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UNDERSTANDING
THE ROLE OF DIET
IN STAGE 3 KIDNEY
DISEASE

Receiving  a  diagnosis
of  Stage  3  chronic
kidney  disease  (CKD)
can feel overwhelming,
but  it  also  marks  a
critical  turning  point
w h e r e  p r o a c t i v e
management  can
significantly  slow
disease  progression.
The  kidneys,  which
filter waste and excess
fluids  from  the  blood,
are  functioning  at  a
moderately  reduced
l e v e l — t y p i c a l l y

between  30  and  59
percent  of  normal
capacity. At this stage,
t h e  r i g h t  d i e t a r y
cho ices  become  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
treatment.
A well-planned diet for
Stage 3 kidney disease
is not a one-size-fits-all
prescription. Instead, it
i s  a  pe rsona l i zed
approach  designed  to
reduce the workload on
the  kidneys,  maintain
electrolyte  balance,
a n d  p r e v e n t
complications  such  as
high  blood  pressure,
bone disease, and fluid
buildup.  By  making
informed  adjustments
to  what  you  eat,  you
c a n  p r o t e c t  y o u r
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k i d n e y  f u n c t i o n ,
support overall  health,
and  maintain  a  good
quality of life.
This  article  will  walk
y o u  t h r o u g h  t h e
essential  principles  of
eating well with Stage
3  CKD.  You  will  learn
which nutrients require
careful  monitoring,
w h i c h  f o o d s  t o
emphasize,  which  to
limit, and how to build
a  sustainable  eating
pattern  that  fits  your
lifestyle.

WHAT CHANGES IN
STAGE 3 KIDNEY
DISEASE?

In Stage 3, the kidneys
h a v e  s u s t a i n e d
significant  damage,
though  they  are  still
working.  As  a  result,
they  become  less
efficient  at  removing
certain waste products
and  maintaining  the
balance  of  minerals

and  fluids.  Two  key
markers  of  k idney
function are estimated
glomerular  filtration
rate (eGFR), which falls
between 30 and 59 in
this  stage,  and  the
presence of  protein in
t h e  u r i n e .  Y o u r
healthcare team, which
typically  includes  a
nephrologist  and  a
renal dietitian, will use
these  numbers  along
with  blood  tests  to
guide  your  dietary
plan.
I t  i s  impor tan t  to
r e c o g n i z e  t h a t
symptoms may be mild
or even absent at this
stage.  Some  people
experience  fatigue,
changes  in  urination,
swelling  in  the  hands
or feet, or mild itching.
Because  the  disease
can  progress  silently,
following  a  kidney-
friendly diet  early  can
h e l p  p r e s e r v e
remaining  function



Diet For Stage 3 Kidney Disease 3

3

longer.

KEY NUTRITIONAL
GOALS FOR A DIET
FOR STAGE 3
KIDNEY DISEASE

W h i l e  e v e r y
individual's needs vary,
most dietary plans for
Stage 3 CKD focus on
five  major  areas:
protein intake,  sodium
restriction,  phosphorus
m a n a g e m e n t ,
potassium  balance,
and fluid control. Let us
examine each of these
in detail.

Protein:
Quality
Over
Quantity
Protein is essential for
muscle  maintenance,
immune  function,  and
heal ing.  However,

when  k idneys  a re
damaged,  the  waste
products  of  protein
metabolism—such  as
u r e a  a n d
creatinine—can  build
up  in  the  blood.  For
th is  reason,  many
people  with  Stage  3
kidney  disease  are
advised to moderately
reduce  their  protein
intake. The goal is not
to eliminate protein but
to  consume  it  in  the
right amount and from
high-quality sources.
Typ ica l ly ,  a  rena l
d i e t i t i a n  m i g h t
recommend  between
0.6  and  0.8  grams of
protein per kilogram of
body  weight  per  day,
but  this  number  can
vary .  Emphas is  i s
p l a c e d  o n  h i g h
biological  value
proteins—those  that
contain  all  essential
amino  acids—such  as
lean  meats,  poultry,
fish,  eggs,  and  dairy.
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Plant  proteins  l ike
beans, lentils, and tofu
can  also  be  included
but  require  careful
portioning  because
they are often higher in
p o t a s s i u m  a n d
phosphorus.
The  key  is  to  avoid
excess ive  prote in
in take  wh i l e  s t i l l
meeting  your  body's
bas ic  needs .  Th is
approach helps reduce
the  accumulation  of
nitrogenous  wastes,
making  it  easier  for
your  kidneys  to  keep
up.

Sodium:
Keeping
Blood
Pressure

in Check
High blood pressure is
both  a  cause  and  a
consequence of kidney
d isease .  L imi t ing
sodium  is  one  of  the
most  effective  dietary
s t r a t e g i e s  f o r
m a n a g i n g  b l o o d
pressure and reducing
fluid  retention.  For
most people with Stage
3  C K D ,  t h e
recommendation  is  to
consume  less  than
2 , 0 0 0  t o  2 , 3 0 0
milligrams  of  sodium
per  day—roughly  one
teaspoon of salt.
This  means  cutting
back  on  processed
foods,  canned  soups,
fast  food,  deli  meats,
sa l ty  snacks ,  and
condiments  like  soy
sauce  and  ketchup.
Instead,  flavor  your
meals  with  fresh  or
dried  herbs,  spices,
garlic, lemon juice, and
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salt-free  seasoning
b l e n d s .  R e a d i n g
n u t r i t i o n  l a b e l s
becomes a daily habit,
as  sodium  hides  in
many  unexpected
p laces ,  inc lud ing
bread,  cheese,  and
salad  dressings.
By  controlling  sodium
intake,  you  not  only
help  your  kidneys  but
also reduce the risk of
cardiovascular disease,
which  is  common  in
the CKD population.

Phosphor
us:
Protectin
g Your
Bones

and Blood
Vessels
In  healthy  kidneys,
excess  phosphorus  is
excreted easily. But as
k i d n e y  f u n c t i o n
declines,  phosphorus
can accumulate in the
blood. High phosphorus
levels  leach  calcium
f rom  your  bones ,
making them weak and
brittle,  and  can  also
contribute  to  vascular
calcification,  which
increases heart disease
risk.
D u r i n g  S t a g e  3 ,
phosphorus restrictions
may not yet be drastic,
but  it  is  wise to  start
being  mindful.  Foods
n a t u r a l l y  h i g h  i n
phosphorus  include
dairy  products,  nuts,
seeds,  whole  grains,
c o l a  d r i n k s ,  a n d
processed  foods  with
phosphate  additives.
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M a n y  r e n a l  d i e t s
recommend  limiting
dairy  to  one  serving
per  day  and  choosing
unprocessed  foods
whenever  possible.
Your  doctor  may  also
prescribe  phosphate
binders—medications
taken  with  meals  to
prevent  phosphorus
absorption. If you take
these, it is important to
take  them  exactly  as
directed.

Potassiu
m: A
Delicate
Balance
Potassium is a mineral
that  helps nerves and
musc les  func t ion
properly,  including the
h e a r t .  I n  S t a g e  3
k i d n e y  d i s e a s e ,
potassium  levels  may

remain  normal  for
many  people,  though
s o m e  b e g i n  t o
e x p e r i e n c e
hyperkalemia  (high
potassium).  Whether
you  need  to  restrict
potassium  depends
entirely on your blood
test results.
If  your  potassium  is
elevated, you will need
to limit high-potassium
foods such as bananas,
oranges,  potatoes,
tomatoes,  avocados,
spinach,  and  beans.
L o w e r - p o t a s s i u m
alternatives  include
apples, berries, grapes,
cauliflower,  green
beans, and white rice.
B o i l i n g  c e r t a i n
vegetables  can  also
help leach out some of
t h e i r  p o t a s s i u m
content.
If potassium levels are
normal,  you  typically
do not need to restrict
it—but  awareness  is
still important because
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levels  can  change
quickly  if  your  kidney
funct ion  dec l ines
further.

Fluids:
Individual
ized
Guidance
In  Stage  3,  fluid
restrictions  are  not
usual ly  necessary
unless  you  develop
significant  fluid
retention  or  swelling.
Some people may still
be able to follow their
n a t u r a l  t h i r s t .
However,  if  you  have
high blood pressure or
e d e m a ,  y o u r
healthcare  provider
m a y  r e c o m m e n d
moderating  fluid
intake.  Thirst  can  be
managed  by  sucking
on  ice  chips,  using

s u g a r - f r e e  h a r d
candies, or rinsing your
mouth with water.
Fluids include not  just
water  but  also  coffee,
tea,  juice,  soup,  and
even foods that melt at
room temperature like
gelatin and ice cream.
A lways  fo l low  the
specific  advice  given
by your medical team.

FOODS TO
EMPHASIZE IN A
DIET FOR STAGE 3
KIDNEY DISEASE

Bui lding  a  kidney-
friendly  plate  means
focusing  on  fresh,
whole  foods  that  are
n a t u r a l l y  l o w  i n
sodium,  phosphorus,
a n d — w h e n
needed—potassium.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
excellent  choices:

Fresh or frozen
vegetables:
Cauliflower,
cabbage, bell



8

8 Diet For Stage 3 Kidney Disease 2022-08-22

peppers,
zucchini, green
beans, lettuce,
and cucumbers
are generally
lower in
potassium.
Fresh fruits:
Apples, berries,
grapes, cherries,
pineapple, and
watermelon are
good options for
most people.
Lean proteins:
Skinless chicken,
turkey, fish, and
eggs in
controlled
portions.
Grains: White
rice, pasta,
bread, and
crackers made
from refined
flour, as whole
grains are higher
in phosphorus.
Healthy fats:
Olive oil,
avocado oil, and
unsalted butter

or margarine.
Beverages:
Water, clear
sodas like lemon-
lime (not cola),
and
unsweetened
herbal teas
(check with your
dietitian first).

FOODS TO LIMIT
OR AVOID

Equally  important  is
k n o w i n g  w h a t  t o
reduce  or  eliminate.
The  following  foods
often  require  caution:

Processed and
cured meats:
Bacon, ham,
sausage, hot
dogs, and deli
meats are
extremely high in
sodium and
phosphorus
additives.
Canned foods:
Canned soups,
vegetables, and
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beans are usually
loaded with
sodium. If you
use them,
choose "no salt
added" versions
and rinse
thoroughly.
Dairy products:
Milk, yogurt, and
cheese are high
in phosphorus.
Stick to small
portions or
alternatives like
unsweetened
almond or rice
milk (check for
phosphate
additives).
Dark-colored
sodas: Cola and
root beer contain
phosphorus
additives that
are easily
absorbed.
High-
potassium
foods (if
needed):
Bananas,

oranges,
tomatoes,
potatoes,
spinach,
avocados, and
dried fruits.
Nuts, seeds,
and legumes:
These are
nutrient-dense
but also high in
both potassium
and phosphorus.
Use in very small
amounts if
permitted.
Salt and salty
condiments:
Soy sauce,
Worcestershire
sauce, ketchup,
pickles, and
olives.

SAMPLE MEAL
IDEAS FOR STAGE
3 KIDNEY DISEASE

Putting  theory  into
practice  can  be  the
hardest part. Here are
a  few  s imple  meal
ideas  that  align  with
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the  dietary  goals  for
S t a g e  3  C K D .
Remember  to  adjust
b a s e d  o n  y o u r
individual lab values.

Breakfast
Scrambled eggs (using
one egg) with a side of
sautéed  bell  peppers
and onions (cooked in
olive oil). Serve with a
small apple and a slice
of  white  toast  with
unsalted  butter.  Drink
water or a cup of light
herbal tea.

Lunch
Grilled  chicken  breast
(about 3 ounces) over
a bed of mixed greens
with  cucumber  slices,
shredded  carrots,  and
a  vinaigrette  made
from olive oil, vinegar,
and dried herbs. Add a
side of steamed white
rice  and  a  handful  of
grapes.

Dinner
Baked salmon (3 to 4
ounces) seasoned with
lemon,  dill,  and  garlic
powder.  Serve  with
roasted  green  beans
and  a  smal l  baked
potato  that  has  been
b o i l e d  ( t o  l e a c h
potassium)  or  limited
to  ha l f  a  potato  i f
potassium is a concern.
A  side  of  cauliflower
r i ce  makes  a  n ice
addition.

Snack
A small  bowl  of  fresh
blueberries  or  a  few
unsalted  rice  cakes
with  a  thin  layer  of
unsalted  butter  or
sugar-free  jam.  Avoid
high-potassium  snacks
like bananas or mixed
nuts.

LIFESTYLE TIPS
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FOR MANAGING
KIDNEY HEALTH

Diet is only one part of
the picture. To get the
most out of your renal
diet,  consider  these
additional  strategies:

Work with a
renal dietitian:
A professional
can help you
tailor the diet to
your specific lab
results,
preferences, and
lifestyle. This is
the single most
effective step
you can take.
Monitor your
blood pressure
regularly:
Keeping blood
pressure below
130/80 is a
common target.
Diet, exercise,
and medication
all play a role.
Stay active:
Gentle exercise

such as walking,
swimming, or
yoga helps
control weight,
blood pressure,
and overall well-
being. Always
check with your
doctor before
starting a new
routine.
Avoid NSAIDs:
Over-the-counter
pain relievers
like ibuprofen
and naproxen
can damage the
kidneys further.
Use
acetaminophen
instead, but only
as directed.
Stay on top of
lab work: Your
eGFR, creatinine,
potassium,
phosphorus, and
other markers
will guide dietary
adjustments.
Never make
major changes
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without
consulting your
healthcare team.
Manage other
conditions:
Diabetes and
heart disease are
common in
people with
kidney disease.
Controlling blood
sugar and
cholesterol is
essential.

COMMON
QUESTIONS ABOUT
DIET FOR STAGE 3
KIDNEY DISEASE

Can I eat
eggs on a
kidney
diet?
Y e s ,  e g g s  a r e  a n
excellent  source  of

high-quality  protein
a n d  a r e  l o w e r  i n
p o t a s s i u m  a n d
phosphorus than many
other  protein  sources.
One  egg  per  day  is
generally  acceptable,
but always follow your
dietit ian's  port ion
guidance.

Is it safe
to drink
coffee or
tea?
In  moderation,  yes.
Plain  coffee  and  tea
are low in sodium and
phosphorus.  However,
they  do  contain  some
potassium.  I f  your
potassium  is  normal,
one  or  two  cups  per
day  are  usually  fine.
Avoid  adding  milk  or
creamer,


