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Mother-to-Child 
Transmission 

T he chances of a infant 
or baby getting hepa-

t i t is  C from its mother is 
low –  mos t  s tud ies  have 
only found that about 4% 
or 5% of babies (that’s 4 or 
5 babies out of 100) born to 
hepatitis C infected mothers 
are infected with hepatitis 
C.  The infection happens 
during the birth of the baby, 
and is called perinatal trans-
mission.  
  About 240,000 chi ldren 
in the United States are be-
lieved to have hepatitis C 
infection.  The majority of 
the infections occured be-
cause babies and children 
received blood transfusions 
be f o re  t he  b l ood  supp l y 
was screened for hepatitis 
C.  Now the blood supply 
is considered safe – rarely 
do people become infected 
with hepatitis C by receiv-
ing a blood transfusion.  But 
mother- to-chi ld t ransmis-
sion of hepatitis C still oc-
curs even though the risk of 
the baby getting HCV from 
the mother is low.

Alan Franciscus

Increased Risk of Transmission

The  r i sk  inc reases  i f  the  mother  has  HIV  or 
hepat i t is  B.   I t  is  a lso bel ieved that  the baby 
has a higher chance of gett ing hepati t is  C i f  the 
mother has a lot of the hepati t is  C virus in her 
blood – cal led having a high viral  load – dur-
ing pregnancy and t ime of birth.  However,  the 
re la t ionship between v i ra l  load and per inata l 
transmission needs to be studied more before we 
can real ly understand i t .  

Breastfeeding

The good news i s  tha t  hepat i t i s  C  cannot  be 
spread by breastfeeding a baby.  The only cau-
t ion is that mothers need to make sure that their 
nipples are not cracked or bleeding because they 
could provide a possible route of infect ion – al-
though there has never been a proven case of 
this happening. 
   
Prevention During Pregnancy

I t  is  also important that people understand that 
a woman who is pregnant or thinking of becom-
ing pregnant cannot take the medicines to treat 
hepatitis C because the hepatitis C medicines can 
cause the baby to get birth defects and become 
very sick.  In fact i f  someone is on hepati t is  C 
medications both partners have to pract ice two 
forms of birth control to prevent the chance of 
the woman becoming pregnant and harming the 
baby. 
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The information in this fact sheet is designed 
to help you understand and manage HCV and 
is not intended as medical advice. All persons 
with HCV should consult a medical practitioner 
for diagnosis and treatment of HCV.

This information is provided by the Hepatitis C
Support Project • a non-profit organization for
HCV education, support and advocacy • © 
2010 Hepatitis C Support Project • Reprint 
permission is granted and encouraged with 
credit to the Hepatitis C Support Project.
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Below are just some of the publications and services you 
can find up at our site:

HCV Advocate Monthly Newsletter¾¾
Educational materials in English, Chinese, French, Ger-¾¾
man, Hmong, Korean, Russian, Somali, Spanish, Taga-
log and Vietnamese
Medical Writers’ Circle¾¾
Hepatitis Journal Review¾¾
Weekly News Review¾¾
Disability & Benefits Column¾¾
Hepatitis B information¾¾
HIV/HCV Coinfection information¾¾
Hepatitis C Medical Specialists in the US¾¾
Support Group Listings for USA, Canada and Elsewhere¾¾
Links to Clinical Trials¾¾
Links to other Helpful Organizations¾¾
Event Listings ¾¾
Fact Sheet series: (English, French and Spanish)¾¾
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Visit the HCV Advocate Web Site:  
www.hcvadvocate.org

Testing

Testing for hepatitis C in a 
woman who is having a baby 
is not usually done.  So if a 
person thinks they may have 
hepatitis C they should ask the 
doctor or nurse for a test.   
   A baby born to a woman 
with hepatitis C will gener-
ally not be tested for 12 to 18 
months after birth.  This is 
because the baby will have the 
mother’s antibodies (proteins 
the body makes against a virus 
like hepatitis C), in its blood.  
Also many babies will get rid 
of hepatitis C naturally.  The 
12 to 18 month time period is 
usually how long it takes be-
fore the baby can naturally get 
rid of the mother’s antibodies 
and is a good period of time 
to find out if the baby’s own 
immune system is able to fight 
off and get rid of hepatitis C.

Hep C and Pregnancy

The good news is that i t  doesn’t  appear that 
pregnancy is affected by the hepatitis C virus.  
In other words, studies have not found that 
hepati t is  C causes a r isk for having problems 
with pregnancy.    
  Because the r isk of passing hepati t is  C to 
a baby is so low and also because hepati t is 
C does not create any problems during preg-
nancy, most experts wil l  advise a woman that 
i t  is  ‘ok’ to become pregnant.


