
 
 

Hepatitis A Fact Sheet 
 
What is Hepatitis A? 
Hepatitis A is an infection of the liver caused by the hepatitis A virus. 
 
 
What are the symptoms? 
• Symptoms usually begin 2 to 6 weeks after exposure to the virus and last 1 to 2 weeks. 
• Early symptoms in adults include  

— nausea (upset stomach) 
— loss of appetite 
— vomiting 
— fatigue 
— fever 
— abdominal cramps (stomach or side pain). 

• Dark yellow or brown urine, pale or white bowel movements, and jaundice (yellow eyes or skin) may 
also be present but do not occur in all cases. 

• Persons can have all or only a few of these symptoms. 
• Most young children have only a mild flu-like illness without jaundice or no symptoms at all. 
• Rarely, illness can be much more severe, and even result in death. 
• Hepatitis A infection does not cause long-term liver damage. 
 
 
How is hepatitis A spread? 
• The virus leaves the body by way of the stool and enters another person when hands, food, or objects 

contaminated with the stool are put in the mouth. 
• A person can spread the virus about a week before symptoms appear and during the first week of 

symptoms.  
• People without symptoms can still spread hepatitis A virus. 
• Hepatitis A is not spread by kissing, sneezing, or by saliva.  
 
 
How is hepatitis A diagnosed and treated? 
• Hepatitis A infection is diagnosed with a blood test. 
• There is no medicine or other treatment that will make the symptoms go away faster. 
 
 
How can hepatitis A be prevented? 
• The illness can be prevented by a shot of immune globulin or vaccine within 2 weeks of exposure. 
• There is a vaccine to prevent hepatitis A virus infection that is available for persons over 12 months 

of age. To be fully immunized, persons need a series of two vaccines given at least 6 months apart. 
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What if I am exposed to hepatitis A?  
Two products are available for postexposure treatment. Hepatitis A vaccine and immune globulin (IG) 
can prevent someone who has been exposed to hepatitis A from getting the disease if given within 14 
days from exposure. IG is effective 80-90% of the time and protects against hepatitis A for about 3 
months.  
 
 
 
 
Postexposure prophylaxis with either vaccine or IG is necessary only if any of the following applies to 
you: 
• You live with someone who has hepatitis A.  
• You have eaten food or put objects in your mouth handled by the person infected with hepatitis A.  
• You have had sexual contact, or other intimate contact, with a person who has hepatitis A.  
• You are traveling to an area where hepatitis A is common. 
• You are a child or an employee at a childcare program in which another child or employee has 

hepatitis A.  
 
 
Childcare Programs and Food Establishments 
Because hepatitis A can spread quickly in these settings, notify Public Health immediately about anyone 
with hepatitis A who attends or works at a childcare program, or works as a food handler. 

 
 

Summary of updated recommendations for prevention of hepatitis A after exposure to hepatitis A 
virus (HAV) 

 
Postexposure prophylaxis 
Persons who recently have been exposed to HAV and who previously have not received hepatitis A 
vaccine should be administered a single dose of single-antigen hepatitis A vaccine or immune globulin 
(IG) (0.02mL/kg) as soon as possible. 
• For healthy persons aged 12 months–40 years, single-antigen hepatitis A vaccine at the age 

appropriate dose is preferred. 
• For persons aged >40 years, IG is preferred; vaccine can be used if IG cannot be obtained. 
• For children aged <12 months, immunocompromised persons, persons who have had chronic liver 

disease diagnosed, and persons for whom vaccine is contraindicated, IG should be used.  

Persons who have only received one dose of vaccine at least one month prior to 
exposure do NOT need any post exposure prophylaxis. 
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