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What is Entecavir for?

Entecavir is an antiviral drug that is used to treat chronic (persistent) 
hepatitis B virus in adults. It does not remove the virus from the body 
but it will help to lower the amount of virus and reduce the risk of liver 
damage.
 

What is hepatitis B?

Hepatitis B is very common worldwide. It is a virus that initially passes 
from your blood to your liver, where it infects the liver cells. The virus 
multiplies inside the liver cells. If your body's immune system recognises 
the infected cells it will attack them. This causes your liver to become 
inflamed and can lead to liver scarring. This damage builds up slowly 
over many years, so it is important to detect it early. If left untreated the 
virus can cause severe scarring of the liver (cirrhosis) which can 
eventually lead to liver failure. Hepatitis B infection is also associated 
with liver cancer, particularly in those who have cirrhosis. However, not 
everyone with hepatitis B gets liver damage or requires treatment.
 

How is the virus passed on?

The virus is present in the blood and body fluids and these are 
potentially infectious materials. Common ways of transmission include 
from mother to baby at the time of birth, by sexual contact and by blood 
to blood contact with needles. Transmission by social household contact 
can occur but is not so common; however it is recommended that all 
contacts, including household members, should be protected by 
vaccination.
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How can I avoid passing on the infection?

People with hepatitis B should be aware of the need to avoid passing on 
the virus to people they live with and any sexual partner. It is important 
that household contacts and sexual partners are vaccinated. People with 
hepatitis B should:

• Ensure that all blood and body fluid spillages are cleaned up using 
household bleach by themselves or by someone else wearing 
gloves

• Not share toothbrushes, razors, nail scissors and items of jewellery
• Use condoms if having sex with someone who is not protected
• Never share needles, syringes or any other injecting equipment 

with anyone
• Inform the midwife if pregnant

People with hepatitis B will not be allowed to donate blood or organs.
 

Why have I been prescribed Entecavir?

The medical team in charge of your care have decided to offer you 
treatment. This decision is based on the results of your tests which have 
shown signs of inflammation or damage to your liver, and on guidelines 
from the government and international specialist groups that say when 
treatment should be offered. All treatment plans are discussed and 
agreed with a senior doctor. However, your views and wishes will have 
been important in reaching the final decision. Occasionally your doctor 
will use more than one drug if this is likely to result in a better chance 
of getting a response.
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What side effects does Entecavir have?

Like all medicines, Entecavir can cause side effects, although most 
people do not get them.

Common side effects (affecting 1 in every 100 people) are:

• Headache
• Difficulty sleeping
• Fatigue or extreme tiredness
• Vomiting
• Nausea
• Diarrhoea
• Indigestion
• Increased blood levels of some liver enzymes

Uncommon side effects (affecting 1 in every 1000 people) are:

• Headache
• Rash
• Hair loss

A rare side effect (affecting 1 in 10,000 people) includes:

• Severe allergic reactions such as a severe rash, difficulty with 
breathing or severe vomiting with stomach pain

Lactic acidosis is a serious but very rare side effect (affecting less than 1 
in 10,000 people) of taking Entecavir. It can cause too much lactic acid 
in the blood and enlargement of the liver. Lactic acidosis occurs more 
often in women, particularly if they are very overweight. People with 
liver disease may also be at risk.
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Some of the signs of lactic acidosis are:

• Feeling sick (nausea)
• Stomach pain
• Deep, rapid breathing

What should I do about the side effects?

Most of the side effects are not serious and will not last very long. If you 
develop any serious side-effects such as a severe rash or difficulties with 
breathing or severe vomiting with stomach pain, then you should 
contact your own doctor (GP), hospital doctor or specialist nurse straight 
away.

Are there any alternative treatments?

There are two National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) 
approved antiviral drugs; Entecavir and Tenofovir (for details see 
separate leaflet). Both are taken once daily by mouth. For some patients, 
treatment which boosts the body's immune response to infection using 
Pegylated Interferon alpha, which is given weekly by injection, is an 
appropriate treatment. This is currently used alone but trials of using a 
combination of an oral antiviral agent and interferon are underway.

Does everyone need treatment?

No. Treatment is only usually given if damage to the liver is likely. Some 
patients have very low levels of virus, normal blood tests and a very low 
risk of long term problems. In other patients, despite high levels of the 
virus, most doctors would not start treatment because there is little sign 
of inflammation and no damage to the liver. Starting treatment in these 
cases would risk potential side effects without having significant clinical 
benefit. Another risk would be the development of resistance to the 
drug which could make treatment difficult if required later.
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How long will I have to take Entecavir for?

For most patients the length of treatment cannot be stated at the start 
because it will be dependent upon the initial response. Some patients 
will require a limited course of treatment for up to a couple of years if 
their own body's immune system manages to control the virus. The 
majority of individuals who start treatment will probably need lifelong 
therapy to keep the virus under control.

How do I take Entecavir?

It is important to take Entecavir exactly as your doctor has told you. This 
will help to ensure the drug is as effective as possible. If you begin 
treatment for hepatitis B you should be aware of the need to adhere to 
your treatment. The importance of adherence cannot be stressed 
enough.

If the regime is not followed strictly, then the virus may continue to 
multiply and can develop resistance to the treatment. This may not only 
mean your treatment is no longer effective, but the amount of virus in 
your body can return to its pre-treatment level and lead to progression 
of liver disease. There are limited numbers of drugs which are active 
against hepatitis B virus and if resistance develops it will make further 
treatment more difficult. If you are experiencing difficulty with adhering 
to your treatment regime or think you may encounter problems, you 
should consult with your doctor or specialist nurse as soon as possible 
to ensure that you get the best advice.

Not all patients will take the same dose of Entecavir. The usual dose is 
0.5mg or 1mg each day. The dose might be different if you have any 
kidney problems.

Most patients can take Entecavir with or without food. If you have been 
treated for hepatitis B before with a drug called Lamivudine and it did 
not work very well, then you should take your dose on an empty 
stomach (at least 2 hours before or after a meal).
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What if I miss a dose or vomit?

It is very important not to miss a dose. If you do miss a dose of Entecavir, 
take it as soon as you can, and then take your next scheduled dose at 
its regular time. If it is nearly time for your next dose, skip the missed 
dose. Wait and take the next dose at the regular time. Do not take a 
double dose (two doses close together). If you are sick (vomit) less than 
1 hour after taking Entecavir take another tablet. You do not need to 
take another tablet if you are sick more than 1 hour after taking 
Entecavir.

What about my other medicines?

Entecavir does not usually cause a problem with other medication you 
might be taking. It is still very important that you tell your doctor or 
specialist nurse about any other medication you are taking, including 
herbal or other medicines you have bought over-the-counter.

Can I drink alcohol whilst taking Entecavir?

Alcohol in excess is certainly a factor which can add to progression of 
liver disease in someone with a virus infection of the liver. Ideally, 
anybody with hepatitis B should not drink alcohol.

If you are unable to stop drinking, or keep within the guidelines, your 
doctor can arrange for you to get some additional support.

Is monitoring treatment necessary?

Yes. You will usually attend clinic three monthly for monitoring tests to:

• Check you are tolerating the drug
• Check the drug is reducing the level of virus
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Can I still infect other people?

If the virus is still present in your blood there is a risk of passing it on to 
other people who are not immune to the infection.

Is there anything I should look out for?

You should seek further medical advice from your GP, specialist nurse 
or hospital doctor if you experience any severe side effects such as the 
following:

• Severe rash
• Difficulties with breathing
• Severe vomiting with stomach pain

Who should I contact if I have any concerns?

You can speak with one of the specialist nurses working in the clinic as 
follows.

• 0114 271 3561
Monday - Friday, 8.30am - 5.00pm

If they are not able to speak with you then please leave a message 
(giving your name and telephone number) and they will call you back.

Outside of these hours you can telephone your local doctor (GP) or the 
24 hours NHS 111 service.

This information is not intended to replace any patient information 
produced by the manufacturers of Entecavir.

For alternative formats please see 
www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information
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