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Abstract
Background The prevalence of kidney involvement during SARS-CoV-2 infection has been reported to be high. Neverthe-
less, data are lacking about the determinants of acute kidney injury (AKI) and the combined effect of chronic kidney disease 
(CKD) and AKI in COVID-19 patients.
Methods We collected data on patient demographics, comorbidities, chronic medications, vital signs, baseline laboratory test 
results and in-hospital treatment in patients with COVID-19 consecutively admitted to our Institution. Chronic kidney disease 
was defined as eGFR < 60 mL/min per 1.73  m2 or proteinuria at urinalysis within 180 days prior to hospital admission. AKI 
was defined according to KDIGO criteria. The primary and secondary outcomes were the development of AKI and death.
Results Of 777 patients eligible for the study, acute kidney injury developed in 176 (22.6%). Of these, 79 (45%) showed an 
acute worsening of a preexisting CKD, and 21 (12%) required kidney replacement therapy. Independent associates of AKI 
were chronic kidney disease, C-reactive protein (CRP) and ventilation support. Among patients with acute kidney injury, 
111 died (63%) and its occurrence increased the risk of death by 60% (HR 1.60 [95% IC 1.21–2.49] p = 0.002) independently 
of potential confounding factors including hypertension, preexisting kidney damage, and comorbidities. Patients with AKI 
showed a significantly higher rate of deaths attributed to bleeding compared to CKD and the whole population (7.5 vs 1.5 
vs 3.5%, respectively).
Conclusion Awareness of kidney function, both preexisting CKD and development of acute kidney injury, may help to 
identify those patients at increased risk of death.

Keywords Acute kidney injury · Chronic kidney disease · COVID-19 · Mortality · Proteinuria

Introduction

A novel coronavirus, severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), was first identified in Decem-
ber 2019 as the cause of a respiratory illness designated 
coronavirus disease 2019, or COVID-19 [1]. Pulmonary 
involvement and respiratory failure have been recognized 
as the main features of COVID-19, but it is now suggested 
that involvement of other organs, such as heart, kidney and 
nervous system may occur and influence the clinical course 
and patient outcome [2].

Renal involvement, defined both as urinary abnormalities 
and changes in kidney function, has been described among 
patients with COVID-19 and it might be present in up to 
75% of cases [3]. In particular, the development of acute 
kidney injury (AKI) has been described as a risk factor 
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associated with high in-hospital mortality [4]. Conversely, 
data are scanty about the combined effect of chronic kidney 
disease (CKD) and AKI in the COVID-19 population.

In the setting of COVID-19, abnormal kidney func-
tion may be a consequence of hemodynamic alterations, 
enhanced inflammatory status, coagulation abnormalities, 
organ cross-talk or of direct renal localization of SARS-
CoV-2 [5]. Receptors that mediate virus internalization, 
such as angiotensin-converting enzyme 2 (ACE2) and trans-
membrane serine protease 2 (TMPRSS2) [6] are abundant in 
renal tissue. Therefore, it has been hypothesized that SARS-
CoV-2 presents a specific renal tropism, which could con-
stitute the biological basis of the common kidney injury in 
patients affected by COVID-19 [7].

The aim of our study is to define the prevalence of kidney 
disease and the incidence of acute kidney failure in a large 
cohort of adult patients with COVID-19. We focused on the 
determinants of AKI and the impact of both AKI and CKD 
on mortality.

Materials and methods

Study design and cohort

We performed a retrospective, observational study in all 
adult patients (aged ≥ 18 years) with at least one respiratory 
sample positive for SARS-CoV-2 by polymerase chain reac-
tion (PCR) admitted to the Policlinico San Martino Hospital, 
Genoa, Italy between February 25th, 2020, and April 13th, 
2020.

All patients able to provide informed consent agreed to 
participate in the study. A waiver of informed consent for 
patients unable to provide it themselves was granted in view 
of the observational nature of the analyses. The study was 
approved by the Ethics Committee of Liguria Region (CER 
Liguria, 114/2020-ID 10420) and was carried out in accord-
ance with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Definitions and measurements

AKI was defined according to Kidney Disease: Improving 
Global Outcomes (KDIGO) criteria [8] as an increase in 
serum creatinine by > 0.3 mg/dl or an increase in serum 
creatinine to > 1.5 times baseline. We did not consider the 
urine output criteria to define AKI because of missing data 
due to the retrospective nature of the study. AKI was calcu-
lated at three different time-points: (a) at hospital admission, 
comparing creatinine with the median value of serum cre-
atinine calculated from all available values within 180 days 
before admission, (b) within the first week, and (c) after a 
week of hospitalization, comparing creatinine with values 
at admission.

The estimated glomerular filtration rate (eGFR) was cal-
culated using the Chronic Kidney Disease Epidemiology 
Collaboration creatinine equation [9]. CKD was defined 
as either eGFR < 60 mL/min per 1.73  m2 (median value of 
available data in the 180 days prior to admission) or pres-
ence of proteinuria at urinalysis prior to admission. Progres-
sion of proteinuria was defined as new onset or increase from 
the preexisting condition.

For this study, we did not consider hematuria as a reliable 
marker of renal disease, since data about indwelling urinary 
catheter were not always available and this might pose a 
consistent bias in interpretation of urinalysis results.

Outcomes

The primary outcome considered was the development of 
AKI. The secondary outcome was overall mortality, both 
in-hospital and after discharge. Follow-up period of the 
included patients ranged up to May 16th, 2020. Information 
about cause of death was obtained from hospital records 
or death certificates. The causes of death were classified 
as respiratory failure due to COVID-19 disease or as car-
diovascular diseases, cancer, sepsis, thrombosis or bleeding 
according to the International Classification of Diseases, 
Tenth Revision.

Data collection

Collected data regarded comorbidities, chronic medications, 
vital signs at admission, in-hospital antibiotics, antiviral 
and anti-inflammatory treatments, mechanical ventilation 
and laboratory test results at hospital admission. Demo-
graphic, clinical and laboratory data were retrieved from 
electronic medical records and MedInfo, an online database 
for anonymous and automatic data collection [10], whose 
use was approved by the CER Liguria August 28th, 2013. 
The Charlson Comorbidity Index was used as a measure of 
total comorbidity burden [11].

Statistical analysis

Normally distributed variables are presented as mean ± SD 
and compared using an independent or paired t-test, as 
appropriate. Nonparametric continuous variables are pre-
sented as median with interquartile range (IQR). Logarith-
mically transformed values of skewed variables were used 
for the statistical analysis. Comparisons between groups 
were made by analysis of variance. Comparisons of pro-
portions were made using the χ2-test or Fisher’s exact test, 
as appropriate. To identify risk factors associated with 
the development of AKI, we performed a logistic regres-
sion model, with adjustment for risk factors that differed 
between subjects who developed AKI and those who did 
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not. Kaplan–Meier and log-rank test methods were used to 
estimate and compare survival curves. Cox proportional 
regression models were used to estimate the hazard ratio 
(HR) and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for the relation-
ship between the occurrence of death and the presence of 
AKI with or without preexisting CKD and several potential 
confounding factors with biological plausibility. In model 
1, age, sex, and Charlson morbidity index are added to AKI 
as covariates. In model 2, CKD, history of hypertension, 
treatment with RAAS-I and C-reactive protein (CRP) are 
also included. In model 3, AKI and CKD are replaced by the 
four possible combinations of AKI and CKD and treatment 
with hydroxychloroquine (HCQ) and corticosteroids are also 
included. Statistical analyses were performed using Stat-
View for Windows (version 5.0.1; SAS Institute, Cary, NC, 
USA). All statistical tests were 2-sided, and a p value < 0.05 
was considered statistically significant.

Results

Patient presentation

During the study period, 854 patients received a diagno-
sis of COVID-19 either upon hospital admission or during 
hospitalization. The final study population consisted of 777 
patients (91.0%), for whom data about previous kidney func-
tion within the 180 days before COVID-19 diagnosis were 
available. The baseline characteristics of patients are out-
lined in Table 1. The mean age was 70 ± 16 years, 58.6% 
were males, with a proportion of hypertension and diabetes 
of 49.5% and 15.8%, respectively. Patients showed an at-
admission mean creatinine of 0.9 (0.4) mg/dl and proteinuria 
of 0.30 (0.85) g/l, and the prevalence of preexisting proteinu-
ria and eGFR below 60 ml/min was 50 and 29%, respec-
tively. Results of urinalysis performed within 48 h from 
admission were available for 552 patients, and 422 (76%) of 
them showed proteinuria. Historical data from previous uri-
nalysis were available for 55.2% of patients with proteinuria 
(233/422), and a progression (worsening or new onset) of 
the preexisting condition of proteinuria was observed in 38% 
of the cases (Supplemental Fig. 1). In particular, we found 
progressing proteinuria in 32% of those who developed AKI 
and in 17% of those who did not (χ2 8.2, p = 0.0042).

Compared with patients discharged alive, non-survivors 
were older, more frequently male, with a history of hyperten-
sion, diabetes, cardiac or cerebrovascular disease, chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and solid tumor. 
They were found to be more likely in treatment with angio-
tensin converting enzyme inhibitors (ACE-is) and with 
anticoagulant or antiplatelet drugs. Furthermore, they more 
likely experienced dyspnea, mental confusion, pathologic 

chest X-ray with interstitial infiltrates or with mono-bilateral 
pneumonia (Supplemental Table 1).

Determinants of kidney disease

Among the study population, 176 patients (22.6%) devel-
oped AKI at some point during hospitalization. Of these, 79 
(45%) showed an acute worsening of a preexisting CKD. The 
prevalence of CKD in our cohort was 28.6% (n = 222). This 
proportion was significantly lower when estimated on a his-
torical basis (11.8%) rather than according to previous eGFR 
and urinalysis data. Different characteristics among included 
patients with and without pre-existing CKD, as well as with 
and without AKI are outlined in Table  1. As expected, 
patients with preexisting CKD were older, more comorbid 
and were more frequently in treatment for cardiovascular 
prevention as compared to those without CKD. These sub-
jects showed less frequent respiratory manifestations except 
for pleural effusion at chest X-ray, and mental confusion. 
They were less frequently treated with antiviral, anti-inflam-
matory specific treatment and invasive ventilation and died 
2 times more frequently as compared with patients without 
CKD (Table 1). The timing of the initial development of 
AKI with respect to hospital admission is displayed in Fig. 1. 
Most cases developed early in the course, with 58% either 
arriving with AKI. Twenty-one patients (2.7% out of 777, 
12% of the 176 patients with AKI) required continuous renal 
replacement therapy (CRRT) during the follow-up period. 
The patients with AKI were older, had more comorbidities 
and were more frequently in treatment for cardiovascular 
prevention as compared to those without AKI (Table 1). 
Mostly, they showed more frequent respiratory manifesta-
tions with interstitial infiltrates and pleural effusion at chest 
X-ray, mental confusion, and a more frequent use of respira-
tory support and CRRT. There were no differences in the fre-
quency of treatment with anti-inflammatory-specific therapy 
and anticoagulants as compared to patients without AKI. On 
the contrary, they less frequently received treatment with 
HCQ and invasive ventilation and died 2 times more often 
(Table 1). Most patients received a combination treatment 
of HCQ with darunavir/ritonavir (284/777; 36.6%). Patients 
with CKD received antiviral treatment less frequently than 
those without CKD (27.4% vs 39.7, χ2 = 4.956, p = 0.026). 
On the contrary, darunavir and ritonavir did not show a rela-
tionship with AKI (34.5 vs 44.0%, χ2 = 2.713, p = 0.102) 
(Table 1). Using the mortality risk score by Zhao et al. [12] 
we found that patients with CKD (61.3 vs 38.6, χ2 66.320, 
p < 0.0001) and patients who developed AKI (70.5 vs 37.6, 
χ2 70.545, p < 0.0001) showed a significantly higher risk of 
score mortality ≥ 2 as compared to patients without chronic 
or acute kidney damage, respectively. Laboratory test results 
at admission, stratified by kidney status, are outlined in Sup-
plemental Table 2. Both patients with CKD and AKI showed 
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Table 1  Baseline characteristics of the study cohort on the basis of kidney status

Variable ALL (N = 777) No CKD (N = 555) CKD (N = 222) P value No AKI (N = 601) AKI (N = 176) P value

Demographic characteristics *5
Age, years 70 ± 16 66 ± 16 80 ± 12  < 0.001 68 ± 16 76 ± 13  < 0.001
Male sex, % 59 59 56 0.420 57 65 0.038
Comorbidity
Charlson comorbidity index 1.0 (3.0) 0 (2) 2 (3)  < 0.001 1 (3) 1 (2) 0.103
Hypertension, % 49 43.0 65.9  < 0.001 45.7 62.2  < 0.001
Diabetes mellitus, % 16 12 25  < 0.001 15 20 0.092
eGFR < 60 ml/min/1.73  m2, % 28 24 45  < 0.001
Proteinuria (≥ 0.3 g/l), % 50 0 81  < 0.001 42 74  < 0.001
Coronary artery disease, % 12 8 23  < 0.001 10 17 0.033
Congestive heart failure, % 11 5 26  < 0.001 9 17 0.002
Cardiac arrhythmia, % 11 7 22  < 0.001 11 14 0.232
Cerebrovascular disease, % 16 11 30  < 0.001 14 25  < 0.001
Hepatic damage, % 2.8 2 4 0.123 3 3 0.895
COPD, % 9 7 13 0.016 7 14 0.006
Solid tumor, % 9 6 16  < 0.001 9 9 0.978
Treatment history
Calcium channel blockers, % 15 13 20 0.005 13 20 0.018
Angiotensin II receptor block-

ers, %
14 13 19 0.034 15 14 0.705

ACE-inhibitors, % 15 14 20 0.045 14 20 0.055
Oral anticoagulant, % 10 8 16  < 0.001 9 13 0.224
Subcutaneous anticoagulant, % 3.3 2 5 0.045 2 3  < 0.001
Antiplatelet, % 24 19 36  < 0.001 23 28 0.227
Corticosteroids, % 10 8 15 0.004 8 15 0.004
NSAIDs, % 2.8 3 3 0.812 2 4 0.386
Clinical presentation
Fever, % 82 87 71  < 0.001 83 80 0.269
Cough, % 37 43 20  < 0.001 38 31 0.095
Dyspnea, % 49 49 51 0.515 48 55 0.072
Mental confusion, % 13 10 21  < 0.001 11 20 0.001
Temperature, °C 38.2 ± 6.7 38.1 ± 5.7 38.5 ± 8.9 0.447 38.4 ± 7.4 37.7 ± 3.6 0.251
Glasgow coma scale 15 (0) 15 (0) 15 (1) 0.005 15 (0) 15 (2)  < 0.001
Respiratory rate, breaths per 

min
21 ± 8 21 ± 8 21 ± 10 0.735 20 ± 7 23 ± 11 0.004

Heart rate, beats per min 88 ± 17 89 ± 16 84 ± 18 0.001 87 ± 16 90 ± 19 0.050
Systolic blood pressure, mmHg 131 ± 21 131.6 ± 20.5 128.1 ± 24.0 0.055 132.1 ± 20.0 126.0 ± 25.3 0.002
Diastolic blood pressure, mmHg 75 ± 13 76.4 ± 12.2 70.0 ± 13.4  < 0.001 75.8 ± 12.2 70.8 ± 14.2  < 0.001
O2 saturation, % 95 (6) 95 (5) 95 (7) 0.108 95 (5) 93 (7) 0.012
PaO2/FiO2 ratio 267 (168) 271 (160) 238 (183) 0.174 281 (165) 202 (175)  < 0.001
Radiologic findings in Chest 

X-ray
Normal, % 15 14 17 0.353 16 12 0.213
Bilateral pulmonary infiltra-

tion, %
33 35 30 0.236 31 40 0.032

Consolidation, % 65 68 60 0.047 65 68 0.387
Pleural effusion, % 8 5 15  < 0.001 6 13 0.005
Outcomes
Acute kidney injury, % 21.9 17.5 35.6  < 0.001
CRRT, % 2.8 2.7 2.9 0.928 0 11.9  < 0.001
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signs of inflammation such as higher leukocytes, procalci-
tonin and IL6 as compared to those without kidney failure. 
Only patients with AKI had higher CRP levels and signs of 
hepatic cytolysis (Supplemental Table 2).

At multivariable analysis, older age and CRP were inde-
pendently related to the development of AKI. The presence 
of CKD and non-invasive respiratory support were associ-
ated with a two-fold higher risk of AKI, while treatment with 
HCQ was inversely related with it (Supplemental Fig. 2). On 

the contrary, treatment with ACE-I or angiotensin receptor 
blocker (ARB) and IL-6 levels were not significantly related 
to the development of AKI (HR 1.55 [95% CI 0.99–2.43], 
p = 0.057; HR 0.91 [95% CI 0.56–1.50], p = 0.705 and HR 
1.00 [95% CI 1.00–1.00], p = 0.208, respectively).

Table 1  (continued)

Variable ALL (N = 777) No CKD (N = 555) CKD (N = 222) P value No AKI (N = 601) AKI (N = 176) P value

Non-invasive respiratory sup-
port, %

31.7 35 23 0.002 28 43  < 0.001

Invasive mechanical respiratory 
support, %

12.3 15 5  < 0.001 8 27  < 0.001

Cardiovascular events, % 13.3 11 18 0.010 10 26  < 0.001
All cause death, % 35.4 26 59  < 0.001 27 63  < 0.001
Sars-CoV-2-cause death, % 71.9 77 67 0.061 72 71 0.822
Treatment
COVID-specific treatment, % 68.7 73 57  < 0.001 70 66 0.377
Hydroxychloroquine, % 88.1 91 80  < 0.001 90 82 0.027
Hydroxychloroquine, mg/die 720 ± 170 735 ± 157 660 ± 220  < 0.001 720 ± 170 700 ± 200 0.340
Hydroxychloroquine treatment, 

days
9 ± 4 9 ± 4 9 ± 5 0.235 9 ± 4 9 ± 4 0.367

Tocilizumab, % 31.5 36.6 14.9  < 0.001 31.4 32.0 0.905
Darunavir/Ritonavir 36.6 39.7 27.4 0.024 34.5 44.0 0.102
Corticosteroid, % 92.1 93.9 86.5 0.019 92.2 91.7 0.877
Anticoagulant, % 71.5 71.9 70.2 0.649 69.8 77.0 0.074

Data presented as mean ± standard deviation (SD) or median (IQR) or percentage
IQR interquartile range, CKD chronic kidney disease, AKI acute kidney injury, COPD chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, NSAIDs nonsteroi-
dal anti-inflammatory drugs, PaO2 arterial oxygen partial pressure, FiO2 fractional inspired oxygen, CRRT  continuous renal replacement therapy

Fig. 1  The number of patients 
with diagnosis of acute kidney 
injury by length of hospitaliza-
tion
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Impact of kidney disease on mortality

During a mean 35 ± 22 days of follow-up, 275 patients died 
(35%). The occurrence of death was higher among patients 
who developed AKI compared to those who did not (63 vs 
27%, χ2 76.2, p < 0.0001). At Cox univariable analysis AKI 
was associated with a three-fold higher risk of death (HR 2.9 
[95% CI 2.28–3.70], p < 0.0001) and this relationship main-
tained its statistical significance after adjustment for poten-
tial confounding factors in a multivariable model (Table 2).

When we analyzed the relationship between CKD and/
or AKI and death, we found that patients without acute or 
chronic renal failure showed a significantly lower risk of 
death as compared to those with CKD or AKI alone or com-
bined (Fig. 2, Log rank p < 0.0001). In particular, patients 
with CKD complicated by AKI had an almost double risk 
of death as compared to patients without renal damage (HR 
1.79 [95% CI 1.14–2.81], p = 0.011) independently of sev-
eral confounding factors including age.

Patients with kidney damage showed a similar distribu-
tion of the causes of death as compared to the whole popu-
lation except for bleeding, which was significantly more 
frequent in AKI as compared to non-AKI patients (7.5% vs 
1.3%, χ2 6.7, p = 0.0099). Bleeding represented the cause 
of death in 1.5% of CKD patients and in 3.8% of the whole 
population (Supplemental Fig. 3).

Discussion

Among a large cohort of COVID-19 patients admitted to 
a Northern-Italy teaching hospital, we observed that about 
30% had preexisting CKD and 22% developed AKI. The 
overall mortality was 35%, but it reached a peak of 63% 
among patients who developed AKI.

In line with previous reports, mild proteinuria was the 
most frequent sign of kidney disease [3]. It was observed in 
79% of patients and was a worsening of preexisting proteinu-
ria in about 40% of them.

While the study by Williamson et al. [13] provides impor-
tant information on the epidemiology of COVID-19 and is 
the first to convincingly demonstrate the importance of CKD 
as a risk factor for COVID-19 mortality, to our knowledge, 
this is the first study analyzing the combined effect of CKD 
and AKI in COVID-19 hospitalized patients in whom preex-
isting CKD has been specifically investigated on the basis of 
kidney function (eGFR and urinalysis) within the 180 days 
before COVID-19 diagnosis. Even when we estimated the 
prevalence of CKD based on the reported medical history, 
we observed a significantly higher prevalence of CKD 
(11.8%) as compared to that described in early reports in 
China (0.7%) [14] and in Europe (8.5%) [15] on a histori-
cal basis. This difference might be explained by the older 

age of our population and the high prevalence of multiple 
comorbidities, both well-established risk factors for chronic 
renal disease [16]. Interestingly, we found that COVID-19 
patients with CKD, beyond the classical features of kidney 
failure, such as lower hemoglobin levels and increased signs 
of inflammation, showed milder respiratory involvement as 
compared to those without CKD. Moreover, they less fre-
quently received anti-COVID medications and invasive 
ventilation, while presenting a doubled mortality rate, when 
compared with patients without CKD.

With regard to the incidence of AKI among COVID-
19 patients, it has been reported with great heterogeneity, 
mainly because of variable definition criteria and different 
baseline populations considered [15, 17]. In early reports, 
AKI was described as a rare event [14], while in larger 
cohorts of patients from China and the U.S., its incidence 
varied from 5 to 36% [3, 4, 18]. In a recent meta-analysis 
including a total of 44 peer reviewed studies (one RCT and 
43 observational studies) on 14,866 patients with labora-
tory-confirmed COVID-19, AKI resulted to be investigated 
in 15 studies and occurred in 6% of patients (318/4682) 
[19]. Nevertheless, the Authors raised some doubts about 
the reliability of data collection and speculated that their 
summary estimates may represent an underestimation of 
actual incidence. Interestingly, in a highly selected cohort, 
excluding the 20 patients on dialysis, 25 (40.3%) out of 62 
patients hospitalized in a Nephrology ward in Cremona 
(Lombardy) developed AKI [20]. Among our study popu-
lation, we observed an incidence of AKI of 22%. Patients 
who developed AKI showed a worse clinical and laboratory 
presentation, characterized by more compromised general 
conditions with severe respiratory involvement, coagulation 
abnormalities, and elevation of inflammatory markers, such 
as CRP, fibrinogen, and IL-6. Nevertheless, when we looked 
at the determinants of AKI, the strongest parameter main-
taining an independent association was CKD. As a matter 
of fact, one-third of CKD patients developed AKI during 
hospitalization and about half of AKI patients had a history 
of CKD. These data are coherent with the evidence, derived 
from both experimental and clinical studies, supporting the 
link between AKI and CKD, representing reciprocal risk 
factors [21, 22].

In different clinical scenarios, it is well-known that local 
and systemic inflammation may favor AKI [23], but its role 
in COVID-19 has still to be fully elucidated. The so-called 
“cytokine storm”, an acute severe systemic inflammatory 
response, could be one of the most relevant determinants 
of organ damage during SARS-CoV-2 infection [24]. 
Data from post-mortem histological findings support the 
hypothesis that potent inflammation may increase vascular 
permeability and lead to leukocyte infiltration and eryth-
rocyte aggregation in renal tissue [25]. In our cohort, the 
only marker of inflammation among the ones studied that 
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retained an association with the development of AKI was 
CRP. However, inflammation is only one of the determinants 
of AKI in COVID-19, and growing evidence suggests that 
multiple mechanisms are involved, including hemodynamic 
alterations, angiotensin pathway activation, dysregulation of 
complement, hypercoagulation and also direct virus-medi-
ated injury [26, 27], all factors that were not evaluated in our 
study due to its retrospective nature.

At variance with previous findings where AKI was more 
represented among males [28], we did not find a significant 
difference in sex distribution among our AKI patients. Simi-
larly, the use of ACE-Is or ARBs was not associated with an 
increased risk of AKI at multivariate analysis.

While acknowledging the limitations of a retrospective 
study, we found that HCQ, widely used in the present cohort, 
was independently associated with a reduction in risk of 
AKI. Interestingly, this finding might have a biological basis, 
since the anti-inflammatory action of HCQ was postulated to 
reduce renal damage in some experimental models of acute 
renal injury [29]. However, opposite findings have been 
reported [30] and the role of HCQ in the development of 
AKI has still to be fully elucidated, and larger randomized 
clinical trials are warranted to address this issue. Use of 
HCQ in COVID-19 patients is largely debated [31].

Our study offers a longer follow-up to evaluate crude 
mortality as compared to previous studies that only consid-
ered in-hospital mortality [4, 19]. The high mortality rate we 
observed could be explained, at least in part, by the fact that 
the participating patients were frail, elderly people with mul-
tiple comorbidities [32]. Moreover, the occurrence of AKI 
at admission or during hospitalization was independently 
associated with a 74% increase in the risk of death. These 
findings confirm and extend previous reports [3, 4, 18, 19] 
and call attention to the need to promptly diagnose and treat 
and, wherever possible, prevent kidney damage.

To our knowledge, the combined effect of CKD and AKI 
as risk factors for mortality in COVID-19 has been poorly 
explored so far and our findings might provide interesting 

prognostic predictors to be further evaluated in this setting. 
Several mortality risk scores have been proposed to predict 
mortality in COVID-19 patients [12, 33, 34], most of which 
did not include an evaluation of kidney status. In our study 
cohort, patients with CKD complicated by AKI showed a 
significantly higher risk of score mortality by Zhao et al. ≥ 2 
as compared to patients with only acute or chronic kidney 
involvement or without kidney damage, respectively (74.7 
vs 53.8 vs 67.0 vs 32.5, χ2 131.7, p < 0.0001). These find-
ings suggest a large association between kidney damage and 
death prediction and recommend the use of renal function 
for a more accurate assessment of the risk of death in this 
setting.

As expected, other factors associated with increased death 
risk were age, comorbidities [35] and increased CRP levels. 
Of note, IL-6 was not correlated either to the risk of AKI 
or to the risk of death. We think that these results might be 
biased by the fact that IL-6 levels were measured only at 
baseline, while the trend of IL-6 over time could have been 
more informative [36].

While ACE-Is and ARBs have been hypothesized to both 
predispose or protect against COVID-19 [37], death rate 
was not independently correlated with the use of ACE-Is or 
ARBs in our cohort. On the other hand, multivariable analy-
sis seems to suggest a possible protective effect of HCQ 
on mortality. Nevertheless, given the retrospective nature 
of the data and the uneven distribution of HCQ administra-
tion among the cohort, these data should be interpreted with 
caution.

Performing a further observation of specific causes 
of death in the cohort, death related to bleeding was sig-
nificantly higher among AKI patients compared to other 
patients. An overdose of anticoagulants not adjusted accord-
ing to renal function in patients with underlying coagulation 
abnormalities may have contributed to this finding [5].

Limitations of our study are its retrospective design, the 
impossibility to generalize the findings from a single center, 
the lack of information about the causes of CKD and the 

Fig. 2  Kaplan Maier curves 
of survival without death for 
COVID-19 patients on the basis 
of chronic kidney disease and/
or acute kidney injury. Log 
Rank test p < 0.0001. AKI acute 
kidney injury, CKD chronic 
kidney disease
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lack of follow-up data about possible progression to CKD 
or normalization of renal function in AKI patients. However, 
as noted above, this is to the best of our knowledge the first 
study defining the kidney status on the basis of the median 
of the creatinine in the 6 months before admission on the 
whole population. Moreover, preexisting information about 
proteinuria allowed to calculate the proportion of patients 
with progressing proteinuria.

Conclusion

Our data contribute to identify the determinants of AKI 
and the consequence of the interaction between chronic and 
acute kidney disease in patients with COVID-19. Large, 
multicenter, prospective studies with a long-term follow-up 
are needed to better clarify the impact of renal damage not 
only during, but also after SARS-CoV-2 infection.
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