
P R E S E N T S

Hepatitis C 101
This fact sheet was created for people diagnosed with the hepatitis C virus (HCV)
who are looking for more information. Getting diagnosed with HCV can be difficult,
but by learning what HCV is and how it can be treated, it can help make the
process easier. This fact sheet was inspired by Water Journey, a series of
Indigenous-led studies on HCV.
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“I wish we had
something…that would

talk about the 4 stages…
a brochure…that explains
what the stages are. And
how they are reached and
something like that. I’ve

seen one poster, only one
little poster…that says

‘this is what hep C is.’” –
Men’s Circle, Water

Journey, p.746

To understand what HCV is and how it affects
you, it is important to first understand what your
liver does. The liver is the organ in your body
responsible for filtering out “bad” stuff. This
includes toxins, drugs, and alcohol (2).
However, the liver also does much more than
that! It is responsible for making substances for
our body to function properly (2). For example,
the liver stores sugar and releases it into the
bloodstream when you haven’t eaten in a while
(2). It also makes proteins that help make sure
that we stop bleeding after an injury (2). The
liver also plays a role in fighting infections (5).
Clearly, the liver plays an important role in a
person’s overall health.

One of the participants
in the Water Journey
study expressed the

need for a resource like
this one:

WHAT DOES THE LIVER DO?

The word “hepatitis” makes sense
when you break it down. The cells
in the liver are called “hepatocytes”
which is where the “hepa” part of
the word comes from (2). In
science, “-itis” means inflammation.
So when you put it together,
hepatitis is a virus that causes
inflammation of the liver.

HCV is passed blood-to-blood (5). Therefore, it is possible to
get HCV from sharing drug equipment/needles, reused
tattoo/body piercing equipment, personal care products that
have blood on them like razors or nail clippers, having
unprotected sex (where blood is present), or from a blood
transfusion before 1992 in Canada (2,3).

WHAT IS HEPATITIS C?

Most people don’t have symptoms when they get HCV,
although some people will experience flu-like symptoms
and/or tiredness (2,3). Other potential symptoms are right
side pain around the liver, jaundice (yellowing of the skin and
whites of the eyes), and mental and/or emotional changes
(5). It’s important to get tested if you think you are at risk.

A healthy liver needs to receive blood that
has fresh oxygen for its cells to work
properly (2). Over time, if the scarring gets
bad enough, healthy parts of the liver can be
surrounded by scarring (2).

HCV causes inflammation of the liver. As a
result of the inflammation, the liver can
become scarred. In the early stages, this
scarring is called fibrosis and as it worsens
it is called cirrhosis (2,5).

WHAT DOES HEPATITIS C DO TO THE
LIVER?

Scarring blocks oxygen from getting to
the healthy parts of the liver and liver
function is reduced (2). The liver can get
by with some scarring, but eventually,
there is too much scarring for the liver to
do its job properly (2). When the liver
can no longer function normally, this can
lead to liver failure, liver cancer, and/or
the need for a liver transplant (5).

This test will determine if a person has
antibodies against HCV (3). Antibodies are
made by our immune system to fight
against an infection (4). Once a person has
been infected with HCV (even if they’ve
been cured) they will have antibodies
against HCV for life (4). Therefore, this test
tells us whether a person has ever been
infected with HCV (4).

As we learned above,
most people will not
have any symptoms
when they become
infected with HCV (3).
Therefore, the only
way to know for sure
whether or not you
have HCV is to get
tested (4). There are
two tests that
determine if you’re
HCV positive.

GETTING TESTED FOR HEPATITIS C

If this test comes back
positive, you need a second
test to determine if you still
have HCV (4).

If this test comes back
negative, then you do not
have HCV and need no
further testing (4).

1. Hepatitis C
Antibody Test

If this test comes back positive, then
there is an active HCV infection (4).

If this test comes back negative, then
you do not have an HCV infection (4).

2. Hepatitis C RNA
(ribonucleic acid)

test

This test will determine whether
a person has a current HCV
infection (3). This test will usually
follow a positive Hepatitis C
Antibody test (4). The HCV’s genetic
material is called RNA and it will be
detectable if you have a current
infection (4).

ACUTE HCV INFECTION
The first stage of HCV infection is
called the acute stage. An acute HCV
infection means that the person has
had HCV for six months or less (4).
About a quarter of people’s immune
systems will spontaneously clear the
HCV infection without treatment and
not progress to the next stage (3,4).

There are two stages of HCV infection and various stages of liver
scarring. It’s important to remember that the liver can regenerate
after some damage (2).The following parts of the info sheet will help
you understand the differences between the stages and what it
means for you.

WHAT ARE THE STAGES OF
HEPATITIS C?

CHRONIC HCV INFECTION
For most people, untreated HCV will
progress to the chronic stage (4). Again,
there are usually no symptoms (3). It is
usually during this stage of HCV infection
that scarring will occur to the liver (4).

STAGES OF LIVER DAMAGE
Doctors use different staging systems to determine liver damage (1).
One of the methods to determine the level of liver damage is called
the Metavir system (1). This scale rates liver damage on a scale of F0
to F4 (1). F0 is classified as a healthy liver with no fibrosis (scarring)
(1). Each stage is defined by more scarring (1). F4 is the final stage
identified by liver cirrhosis (1).

Talk to your healthcare
provider about whether you
need to get your liver tested
and what it means for your
health.

WHAT DOES TREATMENT LOOK
LIKE?

Unfortunately, there is not
yet a vaccine to prevent
HCV (4). Even after you’ve
been cured of HCV, you can
become infected again (5).

The “old” treatment that you may have
heard people talk about is very different
from today’s treatment. Now, if your
healthcare provider wants you to go on
HCV treatment, it means you’ll be on
drugs for 8-12 weeks (5). There are
very few side effects of these drugs and
they have over 95% cure rate (5)!

For this reason, it’s important to identify
your risk factors with your healthcare
professional to determine your risk for
HCV re-infection (5).

Tips

CONCLUSION

We hope this fact sheet
helped you understand
HCV better. If you want
to learn more about
HCV, check out our
other fact sheets on our
website.

HCV is now a treatable, curable
infection. Since an HCV
infection is usually without
symptoms, the only way to
know if you’re infected is to
get tested (4).
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