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FAMILY HISTORY INCREASES THE RISK OF CARDIAC 
ARREST IN PATIENTS ON DIALYSIS 
 
Additional research needed to uncover the genes involved 
 
Highlights 

• Among dialysis patients, genetically related family members have about a 70% 
increased risk of cardiac arrest compared with unrelated dialysis patients. 

• Spouses on dialysis do not have an increased risk. 
 

Cardiac arrest is the #1 cause of death in patients on dialysis. 
 
Washington, DC (April 16, 2015) — The increased risk of cardiac arrest experienced by 
patients with kidney failure may, in part, be inherited, according to a study appearing in 
an upcoming issue of the Journal of the American Society of Nephrology (JASN). 
Uncovering the genes that are involved may point to new treatments to protect patients’ 
heart health. 
 
Kidney failure patients on dialysis are 20-times more likely to experience cardiac arrest 
compared with individuals in the general population. To investigate whether inherited 
factors may play a role, Kevin Chan, MD MSc (Massachusetts General Hospital and 
Fresenius Medical Care North America) and his colleagues analyzed information on a 
population of 647,457 patients on chronic dialysis to identify 5117 pairs of patients who 
came from the same family. These patients were each matched to a control patient from 
the same population. 
 
Among the major findings: 
• In 4.3% of family pairs, both members died of a cardiac arrest compared with 2.6% 

in the control pairs. 
• Genetically related family members who did not cohabitate had an 88% increased 

risk of dual cardiac arrest compared with their matched unrelated controls.  
• Genetically related family members who lived together in the same environment had 

66% increased risk.  
• Spouses, who were genetically unrelated but lived together in the same environment 

did not have an increased risk. 
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“These findings advance the science because they suggest that genetic factors—or 
differences in DNA sequence—contribute to the high risk of sudden death among 
patients on dialysis,” said Dr. Chan. “It paves the way for more detailed genetic studies in 
the dialysis population to find specific genes that could explain the high risk of cardiac 
arrest and potentially new treatments for these patients.” 
 
Study co-authors include Christopher Newton-Cheh, MD, MPH, James Gusella, MD, 
MPH, and Franklin Maddux, MD. 
 
Disclosures: KC and FWM receive salary support from Fresenius Medicare North 
America. 
 
The article, entitled “Heritability of Risk for Sudden Cardiac Arrest in ESRD,” will appear 
online at http://jasn.asnjournals.org/ on April 16, 2015.  
 
The content of this article does not reflect the views or opinions of The American Society of 
Nephrology (ASN). Responsibility for the information and views expressed therein lies entirely with 
the author(s). ASN does not offer medical advice. All content in ASN publications is for 
informational purposes only, and is not intended to cover all possible uses, directions, precautions, 
drug interactions, or adverse effects. This content should not be used during a medical emergency 
or for the diagnosis or treatment of any medical condition. Please consult your doctor or other 
qualified health care provider if you have any questions about a medical condition, or before taking 
any drug, changing your diet or commencing or discontinuing any course of treatment. Do not 
ignore or delay obtaining professional medical advice because of information accessed through 
ASN. Call 911 or your doctor for all medical emergencies. 
 
Founded in 1966, and with more than 15,000 members, the American Society of Nephrology 
(ASN) leads the fight against kidney disease by educating health professionals, sharing new 
knowledge, advancing research, and advocating the highest quality care for patients. 
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Tweet:  Family history increases the risk of cardiac arrest in patients on dialysis. 
http://www.bit.ly/ASN-XXXX 
   
Facebook: The increased risk of cardiac arrest experienced by patients with kidney failure may, in 
part, be inherited, according to a study in the Journal of the American Society of Nephrology. 
Uncovering the genes that are involved may point to new treatments to protect patients’ heart 
health.  
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