
Who is at risk for  
pediatric NAFLD/NASH?

What is NAFLD/NASH?

Pediatric NAFLD/NASH

Researchers estimate that 
upwards of 10% of American 

children between 2 and 18 
have fatty liver  

Pediatric NAFLD is the 
most common cause of 

liver disease in children  
in the United States

Globally,  
41 million 

children  
under the age of 5 

have been found to be 
overweight or obese

More than 
340 million children  

and adolescents ages 5–18 
are overweight or obese

If these trends continue, more 
children and adolescents will 

be obese than underweight 
by 2022, according to the 

Imperial College London and the 
World Health Organization.

Nonalcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD) 
NAFLD, nonalcoholic fatty liver disease, is a condition 
where there is too much fat builds up in the liver. If left 
untreated, it can lead to serious liver problems.

Nonalcoholic steatohepatitis (NASH) 
NASH is caused when that extra fat turns into 
inflammation (swelling in the liver) and fibrosis 
(scarring) of the liver. If severe enough, that can lead 
to cirrhosis or liver cancer.

Children with obesity are at the 
greatest risk for developing pediatric 
NAFLD and NASH. Other factors 
such as type-2 diabetes, insulin 
resistance, metabolic syndrome, 
or high cholesterol can increase a 
child’s risk.

Pediatric NAFLD and NASH are more 
common in older children than in younger 
children and more common in boys than girls. 
For children with pediatric NAFLD, girls and 
boys are equally likely to get NASH. 

While pediatric NAFLD/NASH occurs 
in all children, it is more common in 
Hispanic, Asian, and White children 
than African-American children. Further 
research supports that Hispanic children 
of Mexican origin have one of the highest 
incidences of NAFLD.

Children with  
obesity are at the 
greatest risk for 

developing pediatric 
NAFLD and NASH
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How is pediatric NAFLD/NASH diagnosed?
Fatty liver and pediatric NASH can have very few observable symptoms in 
the early stages. There are, however, several tests to diagnose pediatric 
NAFLD/NASH in children. These tests include:

What are the signs and symptoms to look for in children?

Children can report:

•	 Fatigue

•	 Changes to skin color

•	 Abdominal pain

Cirrhosis is advanced liver disease and may be caused by NASH. 
If it develops in children, these symptoms may be observed:

•	 Jaundice (yellowing of the skin and whites of eyes)

•	 Itchy skin

•	 Swelling of the tummy

•	 Dark urine

Many children do not display symptoms in the early stages. Once 
prominent damage to the liver has occurred, signs of pediatric 
NAFLD/NASH may become more obvious.

What happens  
if my child is diagnosed?
Currently, there are no approved 
medications for pediatric NAFLD/NASH. 
However, in early stages, it is possible 
to stop it from progressing to liver 
damage or pediatric NASH through 
lifestyle change with a focus on physical 
activity and nutrition. 

If left untreated and the liver becomes 
so damaged to the point of failure, a liver 
transplant may be required for the child. 

Liver biopsy 

Imaging tests (e.g., ultrasound, MRI)

Blood tests

General clinical history/exam
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Switch sugary drinks and sodas for water or low-calories beverages

Don’t use sugary sweets/foods as a reward 

Read the nutrition labels to look for hidden fat, sugar, and sodium

Avoid oversized portions for children. Consider using child sized plates

Have a goal of 5 portions of fruit and vegetables a day

How can pediatric NAFLD/NASH be treated?
The amount of fat in the liver can be reduced through diet, physical activity, maintaining a 
healthy weight, and adequate sleep. This can help treat and prevent pediatric NAFLD and 
NASH in children. 

Aim for 60 minutes of physical activity a day. It does not have to be all at the 
same time. Walk more, exercise, take the stairs whenever possible.

Nutrition

Activity

Reduce screen time by limiting media use and device type. Avoid screen time 
while eating and making sure screen time does not interfere with sleep and 
physical activity

Sleep matters. Have a regular bedtime for your child to ensure enough sleep. 
Ask your child’s doctor for the amount of sleep they require each night.

Post this on 
your fridge as  

a reminder

Stay away from fast food and fried food

Try not to eat processed foods
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What about clinical trials and my child?
Clinical trials are research studies, involving all ages, that look at novel ways to prevent, 
detect, treat disease, or improve quality of life. Research involving children helps scientists:

•	 identify care that is best for a child

•	 find the best dosage for medicines

•	 find treatments for conditions that affect children

•	 treat conditions that behave differently in children

•	 understand how treatment affects a growing child’s body

Global Liver Institute (GLI) is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization founded in the belief that liver health 
must take its place on the global public health agenda commensurate with the prevalence and impact 
of liver illness. GLI promotes innovation, encourages collaboration, and supports the scaling of 
optimal approaches to help eradicate liver diseases. Operating globally, GLI is committed to solving 
the problems that matter to liver patients and equipping advocates to improve the lives of individuals 
and families impacted by liver disease. GLI is the global host of Global Fatty Liver Day.

This content is intended to provide helpful health information to the general public. This content is 
not intended as medical advice for individual problems. Global Liver Institute, including its board 
of directors and staff personnel, specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, 
personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and 
application of any of the content.
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