
include constitutional symptoms such as fatigue, weakness, nausea,
poor appetite, and malaise and the more liver-specific symptoms of
jaundice, dark urine, light stools, itching, abdominal pain, and
bloating. Symptoms can also suggest the presence of cirrhosis, end-
stage liver disease, or complications of cirrhosis such as portal
hypertension. Generally, the constellation of symptoms and their
patterns of onset, rather than a specific symptom, point to an
etiology.

Fatigue is the most common and most characteristic symptom of
liver disease. It is variously described as lethargy, weakness,
listlessness, malaise, increased need for sleep, lack of stamina, and
poor energy. The fatigue of liver disease typically arises after activity
or exercise and is rarely present or severe after adequate rest; that
is, it is “afternoon” rather than “morning” fatigue. Fatigue in liver
disease is often intermittent and variable in severity from hour to
hour and day to day. In some patients, it may not be clear whether
fatigue is due to the liver disease or due to other problems such as
stress, anxiety, sleep disturbance, or a concurrent illness.

Nausea occurs with more severe liver disease and may
accompany fatigue or be provoked by smelling food odors or eating
fatty foods. Vomiting can occur but is rarely persistent or prominent.
Poor appetite with weight loss occurs frequently in acute liver
disease but is rare in chronic disease except when cirrhosis is
present and advanced. Diarrhea is uncommon in liver disease
except with severe jaundice, in which a lack of bile acids reaching
the intestine can lead to steatorrhea.

Right-upper-quadrant discomfort or ache (“liver pain”) occurs in
many liver diseases and is usually marked by tenderness over the
liver area. The pain arises from stretching or irritation of Glisson’s
capsule, which surrounds the liver and is rich in nerve endings.
Severe pain is most typical of gallbladder disease, liver abscess, and
severe sinusoidal obstruction syndrome (previously known as veno-
occlusive disease) but is also an occasional accompaniment of acute
hepatitis.

Itching occurs with acute liver disease, appearing early in
obstructive jaundice (from biliary obstruction) or drug-induced
cholestasis and somewhat later in hepatocellular disease (acute


