Anemia and ESAs
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What is anemia?
Anemia is when you don’t have enough red blood cells.  Doctors measure the amount of red blood cells in your body with a blood test called “hemoglobin.”  Red blood cells carry oxygen to every part of your body.  When people have anemia, they often feel tired, and their skin looks pale.
What is an ESA? 
ESA stands for “Erythropoiesis-Stimulating Agent.”  That means “medicines that help your body make red blood cells.”  
Why do I need an ESA?
Your kidneys produce natural ESAs that help your body make red blood cells.  When your kidneys don’t work well, your body may have trouble making enough red blood cells.  When you don’t have enough red blood cells, that’s called anemia.  Many patients with kidney disease have anemia.
How do I take an ESA?
Most ESAs are injections (shots.)  You can do them at home.  Your nurse will teach you how to give the shots.  You’ll use a very small needle.  It’s very easy, and it doesn’t hurt very much.  If you are on hemodialysis, you can get the ESA through the dialysis machine.  There are also some ESAs that are pills, but they aren’t approved for pediatric patients yet.
Your body needs iron for ESAs to work their best.  Your dietician can tell you about foods which have lots of iron.  Most people who take ESAs also take iron pills or iron liquid.  If your doctor gives you iron pills or liquid, it’s important to take it every day.  This helps the ESA work.  If you are on hemodialysis, you may be able to get iron through your dialysis machine.
Once you start taking an ESA, you’ll probably notice that you feel more energy and less tired.  You’ll probably notice that your skin has more color, and your lips and cheeks are more red.
Your doctor will do a blood test of your hemoglobin level to see how well the ESA is working.  They may have to change the dose so you get the right amount of red blood cells.  If you have more questions about ESAs, be sure to ask your doctor or nurse.
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