
[54/92) 

Serological screening for Herpes simplex virus 

during pregnancy 
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Summary: 620 pregnant women living in the Province of Padua were submitted to serolo­
gical screening for Herpes simplex virus antibody activity. A prevalence of 82.26% was found in 
the population; the Authors discuss the significance of the findings with special regard to relevant 
obstetric questions. 

INTRODUCTION 

Herpes simplex viruses (HSV) play an 
important role in human diseases world­
wide, as a cause of various neurol?gic 
syndromes and of localized or dissemina­
ted diseases, particularly in the newborn 
and the immunologically defective (3 · 28), 

as a common venereal disease, as a sy­
nergic or associated factor in the etiology 
of carcinoma of the cervix and of the vul­
va (21), and as a possible cause of abortion 
and birth defects ( 26). 

In pregnancy, the greatest risk concerns 
genitally localized HSV infection because 
of its potential for infection of the foe­
tus at birth, while passing through an in­
fected birth canal or during prolonged 
rupture of membranes (> 4 hours) ( 16 · 23). 

Both initial and recurrent genital HSV 
infections, in the face of demonstrable le-
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vels of serum antibodies ( 16 · 23), and symp­
tomatic or asymptomatic episodes may be 
associated with vertical transmission of 
HSV ( 11, 19). 

Despite the higher prevalence seen in 
lower income groups (3 · 22· 35), infection af­

fects at all socio-economic levels. Recent 
reports from the USA highlight a progres­
sive increase of new cases among white 
middle-class women ( 29 · 34) and a rise in the
incidence of genital HSV infection in 
western populations (4 · 5· 10). 

In view of the importance of Herpes 
viruses in both serious neonatal and va­
rious adult diseases, an .opportunity was
taken to investigate antibodies to HSV 
type 1 and type 2 in the sera of a repre­
sentative sample of pregnant women, ini­
tially collected for the assessment of their 
pregnancies. 

The purpose of the present inquiry has 
been to provide information of general 
value on the obstetric population distri­
bution of HSV antibodies. 
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