
Hepatitis C
Hepatitis C is a serious infection that attacks the liver 
caused by the Hepatitis C virus (HCV). It is one of several 
liver targeting viruses, and considered the most serious. 
Most people with HCV have no symptoms and thus many 
do not know they have the infection. The virus is spread 
through contact with contaminated blood. No vaccine is 
available; however, treatment now exists that can cure the 
infection. Currently, chronic HCV is the leading cause of 
liver transplantation in the United States.

HIV/Hepatitis C 
(HCV) Co-infection
Approximately 25% of HIV infected individuals also 
have chronic hepatitis C (HCV). It is important 
that all HIV positive individuals be tested for HCV 
as liver disease is one of the leading causes of death 
and declining health in the HIV-infected population. 
The progression to cirrhosis occurs more rapidly in 
individuals with both infections. For these reasons, if 
there are no contraindications, treatment of the HCV is 
strongly recommended in the HIV-infected individual. 
Unfortunately, the chances of clearing the HCV is much 
lower than in individuals that are HIV negative.
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What is your liver 
and what does it do?
The liver is a large reddish-brown solid organ that is 
approximately 3 to 4 pounds. Located in the upper part 
of the abdomen, it is tucked away under the right side of 
the rib cage. It is one of the largest organs in the body, 
second only to the skin. It is shaped like a pyramid and 
is divided into the right and left lobes.
The liver is a unique organ that performs many complex 
functions in your body every day. It acts as a filter to 
clean and clear your body of waste, thus helping your 
body fight infection. The liver is like a big chemical 
laboratory. It manages the nutrients that have been 
absorbed by the gut from food, removes toxins from 
the blood, makes big proteins like albumin and clotting 
factors (these help our blood clot), and secretes bile 
which helps digest our food.

Signs and Symptoms
When one first becomes infected with HCV, this is 
considered “acute hepatitis C infection”. During this 
time, the majority of people do not have any symptoms. 
If symptoms do occur, they are usually mild and include 
jaundice, nausea, dark urine, and abdominal pain. These 
symptoms will appear 2 to 26 weeks after an exposure 
and usually last 2 to 12 weeks. Most people infected 
with HCV do go on to develop chronic (lifelong) HCV; 
these people may continue to not show any signs or 
symptoms of the disease. Since most people do not 
have any symptoms during the acute and chronic stages, 
symptoms usually do not present until decades later 
when cirrhosis has developed.

Serious Complications
Unless successfully treated, HCV can lead to:

•	 Liver cirrhosis
•	 Liver cancer
•	 Liver failure

How does one get Hepatitis C?
HCV is spread through contact with blood of some-
one who is infected.
Risk factors?

•	Received a blood transfusion and organ trans-
plant before 1992

•	Received blood products for clotting disorder 
(hemophilia) before 1987

•	 Shared needles or syringes during IV drug use
•	Used nasal cocaine
•	Tattoo or piercing performed with a used/

contaminated needle
•	Healthcare professional exposed to blood or 

accidental needle stick
•	Long term dialysis treatment
•	HIV positive
•	Babies born to HCV-infected mother
•	Unprotected sexual contact with an infected 

person – very rare

Prevention
There is no vaccine available to protect against 
Hepatitis C. Currently, only hepatitis A and hepatitis 
B have vaccines. It is important that everyone does 
the following:

•	Never share needles, syringes, or cocaine straws
•	Always use a reputable professional who uses 

clean needles when getting a tattoo or piercing
•	Do not share toothbrushes, razors, nail clippers, 

or other personal items with someone infected
•	 It is still safe to hug and kiss, share eating 

utensils, share handshakes, and breastfeed.

Who should consider being 
screened for Hepatitis C?
The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force recommends 
that all adults ages 18 to 79 years be screened for 
hepatitis C, even those without symptoms or known 
liver disease. Screening for HCV is especially important 
if you’re at high risk of exposure, including:

•	 Anyone who has ever injected or inhaled illicit drugs
•	Anyone who has abnormal liver function test 

results with no identified cause
•	Babies born to mothers with hepatitis C
•	Health care and emergency workers who have 

been exposed to blood or accidental needle sticks
•	 People with hemophilia who were treated with 

clotting factors before 1987
•	 People who have undergone long-term 

hemodialysis treatments
•	 People who received blood transfusions or organ 

transplants before 1992
•	 Sexual partners of anyone diagnosed with 

hepatitis C infection
•	 People with HIV infection
•	Anyone born from 1945 to 1965
•	Anyone who has been in prison

How is it Diagnosed?
HCV is diagnosed with a simple blood test. 
Your doctor may also want to get a liver biopsy 
(sample of liver tissue) to see if the liver is damaged.

Treatment
Thanks to advances in medication options, many patients 
with hepatitis C can be cured. Hepatitis C is treated with 
drugs called direct-acting antivirals (DAAs). Compared to 
older drugs, DAAs are more effective, work more quickly 
and have fewer side effects. Using these treatments, most 
people are cured in 8-to-12 weeks. Treatment is as simple 
as 1-3 pills a day. Your doctor will determine treatment 
based on your virus type.


