
for Positive Types
J U S T  W H AT    Y O U  N E E D  T O  K N O W

What are they & why do they matter?

Many people with HIV will experience nausea (feeling sick) 

and vomiting (throwing up). In some cases, vomiting can become serious and

require medical attention. In people with HIV, nausea and vomiting are usually

caused by:

✦ the drugs used to fight HIV. If this is the cause, nausea usually goes away

after a few weeks, when the body adjusts to the new medication.

✦ infections, such as “stomach flu” or “food poisoning,” caused by a variety 

of micro-organisms.

✦ opportunistic infections. These are infections that occur in people with a lowered immune response.

Nausea and vomiting could also be signs of more serious disorders. These may include intestinal obstructions, disorders

of the digestive tract, liver disease, hypersensitivity reactions, lactic acidosis, or problems with the pancreas.

Why do they matter?

Nausea and vomiting can make life unpleasant. People who are feeling sick may not want to eat, which could lead to

malnutrition, fatigue, and weight loss. Vomiting can lead to dehydration. It can also prevent people from taking their

medications, including those needed to fight HIV.

Managing nausea and vomiting 

If there aren’t any food restrictions for your antiretroviral medications, sometimes taking them with 

food can help. Try taking them in the middle or at the end of a meal. You can also spread out the times when you take

your medications. Try taking some with breakfast and others at lunch or dinnertime. Be sure to speak to your doctor or

pharmacist to make sure that it is safe to do so.

If you are told to take your medications at bedtime, try to wait at least 30 minutes before going to bed.

Lifestyle 

Practice careful hygiene to avoid infections that may upset the stomach:

✓ Wash hands regularly.

✓ Ensure food is safe to eat:

✦ Keep hot foods hot and cold foods cold - don’t let food sit at room temperature.

✦ Check expiration dates on food labels and ensure food is fresh (especially meat , p o u l t ry, fish and dairy products).

✦ Ensure meat, fish, poultry and eggs are cooked thoroughly.

✦ Wash fruits and vegetables carefully.

Nausea and Vomiting

If you are having 
trouble keeping your 

medications down, speak with
your doctor or pharmacist 

right away.

Q u i c k Tip:

Q u i c kTips
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Nutrition 

What, when and where you eat are important if you’re feeling sick. Here are a few nutritional tips to deal with nausea 

and vomiting:

Medications

Some medications may interact with your antiretroviral drugs. This could prevent them from fighting HIV

as well as they should. Always talk to your doctor or pharmacist before using any medications or supplements,

including those you can get without a prescription.

Medications available without a prescription: Medications such as dimenhydrinate (Gravol*) can help with nausea and

vomiting, but be aware that they can also cause drowsiness. Taking Gravol 30 minutes before eating or taking the 

drug that is causing your nausea can sometimes help. Usually it is only taken for the first few weeks after starting 

a new medication.

Medications that require a prescription: If you consistently vomit after taking your antiretroviral medications, your doctor

can prescribe a medication to help control the vomiting. Usually this will only be prescribed for the first few weeks after

starting a new medication, until your body has a chance to adjust to the new drug regimen. If that doesn’t help, your

medications may need to be changed.

When should I call my doctor? 

You should call your doctor right aw ay or go to your nearest emergency health centre if:

✦ your nausea is accompanied by vomiting.

✦ you continue to vomit regularly for more than 24 hours.

✦ you have a fever, a c h i n e s s , abdominal pain and other flu-like symptoms.

✦ you have loss of appetite and weight loss.

✦ you vomit blood.

✦ you can’t keep your medications down.

✦ symptoms continue and are impacting your daily life.

Nausea and vomiting are very common among people with HIV . If symptoms are caused by
new antiretroviral drugs, they usually go away after a few weeks, when the body adjusts. 

In the meantime, ask your healthcare team for help in dealing with the symptoms.
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Try to Include 

✓ Complex carbohydrates, such as crackers or toast,

at the start of your day

✓ Bland, low-fat foods, such as bananas, white rice,

oatmeal, dry toast, plain pasta, plain baked potatoes

✓ Clear fluids to stay hydrated (teas, water, juice, nectar, clear broth

soup, carbonated drinks that have gone flat or electrolyte drinks)

✓ A bit of food in your stomach, eat something small every hour 

or two - sometimes an empty stomach can make you feel worse

✓ Sniffing a cut lemon, or sucking on citrus wedges 

or citrus candies to calm nausea

✓ Ginger steeped in tea; raw, candied, or in ginger ale

Avoid

✕ Strong-smelling, spicy, or very sweet foods

✕ Greasy or fried foods

✕ Lying down during or within an hour 

after eating

✕ Eating in a room that is hot, stuffy, or smelly

✕ Eating your favourite foods when you feel 

sick – so you don't associate them with 

nausea in the future

✕ Drinking liquid with meals - separate liquids

from food by half an hour

✕ Alcohol, caffeine or smoking - they can 

irritate your stomach
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