
HIV, or human immunodeficiency syndrome, is a chronic illness.

HIV is a chronic illness, and with proper treatment, individuals with HIV
can live long lives, generally without changes to one’s life expectancy.
Untreated HIV can advance to what is called “AIDS”— or Acquired 
Immuno-Deficiency Syndrome. However, treatment can prevent this,
and people living with HIV need to take care of themselves in new ways
to optimally benefit from existing treatments for this illness. 

Frequency
Over 1 million individuals are living with HIV in the U.S. and 36.7 million
are living with HIV worldwide. HIV disproportionately impacts commu-
nities that are marginalized by structural factors, including poverty, vio-
lence, and discrimination (based on race, sexual orientation, using
substances, etc.). These marginalized communities include Black and
Latino individuals, gay and bisexual men, transgender persons, and sex
workers. 

Self-Care
Sexual activity is an important component of quality of life for many 
people, including both people living with or without HIV. Below are ways
to promote sexual health. 

For the HIV-positive person: 

• Taking medications prescribed by one’s doctor 
• Consistently using condoms to prevent contracting another STI 
or a different strain of HIV 

Having an HIV-negative or unknown-status partner: 
Individuals with HIV can prevent transmission of HIV in other ways 
besides condom use. These ways include:

• Limiting sex with HIV-negative or unknown-status partners to when
the person living with HIV knows their viral load is “undetectable”; 
• Limiting sex with HIV-negative or unknown-status partners to when
the person living with HIV knows the HIV is fully controlled with
medications;
• The HIV-negative partner can be prescribed a once-per-day pill
called PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis) to prevent getting HIV.

Using Drugs That Involve Needles
• Using clean needles if the person engages in injection drug use, 
and not sharing needles with other people

Medications
Antiretroviral Therapy and Viral Load
Medications for HIV are called antiretroviral therapy. These medications,
when taken properly, decrease the amount of virus in one’s blood. The
amount of virus in one’s blood is called the viral load. When antiretrovi-
ral therapy is successful, it decreases the virus in one’s blood so much
that it is considered “undetectable” or that the HIV is “suppressed.”

What Is Cognitive Behavior Therapy?
Behavior Therapy and Cognitive Behavior Therapy
are types of treatment that are based firmly on re-
search findings. These approaches aid people in
achieving specific changes or goals.
Changes or goals might involve:

• A way of acting, like confronting our feared
thoughts 

• A way of feeling, like helping a person be less
scared, less depressed, or less anxious  

• A way of thinking, like evaluating the probabil-
ity of an event occuring  

• A way of dealing with physical or medical prob-
lems, like lessening back pain or helping a per-
son stick to  a doctor’s suggestions.

Behavior Therapists and Cognitive Behavior Thera-
pists usually focus more on the current situation
and its solution, rather than the past. They concen-
trate on a person’s views and beliefs about their
life, not on personality traits. Behavior Therapists
and Cognitive Behavior Therapists treat individuals,
parents, children, couples, and families. Replacing
ways of living that do not work well with ways of
living that work, and giving people more control
over their lives, are common goals of behavior and
cognitive behavior therapy.
HOW TO GET HELP: If you are looking for help, ei-
ther for yourself or someone else, you may be
tempted to call someone who advertises in a local
publication or who comes up from a search of the
Internet. You may, or may not, find a competent
therapist in this manner. It is wise to check on the
credentials of a psychotherapist. It is expected that
competent therapists hold advanced academic de-
grees and training. They should be listed as mem-
bers of professional organizations, such as the
Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies
or the American Psychological Association. Of
course, they should be licensed to practice in your
state. You can find competent specialists who are
affiliated with local universities or mental health fa-
cilities or who are listed on the websites of profes-
sional organizations. You may, of course, visit our
website (www.abct.org) and click on “Find a CBT
Therapist.”
The Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies
(ABCT) is an interdisciplinary organization committed
to the advancement of a scientific approach to the un-
derstanding and amelioration of problems of the human
condition. These aims are achieved through the investi-
gation and application of behavioral, cognitive, and
other evidence-based principles to assessment, preven-
tion, and treatment.

LIVING with HIV



The Immune System
HIV virus, untreated, attacks the immune system. This affects one’s
CD4 cell count. CD4 cells are a type of white blood cell that fights
viruses. If a person’s CD4 is low, then they are susceptible to infec-
tions to which they would normally not be susceptible. These are
called “opportunistic infections” because, in the context of a low CD4
count, these infections have the opportunity to infect the body. With
proper HIV treatment, and a low viral load, one’s CD4 count should
increase. HIV is called an “immunodeficiency” syndrome because,
untreated, the immune system becomes deficient, and does not work
properly to fight off viruses. 

Important Health Behaviors
Medication Adherence
Taking one’s medicine as prescribed, or adhering to one’s medication
regimen, is one of the most important things, if not the most impor-
tant thing, for HIV treatment to be successful.  A CBT-oriented thera-
pist can help with this, mainly by helping increase motivation for
change, helping one identify the steps needed to do this, breaking
them down into manageable steps, and coming up with a plan to deal
with barriers.

Other Health Behaviors
Using condoms can help protect individuals from acquiring sexually
transmitted infections (STIs or STDs). Preventing STIs is important
because they can affect HIV. Using condoms and having sex when the
virus is undetectable also reduces the risk of transmitting HIV to
partners who are not HIV-positive. Using clean needles (and not
sharing needles) can help prevent individuals receiving or getting
other infections that would affect HIV, such as hepatitis C. These
health behaviors can be hard to change for many people, and a CBT
therapist can help increase motivation for changing, identify barriers,
and increase skills to change. 

Co-Occurring Mental Health Struggles
Individuals with HIV may struggle with mood (e.g., depression), 
anxiety, and/or substance use disorders. Further, some people living
with HIV have experienced abuse/trauma (e.g., 67% of women with
HIV) and intimate partner violence (e.g., 55%) that may result in
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These mental health struggles
can interfere with a person’s ability to take medication and take care
of his or her health in general. Fortunately, there are established CBT
treatments that can help to reduce mental health symptoms, such as
depression and PTSD, and help individuals living with HIV.

ASSOCIATION for BEHAVIORAL
and COGNITIVE THERAPIES
305 Seventh Avenue
New York, NY 10001
212.647.1890
www.abct.org

For more information or to find a therapist:

Please feel free to photocopy or reproduce this fact sheet,
noting that this fact sheet was written and produced by
ABCT. You may also link directly to our site and/or to the
page from which you took this fact sheet.


