
The ABCs of STIs
UNDERSTANDING HEPATITIS

Most of us know that hepatitis and STIs (or STDs as 
they were previously referred to) are linked, but how 
much do we really know about viral hepatitis? There are 
5 known hepatitis viruses. What we typically see in the 
United States are A (HAV), B (HBV), and C (HCV).

HEPATITIS A

Hepatitis A is an acute virus that usually lasts less than 
2 months, but sometimes can last up to 6 months. It is 
contracted through infected fecal matter, which can be 
easily spread from objects or food when people aren’t 
washing their hands well. HAV is an STI when oral-
anal sexual contact is made with a partner who has 
hepatitis A. There is no treatment for HAV but there is 
a vaccine that is recommended and given in a series to 
children. Cases of HAV have dropped by 95% in the 
U.S. thanks to the vaccine.

HEPATITIS B

Hepatitis B is the easiest of these 3 viruses to transmit 
sexually, and, in fact, is 50 to 100 times easier to 
transmit than HIV (the virus that causes AIDS). The 
virus is present in bodily fluids, blood, and semen. There 
is no cure for HBV but 90% of healthy adults recover 
within the first year. Those who don’t recover are at risk 
for liver damage or liver cancer. As with HAV, there is a 
vaccine recommended in a series for children. Practice 
safe sex and do not share things that come into contact 
with blood of an infected person (razors, needles, etc).

HEPATITIS C

Hepatitis C is not easily transmitted sexually. It is most 
commonly passed through blood exposure. Only 1-2% 
of people are infected through unprotected sex. Avoiding 
intravenous drug use and needle-sharing greatly reduces 
your risk of contracting HCV. There is not a vaccine for 
HCV at this time but there is a cure with some antiviral 
medications. Hepatitis C, along with hepatitis B are 
the leading causes of liver cancer. Specifically for HCV, 
those born between 1945-1965 are at the highest risk, as 
screening techniques were not yet in place.

With all of the hepatitis viruses, there may be few or no 
symptoms. If you were not vaccinated as a child and 
engage in some of the high-risk behaviors, the best thing 
to do is to see your doctor for a blood test. 
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If you do exhibit any symptoms, they could be any of the 
following:

 » Fever
 » Fatigue
 » Headache
 » Loss of appetite
 » Nausea or vomiting
 » Abdominal pain
 » Liver enlargement or tenderness
 » Dark urine
 » Clay-colored bowel movements
 » Joint pain
 » Jaundice

If the blood test shows hepatitis A or B infection, get 
adequate rest, eat well, increase your fluid intake, 
and monitor your liver function by keeping in touch 
with your doctor for regular blood draws. Use alcohol 
responsibly, avoid the use of illicit drugs, and avoid 
contaminated needles. Being aware will keep you ahead 
of the curve and the virus will likely run its course and 
you will return to normal health. If your test shows you 
have hepatitis C, discuss treatment options with your 
doctor.

THE RISK OF HEPATITIS INCREASES FOR:

 » Infants born to infected mothers

 » IV drug users

 » Those who live with or sleep with an infected person

 » Those who are not monogamous

 » Men who sleep with other men

 » Those who travel to areas where rates of hepatitis 
are higher

 » Those born between 1945 and 1965

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.


