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CONDITION

Low blood potassium

Low blood potassium means there is not enough potassium in your blood for muscles,
nerves, and the heart to work normally.

WHATITIS
Potassium level below the healthy blood range

BODY SYSTEM
Muscles, nerves, heart, and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Muscle weakness, cramps, constipation, palpitations

WHAT CAUSES IT
Digestive or kidney losses, medicines, or cell shifts

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Blood potassium test, often repeated; ECG for heart effects

MAIN TREATMENT
Potassium replacement and treatment of the cause

CAN IT BE CURED?
Yes - usually corrects when the cause is treated

ISIT AN EMERGENCY?
Sometimes - severe weakness, paralysis, or abnormal heartbeat

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Usually good when corrected and the cause is controlled

Overview

Low blood potassium, also called hypokalemia, means the potassium level in your blood is
below the healthy range. Potassium is an electrolyte, which is a mineral carrying an electrical
charge.

Your body needs potassium to move nerve signals, contract muscles, and keep the heart
beating normally. It also helps the digestive system move food through the intestines.

Most laboratories define low potassium as a level below about 3.5 millimoles per litre, although
reference ranges can differ slightly. The number is only part of the picture. How quickly the
level fell, whether you have symptoms, and whether you have heart or kidney problems also
matter.
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A mild decrease may be found during routine blood tests and cause no symptoms. A larger or
rapid decrease can affect muscles and heart rhythm. Low potassium is often corrected, but
finding the reason is important because it may return if the cause continues.

Symptoms
Mild low potassium often causes no noticeable symptoms. When symptoms occur, they may
include:

More severe low potassium can cause marked weakness, difficulty moving the arms or legs, or
paralysis. It can also slow the intestines enough to cause significant swelling, pain, vomiting, or
inability to pass stool or gas.

Heart rhythm changes may not always be felt. Some are found only on an electrocardiogram,
or ECG, which records the heart's electrical activity. A normal ECG does not completely rule
out risk from low potassium.

Symptoms are not specific to low potassium. Weakness, cramps, and palpitations can have
many causes, so a blood test is needed to know whether potassium is low.

- Muscle weakness, aching, twitching, or cramps

- Tiredness or reduced energy

- Constipation or abdominal bloating

- Asensation of pounding, fluttering, or skipped heartbeats

- Tingling or numbness

Causes and risk factors

Low potassium usually results from potassium leaving the body through the digestive system
or kidneys. Not eating enough potassium can contribute, but it rarely causes a major decrease
by itself unless there are other losses.

Digestive causes include prolonged vomiting, frequent diarrhoea, laxative overuse, and
drainage from some bowel or stomach conditions. Vomiting can indirectly increase potassium
loss through the kidneys because of changes in body fluids and hormones.

The kidneys normally control how much potassium leaves in urine. They may lose too much
because of:

Potassium may also move temporarily from the blood into cells. This can happen after insulin,
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with some medicines used to open the airways, during alkalosis when the blood is less acidic
than usual, or in certain thyroid-related attacks of muscle weakness.

Your risk may be higher if you take medicines that lower potassium, have ongoing vomiting or
diarrhoea, use laxatives frequently, or have a kidney or hormone disorder. People with heart
disease and those taking digoxin may be more vulnerable to heart rhythm problems when
potassium s low.

Do not stop a prescribed medicine because you think it is affecting potassium. The medicine
may be important, and changing it without advice can create other risks.

- Diuretics like furosemide or hydrochlorothiazide , sometimes called water pills

- Certain other medicines, including some antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline
- Highlevels of aldosterone, a hormone that affects salt and potassium

- Some kidney conditions that interfere with electrolyte balance

- Low magnesium, which can make potassium difficult to restore

Diagnosis

A blood test confirms low potassium. Because an unexpected result can occasionally be
affected by sample handling, the test may be repeated, especially if the result does not fit your
symptoms or medical history.

The potassium result is interpreted alongside other information. This may include:

Your medical history can help identify the cause. Relevant details include recent vomiting or
diarrhoea, eating difficulties, medicine and supplement use, laxatives, blood pressure, and
whether similar episodes have happened before.

If the cause remains unclear, further tests may look for hormone disorders or uncommon
kidney conditions. Repeated low potassium with high blood pressure can point toward excess
aldosterone or another condition affecting kidney potassium handling.

- An ECG to look for effects on heart rhythm
- Magnesium, sodium, kidney function, and blood sugar tests
- Tests showing the acid and base balance of the blood

- Aurine potassium test to see whether the kidneys are losing potassium
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Treatment and management

Treatment aims to restore potassium safely and correct the reason it became low. The
approach is based on the potassium level, symptoms, ECG findings, kidney function, and
whether losses are continuing.

Potassium taken by mouth is commonly used when the decrease is mild or moderate and you
can swallow and absorb it. It may be given as a liquid, powder, or tablet. Some forms can irritate
the stomach, so they should be taken only as directed.

Potassium through a vein may be needed when the level is severely low, serious symptoms or
ECG changes are present, or oral treatment is not possible. Intravenous potassium must be
given in a controlled way because replacing it too quickly can cause dangerous heart rhythm
changes. Heart monitoring and repeat blood tests may be needed.

Low magnesium is often treated at the same time. Without enough magnesium, the kidneys
may continue losing potassium despite replacement.

Management of the underlying cause may involve treating diarrhoea or vomiting, reviewing a
medicine that increases potassium loss, or treating a kidney or hormone disorder. If a medicine
is contributing, a clinician may adjust it, replace it, or add another treatment. This should be
done with medical guidance.

Potassium supplements are not interchangeable with ordinary food, and taking too much can
produce high blood potassium. This can also affect the heart, particularly if kidney function is
reduced.

Complications

The main concern is disruption of normal muscle and heart function. Complications are more
likely when potassium is very low, falls quickly, or occurs with low magnesium, heart disease, or
certain medicines.

Possible complications include:

Muscle breakdown can release substances that strain the kidneys. Severe heart rhythm
disturbances can affect blood flow and require emergency treatment. These complications are
not expected with every low result, but they explain why marked symptoms or ECG changes
need prompt care.

- Abnormal heart rhythms

- Severe muscle weakness or paralysis
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- Weak breathing muscles
- Breakdown of muscle tissue, called rhabdomyolysis

- Severe slowing or blockage of intestinal movement

Prevention

Not every episode can be prevented. Vomiting, diarrhoea, or an unexpected medicine effect
may lower potassium despite reasonable precautions.

If you take a medicine known to affect potassium, recommended blood-test monitoring can
identify a change before it becomes severe. Keep planned follow-up appointments, especially
after a medicine is started or adjusted.

A balanced diet usually provides potassium through foods such as beans, lentils, potatoes,
tomatoes, leafy vegetables, fruit, dairy products, fish, and meat. Food alone may not prevent
low potassium caused by significant kidney or digestive losses.

Do not begin potassium supplements or potassium-based salt substitutes without checking
that they are suitable for you. They may be unsafe with reduced kidney function or medicines
that raise potassium.

If vomiting or diarrhoea continues, seek advice rather than relying only on sports drinks or
food. These may not replace the amount lost or address the cause.

Living with it and what to expect

A single mild episode often improves after potassium is replaced and a temporary cause, such
as a short illness, has ended. Symptoms related to low potassium generally improve as the
level returns to the healthy range, although recovery time is influenced by the severity and
underlying cause.

If potassium loss continues, the level may fall again. Long-term management may include
repeat blood tests, medicine review, treatment of low magnesium, or care for a kidney or
hormone condition. Some people need ongoing potassium replacement, but this should be
monitored rather than adjusted independently.

You may be asked to have follow-up testing after treatment. This confirms that potassium has
reached a safe level without becoming too high. Kidney function may be checked at the same
time because the kidneys control potassium removal.

Most people can continue their usual activities once the level is corrected and the cause is
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controlled. If you have recurring episodes, keeping an up-to-date list of medicines and noting
episodes of vomiting, diarrhoea, weakness, or palpitations can help with future assessment.

When to get medical help

Arrange prompt medical advice if you develop new muscle weakness, repeated cramps,
constipation, or palpitations, especially if you have recently had vomiting or diarrhoea or take a
medicine that can lower potassium.

Contact your healthcare service promptly if a blood test shows low potassium and you have
not received a follow-up plan. Routine follow-up may include another blood test, a medicine
review, or tests for the cause.

Seek emergency medical care for:

Do not drive yourself for emergency care if you feel faint, severely weak, or have significant
heart symptoms.

- Fainting, collapse, or severe dizziness

- Chest pain or a sustained fast or irregular heartbeat

- Sudden severe weakness or inability to move normally
- Trouble breathing

- Severe abdominal swelling with vomiting or inability to pass stool or gas

Common questions

Is low blood potassium serious?

It can be. A small decrease without symptoms is often managed with follow-up and oral
replacement. A severe or rapid decrease can interfere with muscles, breathing, digestion, and
heart rhythm. Your symptoms, ECG, kidney function, and the cause help determine the risk.

Can | raise my potassium by eating bananas?

Bananas contain potassium, but food may not be enough to correct a significant deficiency or
ongoing loss. Many other foods also contain potassium. If a blood test shows low potassium,
follow the treatment and testing plan rather than relying on one food.

How long does low potassium take to correct?

The blood level may improve within hours or days, but the timing is not the same for everyone.
It is affected by how low the level is, how treatment is given, and whether potassium is still
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being lost. Body potassium stores may take longer to replace than the blood result suggests.
Why does my potassium keep dropping?

Recurring low potassium may be caused by ongoing digestive losses, a medicine, low
magnesium, or a kidney or hormone condition. Repeat testing and sometimes urine or
hormone tests can help identify the pattern.

Can low potassium cause anxiety or panic-like symptoms?

Palpitations, trembling, weakness, and light-headedness can feel similar to anxiety or panic.
These symptoms do not prove that potassium is low. A blood test and, when appropriate, an
ECG are needed to assess the cause.

Should | stop my water pill if my potassium is low?

Do not stop it on your own. Some diuretics lower potassium, but they may be treating heart
failure, swelling, or high blood pressure. A clinician can review the medicine and decide
whether monitoring, potassium replacement, or a treatment change is appropriate.
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