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TEST

Hepatitis virus panel

A hepatitis virus panel is a group of blood tests that checks for current or past infection

with hepatitis viruses.

WHAT IT MEASURES

Viral proteins, antibodies, or genetic material from hepatitis viruses

SAMPLE

Blood

FASTING NEEDED?

No

HOW LONG IT TAKES

Usually under 10 minutes

RESULTS IN

Often 1-3 days; longer for confirmatory tests

USED FOR

Screening and diagnosing viral hepatitis

MAIN LIMITATION

Panel contents differ, and antibodies may not show current infection

Overview

A hepatitis virus panel is a group of blood tests used to look for viral infections that affect the

liver. "Hepatitis" means inflammation of the liver.

There is no single standard panel. The tests included depend on why testing is being done and

which laboratory processes the sample. A panel may check for hepatitis A, B, and C. Hepatitis D

or E testing is usually ordered separately when there is a specific reason.

The tests may look for:

A hepatitis virus panel is different from a liver function panel. Liver blood tests measure

substances such as liver enzymes and bilirubin. They can show liver irritation or impaired

function, but they do not usually identify the virus causing it.

- Antibodies , which your immune system makes after infection or vaccination

- Antigens , which are proteins from a virus

- Viral genetic material , such as hepatitis C RNA
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Why the test is ordered

The panel may be used to investigate symptoms or blood-test changes that could be related to

hepatitis. These can include yellow skin or eyes, dark urine, pale stools, nausea, tiredness, or

raised liver enzymes.

Testing may also be ordered when you feel well. This includes routine screening during

pregnancy, screening based on age or medical history, and testing before blood or organ

donation.

Other reasons include:

Testing soon after a possible exposure can be important. Vaccination or other preventive

treatment may be available for hepatitis A or B if given promptly.

- Possible contact with infected blood

- Sharing needles or other injection equipment

- Sexual exposure that may transmit hepatitis B

- Living with someone who has certain forms of viral hepatitis

- Birth in or travel to a region where a virus is more common

- Treatment that weakens the immune system

- Monitoring a known hepatitis infection

Who should have the test

Whether you need a full panel or selected tests depends on your history. Routine screening

recommendations also differ between hepatitis A, B, and C.

A healthcare professional may offer testing if you have symptoms, abnormal liver tests, a

possible exposure, or a condition that increases your chance of infection. Hepatitis B and C

screening may also be offered to adults and during pregnancy according to local guidance.

Hepatitis D testing is relevant only when hepatitis B infection is present because hepatitis D

needs hepatitis B to reproduce. Hepatitis E testing is generally considered after particular

travel, food, water, or outbreak exposures, or when other causes have not explained suspected

hepatitis.

If you have had a recent needlestick injury, shared injection equipment, or another significant

blood exposure, seek prompt medical advice rather than waiting for routine testing.
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How to prepare

You usually do not need to fast. You can normally eat, drink water, and take prescribed

medicines as usual.

Tell the person arranging the test about:

Do not stop prescribed medicines or supplements unless you have been told to do so. The

laboratory may need this information to select or interpret the right tests.

- The date and type of any possible exposure

- Previous hepatitis infections or vaccinations

- Pregnancy

- Medicines that affect the immune system

- Biotin supplements, sometimes sold for hair or nail health

- Recent blood transfusions or immunoglobulin treatment

What happens during the test

A healthcare worker takes blood from a vein, usually in your arm. An elastic band may be

placed around your upper arm before the skin is cleaned and a needle is inserted.

The blood is collected into one or more tubes. The needle is then removed, and pressure or a

small dressing is applied. The blood draw usually takes only a few minutes.

If a screening result needs confirmation, the laboratory may perform another test on the same

sample. In some cases, you will need a second blood draw.

Understanding your results

Most hepatitis panel results are reported as positive , negative , reactive , or non-reactive ,

rather than as a number. Interpretation depends on exactly which markers were tested.

For hepatitis A, an IgM antibody usually suggests a recent infection. A total or IgG antibody

generally reflects past infection or vaccination and does not by itself show current illness.

Common hepatitis B markers include:

These markers must be interpreted together. A single hepatitis B result may not provide the

full answer.
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A hepatitis C antibody result shows whether your immune system has encountered the virus. It

cannot tell whether the infection is still present. A hepatitis C RNA test looks directly for viral

genetic material and is used to identify current infection.

A negative result may mean there is no infection, but it can also mean testing was done too

soon after exposure. Your body may not yet have produced detectable antibodies or antigens.

Laboratory methods and reporting formats differ. Interpretation also varies with age, sex,

pregnancy status, medicines, immune function, recent vaccination, and the clinical context.

Use the reference information supplied with your own report.

- HBsAg: suggests current hepatitis B infection

- Anti-HBs: usually indicates immunity after vaccination or recovery

- Total anti-HBc: indicates previous or current natural infection, not vaccination alone

- IgM anti-HBc: may indicate recent infection, but can also appear during a flare of
long-term infection

What affects the results

Timing after exposure is one of the most important factors. Each test has a "window period"

before the marker becomes detectable. Testing during this period can give a negative result

even when infection is developing.

Medicines or illnesses that weaken the immune system can reduce or delay antibody

production. In this situation, a test that looks directly for viral genetic material may be more

useful.

Other factors include:

Pregnancy does not usually make viral markers meaningless, but it affects which tests and

follow-up steps are needed. Always make sure pregnancy is recorded with the request.

- A recent hepatitis B vaccination, which can temporarily affect some hepatitis B surface
antigen tests

- A previous cleared infection, because some antibodies remain detectable for years or for
life

- Successful hepatitis C treatment, because the antibody often remains positive after the
virus is gone

- Recent transfusion or immunoglobulin treatment, which can transfer antibodies
temporarily
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- Maternal antibodies in babies, which can complicate antibody testing

- High-dose biotin, which may interfere with certain laboratory platforms

- Poor timing or handling of a sample, which may lead to an invalid or inconclusive result

Accuracy and limitations

Modern laboratory hepatitis tests are generally reliable when used at the right time. However,

no panel detects every infection at every stage.

A test may miss infection if it is performed too soon, if the immune response is weak, or if the

panel does not include the relevant virus or marker. For example, a hepatitis C antibody test

may miss a very recent infection. An RNA test is better when recent exposure is suspected.

A positive screening result can occasionally occur when no current infection is present. This is

more likely when testing someone with a low chance of infection or when a result is close to

the test's cutoff. Confirmation with a different marker, a viral genetic test, or a later sample

may be needed.

The panel cannot show how much liver damage has occurred. Liver enzymes, bilirubin,

blood-clotting tests, imaging, or other assessments may be needed for that purpose.

It also may not include hepatitis D or E. Check the names of the individual tests rather than

assuming that "hepatitis panel" covers every hepatitis virus.

Risks and complications

A blood draw may cause brief discomfort, a small bruise, or light-headedness. Serious

complications are uncommon.

What happens next

A negative result may require no further action if there was no recent exposure. If the test was

performed during a window period, repeat testing or a test for viral genetic material may be

recommended.

A positive screening result often leads to confirmatory testing. Further blood tests may assess

liver inflammation, liver function, and whether the virus is currently present.

Results showing immunity after vaccination or past infection do not necessarily require
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treatment. The meaning depends on the pattern of markers.

Arrange routine follow-up to discuss any positive, unclear, or unexpected result. Seek prompt

medical advice after a recent significant exposure because preventive treatment can be

time-sensitive.

Go to urgent or emergency care if you develop yellow skin or eyes together with confusion,

unusual drowsiness, uncontrolled bleeding, repeated vomiting, or severe abdominal pain.

These symptoms need assessment regardless of the panel result.

Common questions

Can I drink coffee before the test?

Yes. Fasting is not usually needed, so plain or milky coffee generally does not affect the viral

markers. Follow any separate instructions if other fasting blood tests are being taken at the

same appointment.

Does the time of day matter?

Usually not. Hepatitis antibodies, antigens, and viral genetic material are not normally

interpreted according to the time of day.

Can I exercise beforehand?

Normal activity is unlikely to affect a hepatitis virus panel. Very strenuous exercise can change

some liver enzyme results, so mention it if liver tests are being taken at the same time.

How soon after exposure should I be tested?

The best timing differs by virus and by the test used. Contact a healthcare service promptly

after a possible exposure; an early test may provide a baseline, but later testing may still be

needed.

Does a positive hepatitis C antibody mean I have hepatitis C now?

Not necessarily. The antibody can remain after the infection has cleared or been treated. A

hepatitis C RNA test is used to check for current infection.

Will the panel show whether I need a hepatitis vaccine?

Some hepatitis B marker combinations can show immunity or previous infection. Hepatitis A

antibody testing can also show previous exposure or immunity, but vaccination decisions

depend on your history and circumstances.
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Sources

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Clinical Screening and Diagnosis for Hepatitis
A

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Clinical Testing and Diagnosis for Hepatitis B

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Clinical Screening and Diagnosis for Hepatitis
C

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Screening and Testing for Hepatitis B Virus
Infection: CDC Recommendations - United States, 2023

- AASLD-IDSA HCV Guidance Panel. HCV Testing and Linkage to Care

- World Health Organization. Hepatitis E
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