialysis is a deeply personal
one, carrying significant weight. However, it's

crucial to understand you are not alone and that
alternative paths exist, focusing on comfort and

quality of life. These options often revolve around
palliative care and end-of-life care planning.
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### Palliative Care: Focusing on Comfort and
Quality of Life

Palliative care is a specialized approach to medical
care focusing on relieving symptoms and

improving the quality of life for people with serious
illnesses, including ESRD. It isn't about hastening

death, but rather about making the remaining time
as comfortable and fulfilling as possible. Palliative

care addresses pain management, symptom
control (nausea, shortness of breath), emotional

support, and spiritual guidance. It can be provided
alongside dialysis or as a standalone approach if

dialysis is refused.

### End-of-Life Care Planning: Making Your
Wishes Known

Choosing not to pursue dialysis often necessitates
careful end-of-life care planning. This involves

discussing your wishes with your family, friends,
and healthcare team. Advance care planning

documents, such as living wills and durable powers
of attorney for healthcare, allow you to express

your preferences regarding medical treatment and
end-of-life care. Open and honest communication

with loved ones ensures your wishes are
respected.

### Kidney Transplant: A Long-Term Solution (But
Not Always Feasible)
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While not an alternative to dialysis in the sense of
avoiding treatment entirely, a kidney transplant
offers a significant improvement in quality of life
compared to lifelong dialysis. However, finding a

suitable donor, undergoing the transplant surgery,
and managing the immunosuppressant medication
afterward come with challenges. The availability of

organs is limited, and not everyone is a suitable
candidate for transplantation.

The Implications of Refusing
Dialysis

Refusing dialysis is a serious decision with
potential consequences. Without dialysis, the

buildup of toxins in the body will lead to
progressive deterioration of health, eventually

resulting in death. The timeframe varies
depending on individual circumstances, but the

process is typically gradual. Understanding this is
crucial for making an informed decision. Open

communication with your medical team is
paramount to accurately assess your prognosis

and understand the potential timeline.

Making Informed Decisions:
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The Importance of Support
and Guidance

Deciding against dialysis requires careful
consideration, emotional support, and guidance
from healthcare professionals. Your nephrologist

(kidney specialist) can provide you with
comprehensive information about your prognosis
and the various options available. It's essential to
explore your values, beliefs, and preferences to
make a decision that aligns with your personal
goals and wishes. Seeking support from family,

friends, counselors, or support groups can also be
invaluable during this challenging time.

Remember, there is no right or wrong answer;
the most important thing is making a choice

that feels right for you.

Conclusion: Finding Peace
and Acceptance

The decision of whether or not to pursue dialysis is
intensely personal. There is no easy answer, and

it's crucial to approach this with a clear
understanding of your options, your prognosis, and
your values. Palliative care and careful end-of-life

planning can provide comfort and support,
regardless of your chosen path. Remember to
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engage in open communication with your medical
team and loved ones to ensure your preferences
are respected and your final days are as peaceful

and comfortable as possible. Seeking support from
healthcare professionals and support groups is
essential in navigating this complex journey.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs)

Q1: How long can I live without dialysis?

A1: The length of time someone can live without
dialysis varies significantly depending on their

overall health, the severity of their kidney disease,
and the presence of other medical conditions.

While some individuals may live for a few weeks or
months, others might experience a more

prolonged period. It's crucial to discuss your
specific situation with your doctor to get a more

personalized estimate.

Q2: What are the symptoms of uremia (toxin
buildup from kidney failure)?

A2: Symptoms of uremia can include fatigue,
nausea, vomiting, loss of appetite, itching, muscle

cramps, shortness of breath, confusion, and
changes in mental status. As uremia progresses,

symptoms worsen, and organ function
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deteriorates.

Q3: Is there a way to slow the progression of
kidney disease?

A3: While you can't reverse end-stage renal
disease, managing underlying conditions like
diabetes and high blood pressure, following a

kidney-friendly diet, and staying hydrated can help
slow the progression of kidney damage in earlier

stages of kidney disease.

Q4: Can palliative care help with the
symptoms of kidney failure?

A4: Yes, palliative care plays a vital role in
managing symptoms associated with kidney

failure, including pain, nausea, vomiting, shortness
of breath, and fatigue. It aims to improve your
quality of life and comfort, regardless of the

treatment decisions made.

Q5: How do I choose a palliative care
provider?

A5: Discuss your needs with your nephrologist or
primary care physician. They can refer you to
experienced palliative care teams or hospice

services. You can also search online for palliative
care providers in your area and read patient

reviews.
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Q6: What is the role of my family in making
this decision?

A6: Your family plays a crucial role in providing
emotional support and helping to communicate

your wishes to the medical team. Involving them in
the decision-making process ensures your
preferences are understood and respected.

Q7: Can I change my mind about dialysis
later?

A7: While it's generally possible to initiate dialysis
at a later stage if your condition deteriorates

significantly, it’s essential to understand that the
later you start dialysis, the more difficult it may be

to manage the accumulated toxins and the less
likely the treatment is to reverse the damage. This

highlights the critical need for careful
consideration before refusing dialysis.

Q8: Where can I find support and resources?

A8: The National Kidney Foundation (NKF) and
other kidney patient organizations offer valuable

resources, support groups, and educational
materials to assist individuals and families coping
with kidney disease. Your doctor can also provide
referrals to local support groups and counseling

services.
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What if I don't want to go on dialysis? What do I
do?

Facing kidney failure is a daunting ordeal. The
prospect of hemodialysis – a procedure requiring
scheduled appointments – can feel burdensome.
Many individuals, upon receiving this diagnosis,

grapple with a profound question: "What if I don't
want to go on dialysis? What do I do?" This isn't a
question of denial , but rather a deeply personal

choice stemming from a complex interplay of
mental factors. This article aims to illuminate the

options available to those who are unwilling to
pursue dialysis, emphasizing the importance of

shared decision-making .

The first crucial step is open communication with
your renal doctor. They can clearly articulate the

progression of ESRD and the consequences of
foregoing dialysis. This conversation should be
free of pressure and should focus on respecting
your autonomy. Your medical team can provide

information regarding alternative treatment
options and the projected outcomes associated

with each.

Understanding the Alternatives to Dialysis:

While dialysis is the most common treatment for
kidney failure, it's not the only one. The availability

and suitability of alternatives depend on various
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factors, including the progression of kidney
damage , overall well-being , and personal values.

Conservative Management: This strategy
focuses on improving quality of life without
dialysis. It emphasizes pain management ,

nutritional counseling, and careful monitoring
of fluid and electrolyte balance . While it
doesn't cure the underlying condition,

conservative management aims to enhance
comfort and extend the remaining time in a

way that aligns with the patient's wishes . It's
important to note that this is not a "cure" but

a focus on quality of life.

Kidney Transplantation: A kidney
transplant involves transplanting a healthy
kidney from a deceased donor . This is a
major surgical operation with associated

complications , but it offers the potential for a
significantly improved quality of life

compared to dialysis. The queue for a
deceased donor kidney can be substantial,

and finding a compatible living donor is often
challenging .

Palliative Care: This holistic approach
focuses on improving quality of life for

individuals with incurable illnesses, including
those with end-stage kidney disease who

choose not to undergo dialysis. Palliative care
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encompasses physical, emotional, and
spiritual support and helps patients and their
families navigate the hardships of this stage

of life. It aims to maximize comfort and
dignity during the final stages of life.

Making the Decision: A Balancing Act

Deciding against dialysis is a deeply personal and
intricate decision. It requires a careful

consideration of the upsides and disadvantages of
each available option. Factors to consider include:

Quality of life: Dialysis can significantly
impact quality of life, with constraints on

diet, activity levels, and travel. Conservative
management or palliative care may allow for
a more comfortable, albeit shorter, remaining

lifespan.

Life expectancy: The life expectancy of
individuals with end-stage renal disease

varies significantly depending on numerous
factors. The medical team can provide an
estimated prognosis based on individual

circumstances.

Physical and emotional well-being: The
physical demands of dialysis and its potential
side effects can be difficult . The emotional

toll of living with a chronic illness can be
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equally significant.

Family and support system: Having a
strong support network can significantly
affect a person's ability to cope with the
challenges of end-stage renal disease,

regardless of the chosen treatment path.

The Importance of Advance Care Planning:

Regardless of whether you choose dialysis or an
alternative, engaging in advance care planning is
crucial. This involves communicating your wishes
regarding your medical care, particularly near the
final phases of life. Creating an advance directive,
such as a living will or durable power of attorney

for healthcare, enables you to specify your
preferences and ensures your decisions are

respected.

Conclusion:

The choice of whether or not to undergo dialysis is
a profound and personal one. There is no single

"right" answer, and the decision should be made in
close consultation with your medical team, family,
and support system. By understanding the various

options available and engaging in transparent
dialogue, you can make an educated decision that
aligns with your values, priorities, and aspirations .
Embracing support during this challenging time is
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essential.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: Can I change my mind about dialysis
later?

A1: Yes, you can always change your mind about
dialysis. It's important to have ongoing

conversations with your medical team to reassess
your treatment plan as your health evolves.

Q2: What if I can't afford dialysis?

A2: Several financial assistance programs exist to
help individuals cover the costs of dialysis. Your

nephrologist and social worker can provide
information about these resources.

Q3: What support is available for families
facing this decision?

A3: Numerous support groups and resources exist
for families facing end-stage renal disease. Your

medical team can connect you with these
resources. Palliative care also provides significant

support to families.

Q4: How long can I live without dialysis?

A4: The length of time someone can live without
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dialysis varies greatly depending on individual
factors. Your medical team can provide a more

personalized estimate.
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