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What is HIV? 
HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus. HIV is the virus that causes AIDS, the 
Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome. This virus is passed from one person to another 
through blood-to-blood and sexual contact. An infected pregnant woman can also pass HIV 
to her baby during pregnancy or delivery, as well as through breast-feeding. People with 
HIV have what is called HIV infection, and are referred to as being HIV positive. A positive 
HIV test does not mean that a person has AIDS.  
 
Scientists estimate that people with HIV infection will develop AIDS within about 10 years 
after becoming infected. However, not everyone develops AIDS within this amount of time 
and it may take as long as 20 years. The time it takes for someone who is infected with HIV 
to develop AIDS varies from person to person and depends on many factors, including a 
person’s overall health and their health related behaviors, what medications they take, and 
how early the infection is detected.  
 

What is AIDS? 
AIDS refers to a group of illnesses that result from having been infected with HIV.  These 
illnesses develop because our immune system (our body’s mechanism for fighting off 
infections) can no longer do its job. As a result, the body becomes vulnerable to a variety of 
illnesses, called opportunistic infections.  Some of these infections that can be life threatening 
for a person with AIDS, are rarely seen in individuals with a normal immune system. 
 
How has HIV/AIDS affected Hispanics? 
Since the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, Hispanics have been disproportionately 
represented among persons with HIV and/or AIDS. According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) AIDS cases diagnosed among Hispanics have increased from 
15% in 1985 to 19% in 2005.  Hispanics aged 20-24 accounted for 22% of new AIDS 
cases among young adults, but represented 18% of U.S. young adults, in 2005.  Most 
Hispanic men have been exposed to HIV through sexual contact with other men, followed 
by injection drug use, and heterosexual contact.  Most Hispanic women have been exposed 
to HIV through heterosexual sex, followed by injection drug use. 
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What are the risk factors for acquiring HIV infection? 
Engaging in high-risk behaviors puts us at risk for HIV infection. A person is at risk for 
becoming infected with HIV if they engage in the following behaviors: 
 

¥ Unprotected sex (vaginal-penile intercourse, anal sex, or oral sex). 
 

¥ Share needles to inject drugs, to pierce parts of the body, or to get tattoos. 
 
A woman who is HIV positive and pregnant can also pass the virus to her child during 
pregnancy, labor and delivery, and through breastfeeding.  Because of new medications, 
pregnant women can be treated with antiretroviral medication during pregnancy, lowering 
the risk of infecting mother-to-child infection from 25% to 2% or less.  If antitretroviral drugs 
are started during labor, decreased rates (less than 10%) of perinatal transmission can still 
be achieved.  
 
How do I prevent HIV infection? 

¥ Do not have unprotected sex. 
 

¥ Use a latex condom at every sexual encounter, and use it correctly. (If you feel 
uncomfortable talking to your partner about using a latex condom, you probably 
shouldn’t have sex.) 

 
¥ Do not share needles to inject drugs; do not share needles if getting a piercing or 

tattoos. 
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How can I tell if I am infected with HIV? 
The only way to determine if you are infected is to be tested for HIV infection. You cannot 
rely on symptoms to know whether or not you are infected with HIV. Many people who are 
infected with HIV do not have any symptoms at all for many years. 
 
Infection with HIV can weaken the immune system to the point that it has difficulty fighting off 
certain infections. These types of infections are known as "opportunistic" infections because 
they take the opportunity of a weakened immune system gives to cause illness. The following 
may be warning signs of infection with HIV: 

¥ Rapid weight loss. 
¥ Dry cough.  
¥ Recurring fever or profuse night sweats. 
¥ Profound and unexplained fatigue. 
¥ Swollen lymph glands in the armpits, groin, or neck. 
¥ Diarrhea that lasts for more than a week. 
¥ White spots or unusual blemishes on the tongue, in the mouth, or in the throat. 
¥ Pneumonia. 
¥ Red, brown, pink, or purplish blotches on or under the skin or inside the mouth, nose, 

or eyelids. 
¥ Memory loss, depression, and other neurological disorders. 

 
However, no one should assume they are infected if they have any of these symptoms. Each 
of these symptoms can be related to other illnesses. Again, the only way to determine 
whether you are infected is to be tested for HIV infection. 
 
How is AIDS diagnosed? 
AIDS is the most severe manifestation of infection with HIV.  Only a doctor can make a 
medical diagnosis of AIDS based on specific criteria established by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC).  An AIDS diagnosis in an adult or adolescent 13 years or 
older is defined by the presence of one of the 25 AIDS indicator conditions (Toxoplasmosis, 
Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia (RCP), Tuberculosis, Kaposi’s Sarcoma, and others), and 
having a CD4 cell count less than 200 cells per cubic millimeter.   
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How is AIDS treated? 
Currently there is no cure for AIDS. Today there are medical treatments that can slow down 
the rate at which HIV weakens the immune system. There are anti-viral medicines to reduce 
the viral load (amount of HIV in blood) and other medicines to treat or prevent opportunistic 
infections that can occur when someone is HIV positive. There are other treatments that can 
prevent or cure some of the illnesses associated with AIDS, though the treatments do not 
cure AIDS. As with other diseases, early detection offers more options 
for treatment and preventive health care. 
 
If you are HIV positive, you can take an assortment of medicines and treatments that will not 
only lengthen your life but also help you to maintain the best quality of life possible. 
 
 
Resources  
 
AIDS Clinical Trials Information Service 
(ACTIS) 
1-800-874-2572 
 
AIDSInfo 
U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services  
http://www.aidsinfo.nih.gov/default.aspx 
 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) 
National AIDS Hotline 
1-800-342-2437 (English) 1-800-344-7432 
(Spanish)  
 
HIV/AIDS Treatment Information Center 
1-800-HIV-0440 
 
 

 
 
National Alliance for Hispanic Health  
National Hispanic Family Helpline  
1 (866) SU-FAMILIA or 1 (866) 783-2645 
http://www.hispanichealth.org 
 
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 
Diseases 
http://www3.niaid.nih.gov/ 
 
National Minority AIDS Council 
(202) 483-6622 
http://www.nmac.org 
 
National Prevention Information Network 
1-800-458-5231 
http://www.cdcnpin.org 
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