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Protein advice for people with kidney disease  

 

Introduction 
This leaflet is for people who have chronic kidney disease (CKD), but not having dialysis, 
who want to know more about protein guidance in relation to exercise. If you also have 
diabetes, the following information is still relevant to you. This guidance should be followed 
as part of NHS healthy eating advice (further information on where to access this advice 
can be found at the end of this leaflet).  

What is protein? 
Protein is an essential part of our diet, because it helps our bodies grow, heal and stay 
healthy. It also helps us fight off infections. Protein is made up of tiny pieces called amino 
acids, which work like building blocks. Our body can make some amino acids but not all. 
That’s why it is important to eat a variety of protein rich foods, so the body gets everything 
it needs.  

How much protein do I need? 
As a nation, we tend to eat more protein than we need. The kidneys play an important role 
in the removal of waste products which are formed during the breakdown of protein. If 
people do not have kidney disease this does not tend to be a problem.  

People with kidney disease (who are not receiving dialysis) may need to avoid eating too 
much protein. Eating a lot of protein is not recommended because it creates more work for 
the kidneys (and can put stress on the kidneys). Also, when the kidneys aren’t working 
properly, waste products from protein breakdown can build up in the body, which may 
make people feel unwell. If someone is having dialysis, it is recommended they eat a 
protein-rich diet. This is because a small amount of protein is lost during dialysis.  

 

Other formats 
If you need this leaflet in another format such as Braille, large print, 
high contrast, British Sign Language or translated into another 
language, contact the Patient Advice and Liaison Service: 
• 01392 402093 (for Mid Devon, East Devon and Exeter services)  
• 01271 314090 (for North Devon services)  
• rduh.pals@nhs.net 

 

mailto:rduh.pals@nhs.net
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Getting the balance right 
It is important to get the balance right. Protein is important for some of the body to function 
well. Too little can cause health problems such as malnutrition, muscle weakness, 
tiredness, and weight loss.  

People with kidney disease should have a moderate amount of protein to meet their body’s 
needs. An average protein portion size at a main meal would be:  

• 4oz or 100g of meat or fish (this is about a palm size amount) – this provides 18-
30g protein 

• 2 eggs – this provides 12g protein 

• 5 tablespoons beans or pulses – this provides 10-15g protein 

If you're vegetarian, vegan or prefer to limit or avoid meat and fish, then eating a variety of 
plant-based proteins, such as beans, lentils, nuts, seeds, tofu, and whole grains, 
throughout the day will help you get all the amino acids your body needs. 

Should (can) I eat lots of protein if I exercise? 

Many people who exercise or go to the gym believe that muscle bulk and strength will be 
greater if they eat a high-protein diet. Best results come from a balance of dietary protein 
and a mix of both aerobic and strength training exercise. Even if you are exercising you 
may not need additional protein, and protein recommendations for athletes are likely to be 
too high for your needs. Muscle growth and protein intake do not have a linear 
relationship; this means you can achieve muscle growth even whilst having a modest 
protein intake. The balance, timing of meals, and ensuring the full range of proteins (to 
provide essential amino acids) are important. If you are not sure you are getting enough or 
having too much protein, speak to a kidney dietitian for support and guidance. 

How much protein is too much? 

The daily recommended amount of protein is 0.8g per kg. If you weigh 70kg this would be 
56g protein. 

For people that are exercising regularly (but not athletes) up to 1.3g per kg is considered 
safe. Regular exercise (for people age 19-64 years) is considered a minimum of 150 
minutes of moderate intensity activity, or 75 minutes of vigorous intensity activity, per week 
(spread across 4-7 days).  

Higher intakes of 1.6g/kg may be suitable for those that exercise daily, provided they also 
have good residual kidney function (ask your doctor for advice) and are not at risk of a 
decline in kidney function – the literature states that unless exercising at an athletic level, 
there is minimal benefit in exceeding this amount of protein. If you have a personal trainer 
or online performance coach please inform them you have a chronic disease; if they make 
dietary or supplement recommendations please discuss this with your dietitian. Also, ask 
your dietitian if you would like more individualised advice about your protein requirements. 

For more information about exercise recommendations you can visit the NHS website: 
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/ 
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Can I take protein supplements and/or high protein shakes? 
Supplements like protein powders are often not needed and may even be harmful if you 
have kidney disease. For people with reduced kidney function, too much protein can strain 
the kidneys.  

You should eat enough protein to meet your needs, but try to limit taking too much of it. 
Protein shakes may be safe, providing your overall daily protein intake is not excessive. 
However, keep in mind that these are very processed food supplements. They often 
contain added sugars and other ingredients, which may not be safe or beneficial, 
especially for people with kidney disease. 

Can I take a creatine supplement? 
Creatine is a natural substance found in our muscles that gives us energy, especially 
during exercise. Some people take it as a supplement to help boost their workouts and 
make them stronger. However, for people with kidney problems, taking creatine might not 
be safe because the kidneys work extra hard to process it. Therefore, it’s not advisable to 
take creatine, as it can be hard on the kidneys. 

Vitamin and mineral supplements 
Unless advised otherwise by your kidney team, there are no specific vitamin and mineral 
supplements required for people with kidney disease. If you wish to take a supplement or 
herbal remedy, then you should first discuss this with your kidney team. 

Follow up 

Kidney Dietitian Team contact details:  

Telephone: 01392 402524  
Email: rduh.kidneydieticians@nhs.net 

Further information 
The kidney dietitians will supply written information leaflets appropriate for your stage of 
kidney disease considering any symptoms as well as your blood results. Tried and tested 
recipes are available to help increase the variety in your diet. Recommended online sites 
for further information include: 

• Kidney Care UK: The UK’s leading kidney patient support charity has a number of 
patient information leaflets including one explaining healthy diet and lifestyle 
guidance for people with kidney disease: https://kidneycareuk.org/ 

• Kidney Beam: This is a free online exercise platform for people living with kidney 
disease: https://beamfeelgood.com/kidney-disease 

• Kidney Kitchen: This is a recipe resource for people living with kidney disease. 
There are over 200 recipes online and you can order their recipe magazine for free 
https://kidneycareuk.org/get-support/healthy-diet-support/kidney-kitchen/  

https://kidneycareuk.org/
https://beamfeelgood.com/kidney-disease
https://kidneycareuk.org/get-support/healthy-diet-support/kidney-kitchen/
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• NHS Eatwell (healthy eating) Guidance: The NHS healthy eating advice (for the 
general population) also applies to people with kidney disease: 
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/food-guidelines-and-food-labels/the-
eatwell-guide/ 

Your notes 
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The Trust cannot accept any responsibility for the accuracy of the information given if the 
leaflet is not used by Royal Devon staff undertaking procedures at the Royal Devon sites 
or in community settings. 
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www.royaldevon.nhs.uk/get-in-touch  

PALS  

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) ensures that the NHS listens to patients, 
relatives, carers and friends, answers questions and resolves concerns as quickly as 
possible. If you have a query or concern, please contact PALS: 

• 01392 402093 (for Mid Devon, East Devon and Exeter services)  
• 01271 314090 (for North Devon services)  
• rduh.pals@nhs.net 

Have your say 

Royal Devon University Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust aims to provide high quality 
services. However, please tell us when something could be improved. If you have a 
comment or compliment about a service or treatment, please raise your comments with a 
member of staff or the PALS team in the first instance.  

You can also share your feedback on the Care Opinion website at 
www.careopinion.org.uk or freephone 0800 122 3135.   

Scan the QR code to visit the Care Opinion website → 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/food-guidelines-and-food-labels/the-eatwell-guide/
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/food-guidelines-and-food-labels/the-eatwell-guide/
https://www.royaldevon.nhs.uk/
https://www.royaldevon.nhs.uk/get-in-touch
mailto:rduh.pals@nhs.net
http://www.careopinion.org.uk/
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