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What is HIV infection?
 HIV infection is caused by the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). HIV virus destroys important cells that fight infections and diseases called CD4 cells or T cells. If a person with an HIV infection does not receive any treatment, HIV can severely weaken that person's immune system and cause the disease AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome). Without treatment, most people with AIDS will die within 3 years.1

How common is HIV infection?
 In 2016, 36.7 million people worldwide were living with HIV and 1.8 million people had become newly infected, and of that, 1 million people died from this infection. 4 An estimated 35 million people have died from AIDS-related illnesses since the start of the epidemic.2

 In the US, 39,513 people were diagnosed with HIV in 2015. African Americans accounted for 45% of HIV diagnoses. Among people aged 13-24 who were living with HIV, an estimated 44% didn’t know.6 Gay and bisexual men accounted for 82% of HIV diagnoses among males and 67% of all diagnoses.5 

HIV remains a leading cause of death worldwide and the leading cause of death among women of reproductive age globally.7

How is HIV infection spread?
 There are different transmission routes for HIV. It can be spread through vaginal, anal, and oral sex. Anal sex is the riskiest sexual behavior for getting and transmitting HIV for men and women. The receiving (bottom) partner) is 13 times more likely to get infected then the top partner. The inserting (top) partner is also at risk. It is possible for either partner to get HIV through anal sex from certain body fluids—blood, semen, or rectal fluids—of a person who has HIV.8

Although HIV is not transmitted by saliva, if both partners have sores or bleeding gums, blood from the HIV positive partner could get into the bloodstream of the un-infected partner through deep, open- mouth kissing.9

 HIV can also be spread from a mother to her baby, during pregnancy, birth, or breast- feeding. 
Needle sharing, occupational exposure (health care and emergency workers), and contaminated transfusions are other ways the virus can be transmitted.

HIV can survive in the blood and infect a person receiving a blood transfusion. However, the risk of catching a virus from a blood transfusion is very low. Blood banks carefully screen donated blood to keep blood safe. Only about 1 and 2 million donations might carry and transmit HIV.11

Does HIV infection cause symptoms?
Symptoms of HIV vary, depending on the phase of infection. Newly infected people are immediately able to pass on the disease. Majority of people infected develop symptoms of a primary acute infection with a month or two after the virus enters the body (see below).12
What are the symptoms of HIV infection?
 There are 3 stages of HIV where symptoms may be present. Stage 1, acute primary infection, can feel flu- like symptoms within 1-4 weeks of infection, but not everyone will experience this. Stage 2, the asymptomatic stage, may not reveal any other symptoms for 10 years or so depending on age, background, and overall health. The virus is still active, infecting new cells and making copies of itself. Stage 3, symptomatic HIV infection, occurs when the immune system has been so badly damaged that it can no longer fight off serious infections and diseases. AIDS is the most severe phase of HIV infection. Common symptoms of AIDS include chills, fever, sweats, swollen lymph glands, weakness, and weight loss.

Are there any treatments for HIV infection available?
The earlier the diagnosis and treatment for HIV, the greater the chances are for long term health. With treatment, it’s possible to recover from AIDS related infections and diseases and bring HIV under control.13 There is no vaccine to prevent HIV/AIDS and there is no cure. Since there is no vaccine for HIV, the first line of defense is identifying HIV positive persons. Overall, approximately 16% of HIV positive people are unaware of their infection in the United States.16
Combination anti-retroviral therapy (ART) is recommended to slow the progression of the disease and to decrease the likelihood of transmission. ART is recommended for all individuals with HIV-1 infections, including those with early HIV-I infections. 17

What complications can result from HIV infection?
An untreated or drug resistant HIV infection can develop to AIDS. People are diagnosed with AIDS when their CD4 cell count drops below 200 cells/mm or if they develop certain opportunistic infections. A weakened immune system increases chances for opportunistic infections: fungal infections, lung infections, tuberculosis, HIV-related brain disorder, and certain types of cancer (lymphoma, sarcoma, and cervical).14  People with AIDS can have a high viral load and be very infectious. Without treatment, people with AIDS typically survive about 3 years.15

Over time, people living with HIV may begin to develop certain side effects to treatment such as accelerated aging, cancer, and cognitive impairment.14

Without HIV medicine and other available interventions, infected mothers pass HIV to their babies 25% of the time.18 Testing and treating pregnant women who are infected is vital not only to maintain the health of the woman, but to reduce perinatal transmission of HIV. Retesting in the third trimester is recommended for women at high risk for acquiring HIV infection (e.g., women who use illicit drugs, have STDs during pregnancy, have multiple sex partners during pregnancy, live in areas with high HIV prevalence, or have partners with HIV infection).19

Can HIV infection be prevented?
 Yes. By refraining from sexual activity until a person is in a lifelong, mutually monogamous relationship with an uninfected partner, they can prevent the sexual transmission of HIV infection.
 Pregnant women should be screened for HIV to prevent the spread of HIV infection to babies. Exposure to infected blood should also be avoided to prevent the transmission of HIV infection.
 Post-exposure medication is now offered to partners of HIV infected individuals who were exposed within the preceding 72 hours of exposure with the hope of preventing infection.
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