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Dialysis Care and Patient Safety Concerns

In patients with chronic kidney disease, kidney function declines over time. When kidney damage becomes
severe enough, patients may be diagnosed with end-stage kidney disease (ESKD) and require either
dialysis or a kidney transplant.1 For the majority of these patients, dialysis is a life-sustaining treatment that
serves the function of the damaged kidneys, removing waste products, salt, and extra water from the body.
2 patients may receive dialysis at a dedicated facility under the care of a nurse or technician, or they may
opt to self-administer at home, sometimes with the support of a care partner. Less than 12% of patients opt
to receive home dialysis,3 despite the fact that it offers patients greater flexibility and sense of control over

their treatment. Some studies indicate that it can lead to better outcomes, including better quality of life.3:4:
5

There are inherent patient safety risks when receiving dialysis, whether in a facility or at home. Examples
include infections, hypotension, electrolyte disturbances, blood loss, adverse drug effects, and patient falls.
6.7 The different treatment modalities (i.e., peritoneal vs. hemodialysis) may also have different risks
associated with the complexity of the procedure. When transitioning to home dialysis, a patient and their
care partner may feel apprehensive about assuming the responsibility for performing the dialysis procedure
and the potential need to manage treatment adjustments and corrections.” However, despite these
concerns, serious adverse events are uncommon. Typically, home dialysis programs have in place
appropriate safeguard procedures to prevent, mitigate, and manage potential adverse events. Critical
safeguard procedures that help to reduce the risk of patient error include comprehensive training and
ongoing communication between the patient and the care team.”-

Mitigating Safety Risks in End-Stage Renal Disease (ESRD) Home Care

Regardless of the treatment modality, there are several key components to supporting a safe patient
transition home and ensuring that the patient feels supported and able to manage his or her own care on a
daily basis.

Training of Patients and Care Partners
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Training is a key component in preventing harms during home dialysis.” Appropriate training allows
patients to feel confident in their ability to perform their dialysis, modify their treatment as necessary, and
respond to alarms from the machines, should a potential error occur.”-8 Training may be delivered by a
multidisciplinary team, including a nurse education specialist and the nephrologist; should be tailored to the
patient’s unique needs; and should continue until the patient can demonstrate competency.? Initiatives
such as transitional dialysis units may provide an incremental step in patient preparedness for home
dialysis, and simulation approaches can allow patients to practice troubleshooting errors under nursing
supervision.3 For some modalities, the role of the care partner is essential to support task management
and patient monitoring. If a care partner role is identified, procedural and care responsibilities should be
clearly delineated between the partner and patient. The training that each receives should align with those
responsibilities.”

Ongoing Open Communication between the Clinic and Patient

Clear communication provides a critical role in the prevention of harms, both during patient training and
once the patient transitions home.” This is of particular importance when the patient is receiving home
dialysis. Given the complexity of care and the potential for infection, maintaining a regular communication
protocol is critical. Regular communication between the dialysis program and the patient/care partner
ensures the care team is receiving important physiological data, facilitates patient support, and can
increase adherence to dialyzing schedules.2 Communication may include regular follow-up visits and
check-ins via email and telephone.”:2 Should an event or a near miss occur, an existing practice of open
communication can support patient disclosure of what may have contributed to the error, particularly if the
patient feels reassured that he or she will not be criticized or blamed, and can allow for mitigation to avoid
the error being repeated.’

The use of Bluetooth-enabled devices can help to support ongoing communication between the patient and
care team and facilitate remote patient management. These devices can also lessen the data collection
and reporting burden on patients and enable the care team to more seamlessly access treatment and
physiological data on a regular basis.10:11

Future of ESRD Home Care

A Presidential Executive Order, signed in July of 2019, launched the Advancing American Kidney Health

Initiative. The objective of this initiative is to improve the lives of patients with kidney disease, increase their
options for care, and reduce costs. As a component of this initiative, financial incentives will be introduced
via a new payment model that is designed to encourage home dialysis by making payment adjustments to
ESRD facilities and clinicians who work with beneficiaries and caregivers in their choice of treatment
modality and provide resources to support utilization of home dialysis. One of the primary goals of the
initiative is that by 2025, 80% of new ESKD patients will either receive dialysis at home or receive a kidney
transplant.12 Current programs have demonstrated that home dialysis is a safe approach for patients.
Additionally, many more patients are being exposed to telehealth and remote care services in other clinical
settings,13 perhaps increasing patient willingness to transition from in-center care to home dialysis.
However, as the scale and scope of these programs increase, it will be critical to ensure that patients still
have access to the dedicated training and ongoing communication with the care team that has been so
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instrumental in ensuring that they are equipped to confidently manage any treatment safety challenges they
may face at home.
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