Teens and HIV: A Growing Concern

Carrie never thought she could get HIV. She had been dating her boyfriend for a long time, and Carrie hoped they would get married. But when Carrie turned 18 and tried to donate blood, she learned she had HIV.

Martinez didn't think he could get HIV either. After all, he was young and felt healthy. Plus, he had been an honor student at his Detroit high school. When Martinez tried to enlist in the Air Force at age 18, however, he learned that he was HIV-positive.

HIV is human immunodeficiency virus. Infection with HIV leads to AIDS, which is acquired immunodeficiency syndrome. If you think HIV only affects older people or certain groups, think again. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that about half of all new HIV infections occur in young people between the ages of 15 and 25. As a teen, you have good reason to be concerned about HIV.

What Is HIV?

HIV belongs to a group of viruses called retroviruses. In a reverse of the normal pattern, HIV has no DNA. Instead, it contains RNA. Once HIV enters cells, the RNA makes DNA. The DNA then inserts itself into cells' genetic material and takes over.

"At that point it's more cancer-like than infectious disease-like, because it becomes part of your cells," explains Carl Dieffenbach, M.D., at the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. HIV targets CD4+ T cells, which are also called helper T cells, or T cells. These white blood cells are made in the thymus gland.

Healthy helper T cells coordinate the body's ability to fight off infections. Normally, people have between 600 and 1,500 helper T cells per cubic millimeter of blood. Once HIV infects them, helper T cells stop functioning as part of the immune system. Instead, the cells become HIV reproduction factories. Finally, the virus kills the cells. That releases more HIV into the bloodstream to infect other helper T cells.

When infection first occurs, the body makes more helper T cells. As this happens, a person may experience symptoms of a cold or the flu. Since colds and the flu are common, most people give this little thought.

Afterward, the person becomes asymptomatic. In other words, he or she shows few or no symptoms. HIV's asymptomatic stage can last 10 years or more. But even if an infected person feels good, HIV is doing its damage.

"You get infected, and you may not know you're infected for a number of years," says Dr. Dieffenbach. "By the time you're aware you've got HIV, your immune system has been destroyed."

From Bad to Worse

Eventually, HIV symptoms show up. At this stage, infected people typically experience severe and sudden ailments. Examples include nausea, fatigue, night sweats, and sudden weight loss. Fever, headaches, diarrhea, and thrush (a mouth infection) occur too. Swollen glands in the throat, armpits, and groin are very common.

As the disease progresses, patients easily develop opportunistic infections. "Opportunistic" means that the illness develops because the inadequate immune system gives viruses, bacteria, fungi, and other microbes the opportunity to thrive. Even minor infections, like colds or the flu, can become major illnesses.

AIDS is the final phase of HIV. Doctors diagnose AIDS when a person's helper T-cell count drops to 200 per cubic millimeter of blood. Or AIDS occurs when an HIV-positive patient has one of about 30 specific opportunistic infections. Because they cannot fight off disease, AIDS patients are vulnerable to pneumonia, tuberculosis, brain infections, and various other diseases. Certain cancers, such as Kaposi's sarcoma, also occur more frequently in AIDS patients.

Medications can delay the AIDS phase. The sooner a person starts taking medications, the more effective they are. But medications do not cure AIDS. "Even with drug treatment that suppresses active virus replication, the residual virus is still there," says Dr. Dieffenbach.

Plus, medications have side effects. Many patients have fragile bones that break easily. Heart and kidney functions may become impaired. Risks for developing diabetes increase because drugs affect how the body metabolizes fats. Eventually, many patients also experience "peripheral wasting"-they lose body fat from their legs, arms, and face.

Over time, fighting HIV is a losing battle. "Every organ system is affected in some way by HIV," says Dr. Dieffenbach. The good effects of the medications disappear because the virus becomes resistant. In addition, the side effects mount. Eventually the body succumbs to infection, because the virus has destroyed the immune system.

	How HIV Attacks

	1 Virus enters uninfected cell

	2 Enters nucleus, makes DNA, protein chains, and enzymes

	3 Enzymes cut protein into pieces, allowing virus to multiply and infect other white blood cells


"HIV is still a deadly disease," stresses Ken Rose of the CDC. "While treatment can prolong your life, we don't know yet how long."

