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What is lupus nephritis?
Lupus nephritis is a type of kidney disease caused by systemic lupus erythematosus  (SLE

or lupus). Lupus is an autoimmune disease —a disorder in which the body’s immune

system attacks the body’s own cells and organs. Kidney disease caused by lupus may get worse

over time and lead to kidney failure. If your kidneys fail, you will need dialysis or a kidney

transplant to maintain your health.





https://www.niddk.nih.gov/
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/chronic-kidney-disease-ckd
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/lupus
https://medlineplus.gov/autoimmunediseases.html
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/I/immune-system
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/K/kidney-failure
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/D/dialysis


What do your kidneys do?
The kidneys’ main job is to �lter extra water and wastes out of your blood to make urine.

To keep your body working properly, the kidneys balance the salts and minerals—such

as calcium, phosphorus, sodium, and potassium—that circulate in the blood. Your

kidneys also make hormones that help control blood pressure, make red blood cells, and

keep your bones strong.

Who gets lupus?
Lupus is much more common in women than in men and most often strikes during the child-

bearing years. Nine out of 10 people who have lupus are women. Lupus is also more common

in people of African or Asian background. African Americans and Asian Americans are about 2

to 3 times more likely to develop lupus than Caucasians.1 In the United States, 1 out of every

250 African American women will develop lupus.2

How common is lupus nephritis?
Kidney damage is one of the more common health problems caused by lupus. In adults who

have lupus, as many as 5 out of 10 will have kidney disease. In children who have lupus, 8 of 10

will have kidney disease.3

Who is more likely to develop lupus nephritis?
African Americans, Hispanics/Latinos, and Asian Americans are more likely to develop lupus

nephritis than Caucasians.4 Lupus nephritis is more common in men than in women.5

What are the symptoms of lupus nephritis?
The symptoms of lupus nephritis may include foamy urine and edema—swelling that occurs

when your body has too much �uid, usually in the legs, feet, or ankles, and less often in the

hands or face. You may also develop high blood pressure.

Kidney problems often start at the same time or shortly after lupus symptoms  appear

and can include

joint pain or swelling

Your kidneys are located in the
middle of your back, just below
your ribcage.



https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/H/hormone
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/B/blood-pressure
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/high-blood-pressure
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/lupus


muscle pain

fever with no known cause

a red rash, often on the face, across the nose and cheeks, sometimes called a butter�y rash
because of its shape

What tests do health care professionals use to
diagnose lupus nephritis?
Lupus nephritis is diagnosed through urine and blood tests and a kidney biopsy.

Urine Test

Your health care professional uses a urine sample to look for blood and protein in your urine.

You collect the urine sample in a container in a health care professional’s o�ce or lab. For the

test, a nurse or technician places a strip of chemically treated paper, called a dipstick, into the

urine. Patches on the dipstick change color when blood or protein is present. A high level of

protein or a high number of red blood cells in the urine means kidney damage. The urine will

also be examined under a microscope to look for kidney cells.

Blood Test

Your health care professional uses a blood test to check your kidney function. The blood test

measures creatinine, a waste product from the normal breakdown of muscles in your body.

Your kidneys remove creatinine from your blood. Health care professionals use the amount of

creatinine in your blood to estimate your glomerular �ltration rate (GFR). As kidney disease

gets worse, the level of creatinine goes up.

Read more about blood and urine tests for kidney disease.

Kidney Biopsy

Check your blood pressure. High blood pressure
can be a sign of lupus nephritis.

https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/chronic-kidney-disease-ckd/tests-diagnosis/albuminuria-albumin-urine
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/urologic-diseases/hematuria-blood-urine
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/G/glomerular-filtration-rate
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/chronic-kidney-disease-ckd/tests-diagnosis


A kidney biopsy is a procedure that involves taking a small piece of kidney tissue for

examination under a microscope. A doctor performs the biopsy in a hospital using imaging

techniques such as ultrasound or a computed tomography (CT) scan to guide the biopsy needle

into the kidney. Health care professionals numb the area to limit pain and use light sedation 

to help you relax during the procedure.

The kidney tissue is examined in a lab by a pathologist—a doctor who specializes in

diagnosing diseases.

A kidney biopsy can

con�rm a diagnosis of lupus nephritis

�nd out how far the disease has progressed

guide treatment

The American College of Rheumatology recommends biopsies for people with signs of active

lupus nephritis who have not yet been treated.3 Early diagnosis and prompt treatment may

help protect your kidneys.

How do doctors treat lupus nephritis?
Health care professionals treat lupus nephritis with medicines that suppress your immune

system so it stops attacking and damaging your kidneys. Goals of treatment are to

reduce in�ammation in your kidneys

decrease immune system activity

block your body’s immune cells from attacking the kidneys directly or making antibodies
that attack the kidneys

Medicines

Your health care professional may prescribe a corticosteroid , usually prednisone, and a

medicine to suppress your immune system, such as cyclophosphamide  or

mycophenolate mofetil, and hydroxychloroquine , a medicine for people who have SLE.

Lupus nephritis can cause high blood pressure in some people. You may need more than one

kind of medicine to control your blood pressure. Blood pressure medicines include:

ACE inhibitors and ARBs, with drug names that end in –pril or –sartan.

diuretics

beta blockers

calcium channel blockers









https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/diagnostic-tests/kidney-biopsy
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/U/ultrasound
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/C/computerized-tomography-scan
http://c.merriam-webster.com/medlineplus/sedation
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/disclaimers
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/I/inflammation
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/A/antibodies
https://medlineplus.gov/steroids.html
https://medlineplus.gov/druginfo/meds/a682080.html
https://medlineplus.gov/druginfo/meds/a601240.html
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/A/ACE-inhibitor
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/A/ARB
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/D/diuretic


ACE inhibitors and ARBs may help protect your kidneys, and diuretics help your kidneys

remove �uid from your body.

Read more about medicines and treatment for high blood pressure .

What should I eat if I have lupus nephritis?
If you have kidney disease, you may need to change what you eat. Dietitians are nutrition

experts who can advise you about healthy eating and meal planning. Find a registered dietitian

who can help you . Eating the right foods can help you manage your kidney disease. If you

have high blood pressure, eating foods with less sodium (a part of salt) may help you lower

your blood pressure.

Read more about eating right for chronic kidney disease.

What are the complications of lupus nephritis?
Treatment works well to control lupus nephritis, so you may not have complications.



Take medicines as prescribed by your health care
professional.



Meet with a dietitian to learn how to plan meals to
help manage your blood pressure and kidney
health.

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/high-blood-pressure#treatment
http://www.eatright.org/find-an-expert
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/disclaimers
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/chronic-kidney-disease-ckd/eating-nutrition
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/Dictionary/C/complications


Between 10 to 30 percent of people who have lupus nephritis develop kidney failure.6 Learn

more about what happens if your kidneys fail.

The most severe form of lupus nephritis, called di�use proliferative nephritis, can cause scars

to form in the kidneys. Scars are permanent, and kidney function often declines as more scars

form. Early diagnosis and treatment may help prevent long-lasting damage.

People who have lupus nephritis are at a high risk for cancer, primarily B-cell lymphoma 

—a type of cancer that begins in the cells of the immune system. They are also at a high risk

for heart and blood vessel problems.
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Clinical Trials
The National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK) and other

components of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) conduct and support research into

many diseases and conditions.

What are clinical trials, and are they right for you?

Clinical trials are part of clinical research and at the heart of all medical advances. Clinical

trials look at new ways to prevent, detect, or treat disease. Researchers also use clinical trials

to look at other aspects of care, such as improving the quality of life for people with chronic

illnesses. Find out if clinical trials are right for you .

What clinical trials are open?

Clinical trials that are currently open and are recruiting can be viewed at www.ClinicalTrials.go

v .







https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/kidney-disease/chronic-kidney-disease-ckd/what-if-my-kidneys-fail
https://www.cancer.gov/publications/dictionaries/cancer-terms/def/b-cell-lymphoma?redirect=true
https://www.nih.gov/health-information/nih-clinical-research-trials-you
https://www.clinicaltrials.gov/
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