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Chronic Diarrhoea in HIV

• With expanded roll-out of ART
• Decreased mortality associated with HIV
• Life expectancy has increased even in LMIC

• Over half of people living with HIV (PLHIV) experience diarrhoea
• Negatively contributes to quality of life & adherence to ART
• Common cause to switch or discontinue ART

• With global use of ART 
• Incidence of diarrhoea due to opportunistic infections has decreased
• Incidence of noninfectious diarrhoea has increased

• The differential diagnosis for diarrhoea in PLHIV is broad



Chronic Diarrhoea in HIV

• Working definition of diarrhoea;
• Abnormal passage of ≥ 3 unformed stools per day or a liquid stool volume >200 g/d

• chronic: diarrhoea of duration >4 weeks

• Severe diarrhea: ≥10 viscous, liquid, or watery stools in a 24 hour period

• Establishing a cause will include:
• History- patient’s HIV & treatment history, potential pathogen exposure (travel history)

• Physical examination

• Laboratory investigations



HIV and the GIT

• Gut- associated lymphoid tissue (GALT)- largest collection of lymphoid 
tissue

• GI tract targeted during all phases of HIV infection
• Effects of HIV on the mucosal immune system most apparent in acute infection

• Within weeks of infection, vast majority of mucosal lamina propria CD4+ 
lymphocytes are depleted

• In chronic HIV infection
• mucosal environment contains- paucity of CD4+ T cells

• but overpopulated with CD8+ T cells & B cells

• giving wrong impression of a healthy mucosal environment at microscopic level

Dig Dis Sci 2015; 60:2236-2245
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Pathogens

• Multitude differences in the standard of living in LIMC & HIC
• Incidence & type diarrhoea-associated infections may vary by region

• Opportunistic infections can be categorized into 4 groups
• Bacteria

• Fungi

• Viruses

• Protozoa

• Idiopathic diarrhoea
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• ART / HAART-associated diarrhoea caused by a variety of mechanism
• Increased calcium-dependent chloride conductance & cellular apoptosis

• Induce endoplasmic reticulum (ER) stress & activation of intestinal epithelial cells

• Autonomic Neuropathy
• Structural damage & depletion of autonomic nerves- occur all stages of HIV infection

• Chronic pancreatitis & Exocrine insufficiency

• Kaposi’s sarcoma

• Non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma



Idiopathic diarrhoea

Clin infect Dis. 2012; 55:860-867



• ART does not completely reverse damage to gut mucosa epithelia

• ARV drug combinations have differential effects on:
• the gut microbiome 

• markers of microbial translocation, inflammation / immune activation

• gut epithelial barrier damage

• Despite effective ART key commensal species including butyrate-
producing bacteria remain depleted

Curr Opin HIV AIDS. 2018;13:53-60.



Unusual Causes of Diarrhoea

• Tropical & subtropical regions most affected by S. stercoralis (prevalence of 85% in low socioeconomic populations)
• S. stercoralis disseminated disease & hyper-infection syndrome rare in HIV-infected individuals
• Two main risk factors for developing life-threatening hyper-infection syndrome (in HIV)

• Use of steroids & co-infection by human T-lymphotrophic virus type  1 (HLTV-1)
• In non-endemic areas route of transmission made be by person-to-person sexual contact

Am J Case Rep. 2017; 18: 339-346.
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Diagnosis 

Clin infect Dis. 2012; 55:860-867
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Conclusion
• Over half of patients with HIV experience diarrhoea

• The incidence of diarrhoea because of opportunistic infections has 
decreased

• The incidence of noninfectious diarrhoea has increased

• Pharmacologic options for noninfectious diarrhoea limited 

• Addressing diarrhoea in HIV-infected individuals remains important 
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