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Hepatitis means swelling or inflammation of the liver.  The most common causes of hepatitis are viral infections. 
Hepatitis C virus (also known as Hep C or HCV) is one such virus that can cause long-lasting infection and can lead 
to liver disease. 

What are the symptoms of hepatitis C? 

• Hepatitis C infection affects people in 
different ways; most experience no 
symptoms at all while others experience 
extreme tiredness and vague symptoms. 

• It is estimated that around 15-20% of 
infected people clear their infection 
naturally within the first 6 months of 
infection.  

• In the 80-85% of individuals who fail to 
clear their infections naturally, the 
outcome of infection is extremely variable. 

•  Many people never develop any signs or 
symptoms of liver disease in their lifetime 
and may never know that they have been 
infected. Other people go on to develop 
serious liver disease.  

• It is not currently possible to work out who 
will progress to serious liver disease and 
who will have only very mild, if any, 
disease. 

 
How long can you have the infection 
before developing symptoms? 

• In most cases the infection will not be 
apparent for many years. Symptoms do 
not often develop until the liver has been 
quite extensively damaged.  

• Alcohol consumption, acquiring the 
infection at an older age, and being male, 
have all been shown to be associated with 
more progressive disease.  

 
How common is hepatitis C? 

• The World Health Organisation estimates 
there are 170 million carriers of hepatitis C 
worldwide.  

• On a global scale, the United Kingdom is 
considered to be a relatively low 
prevalence country.  

• The prevalence of chronic hepatitis C 
infection in England is estimated to be 
around 0.4%. 

How do you catch hepatitis C? 

• Hepatitis C is a blood-borne virus infection.   
• The virus is spread when blood from an infected person gets into the 

bloodstream of another. 
• Today, injecting drug use is the most common way to become 

infected.  People who inject drugs get the infection when they share 
contaminated injecting equipment with other infected individuals. 

• In the UK, blood donations have been screened for hepatitis C since 
September 1991.  However, some people who received blood or 
blood products before this date could be infected if they received 
blood from a donor who was carrying the hepatitis C virus.  

• It is also possible to acquire hepatitis C virus infections from blood 
transfusion in a country that does not screen its blood for the virus. 

• Unlike many other blood-borne viruses, sexual transmission is 
thought to be relatively rare. Nevertheless, it may occur and people 
with new or casual sexual partners are advised to use condoms to 
protect them against all sexually transmitted infections. 

• Infection is not acquired through normal social contact, but it can 
occur in situations where blood can be transferred from one person 
to another, for example by sharing razors or toothbrushes.  

• It is also possible to acquire hepatitis C infection during body 
piercing (like tattooing or acupuncture) if sterile needles are not used 
(not all tattoo artists/piercers follow good health practices).  

• The risk of a mother infecting her newborn baby with hepatitis C is 
estimated to be less than 10%. This risk is highest in mothers who 
are also infected with HIV and in those who have particularly high 
levels of virus circulating in their blood.  

• Currently, however, HCV-infected women are still advised to breast 
feed as there is insufficient evidence for the risk of transmission via 
breast milk. 

 
How can someone with hepatitis C reduce the risk of infecting 
others? 

• Carefully clean and cover cuts, scratches and open wounds with a 
waterproof plaster 

• Use undiluted household bleach to clean up any blood spills from 
floors and work surfaces 

• Do not share items such as razors, toothbrushes or other personal 
items 

• Practise safer sex by always using a condom 
• Do not donate blood or semen or register as an organ donor 
• Do not share needles if you are a drug user 
 

Further information can be obtained from: 
British Liver Trust http://www.britishlivertrust.org.uk 

Hepatitis on NHS Direct Online http://www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk 
Children’s Liver Disease Foundation http://www.childliverdisease.org 
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Anglia and Essex Centre, PHE 

www.gov.uk/phe 


