Focal Glomerulosclerosis 

My doctor tells me I have focal sclerosis. What does this mean? 

Focal glomerulosclerosis is a common form of kidney disease that may cause permanent kidney failure in children and adults. Of children who have glomerulonephritis, or (inflammation of the kidney's filtering units, or glomeruli, and nephrotic syndrome, or large amounts of protein in the urine, 7 to 15 percent will develop focal glomerulosclerosis. Most adults with heavy protein loss in their urine have high blood pressure or diabetes. These are the leading causes of kidney disease. Some of these adults will develop kidney disease without knowing where it came from. Of this group, 20 percent have focal glomerulosclerosis. It is one of more than 20 different types of glomerulonephritis. In adults it usually develops between ages 15 and 30. 

What are the symptoms? 

The symptoms are the same as those of kidney failure. These include fatigue, nausea and headache. If very large amounts of protein are lost in the urine, swelling of the ankles and eyelids may occur. 

What causes focal glomerulosclerosis? 

Although focal glomerulosclerosis can occur in people who have sickle cell disease or remnant kidneys or who are obese or HIV positive, in most cases the cause is unknown. 

How is it diagnosed? 

The diagnosis is usually made through a kidney biopsy. 

What can I expect? 

In the past, most patients with focal glomerulosclerosis developed kidney failure, requiring dialysis or a kidney transplant. This generally happened within 5 to 12 years after the onset of focal glomerulosclerosis. Today, up to half of these patients can be treated successfully. 

How is focal glomerulosclerosis treated? 

Drugs that affect the body's immune system, such as a steroid called prednisone or immunosuppressants, are used to treat the disorder and are successful for roughly 50 percent of patients. Treatment usually comprises immunosuppressant medications plus other medications aimed at slowing the rate of loss of kidney function by controlling high blood pressure. Reducing the intake of protein in the diet also is part of treatment. 

What is my long-term outlook? Can I get a kidney transplant? 

Patients who develop kidney failure generally are young and good candidates for kidney transplants. In some cases, focal glomerulosclerosis can reappear in the transplanted kidney. This may be more common when the kidney comes from a blood relative. However, you should not be discouraged about trying a transplant, because the majority of patients do not develop the disease again. 

