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Module 5: Managing side effects and 
optimising treatment strategies 

Module goal
To enable participants understand how treatment side effects can compromise adherence and 
treatment outcomes and. To consider interventions and strategies that can reduce side effects and 
optimize treatment effectiveness and the degree in which complementary and alternative 
interventions may help those with HCV. 
Learning objectives
By the end of the module, participants will be able to:
List the main side effects to different forms of treatment 
Discuss a range of intervention strategies that can reduce the impact of treatment side effects
Discuss how integrated care provision can optimise treatment outcomes
Evaluate the evidence for interventions that may complement medical treatment 
Topics covered 
Why get tested?
Who needs access to testing?
The main types of test relevant to the diagnosis and management of HCV (Antibody testing, HCV 
RNA testing, Liver Function Tests, Liver biopsy)
Improving access to testing
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Side effects and treatment disruption 

By itself, hepatitis C treatment can be complicated
Side effects are common, increase complexity and contribute 

to treatment disruption
Often uncomfortable, sometimes debilitating and even life 

threatening
Treatment adherence imperative as suboptimal therapy fails to 

eradicate virus
Management of side effects integral to effective hepatitis C 

treatment 
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Group work

List the minor and major side effects associated with combined 
pegylated interferon and ribavirin therapy? 
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Minor side effects

Side effects that may occur with hepatitis C treatment are:
fatigue or tiredness
flu-like symptoms including fever, sweating, chills, muscle aches
headaches
insomnia
diarrhea
nausea and loss of appetite
irritability, tearfulness
hair loss (temporary)
rash 
mouth sores
dry or itchy skin

Even more minor side effects can interfere with quality of 
life and can hamper treatment goals 
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Major side effects

Certain side effects can lead to severe medical and rarely, 
potentially life-threatening complications requiring dose reduction 
or treatment cessation

Depression and emotional changes especially in people who 
have previous history of depression or mental illness 

Anaemia (abnormally low red blood cell count) 

Other blood changes like leucopenia or neutropenia (decrease 
in number of white blood cells) and thrombocytopenia 

(reduction in platelets) 
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Treatment management strategies

Multidisciplinary approach to patient care most effective 
strategy to optimize therapy 

Critical roles in educating patients about the disease and their 
therapy

To help identify quality of life concerns

Integrated approach to support before, during and after 
treatment
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Group work

Mapping an integrated response to HCV:

Map a multidisciplinary approach to patient care
Identify professional and non-professional roles and 
responsibilities
Determine communication structures
Describe how your model will be effective in identifying and 
meeting needs of PWID and with HCV
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Group work

What are complementary and alternative medicines or 
therapies (CAM)?

How effective are they in treating hepatitis C?
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Defining complementary and alternative 
therapies (CAM)
 

Definition can be difficult
Group of diverse medical and health care systems, practices, 

and products
CAM attempts to use the body’s natural self-healing abilities to 

restore balance
Not generally considered part of conventional (Western) 

medicine
Complementary therapies used in conjunction with 

conventional medicine 
Alternative medicine" refers to use of CAM in place of 

conventional medicine
Includes acupuncture, massage, yoga, Tai Chi, meditation and 

herbal medicine 
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Herbal supplements for hepatitis C 

The most widely used, and studied herbs and herbal products:
milk thistle (silymarin) - antioxidant
astragalus enhances immune function 
dandelion is used for all kinds of liver problems
bupleurum reduces liver inflammation 
garlic detoxifies and protects the body from infection 
licorice root contains glycyrrhizin, which has antiviral activity
artichoke promotes the outflow of bile from the liver to the gall 

bladder
thioctic (alpha-lipoic) acid a natural antioxidant 
gingko biloba is sometimes used to improve memory loss and 

blood circulation.
11



CAM: Key points 

CAM treatment not proven effective for treating HCV or its 
complications

‘Not proven’ doesn’t mean it doesn’t work
Many PLWHCV report benefits from physical and herbal 

therapies
Cultural significance of CAM variable 
Important not to replace conventional HCV therapy 
Healthcare professionals need be aware of CAM usage 
Increase and raise awareness about possible adverse effects or 
drug- interactions
There maybe interactions with oral HCV antiviral drugs leading 
to increased drug toxicity and reduced effectiveness
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Summary learning points

Side effects with combination combined pegylated interferon 
and ribavirin therapy are common, increase complexity and 
contribute to treatment disruption

Management of side effects integral to effective HCV treatment
Minor side effects can be distressing and interfere with quality 
of life
Major side effects can lead to severe medical complications 

and rarely, be life threatening
Multidisciplinary approach o patient care most effective 

strategy to optimise treatment
Complementary and alternative medicines are largely unproven 
to be effective in the treatment of HCV
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