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Glossary: Reporting on HIV/AIDS
Developed by Julie Clayton, HIV/AIDS co-ordinator for the Science and Development Network, with contributions from TV Padma of Panos-India
	AIDS
	Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome: the set of conditions that can occur when the virus, HIV, attacks and destroys a person's immune system. These include opportunistic infections and cancer. 


	Antibiotic


	A substance that kills bacteria, often used for the treatment of disease caused by bacterial infection.



	Antibody
	A protein produced by the body's immune system to destroy or render harmless viruses, bacteria or toxins. Antibodies float in body fluids, including the blood and vaginal secretions, and can be detected by laboratory tests such as ELISA. Antibodies stick precisely to tiny portions (antigens) of foreign organisms, such as viruses, bacteria, fungi and parasites, tagging them for removal. In the case of HIV, an infected person produces antibodies, but these do not eradicate the virus from the body, because the virus “hides” inside cells, and rapidly changes (through genetic mutation) the shape of its outer surface so that antibodies fail to stick.



	Antigen


	Any substance that triggers the immune defences to produce antibodies and other reactions. An antigen is usually a protein, or protein together with sugar molecules, and can be either on the surface of a whole, intact, live organism, such as a virus or bacteria, or a fragment of one. See vaccine.



	Antiretroviral drugs


	Drugs that are used to treat infection with retroviruses such as HIV, to stop, or slow-down their growth and reproduction. See reverse transcriptase.



	Cachexia


	The state of weakness and weight loss that can occur in HIV-infected individuals.



	Candidiasis


	An infection of the mouth and airways caused by the yeast-like fungus Candida Albicans.



	CD4 cell 


	The main cell that HIV infects, a CD4 cell is a key player in the immune system. By destroying CD4 cells, HIV can gradually weaken the immune defences against other infectious diseases. See opportunistic infection. 



	Clade


	A group of genetically similar HIV strains often associated with a particular geographical region, distinguished by the order of nucleotides, or chemical building blocks, of the genetic material RNA. 



	Clinical trial


	A research study involving people as volunteers for testing the effects of a new drug or vaccine. See randomised controlled trial and open label trial.



	Cure


	The eradication of all signs and symptoms of a medical condition to restore normal health. This includes eliminating completely an infectious organism from the body.



	ELISA


	Enzyme Linked Immunosorbent Assay, a laboratory-based test used to detect antibodies in the blood and oral fluids. If present, the antibodies indicate that a person is infected with a foreign organism. See HIV-positive.



	Epidemic


	The wide and rapid spread of disease, caused by an infectious organism, through a population of a particular geographical area.



	Food supplement


	A substance, often a vitamin or herbal remedy, which can be purchased in shops or by mail-order without the need for a doctor's prescription. Food supplements are often promoted unscrupulously as treatments or “cures” for disease, even though they do not have to satisfy the same scientific criteria (including safety and clinical trials) as approved and licensed drugs. 



	Gp120


	Glycoprotein 120, a protein on the outer “coat” surface of HIV, which is used as an antigen in some vaccines.


	HAART


	Highly Active Antiretroviral Therapy is the use of a mixture, or “cocktail” or two or more drugs that are more effective in controlling HIV if used in combination rather than singly.



	Herbal remedy


	A form of complementary therapy usually based on a plant extract administered by traditional healers or obtainable in shops and by mail-order. Herbal remedies are often associated with folklore tradition. Some have been tested and approved scientifically through randomised controlled trials, while many remain unproven scientifically. 



	HIV


	Human Immunodeficiency Virus, the virus that causes AIDS. See AIDS.



	HIV-positive


	The term given to a person who is infected with HIV, following the detection of the presence of HIV through laboratory tests, such as ELISA or PCR.


	Immune system


	The various white blood cells of the body that together serve to fight off infection by viruses, bacteria, fungi and parasites, but producing chemicals, including antibodies, and by directly destroying their targets. See antigen, vaccine.



	Incidence


	The number of new infections in a population at a given time.



	Indigenous medicine 


	The practice of medicine pertaining to a particular culture, based on trial-and-error and the experienced judgement of traditional healers, whose knowledge is passed on directly from generation to generation.




	Intravenous drug user


	A person who injects drugs into their veins using a hypodermic syringe needle. Without adequate cleaning and sterilisation, this can lead to the passing of HIV, for example, from one injecting drug user to another.



	Male circumcision


	Cutting and removal of the foreskin that covers the male penis, a traditional practice in many cultures and religions, but taboo in others. Some studies suggest that this may help protect against HIV infection, as the foreskin normally contains cells that could pick up HIV if the penis comes into physical contact with the skin and bodily fluids of another person, including semen, vaginal secretions, or saliva. This assertion has yet to be proven, however, in large-scale randomised controlled trials.



	Microbicide


	A substance that can be applied to the lining of the vagina or anus to protect against infection by virus or other infectious organisms.



	Mother-to-child transmission


	See vertical transmission.

	Open label trial


	A clinical trial in which the investigators and trial volunteers know what substance is being administered. See randomised controlled trial.



	Opportunistic infection


	These are the infections occur when the immune system becomes damaged and weakened – for example, by HIV. Pneumonia and tuberculosis, both due to bacterial infection, and candidiasis, are major problems for individuals infected with HIV.



	PCR


	Polymerase chain reaction, a laboratory procedure that creates millions of copies of a tiny quantity of genetic material – such as belonging to HIV – for easier detection. This is used to detect the presence of HIV directly in tissue and fluid samples, in contrast to the use of ELISA to detect HIV indirectly through the production of antibodies.



	PLWHA


	“People Living with HIV/AIDS” denotes individuals who are infected with HIV. They may either be in apparent normal health, may or may not be taking antiretroviral drugs, or many suffer from a number of opportunistic infections or cancer associated with AIDS. See AIDS.



	Prevalence


	The total number of individuals in a population infected with an organism at a given time.



	Randomised controlled trial


	The most definitive form of a clinical trial in which volunteers are randomly assigned to receive either the experimental drug or vaccine, standard treatment, or a control “placebo” substance that has no effect but is packaged to look like the same as the experimental drug. Both volunteers and investigators are usually “blinded” against knowing which substance the volunteer is receiving, so as to minimise the potential for any bias in the reporting of signs and symptoms. See open label trial.



	Reverse transcriptase
	The enzyme that HIV uses to convert its genetic material – made of the chemical RNA – into DNA, to the form of genetic material that enables it to slot into the DNA of the cells it has infected. It is the target of the first antiretroviral drug to be approved against HIV infection, AZT, or Zidovudine.


	Safer sex


	The practice of using a physical or chemical barrier against the passing of HIV or another organism from one person to another during sex.



	Serostatus


	The result of a blood test showing the presence or absence of antibodies against an infectious organism, indicating whether a person is infected (positive) or not infected (negative).



	Vaccine


	A substance that mimics the presence of an infectious organism, so as to trigger the immune system to produce antibodies and other components of an “immune response” which will act swiftly should infection with the real organism occur. A vaccine contains antigens that resemble the infectious organism and may be based on using either the whole organism, usually dead, or simply individual pieces of the organism that can be made artificially in the laboratory.  



	Vaginal mucosa


	The soft skin lining the birth canal, or the portion of the female genital tract that leads to the cervix and womb. More than an inert piece of skin, this consists of an entire physiological system of cells that move around and help defend the body against infection by destroying invading organisms, and by producing antibodies and other chemicals.



	Vertical transmission


	Also known as mother-to-child-transmission, this is the passing of an infection from a mother to a baby, either during pregnancy through the placenta, during labour and delivery of her baby, or after birth through breast feeding.



	Viral load


	The amount of HIV in the body, measured in laboratory tests of blood samples by PCR.



	Written consent
	A form of permission, in writing, that allows clinical trial investigators to administer an experimental drug or vaccine to a volunteer. Written consent is normally only obtained after a process of consultation in which investigators explain the nature and purpose of the experimental procedure, and details of possible side effects.


PAGE  
1
mmtk_hivaids_glossary.doc
Last updated 9 January 2004
Available online from http://www.itrainonline.org/itrainonline/mmtk/


