
STORY AT-A-GLANCE

About 1 in 5 U.S. adults with high blood pressure already has chronic kidney disease —

and most don’t know it.  This link between high blood pressure and kidney failure isn’t

something you feel. There’s no sudden warning. No flashing red light. It creeps in over

time, with silent pressure damaging blood vessels deep inside your kidneys until they no

longer filter waste effectively. That damage builds slowly — until one day, it doesn’t.

You might be told to watch your salt or take a pill, but that’s just the surface. What’s

really happening inside your body is far more complex — and far more dangerous when

ignored. Your kidneys are caught in a feedback loop: pressure restricts blood flow, your
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About 1 in 5 adults with high blood pressure already has kidney damage, even if they feel

completely fine



High blood pressure silently destroys kidney function by narrowing blood vessels and

trapping toxins in your body



Older adults with high blood pressure are three times more likely to develop chronic

kidney disease, yet most aren’t screened early



Cutting all salt is not the solution — what matters most is improving your sodium-to-

potassium ratio by eating whole, unprocessed foods



Simple daily habits like breathing exercises, vitamin D optimization, and short walks help

lower blood pressure and protect your kidneys long term


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kidneys retain more fluid, and that extra fluid raises pressure even higher. If you’re in

your 50s or 60s, or you’ve been told your blood pressure is “a little high,” this matters

even more.

Most kidney decline goes undiagnosed until it’s advanced, and by then, your options are

limited. But there are ways to intervene — if you understand what’s happening early

enough. To do that, you need to see what researchers have uncovered about how high

blood pressure quietly erodes kidney health from the inside out.

High Blood Pressure Hijacks Your Kidneys Long Before
Symptoms Show Up

According to the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases

(NIDDK), high blood pressure damages your kidneys by gradually narrowing and

hardening the tiny blood vessels inside them.  These vessels are responsible for filtering

out waste and excess fluid. As they stiffen and shrink, they can’t do their job properly,

which causes waste to build up in your bloodstream. This buildup leads to more fluid

retention, which raises your blood pressure even further, creating a vicious cycle of

damage.

• This damage often happens with no warning signs — Most people don’t realize their

kidneys are under strain until the disease is already advanced. Early on, you won’t

feel pain. You won’t see clear symptoms. But inside your body, the pressure is

suffocating your kidneys' filtering system. By the time symptoms like swelling

(edema), fatigue, or changes in urination show up, the damage is often severe.

• This is a major public health crisis hiding in plain sight — Nearly 108 million adults

in the U.S. — almost half — have high blood pressure. Of those, roughly 1 in 5

already has some level of kidney disease. That’s over 20 million Americans walking

around with a damaged filtration system and no idea it’s happening.
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• High blood pressure is the second leading cause of kidney failure in the U.S. —

Only diabetes causes more kidney damage.  Once kidneys fail, your only options are

dialysis or a transplant. And even with treatment, quality of life drops sharply. The

burden isn’t just physical — it’s financial and emotional, too. Keeping blood pressure

in check is far easier than treating full-blown kidney failure.

• Specific populations face even higher risks — Black adults are hit hardest. While

they make up just 13% of the U.S. population, they account for 35% of all kidney

failure cases.  Food access, chronic stress, underdiagnosis, and lack of preventive

care all contribute to the disproportionate damage in Black communities.

• Regular testing is the only way to catch early kidney damage — NIDDK

recommends checking your glomerular filtration rate (GFR) through a blood test and

looking for albumin (a type of protein) in your urine. Healthy kidneys don’t let protein

leak into your urine. If they do, that’s a red flag that damage has already started.

Your kidneys rely on healthy blood flow to filter waste and regulate fluid balance.

When high blood pressure restricts this flow, kidneys struggle to perform one of

their most important roles: clearing out toxins. That failure doesn’t just impact the

kidneys — it backs up waste into the bloodstream, affects every organ system, and

leads to systemic dysfunction.

Older Adults with High Blood Pressure Are at Sharply Higher Risk
for Kidney Failure

Public health researcher Edmond Kubi Appiah analyzed data from the National Health

and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), which included over 4,000 U.S. adults.  His

findings exposed a widespread failure in how health care professionals screen for

chronic kidney disease (CKD) in people with high blood pressure. His research showed

that high blood pressure triples your risk of kidney disease once you’re over 60, even

when controlling for other health issues.
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• Older adults were the most affected group in this analysis — For people in their 60s

and older, high blood pressure drastically increased the likelihood of developing

CKD. Even among participants with similar incomes, ethnic backgrounds, diabetes

status, or medication use, those with high blood pressure still had much higher

odds of kidney damage. According to Appiah, “That is not just a clinical statistic — it

is a wake-up call.”

• Routine care is missing the window for early kidney damage detection — Appiah

called out a critical flaw in current medical practice: doctors often treat high blood

pressure as a heart issue while ignoring the kidneys. Appiah stressed that this leads

to delayed detection and missed intervention opportunities. He wrote, “If we are not

actively looking for it — especially in patients with high blood pressure — we are

missing a crucial window for prevention.”

• The lack of testing allows CKD to quietly progress toward organ failure — Kidney

damage builds slowly, with no obvious warning signs in early stages. According to

Appiah, once symptoms like fatigue, swelling, or changes in urination show up, it’s

often too late to reverse the damage. He urged doctors to screen all older adults

with high blood pressure using two simple tools:

◦ eGFR (estimated glomerular filtration rate) — A blood test that measures how

well your kidneys are filtering waste.

◦ Urine albumin — A urine test that checks for protein leakage, an early indicator

of kidney damage.

These tests are inexpensive, noninvasive, and widely available, but underused in

routine care for older adults with high blood pressure.

• Early intervention means better outcomes and lower costs — Treating CKD once it

becomes advanced is expensive and life-altering. Appiah emphasized that

integrating kidney screening into routine blood pressure management would



prevent massive downstream suffering. “We cannot afford to ignore the silent

progression of CKD in older adults,” he wrote. “Especially when one of its biggest

risk factors, hypertension, is already in the exam room.”

• The call to action is clear: expand the narrative — Appiah challenged the health

care system to rethink how it frames blood pressure. “Let us start by expanding the

narrative around high blood pressure to include the kidneys,” he urged. “Let us

normalize early kidney screenings for hypertensive patients.”

Aging Doesn’t Cause Kidney Disease, but High Blood Pressure
Accelerates the Damage

In a study published in Advances in Kidney Disease and Health, researchers examined

how aging affects kidney function and whether conditions like high blood pressure play

a direct role in accelerating damage.  While some decline in kidney filtration happens

naturally with age, the paper found that up to one-third of older adults maintain normal

kidney function into later life — as long as chronic conditions like high blood pressure

aren’t present.

• Healthy aging doesn’t lead to kidney failure — The researchers emphasized that

when older adults avoid diseases like high blood pressure and diabetes, their kidney

function tends to stay relatively stable. This directly contradicts the widespread

assumption that kidney decline is an inevitable part of aging. In fact, the study

found that healthy elderly participants had lower, but still normal, filtration rates

when measured by inulin clearance, a precise method for testing kidney function.

• The real risk comes when age meets disease — When high blood pressure is added

to the picture, the decline in kidney function becomes more aggressive and

clinically significant. The study noted that chronic high blood pressure doesn’t just

raise numbers — it physically changes the structure of the kidney’s filtration system.

Over time, the increased pressure stiffens and scars blood vessels, reducing your

kidneys’ ability to clear waste efficiently.
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• Preventive lifestyle habits make the biggest difference — The paper highlighted

several lifestyle strategies that help preserve kidney health in older adults — even

those with mild age-related decline.

These include exercise to support healthy blood flow and improve blood pressure

control and careful monitoring of medication side effects to ensure the kidneys

aren’t being harmed by drugs. These strategies help extend the period of functional

kidney health, reduce medication dependency, and improve overall quality of life.

• Aging doesn’t guarantee disease but neglect does — This study challenges the

belief that kidney failure is an automatic part of growing older. It’s not your age — it’s

what your blood pressure is doing to your kidneys behind the scenes. And the

sooner you catch that damage, the more control you have over the outcome.

How to Protect Your Kidneys by Lowering Blood Pressure the
Right Way

If you're dealing with high blood pressure or even just concerned about kidney health as

you age, the first thing to understand is this: your kidneys are being strained by pressure

that builds up over time — not just from salt, but from stress, poor nutrient balance, and

lifestyle patterns that silently weaken your filtration system.

This isn’t about short-term fixes. You need a plan that restores balance at the root level,

starting with what you eat and how you live each day. Here are five simple, proven steps

you can take right now to stop the damage and give your kidneys the support they need

to keep working for the long haul.

1. Fix your sodium-to-potassium ratio by eating real food — The problem isn’t salt

itself — it’s ultraprocessed food. Most people get their sodium from boxed snacks,

canned goods, deli meat, and fast food, which are stripped of potassium.
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Your body needs potassium to relax blood vessels and lower pressure. If you're

eating mostly whole, unprocessed foods — like ripe fruit, root vegetables, and well-

cooked leafy greens — you’ll naturally get more potassium and less sodium, the way

your kidneys were designed to handle.

2. Skip the low-salt diet and focus on nutrient density — Cutting salt too aggressively

backfires. It increases insulin levels, worsens your cholesterol ratios, and puts your

body into a stress state that makes high blood pressure harder to control. If you’ve

been told to cut all salt, you’ve been misled.

Instead, focus on eliminating ultraprocessed foods and use a small amount of high-

quality mineral salt on meals made from scratch. That way, you’re not stressing your

system or spiking insulin just to chase lower numbers.

3. Use simple breathing exercises to lower your stress response — High blood

pressure isn’t just physical — it’s emotional. Chronic stress triggers hormones that

tighten blood vessels and drive your pressure up. Try this: box breathing. Inhale for

four seconds, hold for four, exhale for four, and hold again for four. Do this for 10

minutes a day. It’s free, easy, and trains your nervous system to stop overreacting.

You’ll feel calmer, and your blood pressure will follow.

4. Get your vitamin D levels into the optimal range — Vitamin D helps regulate the

renin-angiotensin system, a hormone network that directly controls blood pressure.

If your vitamin D levels are too low, this system becomes overactive, driving up

pressure and damaging your kidneys. Make sure you’re getting regular sun

exposure, but avoid peak hours (10 a.m. to 4 p.m.) if you consume linoleic acid (LA)

from vegetable oils.

LA is a polyunsaturated fat that oxidizes easily, builds up in your skin and increases

your risk of skin damage. Cut these oils from your diet for at least six months

before getting peak sun exposure. Get your vitamin D levels tested at least twice a

year and aim for a level between 60 and 80 ng/mL (150 to 200 nmol/L). Consider a

vitamin D3 supplement if you don’t get sun exposure regularly.
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5. Move more — but start with what’s doable for you — If you're already active, aim for

an hour of moderate aerobic movement daily, like walking, cycling, or swimming.

But if you're starting from zero, don’t overthink it. Even 10-minute walks after meals

are beneficial. The key is consistency. Your kidneys will thank you for every step.

FAQs About High Blood Pressure and Your Kidneys

Q: How does high blood pressure damage your kidneys?

A: High blood pressure narrows and hardens the tiny blood vessels inside your

kidneys, which reduces blood flow and impairs their ability to filter waste. As

filtration slows down, waste and fluid build up in your body, which pushes blood

pressure even higher — creating a vicious cycle of damage that eventually leads to

kidney failure.

Q: Who is most at risk for high blood pressure-related kidney disease?

A: Adults over 60 are at significantly higher risk, especially if they already have high

blood pressure. Black Americans are also disproportionately affected, accounting

for 35% of kidney failure cases despite being just 13% of the U.S. population. Lack

of screening, limited access to care, and dietary stressors contribute to this

imbalance.

Q: What are the early signs of kidney damage?

A: Most people experience no symptoms in the early stages of chronic kidney

disease. As damage progresses, you might notice swelling in your ankles or face,

fatigue, dry or itchy skin, changes in urination, or brain fog. Unfortunately, by the

time symptoms appear, significant damage has usually already occurred.
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Q: What lifestyle changes help prevent or reverse kidney damage from high blood

pressure?

A: Focus on eating whole, potassium-rich foods to balance sodium intake, avoid

ultraprocessed meals, and ditch the low-salt dogma. Incorporate daily breathing

exercises to lower stress, optimize vitamin D through sun exposure and testing, and

engage in regular movement — even short walks help. These steps restore vascular

function and protect your kidneys at the root level.

Q: What tests should you ask for to catch kidney damage early?

A: Get your eGFR (estimated glomerular filtration rate) tested through a blood panel

and check your urine albumin levels. These simple, inexpensive tests detect early-

stage kidney decline long before symptoms appear. Ask for them if you have high

blood pressure, especially if you’re over 60 or in a high-risk group.

Sources and References

     National Kidney Foundation, High Blood Pressure and Chronic Kidney Disease

 National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases, High Blood Pressure & Kidney Disease

 KevinMD.com, July 18, 2025

 Advances in Kidney Disease and Health, July 2010, Volume 17, Issue 4, P341-347

1, 3, 4

2

5

6

https://www.kidney.org/high-blood-pressure-and-chronic-kidney-disease
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/high-blood-pressure
https://kevinmd.com/2025/07/high-blood-pressures-hidden-impact-on-kidney-health-in-older-adults.html
https://www.akdh.org/article/S1548-5595(10)00075-3/abstract

