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Introduction
If you are thinking about

taking medicine, have

decided to start medicine,

or are already taking medi-

cine to fight HIV infection,

this series of 3 brochures

may help you better under-

stand your condition and

your decision. Use these

booklets to discuss your

care with your family and

your healthcare team, which can include your 

doctor, nurse practitioner, social worker and nurse.

These medicines are called antiretroviral or anti-

HIV drugs. Taking antiretroviral meds can keep

you healthy for a long time. It is a big commit-

ment that can be hard and scary. We know a lot

more about these medicines than we did even a

few years ago. This is your chance to fight back

against this infection with anti-HIV meds.

Young people provided the most valuable parts 

of this series of brochures—content, words, and

suggestions. The information is divided into 3

brochures, which will appear in the Healthy Living

With HIV wallboard throughout the year, as well

as online at www.patienteducationcenter.org.  

This is the first brochure. It describes what HIV

does. The second brochure talks about the medi-

cines that fight HIV in the body. The last brochure 

contains questions and answers about how you

might feel and how to stay well.
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Special thanks to Carolyn Burr, EdD, RN, 
for helping us share this great educational 

tool with even more people.
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Why do I need 
to know this?

You want to make the best choices about 
your meds, right? This booklet will help you
understand the special treatment available 
for HIV infection and your choices for treat-
ment. It will also help you have discussions
with your healthcare team to make choices
about your care.

What is HIV?
HIV is a virus. HIV stands for human 
immunodeficiency virus. HIV attacks cells 
of the immune system. AIDS, acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome, is the most 
serious form of HIV infection. HIV pro-
gresses to AIDS when your CD4 T cell 
count drops below 200 cells or you develop
a specific and serious illness.

What are 
antiretroviral drugs?

Antiretroviral drugs are specific drugs that
fight HIV. They can help slow the progress 
of HIV. An antiretroviral drug attacks HIV 
in many ways. 

Why is the immune 
system important?

Our body’s immune system protects us
against illness. The immune system includes
several types of white blood cells. One of 
the most important cells is a special cell
called a T-helper cell or CD4 T cell. It helps
us fight off germs and is the captain of the
immune system.
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How does HIV grow
in the body?

When HIV enters the body, it infects the 
CD4 T cell. HIV reproduces within the cell.
The infected CD4 T cell makes more and
more viruses. HIV can then enter and infect
more and more cells. The HIV-infected CD4
T cells eventually die. Since the CD4 T cell 
is captain, this is very serious. 

Mostly HIV looks for CD4 T cells, but it 
can find and infect other parts of the body. 
It can get inside lymph nodes, the brain, 
the liver, and other organs. 
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How HIV Attacks a CD4 T Cell and Makes Copies

CD4 T CELL

HIV Enters CD4 T Cell HIV Takes Over Host DNA

Active HIV 
Copies Infect 

Other CD4 T Cells

CD4 T CELL
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How does HIV make
someone sick?

HIV damages and destroys the immune 
system by killing the CD4 T cells. At first, 
the immune system can easily replace 
the killed CD4 T cells. Many people
have no obvious symptoms. Little
by little, HIV kills more CD4 T
cells than the body can replace.
When this happens, people get
infections and other symptoms.
Their bodies cannot fight germs
very well, so they 
are more likely to 
get sick. Adults and
adolescents with HIV
infection may also get
more unusual illnesses
called opportunistic
infections, such as
thrush or PCP
(Pneumocystis 
pneumonia). 
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How can I know my
body is fighting HIV?

A blood test called a CD4 count lets you
know how well your body is fighting off HIV
infection. A CD4 count measures how many
CD4 T cells you have to fight infection. A
viral load test helps you know how fast HIV
is copying itself in your body. The body
makes thousands of CD4 T cells each day to
fight the billions of new viruses.

Range of CD4 T cell counts
Normal range—the body 
is able to fight most infections

Moderate—the body may have
some trouble fighting infections

Low (AIDS)—the body may 
have great difficulty fighting
infections 

The immune system gets weaker when the
body cannot make enough CD4 T cells to
replace those being destroyed by HIV.

500 or
more

200–500

Fewer 
than 200

What is viral load?
Viral load is how much HIV is in the blood. 
A viral load test measures the amount of HIV
copies. Viral load depends both on how fast
the virus is reproducing inside the body and
on how well the immune system and medi-
cines control the virus.

Viral load ranges
Undetectable virus 
level—this is the goal 
of treatment

Slightly active virus—the
virus is slowly making
more copies of itself

Active virus—the virus 
is rapidly making more
copies of itself

Very active—the virus 
will destroy CD4 T cells
very fast 

Fewer than 
400 copies

Under 10,000 
copies

10,000–
50,000 copies

More than
50,000 copies
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What can I do about
my viral load?

Taking antiretroviral meds helps
your body keep the viral load low. 
The goals of any treatment are to:

• Keep the viral load LOW
(Keep down the water level in the sink)

• Keep the CD4 T cells HIGH 
(Keep the drain in good working order)

When there are fewer copies of the virus in
the body, your body doesn’t have to work so
hard to keep the virus under control.

Is there a cure for HIV/AIDS?   
Scientists are developing drugs to help people
live longer and working to find a cure. People
with HIV infection have to take antiretrovirals
until scientists find a cure.

Viral load and 
“the faucet”

The picture of the sink and faucet helps
explain how viral load works.

The sink’s faucet is like the virus reproduc-
ing, “dripping” more and more virus into 
the body. The immune system is like the
sink’s drain, trying to empty as much of 
the virus as it can. Viral load is like the
amount of water in the sink. 

When the viral load (amount of water in 
the sink) is low, the person may feel fine.
When the virus is making more of itself
quickly (the faucet is dripping a lot), and 
the immune system (drain) cannot clear 
the viral load (amount of water in the sink)

fast enough, a person’s 
viral load will go up. A 
high viral load (full sink) 
and a low CD4 T cell count
(clogged drain) cause a 
person to become sick.
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Notes: Making MEDS 
Work For You

For more information on HIV/AIDS 
visit http://aidsinfo.nih.gov.
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