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Have you ever passed a kidney stone?

Whether the experience led to waves of intense pain in your back, stomach or groin, 
a persistent need to urinate, blood in your urine, or difficulty urinating, it is rarely an 
experience that is remembered fondly.  

Composed of mineral and acid salts, kidney stones usually crystalize when the urine 
becomes concentrated.  Factors that increase the likelihood of their formation include 
genetic predisposition, bacterial infection and dehydration.  Many people are unaware 
that they have a stone until the passage of one becomes painful. When a kidney stone 
is suspected, a physician may order an ultrasound, an intravenous pyelogram (an x-ray 
exam that uses an injection of contrast material to evaluate the kidneys, ureters and 
bladder) or a CT scan. 
  
Most stones are expelled without surgical intervention.  The passage may take as 
little as a few hours or as long as several weeks.  Depending on the patient’s medical 
condition, a physician may advise drinking between 2 - 3 liters of water per day until 
the stone passes. Medications can sometimes reduce the size of the stone and are 
used to minimize pain.    

Interventions for removing a kidney stone

In some instances, more sophisticated interventions may be necessary to remove 
a stone. These include: when it is too large to pass through the ureter, when the 
ureter is constricted or deformed, or if the stone is lodged in an area of the kidney 
where it will not pass naturally.  One of the most common treatments is to use 
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extracorporeal shock wave lithotripsy (ESWL), which breaks up the 
stone into small particles.  If a stone has moved from the kidney 
to the ureter, the surgeon may pass a scope through the urethra 
and bladder into the ureter to assess the stone’s size and location. 
The stone is then removed by breaking it into smaller pieces with 
a laser in a procedure called ureteroscopy.  For exceptionally large 
stones, the urologist may remove the stone through percutaneous 
nephrolithotomy (PCNL).  During a PCNL procedure, the urologist 
creates a channel directly into the kidney through a small incision 
in the back.  The stone is then shattered and removed, and a small 
tube is inserted to help the kidney drain.  

People who have had kidney stones are at a risk for recurrence.  
Measures to prevent the redevelopment of kidney stones include 
dietary changes and medications to help control the amount of 
minerals and acid in urine.  The most important recommendation is 
to stay hydrated.  Extra fluids should be consumed, especially when 
a person is at risk for developing concentrated urine. Everyone, 
whether they form kidney stones or not, should strive to have a 
clear and light urine color by staying well hydrated.

Urologist Jack I. Hershman, MD, FACS, is Chief of Urology at Phelps 
Hospital.  Board certified in urology and a Fellow of the American 
College of Surgeons, Dr. Hershman is a clinical instructor and an 
assistant attending urologist at New York Medical College.  He is 
a member of the American Urologic Association, the American 
Association of Clinical Urologists and the New York Urologic 
Association. He has offices in Croton and on the Phelps Hospital 
campus (914-631-3331).  


