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Kaposi’s Sarcoma 
Kaposi’s sarcoma (KS) is a cancer that causes dark, 
reddish spots under the skin.  The spots are made 
by a tangle of blood vessels.  They show up in the 
mouth, nose, throat, organs and other places on 
the body.  

KS was once thought to be rare.  In the 1980s, a 
very strong form was seen in people with AIDS.  
This was an early clue about the AIDS crisis.  

About 1 out of 5 people who have untreated AIDS 
have KS.  With HIV meds, far fewer people get this 
disease.  

When a person with HIV has KS, it means he or 
she has AIDS. 

Symptoms 
Signs of KS vary and include: 

• Red, purple, brown or black spots that are 
often painless. They can sometimes swell and 
hurt.  

• Spots found under the skin or on moist tissues 
such as the mouth, nose, throat or eyes.  They 
may also be on the lungs, liver, stomach, 
bowels or lymph nodes. If they affect how you 
eat, or breath, or slow your blood flow they can 
be very harmful.  Spots that bleed inside the 
body can be fatal. 

• It may be hard to walk if the spots are on the 
legs and feet. 

• Your arms, legs, face or scrotum may swell if 
the spots block your lymph nodes.  

• Severe cough, shortness of breath and fluid in 
the lungs, if the spots are in the lungs. 

• Fever, weight loss or loose stool  

 

In the later stages, sometimes fatal infections are 
common.  Without treatment, KS spreads all over 
the body. 

Causes of and Risk Factors  
KS is a caused by a herpes virus.  Most people 
who are exposed never get the disease.  People 
who have weak immune systems can not keep the 
virus under control. 

KS is not often harmful if the CD4 cell count is 
above 250.  Severe forms of KS are more likely 
with low CD4 cell counts.  They affect the lymph 
nodes, lungs and other organs.  This could be 
fatal. 

The disease affects more men than women.  There 
are at least eight men with KS for every woman 
who has it. 

How to Know You Have Kaposi’s Sarcoma 
KS is sometimes found when you have a dental 
check-up.  If it is on the skin, it is easy to see. 

A doctor will ask about health problems you had 
in the past and give you an exam.  He or she can 
often detect KS by how it looks.  The spots on the 
skin are often flat, painless, and do not itch or 
drain.  They look like bruises. If the spots are 
pressed, they do not lose their color the way a 
bruise does. 

The doctor may take a piece of skin tissue to take 
a closer look.  This is a biopsy.   

Other tests that may be done including: 

• A chest X-ray to see if the lungs are affected. 

• An exam with an endoscope.  This is a thin, 
tube with a light and a lens.  It can be put into 
the body through the mouth or other entry.  It 
may have a tool to take tissue samples.  

• The doctor can look at the windpipe and large 
airways of the lungs using a bronchoscope.  It 
is like an endoscope. 
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Treatment 
There is no cure for KS.  It can be treated so the 
symptoms go away or become weaker.  Without 
treatment KS often spreads and gets worse. The 
best way to treat KS is to use HIV meds.    

KS can also be treated by: 

• Using the body’s immune system to fight the 
cancer.  Compounds made by the body or in a 
lab help boost or restore the body’s defense 
against disease.  This is called biological 
response modifier (BRM) or immunotherapy. 

• Chemotherapy.  Very strong meds, given as a 
pill or a shot, kill cancer cells all over the body.  

• Radiation treatment.  High doses of X-rays or 
other high-energy rays kill the cancer cells and 
shrink the tumors. 

• Surgery.  The tumor can be cut away, burned 
and then removed or frozen with liquid 
nitrogen.  

Treatment may not be needed if: 

• There only a few spots on the skin 

• The spots do not cause problems, and 

• The CD4 count is high 

Prevention 
There are blood tests that can tell how strong the 
KS virus is in the body.  These can help show if 
someone can give the virus to his or her sex 
partner. 

It is not clear how the virus that causes KS 
spreads.  It might happen from sex.  The best way 
to prevent it is to use HIV meds to keep the 
immune system strong. 

For more information 
Contact your Registered Nurse Care 
Manager, or call PHP Nurse Advice Line 
at: (800) 797-1717. 
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