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ABOUT YOUR LIVER

WHAT DOES THE LIVER DO?

When most people think about their health 
and major organs, they probably think 
about their heart, lungs, and brain. The 
liver is often overlooked – despite being 
the second largest organ in the body and 
performing over 500 important functions.

Knowing the types of liver diseases, their 
causes, and ways to prevent liver disease 
can help keep the liver healthy.

The liver is an organ in the body about the size and color of a football and 
weighs about 3 pounds in most adults. It is on the right side, below the right 
lung in most people. The liver performs many functions, such as:

•	 Helps prevent infections by removing bacteria from the blood

•	 Stores and releases glucose (sugar) as needed

•	 Removes poisons and toxins from the blood

•	 Produces a liquid called bile that breaks down fats and carries away 
waste from foods

•	 Produces various proteins for blood plasma

•	 Assists in blood clotting to form scabs over open wounds

•	 Processes and stores iron

•	 And other important functions

With all these functions to accomplish, it’s easy to see why the liver is so 
important in helping to maintain good health and overall well-being.
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WHAT IS LIVER DISEASE?

SYMPTOMS OF LIVER DISEASE?

HOW IS LIVER DISEASE DIAGNOSED?

Liver disease is any condition that damages the liver and prevents it from 
accomplishing its functions.

When the liver is damaged, it can begin to function poorly. Often, this damage 
does not cause pain or noticeable problems, making it difficult to know 
whether or not your liver may be under stress. Other times, patients may:

There are many tests physicians may use to diagnose a liver condition. 
Some methods include: blood tests, imaging (like an MRI, MRE, or 
ultrasound), or, in certain instances, a procedure to sample and test a small 
piece of liver tissue known as a biopsy.

As liver damage progresses, more serious and potentially life-threatening 
conditions can occur.

Develop yellow skin and/or eyes, 
called jaundice

Feel discomfort in the upper right 
side of your abdomen or have right 
shoulder pain

Have itchy skin

Experience tiredness, fatigue, and/
or mental fog

Feel nauseous, have a decreased 
desire to eat, or vomit

Notice darker urine than usual

Experience swelling in the legs or 
ankles

Notice stool that is a different color 
than normal (poop that is far lighter or 
much darker than usual)

Bruise easily/more often

Experience changes in sleep cycle



WHAT CAUSES LIVER DISEASE?
There are several different factors that can contribute to the development 
of liver disease, including infectious diseases, genetic predisposition, and 

lifestyle habits. Liver diseases can develop at any age.
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LIVER DISEASE PREVENTION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE LIVER HEALTH

Often, liver disease can be prevented, and the condition of the liver can be 
improved, preserving liver function. Here are 7 ways to improve liver health:

Stay up to date with annual physicals and vaccinations. Many 
liver infections can be prevented with vaccines. Physicians may need 
to run liver tests or additional screening, including a comprehensive 
metabolic panel (CMP) to properly monitor liver function. New 
effective medications continue to emerge for liver patients, consult 
with your doctor to learn about available treatments.

Eat healthy and read nutrition labels. Be aware of hidden fats, 
preservatives, sugar, and sodium. Avoid fast food, ultra-processed 
food (in boxes and cans), and saturated fats. Choose whole and 
fresh foods whenever possible.

Stay active. Keeping the body moving and active can help the 
liver stay healthy. E.g., 30 minutes of movement a day can make a 
difference.

Drink fewer sugary drinks and more plain coffee and tea. 
Avoid drinks that are high in sugar and processed ingredients. Plain 
coffee or tea may improve liver health.



Maintain a healthy weight. Ask your healthcare provider to help 
determine your ideal weight.

Get enough sleep. Poor liver health outcomes have been tied to 
poor sleep. If sleep issues occur, ask a healthcare provider about 
being evaluated for sleep apnea.

Manage underlying conditions such as type 2 diabetes, high 
blood pressure, high BMI, and autoimmune disorders.

Drink less alcohol and more water.1 The liver works hard to 
process alcohol, and high alcohol usage can cause damage. 
The CDC recommends moderate consumption: 2 drinks or less 
per day for men and 1 drink or less per day for women.2 Staying 
hydrated will also allow the liver to more easily filter alcohol from the 
bloodstream.
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STAGES OF LIVER DISEASE

STAGE 0: HEALTHY LIVER

STAGE 1: FATTY LIVER /
HEPATITIS

STAGE 2: LIVER 
FIBROSIS

STAGE 3: LIVER CIRRHOSIS 
(SCARRING)

STAGE 4: LIVER FAILURE /
LIVER CANCER



FATTY LIVER DISEASE
also called Steatotic Liver Disease

Metabolic dysfunction-associated steatotic liver disease (MASLD) occurs 
when fat accumulates in the liver. Left untreated, MASLD can progress to 
metabolic dysfunction-associated steatohepatitis (MASH), which happens 
when too much accumulation of fat causes damage to the liver cells.

Genetics, diets high in 
processed foods or sugars, high 
cholesterol, high blood pressure, 
and metabolic disorders (such 
as type 2 diabetes and obesity)4

Genetics, diets high in 
processed foods or sugars, high 
cholesterol, high blood pressure, 
and metabolic disorders (such 
as type 2 diabetes and obesity)4

Weight loss (7-10% of total 
weight)4 healthy nutrition 
and physical activity, and 
addressing underlying 
conditions like type 2 diabetes 
or high blood pressure. 
Your doctor may prescribe 
medications to help manage 
MASLD.

In addition to the above 
options, there are currently 
medications approved in the 
U.S. to treat MASH.
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DEVELOPMENT
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The most common diseases include:



ALCOHOL-ASSOCIATED LIVER DISEASE (ALD)

METABOLIC ALCOHOL-ASSOCIATED LIVER 
DISEASE (MetALD)

ALD is caused by drinking more alcohol than the liver can handle.5 Damaged 
liver cells can’t keep up with alcohol processing. 

Risk factors may include: Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD) and other liver 
conditions (e.g., drug-induced liver injury, hepatitis). Not everyone who 
drinks heavily will develop ALD. 

Avoiding alcohol entirely is the most effective way to support the liver’s 
recovery and protect it from further harm.

1.

2.

It describes a type of liver disease that happens when two things are 
present:6

There is at least one metabolic risk factor—like obesity, type 2 
diabetes, high blood pressure, or high cholesterol

And there is regular consumption of alcohol, above what is 
considered low-risk for liver health. 

This combination can lead to faster, more serious liver damage like 
inflammation, scarring, and increased risk of liver cancer.



VIRAL HEPATITIS
Viral hepatitis is an infection that causes liver inflammation and damage. 
There are five main types of viral hepatitis:

In addition to the above treatment options, it is recommended to discuss care 
guidance with a physician.

Contaminated food or 
water11

Exposure to infected 
blood or body fluids11, 
and/or mother-to-baby 
transmission

Exposure to infected blood 
and body fluids, unsafe 
injections and needle-stick 
injuries, and unscreened 
blood transfusions11

Requires hepatitis B 
infection11

Contaminated food or 
water,11 (most common in 
places with limited access 
to essential services)

A hepatitis A infection 
most often only requires 
minimal clinical care, 
but can result in serious 
complications if left 
unmanaged.6 

There is no cure for 
hepatitis B, but with 
regular medical care 
and prescribed antiviral 
medications, people can 
live a normal life.7

Everyone should be 
tested. There is now a 
simple cure for most  
hepatitis C. Consult with 
your physician for more 
details.8

Medications to manage 
hepatitis D symptoms 
are available, and other 
treatments are under 
investigation.9 Currently, 
preventing hep B is 
the best tool for the 
prevention of hep D.

Treatment focuses on 
rest and hydration. 
Immunosuppressed 
individuals may benefit 
from prescription 
antiviral medication.10

Hepatitis A vaccine, 
good hand hygiene, 
especially hand washing

Hepatitis B vaccine

There is no vaccine 
available. Safe healthcare 
practices, harm reduction 
services, testing of 
donated blood, training of 
health personnel, etc

Hepatitis B vaccine. If 
hep B positive, maintain 
regular annual check-
ups and surveillance 
with your physician

Good hand hygiene, 
especially hand 
washing, whenever 
possible. Vaccines may 
be available in some 
parts of the world.
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RARE LIVER DISEASES
Most liver diseases (over 100 types) are considered rare and unfortunately 
many don’t have cures, though ongoing research is improving diagnosis and 
treatment. 

Some rare liver diseases include Alpha-1 Antitrypsin Deficiency, Alagille 
syndrome, autoimmune hepatitis (AIH), biliary atresia (BA), fontan-associated 
liver disease (FALD), progressive familial intrahepatic cholestasis (PFIC), 
primary biliary cholangitis (PBC), and primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC).

CIRRHOSIS
Many liver diseases can result in cirrhosis. Cirrhosis is a serious condition where 
healthy liver tissue is replaced by scar tissue. Scarring limits liver function and can 
lead to liver failure.

Treatment options include lifestyle changes and medications to manage symptoms 
and prevent more damage. In advanced cases, a liver transplant may be needed.12

Symptoms may also include:
•	 Fatigue and weakness
•	 Loss of appetite
•	 Jaundice (yellowing of the skin/eyes)

Symptoms may also include:
•	 Fatigue and weakness
•	 Loss of appetite
•	 Jaundice (yellowing of the skin/eyes) 
•	 Easy bruising or bleeding
•	 Abdominal swelling (ascites)

•	 Pain/discomfort on the right 
side of the belly

•	 Enlarged liver



Liver cancer is the third deadliest cancer in the world.14 All liver diseases can progress 
to liver cancer.

Treatment can involve surgery to remove part of the liver, localized treatments, 
radiation therapy, chemotherapy or immunotherapy, liver transplant (in some cases).15

If one of these diseases reaches a late stage, a liver transplant may be necessary

HEPATIC ENCEPHALOPATHY (HE)
HE is a nervous system condition caused by the buildup of toxins. This happens 
when the liver cannot filter toxins properly, often due to cirrhosis.13 

HE treatments include medications to reduce the toxins in the body.13

Symptoms may also include:
•	 Confusion and forgetfulness
•	 Slurred speech
•	 Shaky hands or arms
•	 Disorientation or strange behavior
•	 Sweet or musty-smelling breath
•	 Irritability

LIVER CANCER
Liver cancer (also called hepatic cancer) starts in the liver. It oftens develops after 
long-term liver damage or cirrhosis. The most common type of liver cancer is 
hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC), although there are other types. 

Symptoms may also include:
•	 Unexplained weight loss
•	 Loss of appetite
•	 Upper abdominal pain

•	 Nausea or vomiting
•	 Jaundice (yellowing of the skin/eyes)
•	 Fatigue or weakness



LIVER CANCER DRIVERS AND FACTORS
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WHAT IS A LIVER TRANSPLANT?
A liver transplant occurs when a heavily cirrhotic or low-functioning liver is replaced with 
a healthy one. Unlike many other organs, the liver is regenerative in nature, allowing both 
living and deceased donors to participate in liver transplantation. 

Liver transplantation offers a lifeline to individuals with end-stage liver disease, providing 
an opportunity for improved quality of life and prolonged survival. Understanding the 
process—from evaluation and waitlisting to surgery and post-transplant care—empowers 
patients and their caregivers to make informed decisions and navigate the journey toward 
liver transplantation with more confidence. After undergoing the necessary evaluation 
processes to determine eligibility, patients will likely be put on a waitlist to receive a liver 
transplant.  The priority levels of the liver transplant wait list are determined by a clinical 
scoring system known as the Model for End-Stage Liver Disease (MELD). A more elevated 
MELD score indicates a higher need for transplantation and may decrease time spent on 
a transplant waitlist.

Collaborating closely with healthcare providers and transplant teams ensures 
comprehensive care and optimal outcomes for transplant recipients.

Remember to always discuss options with a 
healthcare team, ask questions, and follow their 

recommendations.

Everyone’s health journey is different. Be sure to consult your 
physician for guidance on treatment and management.
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Global Liver Institute (GLI) is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization founded in the belief 
that liver health must take its place on the global public health agenda commensurate 
with the prevalence and impact of liver illness. GLI promotes innovation, encourages 
collaboration, and supports the scaling of optimal approaches to help eradicate liver 
diseases. Operating globally, GLI is committed to solving the problems that matter to 
liver patients and equipping advocates to improve the lives of individuals and families 
impacted by liver disease. GLI holds Platinum Transparency with Candid/GuideStar, is 
a member of the National Health Council and NORD, and serves as a Healthy People 
2030 Champion. Follow GLI on Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and YouTube or visit 
www.globalliver.org.






