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HEMOLYSIS FACT SHEET

WHAT IS HEMOLYSIS?  Hemolysis is the rupture or ‘lysis’ of red blood cells.   

WHAT WILL YOU SEE?  Diluted looking blood in the dialysis tubing – kind of like cherry Kool-Aid® rather than thick maroon normal looking blood.  
SYMPTOMS:  Chest pain, dyspnea, abdominal pain, hypotension, burning pain, complaint of “feeling “hot”.  Abdominal pain may be the first symptom and could be delayed for hours.

CAUSES OF HEMOLYSIS:  Several things can cause hemolysis including excessive heat, chemical exposure, hypertonic or hypotonic solutions, kinked tubing, inadequate water treatment, and mechanical pressure.

TREATMENT FOR HEMOLYSIS:  Discontinue dialysis.  Do not reinfuse the hemolyzed blood to the patient.  Contact the physician immediately.  Monitor vital signs.  Place the patient on the cardiac monitor and check for arrhythmias.  Observe for hypotension and shortness of breath.  Check hematocrit, hemoglobin, and electrolytes.  Be aware that the potassium level may ‘spike’ or increase.   Administer oxygen at 2-4 Liters/cannula-mask.  Replace volume and give blood transfusion if ordered.  Hospitalization may be necessary.  

(Note: Keep the patient’s tubing and dialyzer.  Sample the water coming into the machine.  Isolate the machine, dialysate, and any other items.  These things will be needed for examination as part of any investigation (internal or external).
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INVESTIGATING A SUSPECTED HEMOLYSIS EVENT:  It is wise to assume ‘hemolysis’ until it can be ruled out.   Please notify your state survey office and your ESRD Network as other dialysis facilities may be having problems also.    In 1999, defective dialysis tubing caused a deadly outbreak of hemolysis affecting patients in at least two states.

LOOK INTERNALLY AT THE FOLLOWING ITEMS:

· Water treatment 

· Machine maintenance

· Reuse records

· Residual chemical testing

· Water / dialysate bacteriology

· Dialysate and bicarbonate mixing

· Disinfection of the loop

· Review policies and procedures

· Conductivity meters & testing

HELP:  Corporate experts, dialysis water experts, State Agency, Health Department, ESRD Networks, Local water departments, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and local hospital officials.   

Reference:  Core Curriculum for Nephrology Nurses

NO DIALYSIS TREATMENTS SHOULD BE ADMINISTERED AT THE FACILITY UNTIL THE CAUSE (S) OF HEMOLYSIS HAS BEEN DETERMINED AND/OR A THOROUGH INVESTIGATION HAS BEEN COMPLETED.
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