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1. What is antiretroviral treatment? 

Antiretroviral treatment is a combination of medicines that specifically fights the HIV in one’s body. 

2. What is the difference between ARVs, ART and antiretrovirals? 

ARVs is the abbreviation or shortened version for antiretrovirals. ART is the abbreviation for antiretroviral 
treatment. Both refer to the same thing, medication that fights HIV.  

3. Can ARVs cure HIV? 

No, there is no cure for HIV. ARVs are a form of treatment or medication that helps us to cope better with 
the effects of HIV on our bodies and therefore to live longer, but it cannot remove HIV from our bodies once 
we are infected. 

4. Should all HIV positive people be taking ARVs? 

No, if we think back on the different stages of HIV infection you will recall that a person is actually still quite 
healthy in the first stages. During the asymptomatic stage people show no symptoms because their immune 
systems are still strong enough to protect them from infections. Therefore it is only when an HIV positive 
person starts to fall sick more regularly with more serious opportunistic infections that his or her body will 
need the assistance of ARVs. 

5. Do ARVs really work?  

ARVs really work for the majority of people, but we need to know that it may take our bodies a few weeks 
to adjust to the new medication and therefore it may initially look as if it doesn’t work or simply make one 
sicker. 

Before a person goes on ARV medication he or she should be specifically prepared for it. One of the 
important things a health care professional (or doctor) will discuss with him or her would be the possibility of 
side effects. HIV positive people who are on ARVs and who experience side effects should not stop the 
medication, but should inform his or her health care professional immediately. 

However, do note that there are a small percentage of people for who ARVs will not work. Also, if a person is 
already in a very advanced stage of AIDS his or her body may not be strong enough to cope with the effect of 
ARV medication. 



 

6. Is ARV medication dangerous? 

ARVs are strong medicine and it does have side-effects. In very rare cases the side-effects of ARVs could be 
dangerous and therefore it is important to report all side-effects immediately to your health care professional. 

It is also very important to follow the prescriptions your health care professional provided for the ARV 
medication. 

7. What do side-effects mean? 

All medicines are chemicals and these chemicals could sometimes make one feel sick. The symptoms we 
experience from the medicine, is called side-effects.  

Since one’s body is still adapting to the medicine in his or her body the side-effects or symptoms experienced 
with ARVs are usually worse during the first few weeks. 

Do note that many side-effects can be treated if it is diagnosed early. 

 

8. What are the side-effects of ARVs? 

Nausea and vomiting, Pain in the legs, Headaches, Severe skin rashes, Not sleeping well, Painful stomach, Bad 
dreams, Tiredness, Diarrhoea,  

Do note that these side-effects usually go away after a few weeks. But it is very important that one should 
anyway inform your health care professional immediately. Also, do not stop the treatment without speaking to the 
health care professional or doctor first. 

9. Are ARVs better than good nutrition? 

Do keep in mind that it is not about the one or the other. A person who is still in the asymptomatic stage will 
be very healthy and good nutrition will help this person to stay healthy and delay the development of AIDS 
and also the need for ARVs. 

However, when a person does reach a time where his or her body need ARVs, the person will still need 
proper nutrition to complement the ARVs.  

10. When should an HIV positive person start taking ARVs? 

If one knows that you are HIV positive it is in your best interest to go for regular check-ups. These check-ups 
will also include CD4-count tests that determine the strength of one’s immune system. 

 Generally, when a person’s immune system is weak (have less than 200 CD4-cells/mm³) and/or he or she 
suffers from serious opportunistic infections, it would be recommended to go on ARV treatment. However, 
the case is being argued to change this to less then 350 CD4-cells/mm³. 

11. How long should a person stay on ARVs? 

Once one starts with ARV treatment it is a life-long commitment and it is very important that one should 
NOT STOP the medication once one feel better or healthy. The moment you stop the medication the virus 
will simply multiply again and attack your immune system again. 



 

12. What is ARV resistance? 

It means that the combination of ARV medicine a person was using is no longer effective and the immune is 
becoming weaker again. 

13. If a person is on ARVs can he or she still infects someone else? 

Yes, although the viral load (number of viruses in the person’s blood) will be very low or even undetectable 
when treatment is successful, it is still possible to transmit the virus and therefore it is still important to take 
the necessary precautions.  

Information is based on the following Khomanani booklets of South African Department of Health: 
HIV and AIDS and Treatment 
HIV and AIDS Prevention, Care and Treatment 
 
14. If a person is on ARVs can he or she still infects someone else? 

Although the viral load (number of viruses in the person’s blood) will be very low or even undetectable when treatment 
is successful, it is technically still possible to transmit the virus and therefore it is still important to take the necessary 
precautions. Recent research and reports in the media has caused this to be a contentious issue.  A group of Swiss 
researchers suggested that HIV can no longer be transmitted if the viral load is undetectable. However, this was not 
supported by the rest of the scientific community, and it is advised that all precautions should still be taken 

 

15. Can an HIV patient interrupt taking ARVs for any reason? 

No, an HIV patient should never interrupt taking ARVs for any reasons except when recommended by his or her health 
care professional or physician. Interruption will cause viral drug resistance resulting in treatment failure. The 
consequence of non-adherence is the emergence of viral drug resistance. As resistant strains replicate within a patient, 
ARVs will fail to suppress the virus. If this resistant strain of HIV is again transmitted to others, newly infected people 
may have very little or no options for treatment. Lack of adherence is the major contributing factor to drug resistance 
and must be the concern of both the patients and their doctors. 

16.  What is PEP? 

PEP, or Post Exposure Prophylaxis, is a course of ARVs which you can take if you have been at risk of HIV infection, eg 
after a needle stick injury or rape. The course of HIV medication lasts 28 days and, if taken within 72 hours after 
exposure to possible risk, may be able to prevent you from becoming infected with HIV. Research indicates that PEP can 
prevent infection with HIV, but it is not 100% effective. PEP is more likely to be effective when the treatment starts 
shortly after the risk occurred. 

17.  Can HIV positive pregnant women be on ART? 

Yes, HIV pregnant women be on ART. Most ARVs are relatively safe, except a couple that are harmful to the foetal 
development. The physician will prescribe the appropriate ARV drugs for pregnant women. 

18. Can children be on ART? 

Yes, HIV positive children can be on ART once their clinical stage is determined by their physician. ART have a markedly 
positive effect on children, by improving their development and growth. The ARV preparation and dosage for children 
are different than those of adults, thus children should not be given ARVs prescribed for adults. 



 

19. What is adherence? 

Adherence could be replaced with words like obedience and faithfulness. Adherence to ARVs means taking your pills in 
all the prescribed doses at the right time, in the right doses and in the right way.  Adherence to ARVs involves the 
following elements:  

• Taking all the medicines which make up your combination in the right quantities. 

• Taking your pills at the right times.  

• Making sure you take your medication with or without food according to instructions. 

• Checking for interactions with any other medication or drugs. 
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