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Hepatitis B Vaccine and 
Prevention of Chronic Hepatitis B

Disease prevention is one of the primary goals 
of public health and the Orange County Health 
Department.  Chronic hepatitis B is a disease 
that disproportionately affects Asian Americans, 
resulting in one of the greatest health disparities 
in the United States.  Infection with the hepatitis  
B virus can cause cirrhosis and liver cancer.   
Although 350 million people are infected with the 
virus worldwide, hepatitis B is one of the easiest  
preventable diseases through vaccination.  In  
addition to the HPV vaccine, the hepatitis 
B vaccine is one of only two vaccines avail-
able that prevent cancer and it is now rec-
ommended for all infants born in the United 
States.  To offer protection, the vaccine 
must be administered according to the ap-
propriate schedule, usually three injections 
given over six months.  

Foreign-born Asians and Pacific  
Islanders and those born to parents from 
Asia or the Pacific Islands should get 
tested for the virus since the disease is 
common in Asia and Pacific Island coun-
tries.  These groups have the highest rates 
of chronic hepatitis B among all racial and 
ethnic groups in the United States.  After  
receiving a screening test for chron-
ic hepatitis B, a doctor will tell you 
whether or not you test positive for 
having the disease, whether you have been 
exposed and have developed immunity for 
hepatitis B, or if you are unprotected.  If your  
blood test results are negative and you are  
unprotected, then you should receive the hepa-
titis B vaccine series if you are at risk for infec-
tion.  People at risk for infection include unvacci-
nated household and sexual contacts of a chronic  
hepatitis B carrier.  If you do not have a doctor, the 
health department offers free hepatitis screening 
and vaccinations for at risk individuals. Contact 
Lori Theisen at 407-858-1400, ext. 1135 to make 
an appointment.

If someone in your household has chronic 
hepatitis B, it is important for you to get tested 
and vaccinated if you are unprotected.  If you 
have been diagnosed with chronic hepatitis B, 
protect your household members by making sure 
everyone is tested and vaccinated.  Approximate-
ly 25%–50% of children infected with hepatitis B 
between the ages of 1 and 5 years will develop 
chronic hepatitis. Approximately 6%–10% of 
people over 5 years of age will develop chronic 
hepatitis if they are infected.  The vaccine can 
prevent infection at any age.

If you are a woman and a chronic carrier of 
hepatitis B and plan to have a baby, the vac-
cine can prevent transmission to your child if 
administered at birth and the series is completed  
according to the recommended schedule.  In-
stead of the usual three vaccination shots, there 
will be four shots for your baby.  Two of these will 
be given at birth and the other two at one month 
and six months after birth.  The Perinatal Hepa-
titis B Prevention Program at the Orange County 

Health Department offers education and 
case management of infants born to in-
fected mothers.  For more information 
about this program, contact Valerie Har-
vard at 407-858-1400, ext. 1131.

A common misconception is that the 
hepatitis B vaccine will protect against 
chronic infection once you are infected.  
Unfortunately, the vaccine will not help 
someone who is already infected.  Since 
most Asians and Pacific Islanders are in-
fected at birth from a mother who does 
not know she is chronically infected, the 
vaccine administered later in life will not 
protect against infection. Therefore it 
is important to get tested to know your 
status.

If you are interested in learning more 
about hepatitis B, or if you would like a 

speaker for your group or organization, please 
contact Jessica Fung at Jessica_fung@doh.
state.fl.us or 407-858-1400 X 1351. 
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