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Kidney Transplant Option 
A kidney transplant is a surgery to replace your kidneys when they stop working. 

When your kidney function drops to about 20%, you can be evaluated for kidney 
transplant. If you are a good candidate, you are placed on the transplant list. Most 
people start dialysis before getting a transplant, but some get a transplant before 
starting dialysis. 

Transplant: Do You Qualify? 
Before being considered for a kidney transplant, you need a variety of medical 
assessments. The transplant team needs to be sure you are healthy enough for the 
procedure.  

These evaluations may include: 

• Blood tests

• Chest X-rays

• Kidney ultrasound

• EKG (echocardiogram) or stress test

• Colonoscopy for those eligible for colon cancer screening

• PSA test to check prostate health for men

• Mammogram and pap smear for women

Consultations may include seeing: 

• A cardiologist to assess your heart health

• A dentist for a dental exam

• A mental health provider for a psychosocial assessment

Note: Depending on how long you wait for a kidney transplant, these tests and 
evaluations may need to be repeated. 

After The Evaluation 
You could be placed on the active list or non-active list. The active list means you are 
eligible or ready for a kidney transplant. The non-active list means you are not ready for 
the procedure. If you are on the non-active list, don’t lose hope! Your transplant team 
might want you to manage other medical conditions first. They will keep reassessing 
your status to see when you are best fit for the active list. 
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What Can You Do Now?  
Identify a Designated Support Person 

• VA requires all transplant candidates to have a support person before referral to
transplant center.

• A support person is essential for transportation, communication, and emotional
and physical support during the transplant process.

Take Your Medicines as Prescribed and Follow Dialysis Schedule 

• Know about your medicines and why you are taking them.
• If you’re on dialysis, don’t miss dialysis sessions. This helps control fluid gain and

removes waste products.

Manage Your Weight 

• Maintain a healthy weight to reduce surgical complications and help with wound
healing after a kidney transplant.

• You may meet with a VA Registered Dietitian to help reach your goals related to
eating well and staying active.

• Consider joining VA’s MOVE! Weight Management Program for Veterans. Learn
more at www.move.va.gov.

Control Blood Glucose (sugar) 

• If you have diabetes, manage your blood glucose to minimize risk for infections.

Control Blood Pressure 

• Manage stress, maintain a healthy diet, stay active, and take your blood pressure 
medicines as prescribed.

• It’s important to maintain blood pressure in a safe range to support heart and 
kidney function.

Avoid Tobacco Use 

• Tobacco use increases your risk of heart and kidney disease and stroke.
• VA has a variety of support services and resources to help you cut back or quit.
• Ask your VA healthcare team or visit https://veterans.smokefree.gov/.

Be Involved in Your Healthcare 
• Keep all appointments with your healthcare team.
• Ask questions to make sure you understand your transplant plan.

http://www.move.va.gov/
https://veterans.smokefree.gov/
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Find a Donor 
Kidneys for a transplant come from either a living person (living donor) or a person who 
has recently died (deceased donor).  

Living Donor Information 

• Healthy people can donate 1 of their 2 kidneys.
• Living donors must have most of the same tests as you. This is to check if their

kidney is a good match for you (see more details below).
• Living donors must be healthy, so they may recover quickly from the surgery.
• A living donor can be a relative or someone unrelated to you.
• Having a living donor makes scheduling a transplant easier.
• VA’s National Surgery Office recommends, but does not require, that the living

donor has their own support person.

Deceased Donor Information 

• A deceased donor kidney comes from someone who has recently died.
• There is a waiting list for kidneys from deceased donors. The non-profit group

United Network for Organ Sharing (UNOS) keeps a national transplant list of
people waiting for organs. VA is part of the UNOS system.

• Wait times vary from months to years. It depends, in part, on your blood type.
• Several patients might be called about the same available kidney. One patient is

the primary candidate; the others are backups in case the primary is not available
or not eligible. The primary and the backup patients go to the transplant center for
the potential offer knowing only one patient will receive the transplant. It may
take multiple calls before you are the one who receives the transplant.

Matching Blood Type for a Transplant 
Your blood type influences which kidneys you can safely receive for a transplant. Blood 
type depends on antigens (a substance on the surface of red blood cells). Your VA 
healthcare team can tell you which blood type you have. There are 4 blood types: A, B, 
O, and AB. 

Type A: Can receive a kidney from blood types A and O. 

Type B: Can receive a kidney from blood types B and O. 

Type O: Called the “universal donor” because it has no antigens. Can receive a kidney 
from blood type O only. 

Type AB: Called the “universal recipient,” because it has all the antigens. Someone with 
AB blood can receive a kidney from a donor with type A, AB, B, or O blood. This makes it 
faster for someone with AB blood to find a kidney match. 
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If you have a living donor whose blood type doesn’t match yours, some centers will still 
do the transplant with extra treatments beforehand. Another option for having a donor 
with mismatched blood types is called paired kidney exchange. If you have a living 
donor, talk to your transplant center about these options.  

Crossmatching for a Kidney Transplant 
A crossmatch test checks for antibodies in your blood that may react against a new 
kidney. It tests your blood plasma against a donor’s blood cells.  

A negative crossmatch means a transplant with that donor can go forward. This means 
you may be able to accept this kidney donation.  

A positive crossmatch means your body is likely to reject the donated kidney. You can’t 
get a kidney transplant from that donor.  

Some patients are more “sensitized” than others, meaning their blood reacts against 
many donors. This can occur in women who have had pregnancies or in people who had 
prior transplants. The more sensitized a patient is, the harder it is to find a kidney match. 

Additional Tissue Matching for a Transplant 
In addition to blood type matching, a donor and recipient are matched for compatibility 
by comparing tissue markers known as “human leukocyte antigens” (HLA). HLA markers 
are substances found on your cells which determine your tissue type. The closer the HLA 
match between you and a donor, the lower the risk of your body rejecting the donated 
kidney. There are 6 HLA markers that are looked at for transplantation purposes. We 
inherit 3 from our mother, and 3 from our father for a total of 6. There is no minimum 
number of HLA types that must match for you to get a kidney, but the more matches, 
the better chance of your body accepting the kidney well. 

Kidney Transplant Surgery 
During kidney transplant surgery, a surgeon puts a donor kidney into your body. Your 
original kidneys stay in. They are located above your waist, under your ribs. The new 
kidney is put in your belly, protected by your hip. Transplant surgery typically takes 3 to 
6 hours. 

What to expect when recovering from surgery: 

• You’ll receive in-hospital care for about 5 to 7 days after the surgery.
• Before leaving the hospital, you will receive education and support.
• Your new medicine regimen is complex; ask questions to ensure you understand.
• You’ll learn of possible post-surgery complications to watch for and how to report

that to your care team.
• Total recovery time is about 6 to 12 weeks; some people take longer to recover.
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If you have type 1 diabetes, ask your transplant team about kidney-pancreas transplant 
options.  

After a successful kidney transplant, you won’t need long-term dialysis. Some people 
might need dialysis for a short period until the new kidney starts working. The new 
kidney may start working right away or it may take some time. 

Taking Transplant Medicines 
Even with a good match, a kidney transplant is still foreign (unknown) to your body. Your 
immune system may try to get rid of it. This can cause the kidney to not work properly or 
not at all. Transplant medicines block your immune system to slow your body from 
attacking the new kidney. Taking all transplant medicines as prescribed can help your 
body accept the new kidney. Some of these medicines you will need for the rest of your 
life as long as your new kidney is working. 

Kidney Transplant and Your Lifestyle 
Receiving a kidney transplant might affect your life in these areas: 

• Nutrition and fluid intake
• Daily medicines
• Time commitment (transplant follow-up care)
• Work and travel
• Fertility (having children) and your sex life

Transplant: Nutrition and Fluid Intake 
It’s important to eat a healthy, balanced diet. Weight gain after transplant is common. 
Stay well hydrated after the transplant. You are more prone to food-borne illness when 
you have a transplant. You will receive a list of foods to avoid like unpasteurized milk 
and undercooked meats. After a kidney transplant there are usually fewer diet 
restrictions compared to when you’re on dialysis. It’s important to meet with a 
Registered Dietitian to learn how to work new nutrition guidance into your life.  

Transplant: Daily Medicines 
A kidney transplant requires you to take various medicines. These include medicines to 
suppress your immune system, so it does not reject (attack) your new kidney. If you 
miss taking your immunosuppression medicines, you increase the risk of your body 
rejecting the kidney.  

If you have diabetes or other health conditions, you still need to take prescribed 
medicines for them, though the dose or amount prescribed may change after the 
transplant. You may also need blood pressure medicine. 
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When you get your transplant at a VA transplant center or receive care at a VA clinic, 
your transplant medicines are covered for as long as the new kidney works. You may 
have a co-pay. Ask your social worker any questions related to this. 

Transplant: Follow-Up Care 
After your kidney transplant, you will see your transplant team every 1 to 2 months to 
ensure all is doing well. Later, visits are reduced to every 3 to 6 months.  

Regular blood work is also necessary to help your health care team evaluate how your 
kidney transplant is doing. At first, these tests are done weekly or every other week. 
Often, after the first year of transplant, they are done monthly. 

Transplant: Work and Travel 
Most people who receive a transplant get back to work, travel, and enjoy a healthier 
lifestyle compared to being on dialysis. Always keep your medicines with you when you 
travel. Never put them in checked luggage in case your luggage is lost. 

Transplant: Fertility (Having Children) and Your Sex Life 
Those with a successful kidney transplant often experience improved fertility and sex 
lives. Women can safely carry babies to term after a kidney transplant. It’s 
recommended to wait about 2 years after the transplant before trying to get pregnant. 

VA Transplant Centers 
You may have the option of choosing 1 or more transplant centers. VA has its own 
network of transplant centers. VA covers travel costs for you and your donor to and from 
a VA transplant center. Ask your VA care team about the transplant center closest to you. 

You can also choose to get a transplant at a non-VA center. Confirm your coverage with 
your transplant coordinator before beginning a transplant evaluation at a new center. 
Each center has its own criteria for listing transplant candidates.  

You may be able to get on the transplant list at more than 1 center, especially if they are 
in different areas.  

How To Find Data on Organ Transplantation and Donations 
Visit https://optn.transplant.hrsa.gov to find national, state, and regional transplant 
center data for all transplant centers, including VA centers.  

Find waiting list and transplant information through the Scientific Registry of Transplant 
Recipients (SRTR) reports. Visit www.srtr.org to learn more about transplants, including 
survival data. A transplant often offers better survival than dialysis. For more general 
information including questions about data, call the SRTR at 877-970-SRTR (7787), 
weekdays from 9:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. ET. For direct patient support, call the United 

https://optn.transplant.hrsa.gov/
http://www.srtr.org/
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Network for Organ Sharing (UNOS) patient services at 888-894-6361, operating on 
weekdays 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. ET.  

Where to Learn More About Kidney Transplants 
If you’re interested in a kidney transplant, talk to your kidney doctor or look online to 
learn more about VA Transplant Services. Find details about VA transplant services at 
www.va.gov/health/services/transplant/. 

Summary of the Transplant Process  
1. The medical team at a transplant center evaluates you for a transplant. 
2. If accepted as a transplant candidate, you are registered (added) on the national 

organ transplant waiting list. A living donor may also be identified and evaluated 
for living donation.  

3. Your waiting period begins.  
4. While waiting, start organizing your support system. 
5. When called with a suitable match, your transplant takes place. 
6. Your medical team manages your care after the transplant. 

A kidney transplant can significantly improve your quality of life and health.  

We hope this booklet has given you helpful information about VA’s kidney transplant 
process. Speak with your healthcare provider or reach out to your VA transplant team to 
learn more. We're here to support you every step of the way. 

Questions for Your Health Care Team 
Write down any questions you have. Ask these at your next health care visit or through 
My HealtheVet secure messaging portal. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Important Contact Information 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

http://www.va.gov/health/services/transplant/
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