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Hepatitis B and the Hepatitis B vaccine: Information for 
renal patients

We have written this leaflet to answer some questions you may have 
about Hepatitis B and the Hepatitis B vaccine. If after reading this leaflet 
you want to know more, you can speak to a member of staff at the 
Renal Unit. We explain how to do this at the end of the leaflet.

What is Hepatitis?

Hepatitis means inflammation of the liver. There are a number of 
different viruses that cause hepatitis. The most common are Hepatitis B 
and Hepatitis C. The viruses cause inflammation by infecting the liver. 
Hepatitis B and C can be easily passed from person to person through 
blood and other body fluids.

Hepatitis B is not very common in the UK, only about 1 person in 1,000 
has the virus. About 215,000 people in the UK have chronic Hepatitis C.

Any type of Hepatitis can be a very serious illness even in people who 
feel well. Some people continue to carry the virus in their blood even 
after treatment and there is a risk of them developing cirrhosis (scarring 
of the liver) and liver cancer. There can also be the risk of passing on the 
virus to family members, other patients and staff.

The Department of Health recommends that patients with kidney failure 
should:

• Be tested for Hepatitis B and C
• Have the vaccine to prevent Hepatitis B

We explain more about the Hepatitis B vaccine later in this leaflet. At 
the moment, there is no vaccine to prevent Hepatitis C.

Taking some types of medication may stop you from having the vaccine. 
Your doctor will advise you about this.
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Why do I need a test for Hepatitis B and C?

The Department of Health recommends that kidney patients are tested 
for blood borne viruses. This includes:

• Patients who may need dialysis in the future.
• Patients having dialysis.
• Patients having haemodialysis who want to go away and have 

their treatment at another dialysis unit, for example on holiday.
• Patients who are on the waiting list for a kidney transplant.
• People thinking of giving a kidney to another person.

The test will:

• See if you are already carrying Hepatitis viruses in your blood.
• Make sure you receive any treatment you need if you do have a 

Hepatitis virus.
• Help stop the infection being passed on to other people.

When will I be tested?

• If you are about to start dialysis, you will be tested before you have 
your first treatment.

• If you have regular haemodialysis you will be tested for Hepatitis B 
and C every three months.

• If you have regular haemodialysis and want to go on holiday, you 
will be tested for Hepatitis B and C before you go away and when 
you come back from your holiday. We have another leaflet that 
explains 'Arranging haemodialysis for when you go on holiday' 
(PIL1602). Please ask if you would like a copy, or you can find an 
electronic version here:

• https://www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information/find-a
-leaflet/search-for-a-leaflet

• If you have peritoneal dialysis, you will be tested for Hepatitis B 
and C once a year.

https://www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information/find-a-leaflet/search-for-a-leaflet
https://www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information/find-a-leaflet/search-for-a-leaflet
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What will happen if I don’t want to be tested for blood 
borne viruses?

You can decide not to be tested for blood borne viruses, but you need 
to know that:

• If you are having dialysis, you will be treated as if you do have a 
blood borne virus.

• As you will have your treatment in an isolation room, there will be 
restrictions on when and where you have your dialysis.

• You may not be able to go on the list for a kidney transplant.
• If you were planning to go on holiday, it is unlikely that we will be 

able to find another dialysis unit that would agree to treat you.

If you have decided not to have the blood tests but change your mind 
later on, you will be able to have the tests.

If you need more information before deciding whether to have the tests, 
we will be happy to answer any questions you have.

What if the results of my tests are negative?

A negative test result means that you do not have any of the viruses at 
the time the blood test was taken.

This means that you will need to have the Hepatitis B vaccine.

What if the results of my tests are positive?

If the results of the tests are positive, this means that one or more of the 
viruses have been found in your blood.

A second sample of blood will be taken to make certain that this is the 
case. If both samples test positive, this means that you are infected with 
the virus even though you may look and feel well.
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Your doctor will talk about the result of the tests with you. You may be 
seen by another doctor who is a specialist in treating people with blood 
borne viruses. Your doctor may advise that other members of your 
family are tested for blood borne viruses as well.

Staff will need to take extra infection control precautions when you are 
having treatment.

Depending on the type of virus that you have, it may not be safe for you 
to have a kidney transplant. Your doctor will talk with you about this in 
more detail.

If you are applying for a mortgage or life insurance for example, you 
may need to tell the company that you have had a positive blood test 
result. The company may ask for your permission to contact your doctor 
about the result and any treatment you may be having for the blood 
borne virus. The company may not be willing to give you a mortgage or 
life insurance in this case. The results of these tests will be kept in your 
notes.

How do I get the Hepatitis B vaccine?

We advise you to have the Hepatitis B vaccine when your kidney 
function blood tests show you need dialysis or a kidney transplant in the 
near future. If you have the vaccine at this time, your body is more likely 
to make antibodies to fight the virus if it gets into your blood stream.

You will be given the course of vaccinations either:

• In Sorby Renal Outpatients department at the vaccination clinic. 
You will be sent a letter with an appointment date and time.

• If you are already having haemodialysis at the hospital, you will 
have any blood tests and be given the vaccinations you need when 
you come for your dialysis treatment.

• If you have your dialysis at home, you will need to come to the 
vaccination clinic at Sorby Renal Outpatients.
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You will not have to pay for these injections.

If you are unwell or have a temperature, it is best to delay having the 
vaccine until you are better. You will need to rearrange your vaccination 
clinic appointment.

What does the vaccination do?

Vaccination encourages the body to make antibodies. The antibodies 
fight the Hepatitis B virus if it gets into your blood stream.

The vaccination also helps stop the virus spreading from person to 
person.

How is the vaccination given?

The vaccination is given into your upper arm. You will need several 
vaccines over a period of 6 months to complete the course of treatment. 
The exact number depends on the brand of vaccine used but will usually 
be 3 or 4 injections.

It's important that you have all of the injections. This is to make sure 
your body makes enough antibodies to fight the virus if it gets into your 
blood stream.

Your blood will be tested 2 to 4 months after your last injection to check 
your body has made enough antibodies.

When you start your course of vaccinations you will be given a 
Hepatitis B vaccination record card.

Please keep this with you at all times as it contains important 
information.
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What happens if I don’t make enough antibodies?

If your body has not made enough antibodies to protect you from 
getting Hepatitis B, your doctor may decide you need another course of 
vaccinations or a booster injection.

You will not have to pay for the second course or booster.

The main reason for people not making enough antibodies is not 
having all the injections they need.

Every year you will need to have a blood test to check you still have 
enough antibodies.

Depending on the result of the blood test, you may need a booster 
injection. You will only need one injection this time.

You will be given the second course or the booster injection either in 
Sorby Renal Outpatients vaccination clinic, or when you come for your 
haemodialysis treatment.

Are there any side effects from the vaccine?

As with any vaccine, there will be some people who may have side 
effects. These are usually mild such as:

• Tenderness at the injection site
• Redness at the injection site
• Swelling at the injection site
• Mild fever

These should only last a few days.

If you are worried about any side effects from the vaccine, or if it can 
affect other treatments, please speak to your nurse or doctor.

Very rarely, some people have an allergic reaction to the vaccine.
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You must get medical help straight away if you develop:

• A rash
• Swelling of the face
• Difficulty swallowing
• Difficulty breathing

 

Who should I contact if I have any questions or 
concerns?

We hope that this leaflet will have answered any questions you may 
have about the blood borne virus tests.

If you have any more questions, we explain how you can contact us 
below.

• If you are already having haemodialysis, please speak to your 
nurse the next time you have your treatment or call the Dialysis 
Unit.
 

• If you are having peritoneal dialysis, contact the Peritoneal 
Dialysis Team:       

– 0114 271 4042
Monday to Friday, 8.30am - 4.00pm
We have a voicemail for you to leave messages.
 

• If you are not having dialysis yet, contact the Renal Assessment 
Unit:

– 0114 271 5320
Monday to Thursday, 8.30am - 4.00pm
Friday, 8.30am - 3.00pm
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Further information about Hepatitis B and C 

NHS UK

• https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/hepatitis-b/
• https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/vaccinations/hepatitis-b-vac

cine/
• https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/hepatitis-c/

Patient - Health information you can trust

• https://patient.info/digestive-health/hepatitis/hepatitis-b
• https://patient.info/digestive-health/hepatitis/hepatitis-c

 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/hepatitis-b/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/vaccinations/hepatitis-b-vaccine/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/vaccinations/hepatitis-b-vaccine/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/hepatitis-c/
https://patient.info/health/hepatitis/hepatitis-b
https://patient.info/health/hepatitis/hepatitis-c
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