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Hepatitis C can be life threatening. Today the hepatitis C virus kills more Americans than 
HIV. And it has become alarmingly widespread, with about 180 million people infected 

worldwide, including as many as 6 million Americans. 

But game-changing treatments and cures 
are changing the outlook for hepatitis C 
patients. Whether you have been diagnosed 
with hepatitis C or are concerned that you 
may be at risk, knowledge is the key to your 
future and your health. 

On the following pages you’ll find answers 
to many of your questions about hepatitis 
C. Learn who’s at risk, what the disease 
does to the body, how the virus is treated, 
and why the outlook for hepatitis C patients 
is often favorable, especially if you are 
diagnosed early.

If hepatitis C touches you or someone you love, this empowering information can help you 
make informed decisions, dispel myths and misinformation, and take steps toward enjoying 
a long and satisfying life with the the best possible health. 
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HEPATITIS C 101

What Is Hepatitis? 
Hepatitis is swelling and inflammation of the liver. Viral and bacterial infections may cause 
hepatitis, as can toxins, alcohol abuse, and some drugs and diseases.

What is hepatitis C?
Hepatitis C is one common kind of hepatitis, caused by a virus attacking the liver. Hepatitis 
A and B are similar in some ways but are caused by different viruses. 

Why is hepatitis C serious?
Your liver performs essential functions for your life and health. Over time, uncontrolled 
hepatitis C can lead to liver damage, liver failure, liver cancer, and death. 

Is hepatitis C contagious?
Yes. It is usually spread through contact with the blood of someone infected with the hepatitis 
C virus. This can happen in more ways than you might imagine … more on that later.

Why do so many people not know they have hepatitis C?
Hepatitis C often has no symptoms for weeks, months, or even many years. Most people 
don’t know they have it until their liver is scarred and damaged, producing symptoms that 
send them to the doctor. 

How long does hepatitis C last?
Sometimes hepatitis C gets better in a period of weeks or months (called “acute” hepatitis 
C), and in other cases it is “chronic” or long lasting, meaning that it may continue for the rest 
of your life.

HOW COULD YOU GET HEPATITIS C? 

Who is most likely to get hepatitis C?
Anyone could become infected with hepatitis C, but your risk is greatly increased if:
•  You have injected illegal drugs or shared a needle or other drug accessories even 

once with someone infected with hepatitis C (This is the most common way the virus 
spreads in the United States)

• You have contact with blood or an open sore of a person with hepatitis C
•  You have a piercing or tattoo done with unsterile equipment (usually not a problem in 

properly licensed facilities)
•  You are a healthcare, emergency medical or public safety worker who is injured by a 

needle or sharp or has other direct contact with possibly infected blood
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What are some other ways to get hepatitis C?
Your risk is also increased if you are in any of the following groups:
• Have been on long-term kidney dialysis
• Had unprotected sexual contact with someone who has hepatitis C
• Were born to a mother with hepatitis C
• Received a blood transfusion or organ transplant before 1992
• Have HIV
• Received clotting factor concentrates for treating hemophilia before 1987

Are there myths about catching hepatitis C?
Many. For example, unlike cold viruses the hepatitis C virus is not spread by coughing or 
sneezing. Also, unless blood is present you can not get hepatitis C by hugging, kissing, 
shaking hands, sharing eating utensils or a toothbrush, or from food or water. Babies can’t 
get hepatitis C from breast milk. And there is no evidence that mosquito bites transmit 
hepatitis C.

SYMPTOMS

What are common symptoms of hepatitis C?
You may notice any of the following:
• Fatigue
• Fever
• Sore muscles
• Nausea or stomach pain
• Loss of appetite
• Diarrhea
• Light-colored stools
• Dark urine
• Itchy skin
• Yellow color of skin or eyes

Having any of these symptoms does not necessarily mean you have hepatitis C; only a doctor 
can tell for sure. There are also other less common symptoms of hepatitis C that are not 
listed here. Ask your doctor about any unusual symptom.

But I feel fine!
Most people are surprised to learn they have hepatitis C. During the early stages of the 
disease, as many as 80 percent of those infected have no symptoms. Unfortunately, that 
doesn’t guarantee that the infection won’t get worse. It may be years before the virus causes 
enough liver damage to produces noticeable symptoms. And if liver damage continues to 
worsen, it may produce a long list of other serious health problems.
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TESTING AND DIAGNOSIS

Who should be tested?
Estimates say more than 2 million Americans have hepatitis C and don’t know it. Most have 
no idea they are at risk. Because hepatitis C is so widespread, and because infected people 
may show no symptoms for years while still being contagious, most experts agree that a 
large number of people should be tested for hepatitis C. This includes anyone with any of the 
risk factors listed previously, as well as:
• Everyone born from 1945 through 1965
• Anyone with abnormal liver tests or liver disease

If you are pregnant, a hepatitis C test is not routinely given, but tell your doctor if you have 
any risk factors for the virus.

How is testing done?
Your doctor will probably first take a small sample of your blood to check for the antibodies 
that indicate you have been exposed to hepatitis C in the past. If they are found, additional 
tests can measure whether the virus is currently in your blood, and determine which of six 
types of hepatitis C you have. If hepatitis C is confirmed, more tests may be done to keep an 
eye on your liver, watching for damage from the virus and any signs of cancer. All that testing 
can help your doctor know which treatments are best for you.

Do I have to go to a doctor for testing?
A home test available in drug stores can help you know whether you have been exposed to 
hepatitis C in the past. If the result is positive, it’s important to see a doctor right away to find 
out whether you still have the virus.

What’s the most important thing to remember about testing?
Just do it. If you have ever had any risk factor at any time in your life, you have an elevated 
chance of hepatitis C. Testing now can either give you the peace of mind of knowing you don’t 
have the virus, or help you get the treatments you need right away when they may be more 
effective and prevent dangerous complications. Testing saves lives. 

 

TREATMENTS

What happens after I have been diagnosed with hepatitis C?
Possibly very little, at least for a while. In about 15 to 25 percent of cases, hepatitis C goes 
away on its own within months. The virus is sometimes not treated unless it becomes chronic 
(long lasting). However, in most cases hepatitis C does become chronic. 

Some doctors believe that treating hepatitis C right away may help to prevent it from 
becoming chronic. Your doctor will monitor your condition and make recommendations.
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Whom should I see for treatment?
Your regular doctor is a good place to start. With hepatitis C so common, more primary care 
doctors are being trained to manage it. If you have chronic hepatitis C, you should consider 
seeing a doctor who specializes in liver disorders and has lots of experience treating people 
with the virus. What we know about hepatitis C is changing rapidly, so it may be best to find 
a doctor who is constantly studying the disease and applying the latest information. Ask your 
regular doctor or healthcare professional for names of specialists to consider.

Which medicines treat hepatitis C?
Chronic hepatitis C is treated with medicines that slow or stop the virus from damaging the 
liver. Some medicines help the body get rid of the virus. Others reduce the risk of cirrhosis 
(liver damage) and liver cancer.

Newer medicines appear to be more effective and 
have fewer side effects than older ones. Also, taking a 
combination of newer and older drugs has dramatically 
increased the cure rate for the most common form of 
hepatitis C, and is becoming the preferred treatment for 
all kinds of hepatitis C.

There are several medicines approved to treat hepatitis 
C you may wish to discuss with your doctor. Among 
the newer drugs are Olysio (simeprevir) and Solvadi 
(sofosbuvir). Older medicines include interferon, 
ribavirin, Victrelis (boceprevir) and Incivek (telaprevir).

Do these medicines have side effects?
Some patients develop flulike symptoms, depression, or 

other side effects. In some cases, patients feel too sick from side effects to continue taking 
their medicine. If you notice side effects, tell your doctor so that your medication can be 
adjusted or you can be given additional medicine to reduce the side effects.

Can I afford hepatitis C medicines?
Antiviral treatments are costly. Check with your insurance company about whether these 
medicines are covered. You can also contact drug manufacturers about special programs 
they offer that provide medicine to some patients who are unable to pay for it.

What about surgery?
Sometimes hepatitis C damages the liver so much that it can’t do its job any more. In that 
case, a liver transplant – replacing your diseased liver with a donor’s healthy liver – enables 
patients to live longer. Liver transplants are not common and come with their own risks. And 
a liver transplant requires lifelong medicine and follow-up care from a specialist. Surgery 
can be a godsend when there is no other option, but a much better approach is to identify 
and treat hepatitis C early.

What Does Your Liver Do?

Your liver is an amazing organ. 
Every day, it …

•  Removes harmful chemicals 
from your blood

• Fights infection
• Helps digest food
• Stores nutrients and energy
• And more.

You can’t live without it! 
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Are there alternative treatments for hepatitis C?
Beware of natural and herbal remedies such as milk thistle, licorice root, zinc, colloidal 
silver and probiotics. No dietary supplements or other alternative treatments have been 
proven effective in preventing or treating hepatitis C.

PREVENTING HEPATITIS C

Is there a vaccine to prevent hepatitis C?
No, although doctors are working on it. The common vaccines for hepatitis A and B do not 
prevent hepatitis C.

How can I protect others from my hepatitis C?
First, remember that hepatitis C spreads by blood-to-blood contact. Don’t worry about 
infecting family, friends or co-workers through casual everyday contact where no blood is 
present. Nevertheless, there’s a lot you can do to help prevent your infection from spreading, 
including:
• Cover cuts, blisters and other wounds
•  Wash your hands thoroughly with soap and water after touching your blood (and wash 

anything else your blood touches just as carefully)
• If you inject illegal drugs, don’t share needles or accessories
• Practice safer sex and always use a condom
• Don’t donate blood, organs or semen
• Tell healthcare workers including your dentist that you have hepatitis C
•  Could your toothbrush, razor, nail clippers, diabetes supplies or other personal items 

have even a little blood on them? To play it safe, don’t share.

 

5 TIPS FOR LIVING WITH HEPATITIS C

Exercise fights fatigue
You would think working out would tire you out, but the opposite is true. Fatigue is one of 
the most common symptoms of hepatitis C, but regular exercise can help boost your energy 
levels.

Eat right
The best diet for hepatitis C is the best diet for everyone’s overall health: sensible portions of 
healthy foods such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, fish, nuts, and low-fat dairy products, 
and watching your intake of sweets, fats and calories.

Avoid alcohol and use caution with some medicines
Alcohol can cause additional damage to your liver. So can certain prescriptions, supplements, 
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and even some over-the-counter medicines. Check with your doctor before taking them.

Care for your mind and spirit
Don’t ignore the emotional toll that chronic conditions such as hepatitis C may take, including 
depression, irritability, anxiety or other issues. Such difficulties may arise from the stress of 
coping with your chronic health condition, or as a side effect of certain medicines. 

Seek understanding and help from your family and friends. Consider joining a support group 
in person or in online communities such as www.hepatitisconnect.com. Still struggling? Ask 
your doctor for a referral to a mental health professional who can empower you with proven 
techniques to help restore emotional health and strength.

What kind of life can I expect?
There has never before been so much cause for optimism. Hepatitis C knowledge and 
treatments have dramatically improved, and so have your chances of a cure, or at least a 
long and satisfying life despite having hepatitis C.
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