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Introduction

What is Polycystic Kidney Disease (PKD)?

PKD is a genetic disorder where your body produces many (poly) sacs of 
harmless fluid (cysts) in your kidneys which should not be there. The 
cysts are not cancerous.

The genetic disorder is usually inherited from one parent. It disrupts the 
development of kidney cells during early growth before birth.

Some people, less than 1 out of 10, do not have parents with the 
genetic disorder that causes PKD. Instead, a fault happens in their own 
genes during the early development stages before birth.

PKD and other health conditions

PKD will gradually progress to kidney failure and can also increase the 
risk of:

• Heart attacks, strokes, coronary heart disease
• Increased blood pressure
• Liver cysts
• Kidney stones
• Blood clots on the brain

Treating PKD

At the moment there is no cure for PKD. The aim is to slow down the 
progression of the disease and prevent the development of other health 
conditions.

Making healthy diet and lifestyle choices can protect the kidneys and 
can also reduce the risk of developing other health conditions such as 
type 2 diabetes and some cancers.
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What can I do to protect my kidneys?
 

• Eat a healthy balanced diet
• Eat less salt
• Eat less sugar
• Limit the amount of saturated fat you eat
• Drink plenty of fluid
• Limit how much caffeine and alcohol you drink
• Maintain a healthy weight
• Stop smoking

 

This booklet gives you some information to help you to follow a healthy 
diet.

If you have already been given dietary advice or advised to follow a fluid 
restriction it is important that you continue to do so unless told 
otherwise by a dietitian or doctor.

As PKD progresses to kidney disease, the dietary advice is likely to 
change from the advice in this booklet.

If you require further dietary advice your doctor can refer you to a 
specialist renal dietitian who will be able to tailor advice to meet your 
specific needs.



page 4 of 16

1. Eat a healthy balanced diet

A balanced diet is important for everyone in order to stay healthy.

A balanced diet contains a variety of foods from 5 different food groups.

The 5 food groups are:

• Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrate foods
• Fruit and vegetables
• Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other protein foods
• Dairy and alternatives
• Oils and spreads
• Foods high in fat, salt or sugar

 

You should try to eat a variety of foods from the different food groups 
to make sure you get enough energy (calories), protein, vitamins and 
minerals.

The ‘Eatwell Guide’ opposite shows you how much of your daily food 
should come from each of the groups.

Your meals should be mostly made up of starchy carbohydrate foods, 
fruits and vegetables. 

You should aim to eat small amounts of meat or fish, beans or pulses 
twice per day. 

Milk, yoghurts or cheese should be eaten regularly, up to twice per day.
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2. Eat less salt

Salt is used by the body to control fluid but eating too much salt 
increases blood pressure which worsens kidney function.

Over time, this extra pressure can damage blood vessels making them 
more likely to narrow and harden.  This can increase the risk of heart 
disease. 

Adults should eat no more than 5g of salt per day.

How can I reduce the amount of salt I eat?
• Do not add salt at the table
• Try adding other herbs and spices to food in place of salt.  For 

example add basil, oregano or dill to pasta, mint to potatoes, 
pepper to fish and meat

• If you buy tinned foods such as tinned fish or tinned vegetables, 
choose those with no added salt

• Avoid using seasoning sachets and packs as they are usually high 
in salt

• Use fresh or frozen meat, fish and vegetables instead of processed 
ones

• Check the label on pre-packed foods to choose lower salt 
options.  See page 9 for tips on how to check labels
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3. Eat less sugar

Sugar is found naturally in fruit, vegetables and starchy carbohydrates 
such as pasta and potatoes. 

This naturally occurring sugar gives us energy and should be eaten 
regularly. 

Sugar is also added to foods for taste and to make foods last longer on 
shelves; it is this type of added sugar that should be limited for a healthy 
balanced diet.

Examples of foods and drinks with added sugars include:

• cakes
• biscuits
• sweets 
• fizzy drinks.

 

How can I reduce my intake of sugar?
• Limit intake of sugary drinks, choose drinks labelled with ‘no 

added sugar’, ‘diet’ or ‘light’
• Avoid adding sugar to hot drinks such as tea and coffee
• Limit fresh fruit juice to 1 small glass a day
• If following a dessert recipe, try to use half the amount of sugar 

that is suggested
• Check the label on pre-packed foods to choose lower sugar 

options.  See page 9 for tips on how to check labels
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4. Eat less saturated fat

We need a small amount of fat in our diet for energy and growth.  There 
are different types of fat, some are helpful to our bodies and some are 
harmful.

The good fats which help the body work properly and reduce heart 
health risks are called unsaturated fats and can be found in vegetable 
oils, nuts and seeds.

The fats that are harmful to our health are saturated fats. 

This type of fat increases blood pressure and the risk of developing 
health conditions such as type 2 diabetes and heart disease. 

Saturated fats are animal fats and are found in:

• butter
• lard
• pastries
• cream
• cakes

 these should be limited.

 

How can I reduce my intake of saturated fats?
• Buy lean cuts of meat and remove any visible fat
• Limit the amount of processed foods that you eat
• Grill and bake foods like meat and fish instead of frying
• Remove any fat that has come off the meat once it is cooked. Do 

not use it to make gravy.
• Use vegetable oil in cooking instead of butter
• Check the label on pre-packed foods to choose lower fat 

options.  See page 9 for tips on how to check labels
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Using food labels

The amount of salt, sugar, fat and saturated fat per 100g or per portion 
of food is shown on all food packets.  They are labelled as high, medium 
or low and colour coded as shown below:

 

 

All measures
per 100g

LOW
a healthier

choice

MEDIUM
OK most of

the time

HIGH
just

occasionally

Sugars

Total fat

Saturated fats

Salt

5g or less

3g or less

1.5g or less

0.3g or less

5.1 - 22.5g

3.1 - 17.5g

1.51 - 5g

0.31 - 1.5g

More than 22.5g

More than 17.5g

More than 5g

More than 1.5g

of an adult’s reference intake.

Choose foods lower in fat, salt and sugars

Check the label on packaged foods

Energy

1046kJ
250kcal

3.0g 1.3g 34g 0.9g

15%38%7%4%13%

Low Low High Medium

Fat Sugars SaltSaturates

Each serving (150g) contains 
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5. Drink plenty of fluid to stay hydrated

It is important to stay well hydrated. The benefits of being well 
hydrated include healthier skin and hair, better concentration and 
better controlled blood pressure.

Signs of dehydration include:

• Dry mouth or lips
• Constipation
• Dark coloured or strong smelling urine
• Feeling dizzy or confused

Drinking fluid is very important in people with PKD.

When the body feels dehydrated, it makes ‘dehydration chemicals’ so 
the body feels less dehydrated. These chemicals can also tell kidney cysts 
to keep growing.

 

Good examples of fluids to drink include:

• Still or fizzy water (avoid soda water as it is high in salt)
• Sugar free cordial or squash mixed in water
• Herbal tea (check that they do not interact with medication)
• Fresh fruit juice or fruit smoothies (limit to one glass a day)
• Semi skimmed or skimmed milk

An average adult should drink

At least 2 litres or 8 glasses of fluid a day
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6. Limit caffeine and alcohol

Caffeine can be found in coffee, tea, energy drinks and hot chocolate. 
People with PKD should not drink more than 2-3 cups of 
caffeinated drinks a day. This is because caffeine allows the 
‘dehydration chemicals’ to stay in the body longer so tells the kidney 
cysts to grow.
 

Alcohol should not be drunk in excess. To reduce health risks from 
alcohol do not drink more than 14 units a week.

If you drink more than this it can increase blood pressure, damaging the 
kidneys and liver; this can lead to other health complications such as 
liver failure.

You can estimate how many units you are drinking using the pictures 
below.

 

You can find further details of how many units are in each measure of 
alcohol and calculate your own weekly units by accessing the alcohol 
calculator on the NHS Choices website:

• www.nhs.uk/Livewell/alcohol/Pages/alcohol-units.aspx

http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/alcohol/Pages/alcohol-units.aspx
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7. Maintain a healthy weight

It is important to be a healthy weight. Body mass index (BMI) is used to 
estimate healthy weight.

BMI (kg/m2) = Weight (kg) ÷ (Height  x Height (m))

A BMI of 20-25kg/m2  shows you are a healthy weight.  This can be 
reached by following a healthy balanced diet and taking regular 
exercise.  You can speak to your doctor to find out what your healthy 
weight should be.

What if I am losing weight or have a poor appetite?

When you have PKD, kidney cysts can get so big that they begin to push 
on the stomach. This can make you lose your appetite. Long term effects 
of a poor appetite can include:

• Unintentional weight loss (this is not always noticeable)
• Feeling weak and tired
• Muscle wasting
• Vitamin and mineral deficiencies

Very big kidney cysts can make your weight go up and you may notice 
that the area around your stomach gets bigger but you may not be 
getting all the nutrients your body needs.

Be aware of any weight loss in your face, arms and legs as this is a sign 
that you may not be eating enough. If this happens, try to eat little and 
often and snack in between meals. Have energy rich drinks such as full 
fat milk and use butter or oil in cooking to add calories to meals without 
making the meal bigger.

If you need further help with your poor appetite and reduced food 
intake you can be referred to a specialist renal dietitian - just ask your 
doctor.
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8. Stop smoking

As mentioned before, PKD increases the risk of developing health 
problems linked to high blood pressure.

Smoking tobacco increases these risks including the risk of developing:

• heart disease
• stroke
• cancer

If you are a smoker looking for support to stop smoking, please discuss 
this with your GP who will be able to refer you to a specialist service.

Help is also available to increase your activity levels which can improve 
your blood pressure and help you stay healthy.
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Summary

Eat a balanced 
diet

• Eat a variety of foods from the 5 different 
food groups

 

Eat less salt • Read food labels and choose foods with green 
or orange labels for salt

• Limit the amount of processed foods that you 
eat

• Use herbs and spices to season foods instead 
of salt

 

Eat less sugar • Do not add sugar to drinks
• Choose foods and drinks with lower sugar - 

'diet', 'light', 'no added sugar'

 

Eat less 
saturated fat

• Use vegetable fat spread instead of butter
• Limit the amount of processed foods that you 

eat
• Choose lean cuts of meat

 

Drink more fluid • Drink at least 8 non-caffeinated and 
alcohol-free drinks a day

• Maximum of 2-3 cups of caffeinated drinks a 
day

• Limit alcohol intake

 

Lifestyle • Work towards keeping a healthy BMI
• Seek support to stop smoking
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Useful Websites

 

NHS Choices - Autosomal dominant polycystic kidney disease 

• www.nhs.uk/conditions/autosomal-dominant-polycyctic-kidney-dis
ease-adpkd/

Polycystic Kidney Foundation

• https://pkdcure.org

Polycystic Kidney Disease Charity - ADPKD Basics 

• https://pkdcharity.org.uk/adpkd

National Kidney Foundation - Adult Polycystic Kidney Disease 

• www.kidney.org.uk/adult-polycystic-kidney-disease 

Kidney Care UK 

• www.kidneycareuk.org/about-kidney-health/conditions/polycystic-
kidney-disease-pkd

British Heart Foundation - Sugar, Salt and Fat

• www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/heart-matters-magazine/nutri
tion/sugar-salt-and-fat

British Heart Foundation - Food Labelling

• www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/healthy-living/healthy-eating/
food-labelling

DrinkAware

• www.drinkaware.co.uk

 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autosomal-dominant-polycystic-kidney-disease-adpkd/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autosomal-dominant-polycystic-kidney-disease-adpkd/
https://pkdcure.org/
https://pkdcharity.org.uk/adpkd
https://www.kidney.org.uk/adult-polycystic-kidney-disease
http://www.kidneycareuk.org/about-kidney-health/conditions/polycystic-kidney-disease-pkd
http://www.kidneycareuk.org/about-kidney-health/conditions/polycystic-kidney-disease-pkd
https://www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/heart-matters-magazine/nutrition/sugar-salt-and-fat
https://www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/heart-matters-magazine/nutrition/sugar-salt-and-fat
http://www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/healthy-living/healthy-eating/food-labelling
http://www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/healthy-living/healthy-eating/food-labelling
http://www.drinkaware.co.uk
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