Understanding HIV in order
to live well with it
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Understanding HIV in order to live well with it, co-creation of African migrants
living with HIV, Clarice Illustrations, i-propeller, Oksigen Lab, the HIV-SAM
Project of the Institute of Tropical Medicine, in consultation with HIV
professionals, a publication created in Antwerpen in 2016.
This brochure may be used and copied free of charge under
licence from Creative Commons BY-NC-SA.
To order printed copies, download a version of this brochure or other visual
tools and to find out more about the project, go to:
http://together-we-understand.oksigenlab.eu

Foreword
This brochure has been co-created by African migrants living
with HIV, members of “Muungano“ association based in
Antwerp, the HIV-SAM project of the Institute of Tropical
Medicine Antwerp, Clarice Illustrations, i-propeller,
Oksigen Lab and in consultation with HIV professionals. It’s
aim is to provide information and advice to people who have
recently received their HIV diagnosis.

By creating adapted visual tools, the project Together We
Understand responds to the felt need of African migrants
living with HIV. It contributes to improving communication
on HIV and its treatment, by using a language that is
adapted to the target group.
The objective of Together We Understand is to promote
collaboration between HIV professionals (Doctors, nurses,
psychologists, counsellors…) and people living with HIV.
Going beyond cultural and linguistic differences, we jointly
commit ourselves to communicate on issues related to
living well with HIV.
The first brochure produced by the project Together We
Understand which dealt with the basics of HIV and the
beginning of its treatment is also available on the project’s
website.
The project has been sponsored by ViiV Healthcare
Belgium.
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Reminder
What is the difference between
HIV and AIDS?
• HIV (Human Immunodeficiency
Virus) is the virus that causes
AIDS.
• AIDS (Acquired Immuno-Deficiency Syndrome) is
a disease which destroys the immune system.
• The IMMUNE
SYSTEM is the body’s
defence system.
It prevents microbes
(viruses, bacteria...)
from developing in
the body leading to
illness.

Immune system

HIV/AIDS is treatable but not yet curable.
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• A person who has been infected by HIV can carry
the virus for several years without having any
symptoms of the infection. That person is HIV
positive, even if he/she is not ill.
• Many people are infected by HIV; but being
unaware of the infection, they can transmit the
virus involuntarily. Hence the importance of being
tested and following treatment for those who are
HIV positive.

What is the purpose of the HIV treatment?
• It reduces the viral load
it reduces the amount of virus in the blood
• It increases the body’s defence cells (CD4)
it reinforces the immune system
HIV treatment:
- Prevents the virus from multiplying and growing.
- Prevents the virus from spreading throughout
the body.
- Prevents the virus from attacking other cells.
- Makes the virus “dormant“.
• We do not all have the same treatment and, as
with any medicine, we do not all react in the same
way to treatment. The doctor will explain when to
take the HIV medication and his/her team will
explain how to do so.
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Questions about treatment
What is adherence to treatment?
• It is very important to take all the doses of the
medicine against HIV at the times prescribed by
the doctor (that is called “adherence“).

• Taking HIV medication at specific times helps
the levels of medication in the blood to remain
high enough in order to fight HIV effectively.
• If one takes the medication correctly, HIV
cannot multiply at its normal rate and cannot
make duplications which are “resistant“ to
medication.
• If adherence to treatment is poor, the HIV virus
may become resistant to the medication, which
means that the treatment would cease to be
effective and you could become ill.

• If you have to take any medicine (without
prescription, or alternative or herbal therapies)
ask your doctor for advice before taking them.
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Taking HIV medication
as you are told to do is
very important, because
that will prevent you
from becoming ill and
the body will resist other
diseases better.

In the beginning, it was
difficult; I often forgot to take
my medication, but then I
became better organised by
putting the pills in a weekly
pill container and setting a
reminder on my mobile phone.

h

r

Before following my
treatment correctly, I had
lost a lot of weight. Thanks
to treatment, I’m now
back to my normal weight.
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• Your HIV treatment will work well if you follow
it exactly as prescribed by the doctor.
In other words:
- Take the right dose.
- Take your tablets as indicated, at the same
time (or no more than 2 hours later).
- Follow the advice about food and drinks.
Above all, don’t hesitate to talk about anything
(discomfort, intolerance, forgetting to take the
medicine, difficulty in sleeping...) and asking
the doctor and his/her team to answer all your
questions.

I am 68 years old and I have
been living with HIV for 29
years. It wasn’t easy at the
beginning, but when
I started treatment,
I regained the will to live.
Now, my viral load is
undetectable. I have peace
of mind. I feel positive
about the future.
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What are side effects?
• HIV medication can sometimes cause other
reactions in the body. These undesirable effects
are called “side effects“.

The current HIV treatment causes less and
less side effects.

Short-term side effects (at the beginning)
• The most common side effects occur because the
body has to get used to a new medication. They
can be: diarrhoea, nausea, fatigue, problems
with sleeping, loss of appetite, headache,
dizziness, nervousness…
Those side effects should disappear after a
few weeks.

• In some people, side effects persist, but there are
medications to reduce them. If that applies to
you, do not hesitate to talk about them to your
doctor, who may adjust your treatment.
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Long-term side effects
• Side effects which have long-term health
consequences are less common.

They may consist of:
kidney problems, problems with the heart and
arteries due to the increase in fat (cholesterol)
or sugar (glucose) in the blood, bone problems,
psychological problems or sexual problems.

I have a routine check-up
and blood tests. The doctor
explains the results to me.
That helps me to
understand them. If I have
side effects, I explain them
to him/her and we find a
solution together.
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I had itching due to HIV
medication. My doctor
changed the treatment
and I no longer have that
problem. I feel well now.

In my case, I simultaneously
follow a cancer treatment.
My kidneys and liver need to
be monitored. The hospital
team always checks me for
drug interaction.

z
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It is important to tell
the medical team how
I am feeling: pain,
dizziness,nightmares...
That will help them to
take care of me.
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What is an undetectable viral load?
• The viral load is the amount of HIV virus
present in the blood sample of a person
infected by HIV.
• An undetectable viral load is achieved thanks
to treatment. The quantity of HIV virus in the
blood becomes so low that the laboratory
instruments used to measure it can no longer
see it.
• But the virus is still in the blood. You are still
HIV-positive. The virus can multiply again if you
do not follow your treatment correctly. That is
why you need to continue taking your
medication and seeing your doctor at fixed
appointments.
• HIV treatments have greatly improved.
A person with an undetectable viral load, who,
looks after himself/herself well and follows
treatment correctly, may have an undetectable
viral load for his/her entire lifetime.
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Since my viral load has
become undetectable,
I am resistant to diseases
and no longer feel
vulnerable. I work,
go on holidays…

b

Finally, I can think
about becoming
pregnant without the
risk of transmitting the
virus to my child.

i

I have the energy and
strength to work
now. I feel healthy.
I’m in good shape

11 •

• If the viral load is undetectable, you should
continue to protect yourself and your partner
and ensure that neither you nor your partner is
suffering from a sexually transmissible
infection (STI).
• Thanks to treatment that is correctly followed
and an undetectable viral load, women living
with HIV can give birth to healthy babies.

I am undetectable since 2009.
I always take my medicine
carefully. My wife, who is HIV
negative, and I have decided to
have more children. We went
to my doctor, who examined us
and told us that there were no
problems (STIs, etc.).
We are faithful to each other.
We now have three lovely
children who are in good health
and my wife has remained HIV
negative. We are living life
to the fullest!
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Questions about everyday life
How to eat healthy?
Everyone should have a balanced diet!
• That will also help to fight HIV and reduce the
side effects of treatments. It is important to
have a balanced diet, because the body needs
energy. It is better to maintain a stable weight
and to avoid becoming overweight.
• Limit alcohol consumption.
• Drink enough water.
• Stop smoking.

1- Follow my treatment
correctly
2- Maintain a balanced diet
3- Do physical exercise
4- Rest and sleep well
5- Have someone to talk to
without fear of being
judged
6- Go to the medical
appointments
7- Live a less stressful life
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The necessary foods are:
fruit and vegetables,
starchy foods: bread,
rice, semolina, chickpeas,
potatoes, sweet potatoes,
yams, lentils, dried beans,
pasta, millet, fonio,
manioc, sorghum, wheat, maize...
proteins: meat, chicken, fish, eggs, beans, nuts,
and dairy products: milk, cheese…
fat: foods with a high content of fat, oil, butter…
Most people need to eat less food with too
much sugar (soft drinks, sugar, chocolate,
sweets, cakes…) or fat content (fried foods,
mayonnaise…).

What are good habits?

• Taking physical exercise is very good for your
health, appearance and morale. Regularly: walk,
climb stairs, swim, cycle, go to a gym or fitness
sessions…
• Leading a less stressful lifestyle (stress can
weaken the immune system), enjoy leisure
activities, socialise with other people, relax.
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I eat at regular times,
I take my time during
meals without
stressing myself out.
I use olive oil to cook
and I avoid snacks.

d

My cholesterol level
was very high.
Since I’ve started eating
less fats and regularly
going for a walk, my
results have been better.

By doing sports, I feel
stronger and more relaxed.
I can breathe better and
I sleep well. Even moving a
little bit every day is better
than nothing!

e
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Questions about my relationships
How do I tell people that I’m HIV positive?
• The only way to get support in order to live well
with HIV is to talk about it to someone.
• Telling people that you have HIV must be a
personal decision made when you feel ready to
do so.
• There is no ideal way of talking about HIV. That
varies from one person to another.
• Choose the person to whom you want to talk: a
person whom you trust, who will not tell others
your story.
• It is important to choose the right moment and a
suitable place.
• There is no law which obliges you to discuss your
state of health at work. You don’t have to name
the medical reason.
• Generally speaking, keeping your HIV status a
secret can become a burden in your everyday
life: sharing it with someone will relieve you.
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After having told that I
was HIV-positive,I felt
relieved and liberated.
Some people avoided
me, but others were
supportive.
I feel less lonely.
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It was important to
reassure people around
me, to say that I was
undergoing treatment,
and that I could continue
to study, to go out…
to live life to the fullest!

l

I wanted to tell the truth:
that I would always
have to take medication.
I explained HIV to them
with the help of a brochure.
It went smoothly.
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How to find a partner and experience
one’s sexuality?
• The desire to have someone with whom to share
one’s life usually comes sometime after the
diagnosis. It is possible for people who are living
with HIV to begin a new relationship, but HIV
often complicates that process. There is always
fear to be judged.
• If you are going through such an experience,
talk to someone you trust (e.g. someone who is
living with HIV like you and has had a positive
experience, an HIV specialist, a psychologist…).
• It is also important not to be isolated and to
reach out to others. Meeting platforms or HIV
associations are places where one can talk
freely.

I observe the person and
try to know him/her.
If he/she accepts me
as I am, then I can pursue
the relationship.
If he/she rejects me, I stop.
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• After an HIV positive diagnosis, you may lose the
desire for sexual relations. Many people regain
that desire over time.
• Being HIV positive does not prevent you from
having sexual relations (even with someone who
is HIV-negative), but it will involve adapting
your behaviour.
• Always use a male or female condom
correctly, each time you have sex
(whether vaginal, anal or oral), to
avoid transmission not only of HIV,
but also other sexually transmissible
infections (STIs).
• At the beginning of a new relationship, always
discuss the limits between you and your partner.

We went to a centre
together, in order to
understand how to
protect each other.
We talk a lot about this
subject. We feel respected.
We have rediscovered the
pleasure of making love!
19 •

Checklist
HIV is found
• In blood
• In sperm (including the seminal fluid produced
before ejaculation)
• In vaginal secretions (including menstruation)
• In anal mucous (membranes)
• In mother’s milk.

HIV is transmitted
• During unprotected vaginal, anal and/or oral sexual
relations
• By contact with contaminated blood (transfusion,
sharing of needles, sharp objects or the use of nonsterile material)
• By the HIV-positive mother to her child during
pregnancy without treatment and during breast
feeding.

HIV is NOT transmitted
• By kissing, coughing, sneezing, saliva or tears
• By shaking hands and hugging someone
• By sharing cutlery, plates, glasses, bedsheets, toilets
and bathrooms
• Via insect bites or stings.
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Useful addresses
ANTWERP
• HIV-SAM Project Nationalestraat 155 - 2000 Antwerp
03/24 76 48 • 0479/50 03 98
• Muungano Boekenberglei 117 1 - 2000 Antwerp
0488/33 37 27 • 0479/40 03 89
• Sensoa vzw
F. Rooseveltplaats 12 - 2060 Antwerp •

03/238 68 68

BRUSSELS
• SidAids Migrants/Sireas asbl
Groupe “Mandela“ Rue de la Pépiniere 6 - 1000 Brussels
02/502 36 76 • 0471/21 32 02
• ASBL Libiki Boulevard Léopold II 99 - 1080 Brussels
0484/640 522 • 0485/99 90 06
• Vzw Lhiving Schipperijkaai11 - 1000 Brussels (belcode 122c)
02/201 14 19

CHARLEROI • SIDA-IST Charleroi-Mons
Boulevard Zoé Drion 1- 6000 Charleroi •

071/92 54 10

LOUVAIN-LA-NEUVE • Projet Nyampinga Collectif des femmes
Rue des Sports 19 -1348 Louvain-la-Neuve • 0498/71 30 62
LIEGE • Groupe de Parole - CHU Liège
Centre de Référence SIDA - CHU Liège,
Quai Godefroid Kurth 45 - 4020 Liège •

04/270 31 90

MONS • SIDA-IST Charleroi-Mons
Place Nervienne, 33 (site CPAS) bloc Glepin 6 (1er étage)
7000 Mons •
065/82 27 55
NAMUR • Le SASER
(Service de Santé Affective, Sexuelle et de Réduction des Risques)

Rue Docteur Haibe 4 - 5002 Namur •

081/77 68 20
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