
Potassium 
and kidney 
disease



The kidneys work as fi lters for your body. Their job is 
to remove extra potassium, fl uid, and waste from your 
body through your urine. Your kidneys help keep the 
right amount of potassium and other nutrients in your 
body. 

Potassium is a mineral your body needs to keep your 
muscles and heart working. Your body gets potassium 
from what you eat and drink. When your kidneys are not 
working well, the extra potassium goes back into your 
bloodstream instead of out of the body. 

Too much potassium in the blood is a condition called 
hyperkalemia (high-per-kuh-LEE-mee-uh) that can be 
dangerous. Normal potassium levels help to keep your 
heart beating normally. Having too much potassium in 
the blood can change the way your heart beats, which 
can cause irregular heartbeats or even death. 

If you have hyperkalemia, it is important to lower your 
potassium level. Your doctor may recommend you lower 
potassium in your diet, or change medicines that might 
cause hyperkalemia, and/or take medicine called a 
potassium binder.

What is 
hyperkalemia?

Potassium and your kidneys



The only way to know if you have 
hyperkalemia is to have a blood test. 
Generally, your potassium level is normal 
if it is between 3.7 and 5.2 mEq/L. 
However, different labs have different 
ranges for normal levels so talk to your 
doctor about what your test results mean.

TOO LOW TOO HIGH

3.7 5.2

NORMAL

It is important to remember your results 
only show the amount of potassium that 
was in your blood at the time you had the 
test. This is because your potassium level 
depends on:

• how much of it you are getting in 
what you eat and drink each day

• if you are taking certain medicines 
that can raise potassium levels

• if you are taking your potassium 
binders correctly, and 

• how well your kidneys are working. 

Therefore, if you get a normal result on 
the day of your blood test, you may still 
be at high risk for hyperkalemia if you 
have kidney disease. Your doctor will tell 
you if you need to track your potassium 
intake every day and make controlling 
your potassium levels a long-term goal.

How will I know if I 
have hyperkalemia?

Chest pain

Most of the time, 
hyperkalemia does 

not show any signs. 
However, common 

symptoms of 
hyperkalemia are: 

Feeling 
tired or 
weak

Muscle 
weakness, 
cramping, 
twitching, 
or pain

Nausea

Trouble 
breathing

Vomiting

Unusual 
heartbeat



Lower your potassium intake
Changing what you eat can help you manage your 
potassium levels. Lowering the amount of potassium 
in your diet may prevent potassium from building 
up in your blood. Your body needs potassium, so 
you cannot stay away from it completely. After your 
doctor or dietitian tells you how much potassium you 
should have each day:

• Eat lower-potassium foods—foods with no 
more than 250 mg (milligrams) of potassium per 
serving. 

• Check serving sizes and control your portions. 
Even foods low in potassium can become high-
potassium foods if you eat a larger portion. 

• Carefully track the amount of potassium in what 
you eat and drink. Many drinks, healthy foods and 
salt substitutes can be high in potassium too. 

If you have Medicare or Medicaid insurance, your visit 
to a dietitian is covered! If not, call your insurance 
company to fi nd out if you qualify for medical 
nutrition therapy (MNT). 

How is hyperkalemia managed?
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Take potassium binders as directed by 
your doctor 
Hyperkalemia is sometimes treated with medicine 
called a potassium binder. Binders stick to the 
potassium in your body and stop some of it from 
going into your bloodstream. Potassium binders can 
help keep potassium levels in the normal range with 
continued use as directed by your doctor. 

The medicine is a powder that you mix with water 
and drink daily. Talk to your doctor to find out if a 
potassium binder is an option for you. Potassium 
binders can have some side effects. You should discuss 
the side effects with your doctor and explore new 
treatment options that might be available. But do not 
stop taking the medicine unless your doctor says so. 

Certain medicines can raise potassium 
levels
Your doctor may change the dose of these medicines 
to keep your potassium level in the normal range. Ask 
your doctor whether you need to change any of the 
medicines you are taking that might raise potassium or 
whether you need to take other medicines to help keep 
the potassium levels from going too high.
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Hyperkalemia is potentially a serious 
condition that you must treat. 



How can I track potassium?

To start tracking how much potassium 
you eat at each meal, download the 
Beyond Bananas Potassium Tracker at 
KidneyFund.org/BeyondBananas

Once you know how much potassium you need every day, 
you can plan your meals to make sure you are getting the 
right amount. Remember, even j ust one food item can 
cause your potassium level to go up! To fi nd out how much 
potassium is in what you eat and drink:

• Read food labels. Some labels on packaged foods and 
drinks tell you how many milligrams of potassium it has. 

• Check the ingredients list on packaged foods and 
drinks to see if the word ‘potassium’ or an abbreviation 
for potassium (K or K+) is listed.

• Download the Beyond Bananas Potassium Food Guide
at KidneyFund.org/BeyondBananas for a list of low-, 
medium- and high-potassium fruits, vegetables, meats, 
dairy products, and other foods and drinks. 

• Talk to your dietitian. 

Plan ahead if you know you will be eating a meal or snack 
that is high in potassium. For example, if you are going out 
for dinner and know it will be hard to measure potassium, 
plan to eat low-potassium meals for breakfast and lunch. 



Visit KidneyFund.org/BeyondBananas to learn 
more about hyperkalemia and download tools to 
support kidney-friendly eating:

Remember, YOU have the power to 
control your potassium levels by taking 
your medicines and tracking how much 
potassium goes into your body every day! 

Resources

Potassium Food Guide

>

Protein
Low potassium

150 mg or less per serving

Meat Serving size Potassium (mg)

Ground beef, lean 3 oz 135

Roast beef 3 oz 150

Nuts
Brazilnut 1 oz (1 nut) 33

Pecans 1 oz (20 halves) 116

Walnuts 1 oz (14 halves) 125

Seafood
Oysters, raw 6 131

Medium potassium
151-250 mg per serving

Beans, canned Serving size Potassium (mg)

Blackeyed ½ cup 207

Garbanzo/Chickpea ½ cup 207

Meat
Chicken breast, no 
skin 3 oz 220

Nuts
Almonds 1 oz (24 nuts) 201

Cashews 1 oz (18 nuts) 160

Coconut, sweet ½ cup 157

Macadamia 1 oz (10–12 nuts) 103

Peanut butter 2 tbsp 230

Seeds
Pumpkin 1 oz 229

Sunfl ower 1 oz 241

Seafood
Catfi sh, breaded 3 oz 289

Crab, Alaskan 3 oz 223

Shrimp 3 oz 155

Tuna, canned 3 oz 200

High potassium
251 mg or more per serving

Beans Serving size Potassium (mg)

Baked ½ cup 376

Beans, canned
Black ½ cup 305

Great Northern ½ cup 460

Kidney ½ cup 304

Lentils ½ cup 365

Lima ½ cup 265

Navy ½ cup 587

*Refried ½ cup 535

Pinto ½ cup 292

*Soybeans ½ cup 443

Meat
Ham 3 oz 300

Lamb 3 oz 265

*Pork loin/chop 3 oz 370

Turkey, light/dark 3 oz 251

*Veal, roasted 3 oz 251

Nuts
Pistachio 1 oz 295

Seafood
Clams, raw 3 oz 267

*Cod 3 oz 440

*Haddock 3 oz 339

Lobster 3 oz 300

Pollock 3 oz 329

*Salmon, fresh 3 oz 319

Scallops 6 large 300

*Tuna, fresh 3 oz 484

* = 200 mg of phosphorus or greater
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The Potassium Tracker can 
help you get in the habit 
of tracking your potassium 
intake and taking your 
binders.

The Potassium Food Guide can help 
you make the right food choices 
with its list of low-, medium-, and 
high- potassium food and drink 
items from multiple food groups. 



Questions to ask 
your doctor

1. What is my potassium level?

2. What should my potassium level be?

3. How often should I have a blood test to check 
my potassium level?

4. How much potassium should I have each day?

5. (If you have hyperkalemia) What is the right 
treatment for me?

KidneyFund.org/BeyondBananas

AstraZeneca is the sole supporter 
of the Beyond Bananas campaign.


