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What you need to know
HYPERKALAEMIA
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What is hyperkalaemia?

Hyperkalaemia occurs when you have too much potassium  
in your blood.1 
Potassium is an important nutrient found in many foods. It helps your heart,  
muscles and nerves to work properly.2,3 Too much or too little potassium  
can be dangerous because normal blood levels of potassium are critical for  
maintaining a normal heart rhythm.3,4 

Both low blood potassium levels (hypokalaemia) 
and high blood potassium levels (hyperkalaemia) 
can lead to abnormal heart rhythms.3,4 

Healthy kidneys control the amount 
of potassium in your blood. If the 
potassium levels in your body are 
higher than what is needed, the 
kidney removes some of it and 
brings the levels back to normal.2

When your kidneys are unable to 
function properly they cannot get 
rid of all the potassium – which 
allows higher levels of potassium to 
build up in your blood. This is what 
is known as hyperkalaemia.1,5
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Here’s what normally happens to 
potassium in the body 

References: 1. Montford JR, et al. J Am Soc Nephrol 2017;28(11):3155–65. 2. Weisberg LS. Crit Care Med 2008;36(12):3246–51. 3. Weiner ID and Wingo 
CS. J Am Soc Nephrol 1998;9(8):1535–43. 4.Weiss JN, et al. Cir Arrhythm Electrophysiol 2017(3):1–21. 5. Hollander-Rodriguez JC, et al. Am Fam Physician 
2006;73(2):283–90.

Here’s what happens when your 
kidneys are not working well
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Why is your potassium high? 

Your potassium levels are impacted by 
your underlying medical conditions such 
as chronic kidney disease, heart failure and 
some rare diseases.1,2 

Unfortunately, some drugs that are 
important for protecting your heart and 
kidneys can also cause an increase in 
potassium levels.2

You should always follow the treatment advice given to you by your doctor. 
Never change your medication without speaking to you doctor first.

MEDICATION-RELATED CAUSES2,3

Some blood pressure 
medications (i.e. angiotensin-
converting-enzyme inhibitors)

NSAIDs
   

   

   

   

 NSAIDs (nonsteroidal  
anti-inflammatory drugs) 
like aspirin and ibuprofen

Potassium-sparing diuretics 
(i.e. spironolactone)

Some herbal supplements 
and remedies with high 
levels of potassium

References: 1. Montford JR, et al. J Am Soc Nephrol 2017;28(11):3155–65. 2. Turgutalp K, et al. Ren Fail 2016;38(9):1405–12. 3. Batra V, et al. Cureus 
2016;8(11):e859.

3



What potassium level is safe?

Potassium levels can range from safe, 
normal levels, to low and high potassium 
levels. When potassium goes too low 
or too high, you may face risks to your 
health. For most people, a normal 
potassium level is 3.5 to 5.0 mEq/L.1

Just as you might keep track of your 
cholesterol or blood pressure, it’s a good 
idea to know your potassium level too. 

References: 1. Rastegar A, et al. Postgrad Med J 2001;77:759–64. 2. Khanagavi J et al. Arch Med Sci 2004; 10(2):251–7. 3. Jin A, et al. BMJ Open 
2020;10:e039472. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2020-039472.
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HIGH POTASSIUM2  
(also known as hyperkalaemia) 

The higher the level,  
the higher the risk

 

NORMAL POTASSIUM1  
(also known as normokalemia) 

Where your potassium level 
should be and can be with 

proper management 

LOW POTASSIUM3 
(also known as hypokalemia) 

Like high potassium, low 
potassium comes with health 
risks but can also be treated 

4



What are the symptoms of  
high potassium?

Usually with high blood potassium levels 
you won’t show any symptoms, so the 
condition is often only detected and 
diagnosed when you have a routine blood 
test carried out for other reasons.1,2

If your potassium levels are not monitored 
and become too high your risk of serious 
health issues can increase.1

Therefore, it is very important to be aware 
of your potassium level and mention to 
your healthcare professional at every visit 
that it should be checked because you 
suffer from hyperkalaemia.

References: 1. Simon LV, Hashmi MF, Farrell MW. Hyperkalemia. 2021 Feb 11. In: StatPearls [Internet]. Treasure Island (FL): StatPearls Publishing; 2021 
Jan–. PMID: 29261936. 2. Cleveland Clinic. Hyperkalemia (High Potassium)  Available at: https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/15184-hyper-
kalemia-high-blood-potassium Date accessed: April 2021. 3.  Campese VM, et al. Kidney Int Suppl (2011) 2016;6(1):16–19.

Irregular heartbeat 

Difficulty breathing 

Tingling or numbness 

Other unusual sensations

Weakness 

Fatigue  

Unable to move (temporary paralysis)

Nausea and vomiting

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

SOMETIMES HYPERKALAEMIA DOES PRESENT WITH SYMPTOMS. SEEK 
MEDICAL ATTENTION IF YOU EXPERIENCE ANY OF THE FOLLOWING:2,3
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Impact of hyperkalaemia 

High potassium can be managed with diet changes, 
prescription medication, or a combination of the two.1 
Impact on medication 
Having persistent hyperkalaemia can be problematic for your heart and kidney 
medications. However, reducing or stopping these medications could increase 
health risks.1 

To avoid this vicious cycle of stopping and starting your medication, it is very important 
to work with your doctor to manage and maintain a safe potassium level to ensure you 
are able to keep taking your vital medications.

Impact on diet 
Limiting how much potassium you eat can be challenging. Keep in mind that even 
low potassium foods should be eaten in moderation. For more information on foods 
to eat and avoid, please visit www.hyperkalaemia.com

References: 1. Dunn JD, et al. Am J Manag Care 2015;21:S307–15. 2. Chaitman M, et al. P T 2016; 41(1):43–50. 3. National Kidney Foundation. Guideline 
11. Available at: http://kidneyfoundation.cachefly.net/professionals/KDOQI/guidelines_bp/guide_11.htm. Date accessed: April 2021.

Sodium 
bicarbonate1

SPS (sodium  
polystyrene sulfonate)1

Potassium 
binders2

Dietary potassium 
restriction of 50–75 mmol3

Non-potassium 
sparing diuretics1

KEY TREATMENTS 

Medications may increase 
potassium levels1

Medications are reduced 
due to hyperkalaemia1

Medications to protect 
heart and kidneys1

Underlying condition 
worsens1
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What to expect after a  
hyperkalaemia diagnosis 

While everyone’s experience is different, 
knowing what lies ahead may make you 
feel more confident. Your doctor will look 
at your individual circumstance and make 

an informed decision on how best to treat 
you. It is important to always follow the 
advice given closely.

References: 1. Dunn JD, et al. Am J Manag Care 2015;21:S307–15. 2. Chaitman M, et al. P T 2016; 41(1):43–50. 3. Palmer BF, et al. Mayo Clin Proc 
2021;96(3):744–62.

TREATMENT1,2 MONITORING3 
You and your doctor 
will need to be aware 
of your potassium levels. 
Requesting more frequent 
blood tests will help 
determine whether your 
treatment is working or 
if more adjustments need 
to be made.

Your doctor will try to reduce potassium levels 
by using one or more of the following methods:

•   Making adjustments to your current 
medication which are increasing your 
potassium levels 

•   Addition of a potassium binder 
•   Advising you to follow a low potassium diet 
•   Addition of a diuretic 
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Managing life with hyperkalaemia

Here are some key points to remember: 

KIDNEYS ARE KEY
Healthy kidneys control the amount 
of potassium in your blood.

 YOU MAY NOT SHOW SYMPTOMS 
It is common not to show any 
symptoms even when your potassium 
levels are high, which can lead to 
sudden, serious consequences. 

 A BLOOD TEST TELLS THE STORY 
A simple blood test can determine 
the level of potassium in your blood. 

 MEDICINE MAY BE HELPFUL 
You may need to take  
potassium binders to help  
control high potassium. 

DIET MATTERS 
You may be able to lower 
high potassium by following 
a low potassium diet.

 KNOW WHEN TO CALL A 
HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONAL: 
Call your doctor or go to the 
emergency room if you experience 
heart palpitations, shortness of breath, 
chest pain, nausea or vomiting.3
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Notes
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www.hyperkalaemia.com
For information, resources and support 
for people living with or affected by 
hyperkalaemia, visit our website

https://hyperkalaemia.com/

