
What is HIV?
Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) is a 
virus that attacks the immune system, which 
is the part of the body that protects against 
infections. With proper treatment, people with 
HIV can live long and healthy lives and keep 
their partners from getting HIV.1,2

If left untreated, HIV can lead to a condition 
called acquired immunodeficiency syndrome 
(AIDS). People with AIDS have a damaged 
immune system and are more likely to get 
sick from diseases and infections they usually 
would be able to fight off.1,2 Today, most 
people infected with HIV in the United States 
do not have AIDS because there is medicine 
that can treat HIV. 

What are the symptoms of HIV?
There are three stages of an HIV infection.  
The symptoms of an HIV infection are 
different in each stage:1,2

•	 Stage 1: Acute HIV Infection 
HIV symptoms can feel like the flu. 
Common symptoms include fever, chills, 
and sore throat. Symptoms usually begin 
two to four weeks after coming in contact 
with the virus.

•	 Stage 2: Chronic HIV Infection 
People may not have any symptoms at 
this stage, but they can still spread HIV to 
others. The virus is still active in the body 
and continues to damage the immune 
system. Without treatment, this stage may 
last for about 10 years.

•	 Stage 3: Acquired Immunodeficiency 
Syndrome (AIDS) 
This is the most severe stage of HIV 
infection. The immune system is very 
damaged, and people are more likely to 
suffer from other illnesses than they would 
normally be able to fight off. Without HIV 
medicine, people with AIDS typically live 
for three years.

How does HIV spread?
A person with HIV can spread the virus to 
other people. HIV spreads through direct 
contact with semen, vaginal fluids, rectal 
fluids, blood, and breast milk. For example, 
HIV can spread in the following ways:1-3

•	 during unprotected sexual contact  
(anal or vaginal) when a condom or  
HIV medicine are not used the right way

•	 while sharing needles, syringes, or other 
drug equipment

•	 from mother to baby during pregnancy, 
childbirth, or breastfeeding.

HIV cannot spread through casual contact 
including:2,3

•	 kissing, hugging, or shaking hands
•	 contact with objects (such as dishes,  

toilet seats, or doorknobs) used by a 
person with HIV

•	 through water or the air.

How is HIV treated?
HIV is treated with prescription medicines. 
These medicines cannot get rid of HIV. 
However, HIV medicine can reduce the virus 
in your body to an undetectable level that 
prevents or slows the progression of the 
disease. To reach and stay undetectable, 
it is important to follow your health care 
provider’s instructions and take all  
prescribed medicines as directed.1,2 

When you have an undetectable level of HIV, 
this means:1,2 
•	 the virus is not able to do as much harm  

to your body and your immune system 
stays strong

•	 you cannot spread HIV through sexual 
contact 

•	 you are less likely to spread HIV through 
shared drug equipment or during 
pregnancy, labor, and delivery.

DO YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 
ABOUT HIV?

We have answers.



When should you get tested for HIV?
It is recommended that everyone between  
the age of 13 and 64 years old get tested  
for HIV at least once.1 

Some people should get tested for HIV  
more often. You should get tested at least 
once a year if you:4

•	 are a man who has had sexual contact  
with other men

•	 had sexual contact (anal or vaginal)  
with someone who has HIV

•	 had more than one sexual partner  
since your last HIV test

•	 shared needles, syringes, or other  
drug equipment

•	 exchanged sex for drugs or money
•	 were diagnosed with hepatitis, a sexually 

transmitted infection (STI), or tuberculosis
•	 you’ve had sexual contact with someone 

who would answer “yes” to any of the 
prompts listed above or if you are unsure 
how they would answer.

Gay and bisexual men may benefit from 
getting tested every 3 to 6 months.4

Pregnant people should get tested for HIV 
during each pregnancy.4

How do you get tested for HIV?
An HIV test may require a blood sample or 
use a swab for an oral (mouth) fluid sample. 

You can get tested or find a self-test for HIV 
in many places including your health care 
provider’s office, health clinics, community 
health centers, local health department, 
pharmacies, and substance abuse prevention 
or treatment centers.4,6 

Visit https://gettested.cdc.gov to find a 
testing center near you.7

How can we prevent the spread  
of HIV in our communities?
It is important to take steps to keep you and 
your loved ones healthy. Take the following 
steps to help prevent the spread of HIV:8

•	 The best ways to prevent HIV are to either: 
	— not have sexual contact
	— only have sexual contact with 

someone who is not infected and 
who only has sexual contact with you.

•	 Use condoms the right way every time you 
have sexual contact.

•	 Do not share needles, syringes, or other 
drug equipment.

•	 Get tested for HIV. Know your current HIV 
status. This will give you the information 
you need to take steps to keep you and 
your partner(s) healthy.

•	 If you have HIV, get treatment and follow 
your health care provider’s directions to 
reduce your risk of spreading HIV.

•	 Contact your health care provider if you 
may have been exposed to HIV.

	— Ask your health care provider about 
PrEP and PEP. These are preventive 
medicines people without HIV can 
take before or shortly after getting 
exposed to HIV.
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About 1 in 4 
American Indian/
Alaska Natives who 
have HIV do not 
know they have it.5
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