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Getting a Transplant Through Kidney Paired Exchange

There are three things you need to know about getting a kidney transplant through a paired exchange.

1) Who are the best candidates for paired exchange

2) What donor characteristics matter the most
3) Why the transplant center you choose really matters

Most people think that paired exchange is only for ESRD patients that have incompatible donors. This is no longer the case. Patients with poorly compatible donors and patients with compatible donors are also entering swaps to find better matched donors so their transplanted kidney will last longer. An example of a poorly matched donor may be someone that is 20+ years older than the recipient or a recipient that has low level antibodies against their donor – this is often the case when a child wants to donate to their mother.
Even when a donor is completely compatible with the recipient, sometimes the recipient can improve the match by entering a swap. This strategy is most successful when an unsensitized (i.e. 0 PRA) A, B or AB recipient has a blood type O donor. This is a very powerful combination in a swap and can improve the match, while facilitating up to a dozen additional transplants for those patients with incompatible donors.

Some patients have more than one incompatible donor. My daughter had 13 incompatible donors, including myself (cross match incompatible) and my wife (blood incompatible). If you have more than one incompatible donor willing to enter a swap, your most powerful donor will be a young (< 50 years old) O blood type donor. B is the next most powerful donor blood type followed by A and AB blood types. O donor are more than 10 times more powerful than the other blood types, so if you are lucky enough to have several incompatible donors, try to get your O donor worked up and entered into the paired exchange system first. Other donor characteristics that impact the chance of finding a match in paired exchange include donor age, with donors less than 50 years old being the more powerful donors. Sometimes donor size mattes (the bigger the better) but this is the least important characteristic. By far, the most important characteristic that can improve the probability of finding a match in a swap is being paired with a blood type O donor.

Many transplant centers claim they provide paired exchange services, but there are huge differences in paired exchange performance between centers. You want to ask the center three simple questions:
1) How many active pairs does the center have in their pool of incompatible pairs?

2) How many exchange transplants has the center completed in the last 12 months?
3) What percent of the center’s incompatible pool have been transplanted since the program started?
Divide #1 by #2 and you will get a rough estimate of the average wait time for a center to get you transplanted in a swap. For example, if the center has a pool of 30 pairs and they have gotten 15 pairs transplanted in the past 12 months, the average wait time is 2 years (30 divided by 15). The best centers will have average wait times less than a year. As a point of reference, the average wait time for all of the National Kidney Registry member centers is 10 months with easy to match pairs going to transplant in under 3 months. The industry average wait time in paired exchange is approximate 5 years, so there are big differences between centers. The National Kidney Registry member centers have transplanted roughly 70% (www.kidneyregistry.org) of their incompatible pairs since the program started 3 years so you can use that as a benchmark when evaluating centers relative to question #3.
In conclusion, paired exchange can not only help those people with incompatible donors but is now helping people with compatible donors get better matches which will allow the transplanted kidneys to last longer. If you have multiple donors, they are not all equal. Try to have your most powerful donors worked up first. Finally, the transplant center you choose can make the difference between getting transplanted quickly through paired exchange or remaining on dialysis. Choose your transplant center wisely.

