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Abstract

Background and objectives Uremic pruritus in patients on hemodialysis is
associated with depression, lower quality of life, and mortality. We studied the
prevalence, awareness, and treatment of pruritus to assess how well this

important condition is currently managed internationally.

Design, setting, participants, & measurements Data from 35,452 patients
on hemodialysis in up to 17 countries from the Dialysis Outcomes and Practice
Patterns Study were analyzed to describe pruritus prevalence from 1996 to 2015.
Data from 6256 patients and 268 medical directors in 17 countries in 2012-2015
were analyzed to describe predictors, effects, medical directors’ awareness, and

treatment of pruritus.

Results Patients very much or extremely bothered by itching declined from 28%
in 1996 to 18% in 2015. In 2012-2015, among patients nearly always or always
bothered by itching, pruritus had a major effect on work and social life; 18% used
no treatment for pruritus, and 17% did not report itching to health care staff. In
total, 69% of medical directors underestimated the prevalence of pruritus in their
unit. Managing high serum phosphorus and low Kt/V was ranked as the most
important intervention, but no relationship was found between these factors and
pruritus; 57% of medical directors used oral antihistamines for first-line chronic
treatment of pruritus. Gabapentin was used by 45% as first-, second-, or third-

line treatment. Nalfurafine was only used in Japan.

Conclusions The prevalence of pruritus in people on hemodialysis is decreasing
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but remains underestimated. Large numbers of patients on hemodialysis with
severe pruritus do not receive treatment. There is wide variation in the use of
unlicensed medications for the treatment of pruritus. These data provide a

benchmark for initiatives to improve the management of uremic pruritus.
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