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Introduction

If you are thinking about
taking medicine, have
decided to start medicine or
are already taking medicine
to fight HIV infection, this
series of 3 brochures may
help you better understand
your condition and your
decision. Use these book-
lets 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 second brochure. The first brochure
describes what HIV does. This brochure talks
about the medicines 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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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.
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How do
antiretrovirals work?

We now have medicines that can help your
body fight the virus. These medicines work
by keeping the virus from making copies
of itself. But these medicines do not kill
the virus. 

The drugs work best when used together.
No one med is strong enough to fight the
virus alone. This is called combination
therapy or HAART (Highly Active
AntiRetroviral Therapy).

How HIV Medicines Keep HIV from Making Copies

CD4 T CELL

Some antiretrovirals such as NRTIs,
NtRTIs, NNRTIs and fusion inhibitors
block HIV from taking over CD4 T Cells.

CD4 T CELL

Other antiretrovirals, like protease
inhibitors, keep an infected CD4 T Cell
from making active copies.

Inactive HIV 

NRTI, nucleoside reverse transcriptase inhibitor; NtRTI, nucleotide reverse transcriptase inhibitor; NNRTI, non-nucleoside reverse
transcriptase inhibitors; PI, protease inhibitors
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Kinds of drugs
An ”enzyme” is a substance produced by liv-
ing cells that speeds up chemical reactions in
the body.

Nucleoside and Nucleotide
Reverse Transcriptase
Inhibitors
(NRTIs, NtRTIs or “nucs”) block an HIV
enzyme called reverse transcriptase. The virus
needs reverse transcriptase to make copies.

Non-Nucleoside Reverse
Transcriptase Inhibitors
(NNRTIs or “non-nucs”). These drugs also
block an HIV enzyme called reverse tran-
scriptase but in a slightly different way from
the first group.
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Protease Inhibitors
(PIs) PIs block an HIV enzyme called pro-
tease. Protease inhibitors keep HIV from
making copies and releasing them into the
blood where they can cause more damage. 

Nucs, non-nucs and PIs work after HIV has
infected a CD4 T cell.

Fusion Inhibitors
Finally, fusion inhibitors or ”entry inhibitors”
are new. They work by keeping HIV from
entering healthy CD4 T cells. 
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When should I start
taking antiretrovirals?

You should talk about start-
ing antiretroviral drugs

with your healthcare
provider. Talking
with family, friends
or someone else
with HIV can help.
There is no single
“right" answer.

Healthcare providers
suggest starting anti-

retroviral drugs based on
both your CD4 T cell count

and your viral load. However, you
must be able and ready to begin taking drugs
each and every day.

You must be honest with your provider about
any fears you have about starting drugs. You
need to be truthful with yourself about what
you can and cannot do. Taking antiretroviral
drugs needs commitment and effort to prevent
the virus load from growing. Only you can
decide what is best because it is you who
must take the meds every day.

If you decide that waiting to start drugs is the
best idea, it is important that you visit your
healthcare provider every few months or even
more often if necessary or if you don't feel
good. During your visits, your healthcare
provider will measure your viral load and
CD4 T cell counts.

If you decide to start antiretroviral drugs,
a combination of meds is usually used.

What’s the big deal
about taking the
meds on time?

Missing doses means the virus has a chance
to copy itself in the body and make you sick.
Also, missing doses gives the virus a chance
to grow,change (mutate) and resist the drugs.
Remember, once you develop resistance to
one drug, you may have resistance to all other
drugs in that same group. Skipping drug
doses, and developing
resistance, may give
you fewer options
for fighting HIV.
You will have to
take every dose
of every drug to
have the best
chance of 
fighting HIV.
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What is
viral resistance?

Resistance means that the drug no longer
works against HIV. The virus resists or
fights the drug. Usually this happens be-
cause the virus changes—mutates—just a lit-
tle so that the drug no longer works as well.
You may need to choose another drug with
your doctor or nurse.

What can I do to help
choose the right drugs
and stay on them?

You are an important member of your team.
Be an active partner in deciding what drugs
are best for you. It sometimes feels like you
are always taking pills or thinking about when
you need to take them. If you think you might
have difficulties remembering to take your
antiretroviral medicine, sticking to the treat-
ment plan, or fitting it into your schedule,
here are a few ideas.

• Learn all you can from your healthcare
team. Learn about the antiretrovirals and
other drugs you need to take including the
possible side effects and other problems.

• Practice at home before starting an
antiretroviral treatment regimen.
Practice using small candies, setting
beepers or using other reminders.

• Count the pills to see how many you
take during the day. Use a 7-day
medicine box.

continued on the next page
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• Take the pills during an activity you do
every day. For example, when you brush
your teeth, take a shower or eat breakfast.
In the afternoon, you can take the pills 
during a TV show or when you get to
work. In the evening, you can take the
pills at dinner, when you brush your
teeth or as you are getting into bed.

• Get involved. Talk with your health-
care providers about the best time
to take each drug each day. Write
this information down so you will
remember it. This way, your doses can
be worked into your activities, such as
work and school.

• Talk with another person your age
who has HIV infection. Get their ideas

about the importance of taking meds,
how the meds help them, side effects
and what to do about the side effects.

Can I keep up with
my meds?

“Practicing should be the first thing, like
something daily like you normally do. 

If you like a certain food, try to take that
certain food at a certain time. Or if you have
something that you like to eat or whatever,
try doing that at a certain time, and then 
continuously do that. 

But me, I started a little chart. I like Snickers®

bars. I use Snickers® bars in the morning and
at night. I started a chart to see what days I
messed up on, a day or two…. 

But I started getting in the habit of that before
I started taking the medicine.” 

continued from page 11
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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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