
WJG https://www.wjgnet.com 1691 April 28, 2021 Volume 27 Issue 16

World Journal of 

GastroenterologyW J G
Submit a Manuscript: https://www.f6publishing.com World J Gastroenterol 2021 April 28; 27(16): 1691-1715

DOI: 10.3748/wjg.v27.i16.1691 ISSN 1007-9327 (print) ISSN 2219-2840 (online)

REVIEW

From hepatitis A to E: A critical review of viral hepatitis

Daniel Castaneda, Adalberto Jose Gonzalez, Mohammad Alomari, Kanwarpreet Tandon, Xaralambos Bobby 
Zervos

ORCID number: Daniel Castaneda 
0000-0002-0825-772X; Adalberto Jose 
Gonzalez 0000-0001-8108-5402; 
Mohammad Alomari 0000-0003-1201-
0866; Kanwarpreet Tandon 0000-
0003-0941-1589; Xaralambos Bobby 
Zervos 0000-0001-6783-0525.

Author contributions: Castaneda D, 
Gonzalez AJ, Alomari M and 
Tandon K performed the literature 
search, drafted the article and 
made the manuscript corrections; 
Zervos XB performed critical 
review and supervision of the 
article; all authors have read and 
approved the final manuscript.

Conflict-of-interest statement: 
None of the authors have any 
compelling conflict of interest.

Open-Access: This article is an 
open-access article that was 
selected by an in-house editor and 
fully peer-reviewed by external 
reviewers. It is distributed in 
accordance with the Creative 
Commons Attribution 
NonCommercial (CC BY-NC 4.0) 
license, which permits others to 
distribute, remix, adapt, build 
upon this work non-commercially, 
and license their derivative works 
on different terms, provided the 
original work is properly cited and 
the use is non-commercial. See: htt
p://creativecommons.org/License
s/by-nc/4.0/

Manuscript source: Invited 

Daniel Castaneda, Adalberto Jose Gonzalez, Mohammad Alomari, Kanwarpreet Tandon, Digestive 
Disease Institute, Cleveland Clinic Florida, Weston, FL 33331, United States

Xaralambos Bobby Zervos, Transplant Department, Cleveland Clinic Florida, Weston, FL 
33331, United States

Corresponding author: Daniel Castaneda, MD, Academic Fellow, Digestive Disease Institute, 
Cleveland Clinic Florida, 2950 Cleveland Clinic Boulevard, Weston, FL 33331, United States. 
daniel.castaneda.m@gmail.com

Abstract
Viral infections affecting the liver have had an important impact on humanity, as 
they have led to significant morbidity and mortality in patients with acute and 
chronic infections. Once an unknown etiology, the discovery of the viral agents 
triggered interest of the scientific community to establish the pathogenesis and 
diagnostic modalities to identify the affected population. With the rapid scientific 
and technological advances in the last centuries, controlling and even curing the 
infections became a possibility, with a large focus on preventive medicine through 
vaccination. Hence, a comprehensive understanding of hepatitis A, B, C, D and E 
is required by primary care physicians and gastroenterologists to provide care to 
these patients. The review article describes the epidemiology, pathogenesis, 
clinical presentation, diagnostic tools and current medication regimens, with a 
focus on upcoming treatment options and the role of liver transplantation.
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Core Tip: Viral hepatitis (A, B, C, D and E) diagnosis and treatment have evolved 
through the last decades, with recent investigations aiming to cure and prevent them 
pharmacologically or through liver transplantation. This state-of-art review focuses on 
the epidemiology, pathogenesis, clinical presentation, with a special focus on 
upcoming diagnostic tools and treatments.
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INTRODUCTION
Viral hepatitis has been a formidable challenge eliciting epidemic dating back to 
ancient times, with documented outbreaks 5000 years ago in China and similar 
jaundice descriptions by Hippocrates in the fifth century BC in the island of 
Thassos[1,2]. Technological advancements over the modern era allowed for the viruses 
to be identified and subsequent scientific inquiry revolutionized the morbidity and 
mortality caused by these viral pathogens. We aim to provide an overview of viral 
hepatitis with discussion of current and prospective therapies. Though most remain 
dominant in certain parts of the world, globalization demands a fundamental 
understanding of each virus as we all have the daily potential of encountering any of 
them at our doorstep.

HEPATITIS A
Epidemiology
First discovered in 1973 by Feinstone, a spherical 27 nanometer particle was seen on 
immune electron microscopy in the fecal sample of hepatitis A patients[3]. A member of 
the picornavirus family, the hepatitis A virus (HAV) is an RNA virus responsible for 
1.4 million cases per year globally[4], with an estimated 7134 deaths in 2016; almost half 
of these cases were reported in Asia[5]. In the United States, the annual incidence rate 
was reported to be 2 cases per 100000 people, in 2006. Recent outbreaks of the disease 
have shown a 294% increase in infections between 2016-2018 compared to 2013-
2015[6,7].

Recent outbreaks
In 1988, about 300000 people in Shanghai reported symptoms of HAV after 
consumption of raw clams, described as one of the largest outbreaks in the modern 
era[8,9]. Several outbreaks related to specific food products affecting over 300 patients 
from multiple states in the United States have been reported in the recent years (2013-
2019). The outbreaks have been related to consumption of fresh blackberries, frozen 
strawberries, raw scallops, and pomegranate seeds. A recent study in 2017 conducted 
over 4 states (California, Kentucky, Michigan, and Utah) has shown evidence for shift 
towards large community outbreaks with person-to-person transmission. The majority 
of these infections have been reported among persons with injection or non-injection 
drug use and/or persons experiencing homelessness[10].

Current data from state health departments shows, over 37000 new outbreak related 
cases with greater than 22600 hospital admissions and approximately 350 HAV deaths 
reported between July 2016 and December 2020[11].

On the contrary, 19947 cases of HAV from 24 European Union countries have been 
reported between January and December 2017, which is four times higher when 
compared to similar time periods between 2012 and 2015[12]. The number of outbreak 
related cases from 22 European Union countries was 4475 in 2016 and most outbreaks 
were related to men who have sex with men.

Pathogenesis
The transmission of HAV occurs via fecal-oral route, which includes consumption of 
contaminated food or water and person to person contact. Polymerase chain reaction 
testing for blood donors is performed as transmission through blood transfusion is 
noted on rare occasions[13]. The dissemination of the HAV into the liver occurs via the 
portal vein after the virus traverses the mucosa of the small intestinal wall. The virus 
particles subsequently replicate and are secreted into the biliary canaliculi, reaching 
back to the small intestine through the bile ducts and being re-excreted in the feces. 
Until the body responds with appropriate immune reaction in antibodies, the HAV 
enterohepatic cycle continues. Human leukocyte antigen-restricted, HAV-specific 
CD8+ T lymphocytes and natural killer cells have been implicated in the damage and 
destruction of infected hepatocytes[14-16].

https://www.wjgnet.com/1007-9327/full/v27/i16/1691.htm
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Clinical presentation
The usual HAV incubation period is about 2-4 wk[17]. Fever, malaise, jaundice have 
been described as the most common presenting symptoms for HAV infection[18]. Other 
common symptoms include weakness, fatigue, nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, 
arthralgias, myalgias, diarrhea and anorexia[12]. Patients rarely enter a prolonged 
cholestatic phase through recovery, while relapsing infections have been described as 
well[19].

About 10%-15% of patients present with a relapsing course within a 6-mo period of 
the initial infection[20]. The symptoms during the relapse are usually less severe than 
the initial infection. Notably, on extremely rare occasions a type 1 autoimmune 
hepatitis has been observed in genetically predisposed patients[21]. The spectrum of 
infections can range from asymptomatic patients without jaundice, symptomatic 
patients with jaundice, cholestasis with prolonged jaundice, to relapsing infections or 
acute liver failure[19].

Serum aminotransferases above 1000 U/dL are usually noted, with total bilirubin 
typically ≤ 10 mg/dL, and alkaline phosphatase below 400 U/L. Usually the serum 
alanine aminotransferase (ALT) is higher than the aspartate aminotransferase 
(AST)[22,23]. In general, older patients are more likely to have severe hepatocellular 
derangements, hospital admissions and higher mortality[24]. These findings can be 
attributed to an impaired regeneration capacity of the liver and a relatively weaker 
immune system in the older population[25]. In addition to old age, higher mortality has 
been reported in males[26]. Old age, underlying liver pathology and chronic viral 
hepatitis are reported risk factors for acute liver failure. In patients who develop acute 
liver failure, higher mortality has been associated with creatinine > 2 mg/dL 
(strongest predictor) total bilirubin > 9.6 mg/dL and albumin < 2.5 g/L[18].

Diagnosis
Specific antibodies against HAV (anti-HAV) in the serum can be detected. The 
diagnosis is confirmed by the presence of immunoglobulin (Ig) M anti-HAV. The 
antibodies can be detected at the time of onset of symptoms. Serum IgM levels peak 
during the acute infection and remain positive for up to 4 mo on an average from the 
onset of symptoms[27]. Immunity is usually tested with HAV total antibody to 
determine HAV natural exposure or secondary to vaccination[28]. The presence of IgM 
antibodies without any clinical symptoms is indicative of HAV infection in the past 
with persistent antibodies, asymptomatic infection or false positive test[29].

Liver biopsy or imaging studies are not required to make a diagnosis. If performed, 
a liver biopsy may show marked portal inflammation with typically a lesser degree of 
necrosis, Kupffer cell proliferation, acidophil bodies, or ballooning when compared to 
non-HAV viral hepatitis[30].

Management
No specific treatment is available for HAV and the management is mainly 
symptomatic. The primary focus remains on improving sanitary conditions to 
minimize the transmission in the community. Historically, immunoglobulins have 
been used in the prevention of HAV infections. With the availability of an effective 
vaccine, the use of immunoglobulins has been largely abandoned except in infants 
below the age of 12 mo. Post exposure prophylaxis with hepatitis A vaccine has been 
approved since 2007 for immunocompetent patients without chronic liver disease, 
who are between the ages of 12 mo and 40 years of age[11].

An inactivated HAV vaccine has been licensed in Europe since 1991, while a live 
attenuated hepatitis A vaccine has been in use in China since 1992[31]. The inactivated 
virus vaccine was first approved for use in United States in 1995. The vaccine is given 
in 2 to 3 dose series at least 6 mo apart, depending on the vaccine formulation used. In 
1996, the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP) recommended 
vaccination for people at high risk for HAV infection or adverse consequences of the 
infection[32]. In 2006, ACIP recommended routine vaccination of all children 12-23 mo 
of age; and in 2019, the committee recommended routine HAV vaccination of people 
experiencing homelessness[33,34]. Other recommendations for groups that would benefit 
from vaccination are described in Table 1[35].

The vaccine has had significant effect on the decrease in HAV infections, although 
coverage rates remain lower when compared to other childhood vaccines. These rates 
were noted to be around 87% for first dose and 57% for the second dose. Long term 
immune response up to 40 years in noted in over 90% patients who receive both doses 
of the 2-vaccine series[36].
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Table 1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommendations for hepatitis A vaccination

Recommendations

Children age 12-23 moChildren

Age 2-18 yr who have not received the vaccine (catch up vaccination)

International travelers

Men who have sex with men

Illicit drug users

People at occupational risk of exposure

People anticipating close personal contact with international adoptee

High risk population

People experiencing Homeless

People with chronic liver diseasePopulation at high risk of severe hepatitis A

HIV+ people

Pregnant women at high risk or at risk of severe hepatitis AOthers

Any person requesting the vaccine

HIV: Human immunodeficiency virus.

Role of liver transplant
Acute liver failure occurs in less than 1% of acute HAV infections[6]. From these 
patients, only 31% require emergent liver transplant for treatment of fulminant 
disease, while the remaining patients recover spontaneously with symptomatic 
management[37]. In a study comparing liver transplant outcomes in patients with HAV 
vs hepatitis B infection, the patients with HAV were found to have lower 1- and 5-year 
survival rates. Presence of acute pancreatitis and HAV recurrence in this population 
was identified as risk factors for shorter graft and patient survival. Following 
transplant, patients should be carefully monitored for HAV recurrence as it is common 
and is associated with poor outcomes[38].

HEPATITIS B
Epidemiology
Chronic hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection had an estimated prevalence of 257 million 
people in 2015 worldwide, with the highest proportion of cases in Western Pacific and 
African regions (68% of the cases) and with the lowest prevalence in North America[39]. 
An estimated 29% of cirrhosis-related deaths worldwide were due to HBV in 2017[40], 
while also contributing to the majority of liver cancer-deaths the same year. There are 
ten identified HBV genotypes (A-J) collectively, with 35 identified sub-genotypes; the 
distribution of the genotypes varies broadly worldwide (Figure 1)[41]. The variation in 
the genotype distribution and risk factors relies on common factors in high-risk 
populations, such as vertical transmission which is associated to higher risk of chronic 
disease and hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC)[42]. Risk factors for HBV transmission 
include a history of blood transfusion, intravenous drug or paraphernalia use[43], 
contaminated piercing instruments[44], sexual intercourse with an infected person and 
organ transplantation from HBV positive donors[45].

Pathogenesis
The HBV is a double-stranded DNA virus belonging to the Hepadnaviridae family, first 
identified in 1963 and named the Australian Antigen due to the protein reacting to 
antibodies from a hemophiliac patient. The virus has a special trophism for 
hepatocytes, to which it adheres and integrates upon initial infection[46]. After viral 
uncoating, the DNA integrates to the host nucleus as a covalently closed circular DNA 
(cccDNA) that can persist indefinitely in the hepatocytes; this explains the possibility 
of HBV reactivation in chronic inactive disease[47]. Ultimately, through a process driven 
by reverse transcriptase, new viral molecules are assembled from the cccDNA and are 
released by exocytosis. This process leads to immune-mediated liver injury as antigens 
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Figure 1 Global geographic distribution of most common hepatitis B virus genotypes per country.

are recognized by the immunologic system, with a lesser effect from direct viral 
cytotoxicity. Importantly, the DNA expresses important proteins for its survival 
including two capsid core proteins—core antigen and e antigen (hepatitis B e antigen, 
HBeAg), and the surface antigen (hepatitis B surface antigen, HBsAg), all of which are 
relevant for diagnosis and surveillance. Variations in genotypes have been described, 
with differences clinically relevant for pegylated (PEG)-interferon response and HCC 
risk[48].

Clinical presentation
Acute HBV infection can range from a subclinical disease to an icteric hepatitis, the 
former being the most common presentation[49]. Patients may present fatigue, nausea, 
vomiting and right upper quadrant pain before or during jaundice onset. Notably, less 
than 1% of cases may present fulminant hepatitis. During the acute phase, there is a 
rapid HBV viral load increase in the 10000-100000 ng/mL range, along with ALT and 
AST elevation in the 1000-2000 IU/L range, and total bilirubin elevation[50]. At this 
point, HBsAg and IgM core antibody (HBcAb) become positive, supporting an acute 
HBV diagnosis. Although a subset of acute HBV can have resolution of the infection 
with liver enzyme normalization, if the ALT remains elevated after 6 mo from initial 
presentation, a chronic HBV phase is established.

Chronic HBV may develop in patients exposed at a younger age[51], with genetic 
predisposition or in those that did not develop symptoms when acute HBV infection 
occurred[52]. These patients are usually asymptomatic for years, unless there is HBV 
exacerbation[53] or development of complications[54]. The occurrence of HBV 
exacerbations is best explained by four phases reflecting the disease activity[55]. The 
first phase (known as immune tolerant) shows markedly elevated HBV titers and 
positive HBeAg, without ALT elevation or liver inflammation for which patients are 
asymptomatic. The second phase (immune clearance) is characterized by activation of 
the immune system, leading to elevation of ALT at least five-fold the upper limit, HBV 
DNA decrease and histological evidence of inflammation, possibly leading to fatigue, 
jaundice, and right upper quadrant pain. The third phase (immune control) shows 
negative HBeAg, as there is seroconversion to positive HBeAb (hepatitis B e antibody) 
and undetectable to low HBV DNA titers. The fourth phase (immune active) is 
characterized by ALT and HBV DNA elevation due to triggers such as hepatitis D 
virus (HDV) superinfection or immunosuppression, leading to similar symptoms seen 
in the immune clearance phase with potential risk for acute liver failure. Importantly, 
the disease can fluctuate between the third and fourth phases.
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Diagnosis
Patients that present with acute HBV present with serologies as previously discussed. 
However, some patients will be in the “window period”, where the immune system 
has cleared the HBsAg, but no HBV surface antibody (HBsAb) is present; in this 
scenario, the only positive marker is an elevated IgM HBcAb. Ultimately, once the 
patient clears the infection, both positive IgG HBcAb and HBsAb will be present. On 
the other hand, if the patient develops chronic HBV infection, no HBsAb will be 
detected and HBsAg will persist, even if IgG HBcAb is present. Also, the HBeAg 
status, HBV DNA and aminotransferases level help determining the phase of the 
disease and tailor treatment considerations. Finally, the population that has been 
vaccinated and has never been exposed to HBV will only show positive HBsAb[56].

Complications
Due to parenchymal inflammation and fibrosis with long-term disease, patients with 
chronic HBV are predisposed to develop liver cirrhosis. Also, patients with HBV have 
an increased risk to develop HCC, regardless of the presence of cirrhosis; this risk is 
well established, but the mechanisms of carcinogenicity are hypothesized to be 
multifactorial including length[57] and severity[58] of HBV DNA elevation, ethnicity of 
the patients and more recently has been associated to the actual genome strain of the 
virus, especially patients with genotype C[59].

Current treatment options
Based on consensus from multiple societies, treatment with viral suppression therapy 
is recommended if patients have extrahepatic manifestations, pregnancy, family 
history of HCC, hepatitis C virus (HCV)/HDV co-infection, immunosuppression 
prophylaxis, compensated/decompensated liver cirrhosis[60], or if in the immune active 
phase and meeting specific criteria established by liver society guidelines (Table 2)[61-63].

Current HBV treatments include nucleoside/nucleotide analogs and PEG-
interferon. Overall, the HBsAg seroconversion is higher with PEG-interferon regimen 
compared to other medications, but its efficacy is limited due to poor patient 
tolerance[64]. Available nucleoside/nucleotide analogs include lamivudine, adefovir, 
telvidudine, entecavir, tenofovir fumarate and tenofovir alafenamide[61,63]. From these 
medications, the first line regimen for treatment consists of entecavir, tenofovir 
fumarate or tenofovir alafenamide monotherapy due to high genetic resistance barrier, 
while the other medications can be considered as options based on medication 
availability and poor access to first line agents.

Role for liver transplant
Patients with HBV that develop acute liver failure, decompensated liver cirrhosis or 
HCC can potentially undergo liver transplantation as ultimate therapy. In the setting 
of posttransplant immunosuppression, the rate of HBV recurrence is high with 
survival rates < 50% after 2 years if no preventive measures are taken[65]. Hence, based 
on donor and recipient serologies different strategies have been developed including 
the use of combination of HBV immunoglobulin during the anhepatic and 
postoperative phase when indicated, with indefinite use of high-genetic barrier 
nucleoside/nucleotide analogs demonstrating the lowest rates of HBV recurrence and 
post-transplant decompensation[66].

Ongoing research and future directions
Current treatment options have changed the prognosis for HBV patients, but have 
been limited by its low cure rates. Hence, other targets in the viral life cycle have been 
evaluated to improve HBsAg seroconversion and potential cure. For example, 
inhibition of the HBV entry into the uninfected hepatocytes by blockage of the sodium 
taurocholate co-transporting peptide (NTCP) receptor in the HBV capsid has been 
studied with three drugs in different trial stages. Bulevirtide is a NTCP antagonist 
found to inhibit infection in mice injected with HBV[67]; in a phase 1 study it showed to 
be safe without occurrence of serious side effects in 36 healthy subjects at a max dose 
of 20 mg[68]. Subsequently, a multicenter phase 2b randomized trial in 60 HBV/HDV 
patients receiving PEG-interferon, bulevirtide 2 mg or both with bulevirtide at 2 mg 
and 5 mg dosing for 48 wk showed a higher proportion of HBsAg decline or loss in 
patients with combination therapy[69]. Other potential NTCP inhibitor are the 
cyclosporin derivatives such as SCY450 and SCY995[70], which have been found to 
inhibit hepatocyte HBV entry in vitro without affecting bile acid uptake, opening a new 
therapeutic window. Other experimental medications from the cyclophilin inhibitor 
family like alisporivir[71] and CRV431[72], have shown reduction of HBV DNA and 
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Table 2 Treatment criteria in patients with chronic hepatitis B virus and immune active phase per society guidelines

Criteria American Association for the Study of 
Liver Disease[61]

European Association for the 
Study of the Liver[63]

Asian Pacific Association for the 
study of Liver Diseases[62]

ALT ≥ 2 times ULN—males 35 U/L, females 25 
U/L

> 1 time ULN—40 U/L > 2 times ULN—40 U/L

HBV DNA viral load > 2000 IU/mL if HBeAg negative or > 20000 
IU/mL if HBeAg positive

> 2000 IU/mL, regardless of 
HBeAg status

> 2000 IU/mL if HBeAg negative or > 
20000 IU/mL if HBeAg positive

Degree of liver 
fibrosis/inflammation

Liver biopsy with moderate-severe 
inflammation or advanced liver fibrosis (F3-
F4). Liver elastography or serum markers 
showing advanced liver fibrosis (F3-F4)

Liver biopsy, liver elastography 
or non-invasive testing 
consistent with moderate-severe 
fibrosis (F3-F4)

Liver biopsy with moderate-severe 
inflammation or advanced liver fibrosis 
(F3-F4). Fibroscan or serum markers 
showing advanced liver fibrosis (F3-F4)

ALT: Alanine aminotransferase; HBV: Hepatitis B virus; HBeAg: Hepatitis B e antigen; ULN: Upper limit of normal.

HBsAg in lab models possibly through a similar mechanism with promising results.
Another potential target is at the level of capsid assembly, where core assembly 

modulators have been found to disrupt the assembly by producing abnormal capsid 
proteins (Type I) or virions without DNA (Type II)[73]. In vitro evaluation of infected 
hepatocytes showed a decrease in HBV DNA with different investigational molecules 
such as JNJ-6379, RO7049389, EDP 514, GLS4 and BAY 41-4109. From these, JNJ-6379, 
R07019389 and GLS4 have advanced to phase 2 and 3 clinical studies[64].

High interest has focused on the use of interfering RNA molecules. These are small 
molecules administered intravenously, with the capacity of covalently binding to RNA 
before assembly and leading to RNA degradation, which could decrease the HBV 
DNA, HBeAg, HBsAg and HBcAg titers while increasing the seroconversion rates. A 
few molecules have advanced to phase 2 studies with no delivery method concern, 
with most of the studies presented at major hepatology conferences. The use of 
GSK3389404 in a phase IIa study showed a dose-dependent reduction in HBsAg, with 
an adequate safety profile in 66 patients[74]. Similarly, JNJ-3989 Led to sustained HBsAg 
reduction in 56% of 39 patients in a phase II study[75]. Also, a phase 2a randomized 
study evaluating GSK3228836 showed several log HBsAg reduction among 17 HBV 
patients[76]. Further phase 3 studies are needed to evaluate the seroconversion and 
functional cure rates in larger populations.

Other relevant target has been the inhibition of HBsAg release from infected 
hepatocytes to decrease the immunogenic tolerance induced by this molecule. A phase 
2 trial study evaluating the combination of PEG-interferon and REP 2139 in 12 patients 
with HDV coinfection showed a titer reduction to < 50 IU/mL in 6 subjects and HBV 
DNA suppression in 10 subjects[77]. A second study on REP 2139 and a derivative (REP 
2165) in combination with tenofovir and PEG-interferon showed functional cure rates 
up to 40% in HBeAg negative HBV patients[78].

Lastly, newer nucleoside/nucleotide analogs affecting the HBV life cycle have been 
developed. Besifovir is a molecule with similar chemical structure to tenofovir 
fumarate. These two medications were compared in a phase 3 randomized trial 
including 197 HBV patients receiving the medications for 48 wk. There was no 
difference in HBV DNA suppression rate with the use of besifovir (80.9%) compared to 
tenofovir (84.9%), showing equivalence in treatment rates between both arms[79].

On another hand, modulation of the immune system to increase HBV clearance has 
been a hot topic since the introduction of interferon-based treatments. Recently, the 
use of immune checkpoint inhibitor via programmed death receptor 1 (PD-1) blockage 
has been explored as a mechanism to overcome the T-cell anergy seen in chronic HBV. 
Nivolimumab is a PD-1 inhibitor that was studied in a phase I trial along with and 
without a therapeutic vaccine in 24 patients with HBeAg negative chronic HBV, 
showing a significant HBV DNA log reduction but no significant HBsAg 
seroconversion rates (only seen in one patient)[80]. Other studied mechanisms include 
the innate immunity stimulation through stimulation of toll-like receptors (TLR). 
However, in phase 1 studies neither TLR-7 nor TLR-8 agonists have shown to decrease 
significantly the HBsAg titers in the short term[81]; further phase 2 studies with longer 
treatment duration may help elucidate its role in HBV treatment.

Finally, HBV vaccination has become revolutionary in public health infection 
prevention by reducing vertical transmission and decreasing HCC incidence in 
younger populations[82]. While the currently widespread regimen with recombinant 
HBsAg (Engerix-B/Recombivax HB) includes three doses for immunization, a recent 
regimen utilizing an adjuvant in conjunction with recombinant HBsAg (Heplisav) has 
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shown to be as efficacious after two doses, with consideration to administer in non-
compliant patients or patients with HBsAb titers < 10 IU/mL. Special interest has been 
directed to therapeutic vaccines to achieve functional HBV cure. Even though different 
therapeutic vaccines have been studied, the HeberNavac HBsAg-HBcAg is the only 
vaccine that has shown significant HBeAg seroconversion rates compared to PEG-
interferon in a randomized phase III trial[83]. Although promising, immunotherapy 
remains a territory to be explored and similar to HCV the goal of viral eradication 
remains at the core of research efforts.

HEPATITIS C
Epidemiology
Greater than 71 million persons worldwide are infected with HCV[84]. Prevalence has 
increased from 1990 to 2010[85]. The Eastern Mediterranean region has an HCV 
prevalence greater than 2%, considered to be the highest in the world. The continents 
of Africa and Europe have a prevalence of 1%-2%. North and South America and the 
Western Pacific region have a prevalence of less than 1% (Figure 2)[84].

There are seven main genotypes and 67 subtypes. HCV genotype 1 represents about 
half of all HCV infections, making it the most prevalent genotype in the world. The 
second most common is HCV genotype 3, involving approximately one-third of HCV 
infections; it is found more commonly in south Asia, Australia, and several European 
countries. Genotypes 2 is found in Asia and West Africa, while genotype 4 is found in 
central and eastern sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa, and the Middle East. Genotypes 
2 and 4 represent about 9%-13% of all HCV cases. Genotypes 5, 6, and 7 are restricted 
to South Africa, South-east Asia, and Democratic Republic of Congo, respectively[86-88] 
(Figure 3).

Pathogenesis
Hepatitis C is a small, enveloped, positive single-stranded RNA virus that was first 
discovered in 1989 as a member of the Flaviridae family and is the only member of 
genus Hepacivirus. It enters the body percutaneously through needlestick injuries 
(including healthcare or intravenous drug use) containing contaminated blood. It may 
also enter non-percutaneously through organ transplantation, blood transfusions, 
sexual intercourse, perinatal transmission, hemodialysis, religious scarification, body 
piercings, tattoos, and immunoglobulin injection[89]. There are 4 host-derived factors 
that facilitate the entry of HCV into the bloodstream: Scavenger receptor class B type I, 
Occludin, Claudin-I and CD81[90]. Additionally, CD81 binds with the viral particle, 
either through viral envelope protein (E)2 or other molecules and facilitates its entry 
into the hepatocyte[91].

Although it is considered a non-cytopathic virus, once HCV enters the hepatocyte, it 
replicates and causes cell necrosis via immune-mediated cytolysis (innate immunity 
and adaptive immunity) and metabolism-mediated inflammation (hepatic steatosis, 
oxidative stress, and insulin resistance)[90].

Non-structural protein 5A (NS5A) and E2 regions of HCV also play an important 
role in the pathogenesis. NS5A inactivates RNA dependent protein kinase (PKR) in 
hepatocytes, inhibiting the apoptotic pathway and inducing anti-inflammatory 
interleukin secretion, allowing for viral replication. E2 protein inhibits PKR, allowing 
the evasion of HCV. The role that different HCV genotypes play in the progression of 
liver disease is still controversial, but genotype 1b seems to have a more aggressive 
course, as it has been more associated to cirrhosis progression and liver disease 
decompensation requiring transplantation[92].

HCV core proteins leads to insulin resistance by direct receptor effect or through 
increased secretion of tumor necrosis factor-alpha; this leads to further hepatic 
steatosis, inflammation, and fibrosis. HCV associated oxidative stress is mainly caused 
by HCV-core protein which induces oxidation of glutathione and increase in reactive 
oxygen species[93]. NS5A promotes production of reactive oxygen species in the 
membrane of the endoplasmic reticulum[94]. NS3 is also thought to directly induce 
oxidative stress[95]. Finally, HCV causes steatosis through impaired secretion of lipids 
from liver cells, increased production of free fatty acids, and impaired fatty acid 
breakdown[90].

Clinical presentation
Chronic HCV infection can occur in 50%-85% of patients, while 15%-45% of patients 
may present spontaneous clearance of the virus[96]. Most patients with HCV infection 
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Figure 2 World Health Organization estimated chronic hepatitis C infection prevalence worldwide per region in 2015.

Figure 3 Global geographic distribution of most common hepatitis C virus genotype per country.

are asymptomatic or have nonspecific symptoms. These may include fatigue, sleep 
disturbances, nausea, diarrhea, abdominal pain, anorexia, myalgia, arthralgia, 
weakness, depression, anxiety, and weight loss[97]. Patients who develop cirrhosis may 
develop jaundice, ascites, and other stigmata of cirrhosis.

Serum aminotransferase levels remain relatively stable over time in chronic HCV 
patients. One in three patients have a normal ALT; only one fourth have a serum ALT 
more than twice the upper limit of normal; the rest of patients have slight enzyme 
elevations, usually less than twice the upper limit of normal. Rarely, ALT elevations 
more than 10-fold the upper limit of normal may occur[98]. There is little correlation 
between aminotransferase levels and liver histologic findings[99].

On the other hand, it is estimated that acute HCV accounts for 15%-20% of cases of 
acute hepatitis[100]. More than two thirds of acute HCV infections are usually 
asymptomatic[101]. Symptomatic patients present similarly to other acute hepatitis, with 
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jaundice, nausea, dark urine, and right upper quadrant pain. These symptoms develop 
2-26 wk after exposure and lasts 2-12 wk[102]. Aminotransferase levels tend to be greater 
than 10 times to 20 times the upper limit of normal but fluctuate widely and may even 
normalize[103]. Acute liver failure due to acute HCV infection is extremely rare, but 
patients with chronic HBV[104] or other underlying chronic liver conditions may be 
predisposed to this outcome.

Extrahepatic manifestations are found in up to 38% of patients with chronic 
HCV[105]. These may include hematologic abnormalities, such as essential mixed 
cryoglobulinemia and lymphoma; glomerular renal disease, most notably 
membranoproliferative glomerulonephritis and cryoglobulinemia; dermatologic 
disorders such as porphyria cutanea tarda and lichen planus; rheumatologic 
complaints such as arthralgias/myalgias; neurological involvement with sensory or 
motor neuropathy; and autoimmune conditions such as thyroiditis. Resolution of these 
manifestations can be expected with treatment.

Complications
Spontaneous clearance of HCV occurs in about one fourth to one half of patients[106]. 
This usually occurs within 12 wk of exposure. A C/C type allele polymorphism in the 
chromosomal locus close to interleukin-28B has been associated with higher 
spontaneous clearance (50%) compared to the 15% rate of spontaneous viral clearance 
seen with the T/T allele[107]. Other favorable factors associated with higher rates of 
clearance include HLA-DRB1 and DQB1 alleles, white race, female sex, childhood 
infection, symptomatic acute infection, and high titers of neutralizing antibodies[106].

Rate of progression of chronic HCV infection to cirrhosis varies widely among the 
literature, but pooled data estimates that 16% of patients develop cirrhosis within 20 
years[108]. It estimated that an HCV infected liver develops cirrhosis after 
approximately 20-30 years[109,110] with approximately 700000 deaths annually 
worldwide[111]. Risk factors for progression of hepatic fibrosis in patients with chronic 
HCV infection include age > 40 years[110], alcohol consumption, HBV coinfection 
human immunodeficiency virus coinfection, immunosuppressed stage, marijuana use, 
obesity, diabetes mellitus[112], schistosomiasis, severe hepatic necroinflammation, 
smoking, male sex[113], and white race[114]. The viral load has not correlated with risk of 
progression to cirrhosis. Studies have described a 3.9% risk of decompensation per 
year with ascites presence representing the most common form of decompensation[115]. 
Once patients develop cirrhosis, there is a 1.4%-4.9% yearly incidence rate of 
HCC[115-117]. It is estimated that HCV accounts for 25% of HCC cases worldwide[118].

Diagnosis
Third generation enzyme immunoassays (EIAs) detect antibodies against different 
HCV antigens, including HCV core, NS3, NS4, and NS5 as early as 8 wk, with 
sensitivity and specificity of 99% after 2-6 mo after exposure[119]. False negatives may 
arise in patients on hemodialysis and immunocompromised patients. These are 
considered indirect assays.

Quantitative, HCV RNA tests are a type of direct immunoassays that may detect 
HCV viremia in patients with at last 10-15 IU/mL[120]. HCV core antigen immunoassay 
is an alternative to HCV RNA testing but cannot be used to monitor response to 
antiviral therapy as it has limitations in sensitivity[121].

In patients with low pre-test probability for HCV infection, a negative EIA for anti-
HCV antibody effectively excludes HCV infection. However, in patients suspected 
acute HCV infection, HCV RNA viral load by polymerase chain reaction (PCR) must 
also be obtained as antibodies may not become positive until 2-6 mo on average. A 
positive HCV antibody and positive HCV RNA confirms HCV infection but cannot 
distinguish between acute and chronic infection. Acute infection can be confirmed if a 
patient previously tested negative in the 6 mo prior to infection and has not tested 
positive for both RNA and antibody, or if the RNA and antibody become negative 
within 6 mo. Chronic HCV infection is defined as positive HCV RNA of at least 6 mo 
duration.

For patients with suspected exposure to HCV, HCV RNA, anti-HCV antibody, and 
serum aminotransferases are obtained within 48 h to obtain baseline values. If HCV 
RNA is positive, infection is confirmed, and acuity will depend on whether HCV 
antibody is positive (chronic) or negative (acute). However, if HCV RNA is negative, it 
should be rechecked in 4 wk and if positive it is considered an acute HCV infection. If 
HCV RNA is negative 4 wk after exposure, it should be re-checked at 12-16 wk. If 
negative again, HCV should be checked once more at 6 mo.
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Currently available treatments
Antiviral therapy should be contemplated for almost all patients with HCV. Clinicians 
should consider withholding treatment in patients with decompensated cirrhosis 
listed for liver transplant with a high Model for End-Stage Liver Disease (MELD) 
score, pregnant patients, and patients with less than 12 mo of life expectancy.

The intent of HCV treatment is to eradicate the virus to mitigate cirrhosis and 
associated complications, such as portal hypertension, HCC, need for liver 
transplantation, and death. The goal is to obtain sustained viral remission (SVR), 
which is the absence of virus in the blood 12 wk after treatment completion. SVR has 
been associated with improvement in elastography fibrosis scores[122], while decreasing 
hepatic decompensation[123], HCC[124], and liver-related deaths[125].

The major groups of therapy include interferon-alpha, ribavirin, and direct acting 
antivirals (DAAs). Interferon was the first treatment available for HCV in the 1980s. 
More recently, interferon has been bound to PEG, which increases its half-life and has 
increased SVR rates[126]. Ribavirin, an oral guanosine analog, may be used in a 
synergistic combination interferon to increase response and reduce relapse. Ribavirin 
is usually well tolerated but may produce hemolytic anemia, especially in patients 
with renal disease given its excretion in the kidney. It should be avoided in patients 
with a creatinine clearance less than 50 mL/min. In addition, ribavirin is 
teratogenic[127].

DAAs inhibit replication of HCV by targeting the NS3/NS4 protease, NS5A protein, 
and the NS5B polymerase. NS3/NS4 protease inhibitors end in the suffix “-previr” 
and include boceprevir, telaprevir, simeprevir, paritaprevir, grazoprevir, glecaprevir, 
and voxilaprevir. NS5A inhibitors end in suffix “-asvirs” and include daclatasvir, 
ledipasvir, ombitasvir, and elbasvir, velpatasvir, and pibrentasvir. NS5B polymerase 
inhibitors end in “-buvirs” and are either nucleoside, nucleotide (sofosbuvir), or non-
nucleoside (dasabuvir).

The classes of DAAs are typically used in combination: sofosbuvir/lepidasvir, 
elbasvir/grazoprevir, sofosbuvir/velpatasvir, sofosbuvir/velpatasvir/voxilaprevir, 
and glecaprevir/pribrentasvir. The choice of regimen and duration depend on the 
patient’s genotype, renal function, and concurrent medications. The genotypic 
coverage provided by each regimen is outside of the scope of this review, but 
importantly sofusbuvir/velpatasvir and glecaprevir/pibrentasvir are considered 
pangenotypic regimens. Protease inhibitors are primarily hepatically excreted and 
thus are contraindicated in Child-Pugh B and C cirrhosis. Nucleoside NS5B inhibitor 
sofosbuvir is primarily renally excreted and should be avoided in patients an 
estimated glomerular filtration rate less than 30 mL/min per 1.73 m2.

Role of liver transplant
Liver transplantation frequently provides destination treatment for HCV 
decompensated cirrhosis or HCC in candidates who are not deemed appropriate for 
surgical resection. HCV infection remains one of the leading etiologies for liver 
transplantation worldwide[128]. Since 2012, the percentage of liver transplants allocated 
for chronic HCV infection has steadily decreased in United States[129] due to the use of 
DAAs. The use of liver transplant for acute liver failure secondary to HCV infection 
has not been a common phenomenon.

Virtually all recipients who are serologically positive for HCV at the time of 
transplant develop recurrent HCV infection during reperfusion of the transplanted 
liver graft[130]. The main consequence is the development of post-transplant liver injury 
in the form of fibrosis in up to 40%[130], recurrent cirrhosis in up to 30% after 5 years[131], 
and fibrosing cholestatic HCV in up to 10%[132]. This has been associated with lower 
overall survival in HCV infected recipients in comparison to HCV negative 
recipients[133]. To counteract this, therapy with DAAs have been used and have 
increased post-transplant one-year survival rates in HCV viremic recipients from 90%-
92%[129]. DAAs may be used to cure HCV prior to transplant, eliminating the chance of 
HCV recurrence[134], or can be used post-transplant. Reasons why HCV treatment with 
DAAs may be delayed until after transplant include: improvement of MELD score 
leading to de-listing or increased wait time on transplant list, lower likelihood of SVR, 
and limited access to available regimens for advanced cirrhosis[135].

Utilization of HCV infected organs has been one of the major advancements aimed 
at increasing the donor organ pool and decreasing waitlist time. Initially, this was 
primarily performed in recipients already infected with chronic HCV. Between 2010 to 
2015, the proportion of HCV positive livers transplanted into HCV seropositive 
recipients increased 2.4-fold[136]. More recently, the transplantation of HCV infected 
organs including livers into HCV seronegative recipients has been utilized with 
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similarly good outcomes[137,138]. Donors positive for HCV RNA have a high risk of 
transmitting infection to HCV negative recipients but this may also occur with HCV 
antibody positive HCV RNA negative donors in up to 16% of cases[139].

HCV negative recipients who receive HCV positive organs may receive DAA 
therapy prophylactically or reactively after they are found to be positive for HCV. In 
liver transplantation, DAA therapy is typically given for at least 12 wk to recipients 
once they are found to have positive HCV RNA, usually within 3 mo. Thus far, studies 
have shown SVR of up to 100%[140,141]. Questions are easing surrounding the concern 
whether the risk of rejection is increased in recipients of HCV organs, either from HCV 
or DAA therapy[140]. Initial 2-year outcomes of HCV positive organ transplantation in 
HCV negative recipients have shown promising similar patient and graft survival[138]. 
Short duration of DAA has been considered but not extensively studied in HCV 
positive liver transplantation.

In non-hepatic transplantation, prophylactic DAA therapy is favored before viremia 
to reduce the chances of complications and the duration of DAA therapy[142]. Some 
authors have even limited duration of DAA therapy to as few as 8 d, but this is not 
currently recommended outside a clinical trial setting[143]. A pangenotypic regimen is 
typically utilized if prophylactic DAA therapy is used. Thus far, outcomes of 
transplantation of HCV positive nonhepatic organs in HCV negative patients have 
been promising, but data is limited. There is still some concern regarding risks such as 
DAA treatment failure with evolution of resistance associated substitutions and 
fibrosing cholestatic hepatitis[144].

Ongoing research and future directions
Much of the future research and guidelines will aim to answer questions regarding the 
safety, ethical, and practical concerns regarding the transplantation of HCV viremic 
organs into HCV negative recipients. Several factors related to the HCV donor organ 
remain nebulous. It is unclear whether duration of HCV infection, viral load, 
genotype, and failed prior treatment of the donor will affect SVR rates post-transplant 
in this patient population as studies have not controlled for these factors[145]. In 
addition, several optimal donor factors, specifically age and fibrosis grade, are not 
clear. Previous studies showed that HCV infected livers of donors 50 years or older 
have been found to have increased fibrosis progression and worse graft survival[146], 
but this data is prior to the advent of DAAs and should be re-examined. Similarly, 
data prior to the widespread use of DAAs showed that HCV positive donor kidneys 
had worse outcomes; because of this, the kidney donor profile index includes HCV 
status as a relevant factor but more recent data from the DAA era shows similar 
outcomes in these HCV positive donor kidneys[147]. Further studies are needed to 
establish its effects in the outcomes and limit the number of discarded HCV infected 
organs.

Recipient selection to match donor characteristics when utilizing HCV organs need 
further investigation to establish best practice guidelines for HCV organ utilization. 
For now, HCV infected donor allografts are used mainly in patients whose waitlist 
duration is expected to exceed their duration of transplant-free survival, but no studies 
have explicitly examined this. Another scarcely studied but relevant risk is how 
healthy the recipient’s liver condition factors to receive an HCV infected non-liver 
organ, and what the long-term outcomes of this are. Timing of DAA therapy, optimal 
regimen, duration, cost effectiveness of different strategies, interactions between 
DAAs and calcineurin inhibitors, and other drug interactions with DAAs will also 
need to be investigated. Finally, data on long-term outcomes, specifically efficacy and 
safety, following transplantation of HCV viremic organs into HCV negative recipients 
is lacking, as current data is limited to 1-2 years.

The ongoing pursuit for a HCV vaccine remains prudent, especially since DAAs do 
not prevent against reinfection. To date, there have been a few clinical trials studying 
different methods for active immunity, including viral vectors[148], DNA-plasmid, 
recombinant proteins, and prime-boost vaccination strategies[149]. However, thus far, 
many of these trials are still in the early phases or have not conferred consistent long-
term immunity.

In 2020, the United States Center for Disease Control and Prevention increased the 
previous screening expanse by recommending one-time universal screening for all 
adults at least 18 years of age. Similarly, the United States Preventive Services Task 
Force recommended one-time universal screening for patients 18-79 years old. The 
World Health Organization (WHO), the American Association for the Study of Liver 
Diseases/Infectious Diseases Society of America joint guideline group, the European 
Association for the Study of the Liver, the National Health Service in the United 
Kingdom, the Canadian Task Force on Preventive Health Care, the Canadian 
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Association for the Study of the Liver, and other groups have yet to recommend 
universal screening.

Given the vast prevalence of HCV infections worldwide, there has been an 
increased effort in the last five years to encourage primary care physicians to treat 
HCV. This has been aided by the ease of using DAAs and the advent of pangenotypic 
drugs. However, studies have shown that up to 59% of primary care physicians still 
refer all of their HCV patients to specialists, citing needing additional training to feel 
comfortable treating the infection[150]. Thus, further studies investigating the best 
methods in educating and involving primary care physicians to treat HCV are needed.

HEPATITIS D
Epidemiology
In a recent large meta-analysis by Chen et al[58] with 182 articles included from 61 
countries, it was estimated that 62-72 million individuals around the globe are infected 
with HDV. Approximately 10.58% of HBsAg carriers were coinfected with HDV, 
which is two-fold higher than what has been estimated previously[150,151]. Areas of 
highest HDV infection carriage include western and middle Africa, the Amazon Basin, 
eastern and Mediterranean Europe, the Middle East, and parts of Asia. Notably, a 
recent epidemiological study examining a cohort of HBV-positive intravenous drug 
users revealed an alarming increase in HDV seroprevalence from 29% in 1988-1989 to 
50% in 2005-2006[152]. Nonetheless, the lack of HDV RNA validation in many of these 
studies hinders a true estimation of HDV prevalence.

Pathogenesis
HDV is a single-stranded RNA virus, considered a defective virus that requires the 
existence of HBV for full expression and replication. It was first described in 1977 by 
Rizzetto et al[153] in Italy, when they detected a new antigen-antibody system associated 
with but immunologically distinct from HBV by direct immunofluorescence. Although 
there are 8 different described HDV genotypes, HDV-1 is responsible for most cases in 
North America, Europe, and the Middle East[154].

Like HBV, HDV is transmitted via the parenteral route through exposure to infected 
blood or body fluids with an exceedingly small inoculum needed to transmit 
infection[155].

Clinical presentation
The clinical spectrum of HDV infection ranges from inactive asymptomatic carrier to 
acute liver failure[156]. Concomitant infection of HBV and HDV typically leads to mild 
self-limited disease or less likely severe acute hepatitis with spontaneous resolution of 
both infections[157]. In contrast, HDV superinfection in chronic HBV carriers usually 
results in a protracted clinical course[158]. Nevertheless, patients exhibit heterogeneous 
clinical presentations with more severe disease reported in genotypes 1 and 3[159], 
intravenous drug users, and older patients in European cohorts. This could be due to 
the variable direct cytotoxic effect and immunogenic response to HDV on the host 
hepatocytes[160-162].

Screening for HDV should be considered in all HBsAg-positive patients especially 
those presenting with worsening liver disease. Initially, testing for total anti-HDV 
antibody (IgM and IgG) should be attempted by EIAs or radioimmunoassays. A 
positive test warrants confirmation by serum reverse transcriptase-PCR assays for 
HDV RNA. Quantification of serum HDV RNA is important in evaluating the need for 
and efficacy of antiviral therapy.

Currently available treatments
Current evidence supports treating chronic HDV infection in those with detectable 
viral RNA and evidence of biochemical or histological active liver disease, particularly 
if significant fibrosis exists[61]. On the contrary, asymptomatic patients with normal 
liver enzymes do not require therapy.

With nearly 34 years lapsed since the introduction of interferon for the treatment of 
chronic HDV infection, it remains the only available treatment option of proven 
benefit[163]. Nonetheless, sustained virologic response is low even with the newer PEG-
interferon and rarely exceeds 25%[164]. A meta-analysis of five trials comparing 
standard 48-wk PEG-interferon with no treatment confirmed not only a modest benefit 
to PEG-interferon but such benefit was not sustained[165].
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Ongoing research and future directions
The past decade has witnessed the evolution of multiple novel antiviral agents that 
target various critical steps of HDV life cycle. Three new drugs have emerged for the 
treatment of chronic HDV infection. Among them is the specific inhibitor of HDV 
prenylation lonafarnib which showed promising results as a monotherapy or when 
combined with ritonavir or PEG-interferon. Reduction in viral RNA load and 
improvement in liver enzymes were observed at variable endpoints[166]. Although 
observed therapeutic benefits correlated with lonafarnib dose used, that was 
challenged by its universal limiting adverse effects like nausea, diarrhea, abdominal 
bloating, and weight loss.

Other new therapies included HDV entry inhibitors such as bulevirtide. As 
mentioned above, this medication was evaluated in patients with HBV coinfection for 
24 wk as a monotherapy or in combination with PEG-interferon or tenofovir. The 
majority of bulevirtide treated patients experienced a > 1 log10 reduction in HDV 
RNA after 24 wk of therapy with combination therapy being more effective than 
monotherapy. Finally, as mentioned in the hepatitis B section, REP 2139 was 
introduced as an inhibitor of virion secretion with potential for viral load suppression 
in patients with HBV-HDV coinfection. However, marked ALT elevations were noted 
in these studies[77,78]. Combination of inhibitors over an enduring treatment regimen are 
likely required. These novel agents are being considered in combination with PEG-
interferon, which carries known side effects that may be prohibitive in its use with 
HDV cirrhosis.

Animal studies suggest that vaccine strategies for preventing HDV superinfection 
may be feasible[167,168]. Those studies used groundhogs as animal models and focused 
on inducing active immunity by injecting the animal with a full-sized HDV antigen or 
synthetic peptides. These investigations, although promising, were limited by their 
small size and heterogenous results. As of today, vaccination against HBV remains the 
most cost-effective means to prevent HDV infection.

Role of liver transplant
Liver transplantation is indicated in patients with fulminant liver failure. 
Communication and arrangement for transfer to a transplant facility are paramount in 
the ability to rescue these individuals. Post liver transplantation recurrence of HDV 
infection despite appropriate medical therapy was estimated to be 13.4%[169] with 
comparable outcomes between patients with and without recurrence.

HEPATITIS E
Epidemiology
The WHO reported an estimated 20 million new hepatitis E virus (HEV) infections 
every year globally, leading to 3.3 million symptomatic cases of acute hepatitis and in 
another report to over 44000 deaths in 2015[39]. Although the use of current antibody 
assays in seroprevalence studies remains debatable, the overall seroprevalence of the 
HEV in the United States between 1988 and 1994 was projected to be 21%[170]. Other 
more recent analyses reported a lower but rising overall seroprevalence in the United 
States born individuals from 4.5% in 2013-2014 to 8.1% in 2015-2016, with increasing 
age, female sex, and Asian ethnicity being significant predictors of HEV sero-
positivity[171].

Pathogenesis
The HEV is a small, single-stranded RNA virus that is considered one of the most 
common, yet underdiagnosed etiologies of acute viral hepatitis with the earliest 
epidemic going back to 1955 in New Delhi[172]. While it stands as the only member of 
the genus Hepevirus in the family Hepeviridaea, a plethora of genotypes were identified 
to date with four of particular clinical significance; genotypes 1 and 2 being confined to 
humans, while genotypes 3 and 4 can infect humans and animals largely via the fecal-
oral route[173,174].

Clinical presentation
Most HEV infected patients are either asymptomatic or may develop mild, self-
limited, HAV-like illness. Typically preceded by an incubation period ranging 
between 2 wk to 10 wk[175]. This is essentially true of HEV genotypes 1 and 2. However, 
the zoonotic genotypes HEV 3 and 4 have been increasingly reported as causes of 
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chronic hepatitis almost exclusively in those who are immunocompromised[176,177]. Less 
than 5% of acutely infected HEV patients will progress to acute liver failure and those 
patients are more likely to be pregnant, malnourished, or have a preexisting liver 
condition[178,179].

Although a uniform diagnostic approach for HEV infection is limited by the lack of 
standardized antibody assays, patients with consistent clinical presentation should be 
tested for anti-HEV IgM antibody assay with a confirmatory HEV RNA viral load if 
positive.

Currently available treatments
Similar to HAV infection, the majority of patients with acute HEV infection require no 
specific treatment and the management is mostly supportive. However, patients who 
develop acute liver failure may warrant liver transplantation[180]. A rising body of 
literature investigated the role of ribavirin in treating chronic HEV infection in 
immunosuppressed patients with variable success[181]. Whenever possible, treatment 
should be accompanied by reducing immunosuppressive therapy and followed by 
testing for clearance to confirm eradication[182]. A 3-mo course of ribavirin has been 
proposed for the above indication, while its use in acute fulminant hepatitis appear 
promising[183], more robust evidence is yet awaited.

Prevention remains the most effective approach to combat HEV-related disease. 
This can be achieved by maintaining quality standards for public water supplies and 
maintaining hygienic practices as per the WHO recommendation[175].

In 2011, a recombinant vaccine to prevent HEV infection was registered in China. 
Although it is not approved yet in other countries, few studies have emerged to 
evaluate efficacy and safety of this vaccine. In a large, randomized trial from China 
including 112604 healthy adults that evaluated different doses of HEV vaccine 
compared to placebo, a protective effect of 100% was reported at 1 year following 30 d 
from the last dose received. Another trial revealed a protective efficacy of the vaccine 
against HEV to be 86.8% after 4.5 years of the first vaccination[184]. Other preventive 
options such as immune globulin remain experimental[185].

Ongoing research and future directions
For chronic HEV patients who fail ribavirin therapy, some alternatives such as PEG-
interferon[186] and sofosbuvir are being considered pending more evidence[187]. Their 
routine use is being hindered by the lack of safety and efficacy profile in this setting 
besides the perceived higher risk of acute rejection with PEG-interferon due to its 
immunostimulatory effect in organ transplant recipients.

Role of liver transplant
Although liver transplant recipients may develop chronic HEV in the setting of 
prolonged immunosuppression, acute HEV infection may rarely result in acute liver 
failure necessitating liver transplant. Accumulating epidemiologic evidence described 
significant heterogeneity in HEV infection prevalence and outcomes. For example, 
HEV remains the most common cause of acute viral hepatitis and acute liver failure 
(up to 44%) in some Asian countries such as India and Bangladesh[187,188]. This contrasts 
with Western Europe and the United States where it is a rare cause of acute liver 
failure[189].

CONCLUSION
The recognition of the epidemiological and clinical features of hepatitis A, B, C, D and 
E is crucial to guide the diagnosis of these conditions. Fortunately, the medical 
advances in the last centuries have allowed to effectively diagnose them and 
comprehensively establish its multisystemic impact in this population. With the 
advent of new therapies, the possibility of achieving control of the disease is a reality, 
while reaching the cure and eradication of chronic hepatitis B, C and D is around the 
corner.
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