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Abstract 

Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) has been a global health concern for several decades. 

While it primarily affects the immune system, HIV infection can manifest in various ways 

throughout the body, including the oral cavity. The oral manifestations of HIV can serve as 

clinical indicators of the disease's progression and can significantly impact the quality of life 

of affected individuals. In this comprehensive article, we will explore the various 

manifestations of HIV infection in the oral cavity, the underlying mechanisms, the role of oral 

health professionals, and the importance of early detection and management. 
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Introduction 

The Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) has been a global health concern for decades, with 

millions of people affected by the virus and its associated Acquired Immunodeficiency 

Syndrome (AIDS). While HIV primarily targets the immune system, its manifestations are not 

limited to systemic effects. One crucial aspect of HIV's impact on health that is often 

overlooked is its presence and manifestation in the oral cavity. The oral cavity is a complex 

anatomical region, comprising the lips, cheeks, tongue, teeth, gums, salivary glands, and the 

throat. It plays a vital role in various functions, including speech, mastication, and digestion. 

Additionally, the oral cavity is a crucial part of the immune system, acting as a barrier to 

prevent pathogens from entering the body. However, when a person is infected with HIV, the 

virus can affect the oral cavity in multiple ways, leading to a wide range of oral manifestations 

and complications. 

Understanding the manifestations of HIV infection in the oral cavity is essential for healthcare 

professionals, including dentists, oral health specialists, and HIV care providers. By 

recognizing these manifestations and addressing them promptly, it is possible to improve the 

quality of life for individuals living with HIV. Furthermore, oral health plays a significant role 

in the overall well-being of HIV-infected individuals, impacting their ability to eat, speak, and 

maintain good nutrition. This comprehensive article will explore the various ways in which 

HIV infection can manifest in the oral cavity. We will delve into the oral complications and 

conditions that individuals with HIV may experience, including oral candidiasis, periodontal 
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diseases, oral lesions, and more. Additionally, we will discuss the importance of early 

detection, prevention, and management of these oral manifestations to enhance the overall 

health and well-being of people living with HIV. 

As we navigate through the intricate relationship between HIV and oral health, it is crucial to 

remember that dental and healthcare professionals, in collaboration with patients, play a pivotal 

role in addressing these oral manifestations. By shedding light on this important aspect of HIV 

care, we aim to contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the virus and its impact on the 

human body, particularly within the context of oral health. 

 

Main Body 

Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) has been a significant global health concern since its 

discovery in the early 1980s. This virus, which attacks the immune system, particularly CD4 

cells (T cells), can lead to Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) when left untreated. 

While HIV primarily affects the immune system, its manifestations are not limited to the 

systemic effects; it can also have profound consequences within the oral cavity. Human 

Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is a lentivirus that primarily targets and weakens the immune 

system, making it susceptible to opportunistic infections and diseases. The virus is transmitted 

through contact with specific body fluids, such as blood, semen, vaginal fluids, rectal fluids, 

and breast milk. Globally, an estimated 38 million people were living with HIV/AIDS at the 

end of 2019, making it one of the most significant public health challenges of our time. The 

oral cavity serves as an essential interface between the external environment and the internal 

body, and it is often one of the first sites where HIV-related manifestations become apparent. 

These oral manifestations can have a significant impact on the quality of life of individuals 

living with HIV. In this article, we will explore the various ways in which HIV infection 

manifests in the oral cavity, including common oral lesions, periodontal diseases, and other 

conditions, along with their implications for diagnosis and management. 

Oral Lesions in HIV Infection. One of the hallmark manifestations of HIV infection in the oral 

cavity is the development of various oral lesions. These lesions can be early indicators of HIV 

infection and are typically classified into three categories: 

1. Oral Candidiasis (Thrush): Candidiasis is one of the most common oral manifestations in 

individuals with HIV/AIDS. It is characterized by the overgrowth of the Candida fungus, 

primarily Candida albicans, within the oral cavity. Clinical presentations include white or 

creamy, curd-like plaques on the tongue, palate, or buccal mucosa, which can be wiped away, 

leaving an erythematous (red) base. Candidiasis can be painful and may cause difficulty in 

swallowing. 

2. Oral Hairy Leukoplakia: This condition is caused by the Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) and 

appears as white, corrugated lesions on the lateral borders of the tongue. These lesions are not 

easily scraped off and can be an early sign of HIV infection or immunosuppression. Oral hairy 

leukoplakia is typically painless. 

3. Oral Ulcers: Aphthous ulcers or recurrent oral ulcers can occur in individuals with HIV. 

These painful, round or oval sores can develop on the tongue, lips, and oral mucosa, making 

eating and speaking uncomfortable. 
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Periodontal Diseases in HIV Infection. Periodontal diseases are infections of the structures 

around the teeth, including the gums (gingiva), periodontal ligaments, and alveolar bone. 

Individuals with HIV are more susceptible to periodontal diseases due to the immune system's 

compromised state: 

1. Gingivitis: Gingivitis is characterized by inflammation of the gingiva (gums), resulting in 

redness, swelling, and bleeding during brushing or flossing. It is a common oral manifestation 

of HIV infection. 

2. Periodontitis: If gingivitis is left untreated, it can progress to periodontitis, a more severe 

form of gum disease. Periodontitis can lead to gum recession, pockets between the teeth and 

gums, and even tooth loss. 

Salivary Gland Disorders in HIV Infection. Salivary gland disorders can also manifest in 

individuals with HIV/AIDS: 

1. Xerostomia (Dry Mouth): HIV-related salivary gland disorders can lead to xerostomia, or 

dry mouth. Reduced saliva production can result in difficulty in chewing, swallowing, and 

speaking, as well as an increased risk of dental caries and fungal infections. 

2. Salivary Gland Enlargement: Some individuals with HIV may experience salivary gland 

enlargement, particularly the parotid glands, leading to facial swelling and discomfort. 

Kaposi's Sarcoma in the Oral Cavity. Kaposi's sarcoma (KS) is a cancer caused by the human 

herpesvirus 8 (HHV-8) and is more commonly seen in individuals with HIV/AIDS. It can 

manifest in the oral cavity as purplish or reddish lesions on the palate, gingiva, or tongue. KS 

lesions can be painful and may bleed when disturbed. 

Diagnosis and Management. The diagnosis of HIV-related oral manifestations typically 

involves a combination of clinical evaluation and, in some cases, laboratory tests. Dentists and 

healthcare providers may perform the following steps: 

Clinical Examination: Healthcare providers conduct a thorough examination of the oral cavity, 

looking for characteristic signs such as oral lesions, gingivitis, periodontitis, and salivary gland 

abnormalities. 

Biopsy: In cases where the diagnosis is unclear or for conditions like Kaposi's sarcoma, a 

biopsy may be necessary to confirm the presence of cancerous cells. 

Laboratory Tests: Blood tests, including CD4 cell counts and viral load measurements, are 

essential for assessing the patient's immune status and the progression of HIV infection. 

Management of HIV-related oral manifestations primarily involves a multidisciplinary 

approach: 

Antiretroviral Therapy (ART): The cornerstone of HIV management is ART. Suppressing the 

virus with medication can help restore immune function and reduce the severity of oral 

manifestations. 

Antifungal Medications: Oral candidiasis is commonly treated with antifungal medications 

such as nystatin or fluconazole. 

Treatment of Periodontal Diseases: Gingivitis and periodontitis can be managed with 

professional dental cleanings, scaling and root planing, and maintenance of good oral hygiene 

practices. 

Symptom Management: Painful oral lesions and ulcers may require palliative care, including 

topical analgesics and mouthwashes. 
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Ongoing Dental Care: Regular dental check-ups are crucial for individuals with HIV to monitor 

oral health, manage complications, and provide preventive care. 

 

Conclusion 

HIV infection can have a range of manifestations in the oral cavity, from common oral lesions 

like candidiasis to more severe conditions like Kaposi's sarcoma. Recognizing these 

manifestations is essential for early diagnosis and management, which can significantly 

improve the quality of life for individuals living with HIV/AIDS. Regular dental care and a 

collaborative approach between healthcare providers, including dentists and HIV specialists, 

are key to addressing these oral manifestations and ensuring comprehensive care for 

individuals affected by HIV. Understanding the complex interplay between HIV and oral health 

is vital in the fight against this global epidemic. 
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