
Autoimmune Liver Disease

What Is Autoimmune Liver Disease? 
Autoimmune liver disease refers to a group of conditions in which the immune system mistakenly attacks the
liver, causing inflammation and damage. The liver is an essential organ responsible for filtering toxins,
producing bile for digestion, and storing nutrients. When the immune system targets liver cells, it can lead to
chronic inflammation, scarring (fibrosis), and, in severe cases, cirrhosis or liver failure. 

Types Of Autoimmune Liver Disease 
There are three primary types of autoimmune liver disease: 

Autoimmune hepatitis (AIH): This condition occurs when the immune system attacks the liver
cells, leading to inflammation. If left untreated, AIH can result in cirrhosis and liver failure. It can
affect individuals of all ages but is more common in women. 

Primary biliary cholangitis (PBC): PBC is a chronic disease where the immune system targets
the small bile ducts in the liver, causing inflammation, scarring, and bile flow obstruction. Over
time, this leads to liver damage and cirrhosis. 

Primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC): PSC is a condition in which the bile ducts, both inside
and outside the liver, become inflamed and scarred, narrowing the ducts and impairing bile flow.
This can lead to liver damage, infections, and cirrhosis. PSC is often associated with inflammatory
bowel diseases like ulcerative colitis. 

Causes And Risk Factors 
The exact cause of autoimmune liver diseases is not fully understood, but several factors are believed to
contribute to their development: 

Genetic predisposition: Family history of autoimmune diseases can increase the likelihood of
developing autoimmune liver disease. 

Environmental triggers: Infections, certain medications, and exposure to toxins may trigger the
immune system to attack liver cells. 

Gender: Autoimmune liver diseases, particularly autoimmune hepatitis and PBC, are more

https://thebirminghamliverclinic.com/condition/autoimmune-liver-disease/


common in women. 

Other autoimmune conditions: People with other autoimmune diseases, such as thyroid
disorders, rheumatoid arthritis, or coeliac disease, may be at a higher risk of developing
autoimmune liver disease. 

Symptoms Of Autoimmune Liver Disease 
The symptoms of autoimmune liver diseases can vary depending on the type and severity of the condition.
Common symptoms include: 

Fatigue: A persistent feeling of tiredness and lack of energy. 

Jaundice: Yellowing of the skin and eyes due to a build-up of bilirubin in the blood. 

Itchy skin (pruritus): This can be particularly severe in cases of PBC and PSC. 

Abdominal pain or discomfort, especially in the upper right side of the abdomen. 

Dark urine and pale stools: These may occur due to impaired bile flow. 

Joint pain or swelling: This can be a sign of associated autoimmune conditions. 

Unexplained weight loss and loss of appetite. 

Nausea and vomiting: These symptoms are more common in advanced stages of the disease. 

In the later stages of autoimmune liver disease, more severe symptoms may develop, including fluid retention
in the abdomen (ascites), easy bruising, and mental confusion, which can indicate liver failure. 

Diagnosing Autoimmune Liver Disease 
At Birmingham Liver Clinic, we use a range of diagnostic tools to accurately diagnose autoimmune liver
disease. These include: 

Blood tests: Liver function tests measure enzyme levels in the blood to assess liver health.



Autoantibody tests are used to detect specific antibodies that are commonly elevated in
autoimmune diseases, such as ANA (antinuclear antibodies), SMA (smooth muscle antibodies), and
AMA (anti-mitochondrial antibodies). 

Imaging tests: Ultrasound, MRI, and CT scans provide detailed images of the liver and bile ducts,
helping to identify inflammation, scarring, and blockages. 

Liver biopsy: A small sample of liver tissue is taken and examined under a microscope to assess
the extent of liver damage and inflammation. 

Fibroscan: This non-invasive test measures the stiffness of the liver to assess the degree of
fibrosis (scarring). 

Treatment For Autoimmune Liver Disease 
Treatment for autoimmune liver diseases is aimed at reducing inflammation, slowing disease progression, and
managing symptoms. At Birmingham Liver Clinic, we offer a range of treatment options tailored to each
patient’s specific needs: 

Immunosuppressive medications: Drugs like corticosteroids (e.g., prednisolone) and
azathioprine are commonly used to suppress the immune system and reduce inflammation in
autoimmune hepatitis. 

Ursodeoxycholic acid (UDCA): This medication is used to improve bile flow in patients with PBC
and PSC, helping to protect the liver from further damage. 

Lifestyle changes: Patients are advised to avoid alcohol, maintain a healthy diet, and manage
other conditions like diabetes or high cholesterol to reduce the strain on the liver. 

Monitoring and regular check-ups: Autoimmune liver diseases require regular monitoring to
assess disease progression and adjust treatment plans. Blood tests and imaging are performed
periodically to evaluate liver function and damage. 

Liver transplant: In cases of advanced liver disease or liver failure, a liver transplant may be
necessary. Our team works closely with transplant centres to provide access to this life-saving
procedure when needed. 



Why Choose Birmingham Liver Clinic? 
At Birmingham Liver Clinic, we provide expert, compassionate care for individuals with autoimmune liver
diseases. Our team of hepatology specialists ensures you receive the highest quality care with personalised
treatment plans and ongoing support. We are dedicated to helping manage your condition and improving your
quality of life with a patient-centred approach that considers your unique needs and circumstances. 

Contact Us 
If you are concerned about autoimmune liver disease or would like to explore treatment options, contact
Birmingham Liver Clinic today to schedule a consultation. Our experienced team is here to support you every
step of the way. 


