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This handout is provided to you by your family doctor and the 
American Academy of Family Physicians. Other health-related 
information is available from the AAFP online at https://
familydoctor.org.

This information provides a general overview and may not apply to 
everyone. Talk to your family doctor to find out if this information 
applies to you and to get more information on this subject. Copyright 
© 2020 American Academy of Family Physicians. Individuals may 
photocopy this material for their own personal reference, and 
physicians may photocopy for use with their own patients. Written 
permission is required for all other uses, including electronic uses.

What is nonalcoholic fatty liver disease?
Nonalcoholic fatty liver disease (or NAFLD for short) 
is a buildup of fat in the liver that is not caused by 
drinking alcohol. It is the most common liver disease 
in the United States.

What causes it?
The most important cause is being overweight. It also 
happens to people with diabetes or high cholesterol. 
Sometimes it happens and we don’t know why.

What’s bad about having it?
Some people with NAFLD will get cirrhosis. 
Cirrhosis is scarring of the liver. It can cause the 
liver to fail and you might need a liver transplant. 
Sometimes, people with cirrhosis get liver cancer. 

How do I know if I have it?
Most people with NAFLD don’t know they have it. 
That’s because there usually are no symptoms. But 
sometimes when you have blood tests or ultrasounds 
for other things, your doctor might find problems 
with your liver. Your doctor will then do more tests 
to see if you have NAFLD. 

How is it treated?
If you are overweight, the most important treatment 
is to lose weight. This can be done through a 
healthy diet and exercise. Surgery for weight loss is 
sometimes used for people who are very overweight. 

Medicines are sometimes used to treat NAFLD. But 
for most people, losing weight is the key.

How do I prevent other liver problems?
If you have NAFLD, there are some things you can 
do to help prevent more damage to your liver. You 
should get shots to prevent hepatitis (liver infection). 
You should also limit how much alcohol you drink. 

What else should I know?
Most people with NAFLD will not get serious liver 
problems like cirrhosis, especially if they lose weight. 
But, you should have regular checkups with your 
doctor to make sure. 

Where can I get more information?
Your doctor

AAFP’s Patient Information Resource 
https://familydoctor.org/condition/nonalcoholic-fatty-liver-disease 
and https://familydoctor.org/condition/alcohol-abuse

American Liver Foundation 
https://liverfoundation.org/for-patients/about-the-liver/diseases-of-
the-liver/non-alcoholic-fatty-liver-disease/

National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases 
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/liver-disease/nafld-nash

November 2020

Page 1 of 1

Nonalcoholic Fatty Liver Disease

BONUS DIGITAL CONTENT

Downloaded from the American Family Physician website at www.aafp.org/afp. Copyright © 2020 American Academy of Family Physicians. For the private, non-
commercial use of one individual user of the website. All other rights reserved. Contact copyrights@aafp.org for copyright questions and/or permission requests.

Downloaded from the American Family Physician website at www.aafp.org/afp. Copyright © 2020 American Academy of Family Physicians. For the private, non-
commercial use of one individual user of the website. All other rights reserved. Contact copyrights@aafp.org for copyright questions and/or permission requests.


	_GoBack

