
TESTING FOR 
Helicobacter pylori



A common bacterial infection
Helicobacter pylori is a very common bacterium that lives 
in the digestive tract. 

The infection is usually picked up in childhood, although 
adults can get it too. 

The presence of the bacteria triggers an immune 
response from your body. It creates inflammation that, 
over time, damages the lining of the stomach and, 
less often, the small bowel – just beyond the stomach. 
Eventually, this can lead to sores (ulcers) and ultimately, in 
a very few people, cancer. However, stomach cancer is 
rare in Australia.

There are often no symptoms and most people don’t 
know they have this infection. Most people will never get 
ulcers. For those who do, it’s usually years before any 
noticeable symptoms start.

Having a test?
Ask your doctor if you need to 
stop your medications



Testing for H. pylori
If you have symptoms such as gas, pain or bloating; if 
you have a peptic ulcer; unexplained anaemia; or if you 
are about to start long-term treatment with non-steroidal 
anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), your doctor may want 
you to be tested for H. pylori. Sometimes it is picked up in 
a gastroscopy which is being performed for other reasons. 
A number of tests are available for diagnosis or to confirm 
that treatment has been successful.

Some of these tests are termed ‘non-invasive’ and they 
simply require you to give a blood, breath or faeces sample. 
The breath test is performed at your local pathology 
collection centre. The blood sample is also taken there and 
the faeces sample can be handed in there.

Blood test
A blood test can show if you have antibodies to active 
H. pylori, or if you’ve had an infection in the past. However, 
the urea breath test (UBT) and the faeces test are better 
able to detect active infections.



Urea breath test (UBT)
This test requires you to drink a liquid that 
contains ‘labelled’ carbon molecules that 
are converted to carbon dioxide (CO2) by the 
H. pylori bacteria. Your body absorbs the carbon, which 
comes out in the CO2 in your breath. To collect this, you 
will be asked to blow into a special device.

This test is generally not suitable for children under 
five years because of the difficulty in following test 
instructions.

Faeces test (faecal antigen test)
This detects active infection by identifying H. pylori 
specific antigens (substances secreted by the bacteria)
in a faeces sample. A sample can be taken to any 
Sullivan Nicolaides Pathology collection centre and no 
appointment is needed. Deliver your sample as soon as 
possible as it must reach the lab within 72 hours for the 
test to be accurate.



If you need a gastroscopy and 
endoscopy
Your doctor may consider that the best way to detect 
H. pylori is by taking a sample of tissue – a biopsy. This 
involves having a procedure known as a gastroscopy. 

Once the sample is collected it is sent to our laboratory 
for testing.

Rapid urease test 
In this test, the tissue sample is placed into a tube 
containing urea and a pH indicator. If H. pylori is present, 
the urease (an enzyme in the bacteria) converts the 
urea to ammonia, leading to a colour change in the pH 
indicator. This is a reliable, quick and highly accurate 
method for identifying H. pylori infection.

Tissue examination under the microscope
The small pieces of tissue taken in the gastroscopy are 
examined under a microscope – this is called a histology 
examination. The sample is analysed by a specialist 
pathologist, a histopathologist, who is also a medical 
doctor, and an expert in interpreting tissue sections under 
a microscope. The histopathologist will send a report, 
diagnosing and explaining your condition, to your doctor.

Microbiological culture and antibiotic test
H. pylori is becoming increasingly difficult to treat, largely 
because of antibiotic resistance. If you’ve had treatment 
and it hasn’t been effective, the bacteria can be cultured 
from a tissue sample and a range of antibiotics tested on 
it to show which will work best.



Preparing for your test
Blood tests
No preparation is needed and you do not need to arrange 
an appointment.

UBT
You need to make an appointment by phoning your local 
collection centre. You must not eat or drink anything for 
about 4 – 6 hours beforehand. It is important you seek 
your doctor’s advice on stopping medications that interfere 
with the test. (Bismuth or antibiotics stop 4 weeks before 
the test; PPIs, 1 week before and cytoprotective, 2 weeks 
before). You can continue to take H2 receptor antagonists 
and antacids up to the fasting period.

Faecal antigen test
As with the UBT, you will need to stop medications. It is 
important you discuss this with your doctor. You can pick 
up your faeces container from any of our collection centres 
and drop off your sample without an appointment.

Biopsy for culture
Seek your doctor’s advice on stopping medications if you 
are having a biopsy.

Tests to monitor treatment success
You must leave at least 1 month after treatment before 
having tests to see if H. pylori has been successfully 
eradicated.

More information at snp.com.au Patient Test Collection 
Instructions

Locate your nearest collection centre
For a full list of collection centres and the opening hours, 
visit snp.com.au. 

SNP collection centres locator app
Now available for iPhone and iPad  
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DISCLAIMER
The images used in this brochure are for illustrative purposes only. They are from stock libraries and 
the people portrayed in them are models. In no way is it suggested that these people have health 
problems.


