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FROM THE PEDIATRIC LITERATURE

Hepatitis B Infection in Children 
in the United States and Canada
The disease burden of chronic Hepatitis B virus (HBV) 
infection in children in the United States and Canada 
is not well understood, especially in the pediatric 
immigrant population. This study involved a large, 
cross-sectional analysis of children infected with HBV 
in the United States and Canada through the Hepatitis 
B Research Network (HBRN) of the National Institute 
of Diabetes, Digestive, and Kidney Diseases. Seven 
tertiary pediatric sites were utilized for patient data for 
this study. Children were included in this study if they 
were between 6 months and 18 years of age and had 
hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) positivity without 
associated liver failure, hepatocellular carcinoma, liver 
transplantation, co-infection with HIV, current anti-viral 
therapy use, and any other medical or social reason 
that would make the patient unable to do the study. 
Blood work was obtained to evaluate quantitative HBV 
DNA analysis, HBsAg, Hepatitis B envelope antigen 
(HBeAg), and HBV genotyping. Additionally, alanine 
aminotransferase levels were followed to assess hepatic 
injury.

A total of 343 patients were included from all of 
the study centers. The mean age was 10.4 years, and 
61% of subjects were girls. Most subjects (78%) were 
of Asian descent, and over half were adopted. Vertical 
transmission of HBV was noted to have occurred 
in 97% of the patients. Children who were HBeAg 
negative were found to be significantly older and more 
likely to be Asian compared to children who were 
HBeAg positive. HBV DNA levels also declined with 
increased patient age. HBV genotyping information 
was available in 230 study subjects, and the majority 

of patients had genotype B (43%) and C (32%) similar 
to common genotypes found in Asian children. Most 
children with genotypes B and C had normal alanine 
aminotransferase levels. The authors also looked at 
children who had received prior treatment of HBV, and 
77% of such subjects had been adopted. When United 
States and Canadian children were compared together, 
significantly more United States children were adopted 
and had HBeAg positivity while significantly fewer 
children were of Asian ethnicity.  

This study demonstrated that most pediatric patients 
in these medical centers had genotype B and C, which 
is important as genotype C can be resistant to treatment.  
Genotypes C and D are associated with high rates of 
hepatocellular carcinoma in adults, and this study group 
can be followed long-term to determine the adult risk 
after infection during childhood.  The clinical effect of 
loss of HBeAg positivity during childhood is unknown, 
and this study provides an avenue for further research.  
Finally, databases such as the HBRN provide a real 
ability to get valuable clinical information to determine 
best treatment algorithms.
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