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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 third brochure. The first brochure
describes what HIV does. The second brochure
talks about the medicines that fight HIV in the
body. This last brochure contains questions and
answers about how you might feel and how to
stay well.
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How much should 
I know about my
anti-HIV drugs?

hen your healthcare provider gives you
drugs, get answers to all your questions

so that you feel comfortable taking the drugs.
You may have more questions when you get
home. Write them down for the next visit or
call your doctor or nurse to get your questions
answered sooner. 
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Here are some questions 
you’ll need answers to:

• What is the brand name and generic name
of the drug?

• How do these anti-HIV drugs and other
drugs you take work?

• What are the possible side effects and how
long will they last?

• What can you do to help lessen the side
effects?

• Does the drug have to be refrigerated?

• What time and how many times a day do
you need to take the drugs? (Twice a day,
every 8 hours, etc.)

• How many pills, or how much liquid, will
you have to take for each dose?

• How do the HIV drugs affect other drugs
you are also taking?

• Should you take the drugs with meals or
wait to eat after taking them?

• Can you mix the drugs with food? If so,
which are the best foods for mixing?

• How does the drug taste?

When you get the answers you need, ask
yourself these very important questions:

• How can I adjust to this schedule so that I
take every dose on time?

• How will the drug schedule fit in with
school and work schedules?

If you are not sure you can follow the 
schedule, talk with your healthcare team.

W
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Which drugs 
should I take?

This question is the hardest to answer because
everyone’s HIV infection is different. There 
is no right answer that works for everyone.
Only you and your healthcare provider can
decide what’s best for you.

Here are some important ideas:

• Doctors and nurses agree that using 
a combination of drugs is better than 
only using one drug.

• Using two or three drugs 
from different groups is 

the best way to keep
your viral load low.

• Talk with your 
healthcare team 
about other choices 
of meds for you.

What is the best
way to take anti-
retroviral therapy?

Combinations of drugs from the different
groups are usually prescribed. For example:
Most doctors and nurses think that if there 
is detectable viral load, 
you should start combina-
tion therapy as soon 
as possible.

Combination 
therapy cannot 
get rid of the
virus. These drugs
are good, but they
do not last very
long in the body.
The body needs a
steady stream of the
drugs. Once you start taking
these drugs, you must keep taking them 
every day the same way. The level of drug in
the body goes up and down if the drug is not
taken on a regular schedule. Throughout this
booklet, there are some helpful suggestions
about how to stick to a drug schedule.

It is very important that you take all the drugs,
all the time. If you miss doses or the drugs are
not taken on time, the virus may become
resistant to the drug(s).
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How do I know 
I am on the best
combination?

Each person has a different immune system
and a slightly different virus. Each person
may react just a little differently to each drug.
You and your healthcare provider will work
together to find THE COMBINATION THAT
WORKS BEST FOR YOU!

What works best for you
may not be best for someone
else. The difficulty of choos-
ing the right drug is the major
reason why it is important to
find a healthcare provider with
experience caring for young people
with HIV infection. Sometimes the best drugs
are available only through a clinical drug trial.
Ask your healthcare provider about what new
drugs or other treatments may be used to help
you stay healthy longer.

8

What happens if I
take all the drugs
all the time?

Each person responds differently. The goal 
of treatment is to keep you from getting sick
by keeping your viral load as low as possible,
and your CD4 T cell count high. However,
you should understand that getting to an unde-
tectable viral load might not be possible. HIV
can be tricky. If the virus becomes active, you
may need different drugs to keep the virus
under control. That is why it is important to
visit your healthcare team every few months.
If the drugs are not working, talk to your doc-
tor or nurse about other choices.

Are new drugs 
available?

Many new drugs are being developed and
studied in clinical trials. A clinical trial is a
study of drugs and their doses. HIV clinical
trials study new drugs or new combinations 
of old and new drugs to find which ones work
best for people with HIV infection. New
drugs are tested in clinical trials to find out
whether they are effective and safe. If they are
effective, safe, and are approved, they become
available by prescription. Ask your healthcare
provider if there are any clinical drug trials
that might help you.
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How can I take all
these drugs?

Taking all the drugs every day is very hard.
Ask if you can be on meds that you take only
once or twice a day, like morning and night.
It is easier to remember. However, if your
schedule is twice a day, you only have two
chances to remember, so please don’t blow it.
You’ll need a schedule and reminders to take
your meds.

Another problem is getting the drugs down
and keeping them there! Some of the new
drugs taste bad, and you may not be able 
to swallow them without throwing
up. Other young people who
have had that experience
may be the most helpful in
suggesting ways to take
the drug. Ask your
healthcare team to
introduce you to oth-
ers with this problem.
Their real-life experi-
ences may give you
good ideas.

What about 
side effects 
from the drugs?

Some people have side effects to drugs. Side
effects (or drug intolerance) are different from
the drugs not working. REMEMBER that

some people have side effects and
some people don’t. Some side

effects, like an upset stomach,
last for a short time, like two
weeks. Being sick from the
virus is worse than making
it through the first few
weeks of side effects.

Side effects can be a minor
problem, or they can be serious.

If you think you are having problems
with the drugs, call your healthcare provider
and talk about it. Don’t stop taking the drugs
until you’ve talked with your doctor or nurse.
He or she may change the amount of a drug
you are taking or may suggest ways to cope.
If the side effects don’t get better, you may
have to try another drug.

10 11
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““Remember, 
you take 
the drug. 
Don’t let 
the drug 

take you.
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Suggestions for 
taking the drugs

Most drugs come as pills, capsules or coated
tablets. Only a few come as a liquid. To get
the liquid down, it is helpful to eat or drink
before or after taking the liquid to mask 
(disguise) the taste. Chocolate syrup, ice pops,
hard candies or sweet things can be helpful.

Will I always be 
on the same drugs?

Your healthcare team will watch your health
and your blood tests to see how your body
reacts to the drugs. If the drugs are not work-

ing as well as they should,
you may need to

change them.
Remembering to
take the drugs all
the time may be

the first step to sort-
ing out whether the
drugs are working.
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How can I stay
healthy?

Many people are living with HIV infection. 
In fact, a positive attitude, antiretroviral drugs
and vitamins help people live long lives. A
well-balanced diet and a regu-
lar exercise program can
help you stay healthy.
Exercise like walking,
swimming, light jog-
ging and playing
sports are good for
you. Activities like
volunteering, going
to the movies and
“hanging-out” can
keep your body and
mind fit. Continue a
close relationship with your
healthcare team. Keeping your
regularly scheduled clinic appointment 
is really important, even if you feel fine.

You should also pay attention to how YOU
feel. If you don’t feel good, call someone like
a family member, or a friend. If you are feel-
ing bad, call your doctor or nurse or go to see
him or her. That includes how you feel emo-
tionally. If you feel sad, talk to someone you
trust. Talking with someone can usually help
you feel better. Having HIV isn’t easy.

One way to keep your body and particularly
your mind healthy is to keep your close
friends and family around you. Having some-
one you can talk to and trust can help keep
you healthy.

HLHIV-PSA 3.FINAL.qxd  5/18/06  2:21 PM  Page 12



14 15

Working together
works better

The more you know about HIV and the anti-
retroviral drugs you take, the better decisions
you and your healthcare team can make about
your health. You may not always agree with
one another, but you can remain partners.
Choose a healthcare team experienced in car-
ing for young people with HIV infection. Be
an active member of your healthcare team.
Ask questions and learn about HIV. Your 
participation is critical to helping you get
the best treatment.

Notes:

Making MEDS 
Work For You

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