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So you’ve been offered antiretrovirals (ARVs) by your doctor or 
clinician? They have probably talked over the treatment with you: 
what’s involved; how long the treatment lasts; the long term 
prognosis; and you‘ve probably got some literature to take home 
with you for reading at your leisure. 

Trouble is, quite a lot of the information you get fed at the appointment gets lost. You can’t remember 
all the details that were discussed and yet you still need to find out more. It’s probably a good idea to 
have a notebook and a pen to note down any questions that come to mind and then you can remind 
yourself to ask your doctor or support worker about them the next time you see them. 

One of the most important points that you will have learned at your appointment is that for ARVs to 
be effective, you must be really committed to the treatment: once you start treatment you will 
probably have to take the medication for the rest of your life; it will also have been emphasized to you 
that you should not miss even a single dose; and that you must take the medication prescribed to you 
on time every time. The reason for this is that the levels of medication must be maintained in the 
body for the treatment to be effective. Missing doses or taking them at irregular intervals can impact 
on how well the treatment works. 

Starting Your Treatment Plan 

Starting your antiretroviral treatment means a whole new outlook on life and may well require a major 
re-think of lifestyle. It is very important for you to construct a new daily routine, based around your 
treatment plan. Your treatment plan will be tailored specifically to you and that includes which ARVs 
you are prescribed. To counter the probability of the disease building resistance to your medication, 
you will almost certainly be prescribed a combination of several different drugs. 

There are side effects linked to all antiretroviral drugs, though this does vary from person to person. 
Some people find they have only very mild side effects, while others may have quite severe reactions. 
Common side effects include: diarrhea; nausea; skin rashes; mood changes; tiredness; losing weight 
from some parts of the body while gaining elsewhere. Not 
all side effects are continuous though and some will 
disappear after a few weeks of medicating, once the body 
has adjusted to your new regime. It cannot be stressed 
enough that other substances you take may cause side 
effects, some quite severe. It is essential that you discuss 
with your support worker and/or doctor any other drugs 
you may be taking – these may be alternative or 
complementary therapies, supplements, pharmaceuticals 
or recreational drugs. Should you need advice or help with 
any of the above, your doctor or support worker will have 
the resources available to them to support you through 
successfully ceasing any habitual use and ascertaining 
whether it is safe for you to continue using any such drugs 
or preparations in conjunction with your ARVs. Should you 
experience severe side effects which show no signs of 
abating your doctor can re-assess your medication and 
switch you to a different combination of drugs which may 
suit you better. Other ways of combating side effects 
include taking more exercise, quitting smoking or changing 
your diet. 

 

http://www.natap.org/2003/Jan/010703_3.htm


 

Minimizing Side Effects 

There are quite a few ways in which you can minimize any possible side effects caused by the ARVs, 
simply by changing what you do or the way you do it. Nausea can be reduced by avoiding aspirin, 
smoking or alcohol; while rashes can be combated by a number of strategies: using milder detergents 
and toiletries, wearing cooler, natural fibers such as cotton, avoiding hot showers and baths, using an 
air humidifier and using moisturizers or calamine lotion. Taking moderate exercise and having a 
regular sleep routine will also be beneficial. 

The Importance of Diet 

Perhaps the most effective way of complementing your treatment though is through diet. As 
previously mentioned, you should check with your doctor or support worker that any preparations or 
supplements you are taking will not counteract the effects of the ARVs. Good diet supports an 
effective ARV program. Should achieving a healthy balanced diet cause difficulties, you should talk to 
your support worker, who will help to resolve any problems you may be experiencing. 

There are some general guidelines which you may find helpful:  

• Drink plenty of fluids to avoid dehydration 
• Replace lost electrolytes 
• Eat less insoluble fiber and more soluble fiber 
• Cut down on caffeine, alcohol and artificial sweeteners 
• Avoid spicy, greasy or fatty foods 
• Reduce your sugar intake 
• Eat smaller portions more regularly and avoid having an 

empty stomach 
• Avoid gas forming foods 
• Use flavor enhancers such as salt, lemon or spices 
• Chew your food well and move around the mouth to stimulate 

taste buds 
• Drink after meals and limit what you drink with meals 
• Avoid laying down immediately after a meal 
• Eat lightly salted and dry foods to settle your stomach 
• Avoid processed and convenience food 

You should aim to eat a healthy, balanced diet eating a combination of foods from the three 
main food groups every day. These food groups are: 

• Proteins (body building foods) such as eggs, meat, fish, chicken and nuts 
• Carbohydrates and fats (which give energy) such as rice, potatoes and maize 
• Vitamin rich foods – fruit and vegetables 

Because HIV reduces absorption of food but your body needs more nutrition to 
help you fight the disease, it is important that you eat, even when you don’t feel 
hungry. Poor nutrition will lower your body’s resistance to infection, while eating 
healthily and well will help to bolster your immunity to illness. You may take 
vitamin supplements to boost your vitamin levels, but these are not a substitute 
for eating plenty of fresh foods with high natural vitamin content. The fresher the 
fruit and vegetables are, the higher the vitamin concentration and eating these 
either uncooked or “al a dente” will ensure the maximum possible goodness 
reaching your stomach.  



ARVs may affect cholesterol and blood sugar, so you should try to reduce your intake of refined sugars 
and saturated animal fats, as well as hydrogenated oils (such as in margarines and fried food); while 
increasing your intake of healthy fats, such as omega-3 (oily fish) and monosaturated oils (olive oil, 
canola oil and sunflower oil). ARVs may also affect bone density and so you should ensure that you 
eat foods high in calcium to help replace any the body loses. 

Food can interact with ARVs in a number of ways, resulting in either negative or positive outcomes. 
There are four main interactions: Food can affect the absorption, metabolism, distribution and 
excretion of your medication; medication can affect the absorption, metabolism, distribution and 
excretion of your food; side effects of medication can affect food consumption and nutrient absorption; 
and medication in conjunction with certain foods can create unhealthy/undesirable side effects. 
Because of this, some ARVs should be taken only with food; some should be taken on an empty 
stomach, while still others should be taken with or in the absence of specific foods. Your doctor will 
advise you on how your medication should be taken at the time it is prescribed for you, but should you 
have any questions or concerns at any time, do go back to them and ask for more information. 
Similarly, any side effects that you have, mild or severe, should be notified to your doctor to allow for 
any adjustment to your medication regime that may be required. 
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