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What is hepatitis B?

Hepatitis B is a type of virus that affects the liver.  It can cause both acute 
and chronic infection.

How is hepatitis B transmitted?

Hepatitis B is spread through blood and other bodily fluids such as 
semen and vaginal fluids, and is transmitted:

• during unprotected vaginal, anal and oral sex
• by sharing injecting equipment or razors
• from mother to baby (the infection can be prevented if the baby is 

vaccinated immediately after birth)
• by contact with bodily fluids, including urine, faeces and vomit

What are the signs and symptoms of hepatitis B?

It can take between 40 and 160 days for symptoms to develop after 
exposure to the virus.

Symptoms can include:

• feeling or being sick
• diarrhoea
• lack of appetite
• flu-like symptoms, such as tiredness, aches and pains, headaches
• yellowing of the skin and eyes (jaundice)
• abdominal pain

Many people don't realise they have been infected with the virus 
because the symptoms may not develop immediately, or even at all.
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Stages of infection

In most cases, the hepatitis B virus will only stay in the body for 1 to 
3 months; this is acute hepatitis B.

In about 1 in 20 cases in adults, the virus stays for six months or longer, 
often without causing any noticeable symptoms, this is chronic hepatitis 
B. Chronic hepatitis B is particularly common in babies and young 
children: 9 in 10 children infected at birth and around 1 in 5 children 
infected in early childhood will develop a long-term infection.

Around 20% of people with chronic hepatitis B will go on to develop 
scarring of the liver (cirrhosis), which can take 10 to 20 years to develop, 
and around 1 in 10 people with cirrhosis will develop liver cancer.

People without symptoms can still pass the virus on to other people.

What is the test for hepatitis B?

Hepatitis B is diagnosed by a blood test. The doctor may also request a 
liver function test, which is a blood test that measures enzymes and 
proteins in your bloodstream, which indicates whether your liver is 
damaged. It will often show raised levels if you are infected with the 
hepatitis B virus.

What is the treatment for hepatitis B?

There is currently no specific treatment for acute hepatitis B, other than 
using painkillers to relieve symptoms.

Treatment for chronic hepatitis B depends on how badly your liver is 
affected. It can be treated using medications designed to slow 
the production of the virus and prevent damage to the liver. Most 
people tend to be free of symptoms and recover completely within a 
couple of months, never going on to develop chronic hepatitis. 
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However, some people may need to take medication to prevent liver 
damage, possibly for many years.

There are now very effective medications that can suppress the virus 
over many years. These can slow down the damage being done to the 
liver, allowing the body to repair itself. However, it is unusual for this 
treatment to clear the virus permanently.

You may also need regular tests to assess the state of your liver. This 
might include blood tests, an ultrasound or a FibroScan, which 
measures liver stiffness, and possibly a liver biopsy. This is to assess 
whether the virus is currently damaging the liver and how much 
damage has been done.

The medication used to treat chronic hepatitis B will depend on whether 
there is evidence of ongoing liver damage. In some patients, their 
immune system suppresses the virus without causing damage.

What happens if hepatitis B is not treated?

Without treatment, about a third of people with chronic hepatitis B 
infection go on to develop disease of the liver, which can be very 
serious. It is estimated that 15-25% of people with untreated chronic 
hepatitis B die of liver disease.

Can I still have sex?

While medications can slow the spread of chronic hepatitis B and 
hopefully prevent complications such as cirrhosis, they cannot cure the 
infection. This means you can still pass hepatitis B on to other people.

You should avoid having unprotected anal, vaginal or oral sex with 
someone, unless you are sure they are immunised against hepatitis B. 
Using condoms or dams will help protect against hepatitis B.
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Who needs to be informed?

Current and recent sexual partner(s) and household members should be 
tested and vaccinated for hepatitis B. Sexual Health Sheffield will help 
with this and protect your confidentiality as far as possible.

Is there a vaccine against hepatitis B?

There is a vaccine thought to be 95% effective in preventing hepatitis 
B. It is now given as part of the routine childhood vaccination schedule.

Vaccination would usually only be recommended for people in high-risk 
groups, such as:

• people who inject drugs or who have a sexual partner who injects 
drugs

• people who change their sexual partner frequently
• people travelling to or from a part of the world where hepatitis B 

is widespread
• healthcare workers who may come into contact with the virus
• household contacts of a person with hepatitis B
• men who have sex with men
• male and female sex workers

Pregnant women are offered screening for hepatitis B. If they are 
infected, their baby can be vaccinated shortly after birth to prevent them 
also becoming infected.

How can I help protect myself from hepatitis B and 
other sexually transmitted infections?

It is possible to get Hepatitis B and other sexually transmitted infections 
by having sex with someone who has the infection but no symptoms. 
The following measures will help protect you from Hepatitis B and most 
other sexually transmitted infections, such as HIV, chlamydia and 
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gonorrhoea. If you have a sexually transmitted infection they will also 
help prevent you from passing it on to your partner:

• Use condoms every time you have penetrative vaginal or anal sex
• If you have oral sex, use a condom to cover the penis, or dam to 

cover the anus or female genitals. Free condoms, femidoms and 
lube are available from Sexual health Sheffield

• If you are not sure how to use condoms correctly visit 
www.sexualhealthsheffield.nhs.uk

• If you share sex toys, wash or sterilise them or cover them with a 
new condom before anyone else uses them

What happens at Sexual Health Sheffield?

When you attend for your appointment, you will be asked to provide the 
following:

• Your name and how we can contact you - any details you provide 
will be treated confidentially

• During your visit you will be asked personal information so we can 
provide the relevant and appropriate care

• We have a duty of care to all our patients, so if you are 17 or under 
you will be asked relevant questions to assess your safety. If staff 
are concerned, they may talk to you about what to do about this 
and may contact other appropriate agencies. Sexual Health 
Sheffield will not tell your parents or carers that you have visited 
Sexual Health Sheffield
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This is the service you can expect when you attend Sexual Health 
Sheffield:

• All advice, information, tests, contraception, condoms and 
treatments are free at Sexual Health Sheffield

• No one should judge you because of your sexual behaviour or 
lifestyle

• All our services are confidential
• All Sexual Health Sheffield workers are appropriately and fully 

trained NHS staff
• All tests are optional; no examination will take place without your 

permission
• Please ask questions to ensure you fully understand what services 

have been offered, what tests carried out and what treatments 
given

• You can have a chaperone to help you feel more comfortable – 
please ask

• Our friendly & professional staff are here to help you. We will give 
you as much support as you need (particularly if you need help on 
how to inform any partners)

If you feel that we have not met the above or want to give us any other 
feedback, please contact us via 
www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/tell-us-what-you-think

 

Further information

Sexual Health Sheffield
www.sexualhealthsheffield.nhs.uk
0114 226 8888

NHS Choices
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/sexually-transmitted-infections-stis/
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