
 
 
 

Hepatitis B  
Information for contacts at risk of hepatitis B June 2013 

You have been given this factsheet as you may be at risk of infection with hepatitis B.  Hepatitis B is an infection of 
the liver caused by the hepatitis B virus.  Many people do not even realise they have been infected with the virus 
and the only way to be certain is by a blood test.  Please read the information below, see your GP, taking this 
factsheet with you and discuss with your GP whether you need to be tested for hepatitis B.  If the test shows you 
are not infected, it may be advisable for you to have a course of hepatitis B vaccine to prevent future infection. 

What is hepatitis B? 

• Hepatitis B is a disease of the liver caused by a virus 
which, in a small number of people and after a long time, 
can lead to liver failure. 

• In the UK, about 1 in 1,000 people may be carrying the 
virus.  It is more common in some other parts of the world 
such as Africa and the Far East. 

• Many people do not even know they have the virus. 
 
How is the virus spread? 

• The virus is passed on when infected blood or body fluids 
enter another person’s body.  This can occur from: 
� unprotected (without a condom) sexual intercourse 
� infected mother to baby in the womb, during birth or 

breastfeeding 
� tattooing, acupuncture and ear/body piercing with 

infected equipment 
� sharing of contaminated needles or syringes 
� having a transfusion of infected blood.  This could 

happen outside the UK in countries which do not check 
blood before using it 

• Hepatitis B virus is not spread by casual or social contact. 
 
What are the early (acute) symptoms of hepatitis B? 

• The acute illness usually occurs within three months after 
becoming infected with the virus. 

• Many people have few or no symptoms. 

• The acute symptoms include tiredness; poor appetite; 
fever; vomiting and occasionally, joint pains or rash. 

• Urine may become darker in colour and then jaundice 
(yellowing of the skin and whites of the eyes) may occur. 

 
What are the long term (chronic) effects of hepatitis B? 

• Most adults recover completely from the early infection with 
the virus; full recovery may take several months.   

• About 10% of those who get infected as adults carry the 
virus in their blood for many years without having any 
symptoms.  They are known as hepatitis B carriers. 

• In contrast to adults, 90% of babies who get infected 
become hepatitis B carriers. 

About 20% of hepatitis B carriers may suffer serious liver 
damage, including scarring of the liver (cirrhosis) and cancer of 
the liver 

What is the treatment for hepatitis B? 
• During the acute illness, bed rest may be 

needed and alcohol should be avoided. 

• Specific treatment may be advised by your GP 
or the liver specialist. 

 
What precautions should a hepatitis B 
carrier take? 

• Hepatitis B carriers should follow hygienic 
practices to ensure that those close to them 
are not directly contaminated by their blood or 
other body fluids. 

• Carriers must not share razors, toothbrushes 
or any other object that may become 
contaminated with blood. 

• People living in the same house and sexual 
partners will need to be immunised with 
hepatitis B vaccine if they are not already 
infected. 

• It is advisable that a barrier contraceptive is 
used during sexual intercourse with a partner 
who is not protected against hepatitis B. 

• Infected mothers can breastfeed once their 
babies have started the vaccination course. 

 
How can hepatitis B be prevented? 

• It can be prevented by avoiding behaviour that 
puts you at higher risk. 

• A vaccine to prevent hepatitis B is available.  
It is safe, effective and is recommended for 
people at higher risk of infection who have not 
already been infected, and infants who are 
born to infected mothers. 

• By testing pregnant women for hepatitis B and 
identifying infected women, measures can be 
taken to prevent their babies from becoming 
infected as well. 
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