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What is it & why does it matter?

HIV is a very unstable virus. This means that when it makes 

copies of itself, there are often errors, or “mutations,” in the copies. These 

mutations change the virus. Some mutations can make it “resistant” to the

drugs being used to control it. If this happens, the drugs will no longer be able 

to fight the virus effectively. The virus will be able to make more copies, and 

viral load will increase.

Why does it matter?

Once the HIV virus has developed resistance to a drug, it will always be resistant 

to that drug. This is true even if new drugs are able to get the viral load back down 

to undetectable levels. So, the more drugs the virus becomes resistant to, the fewer 

options there are to choose from in the future. Some mutations can cause resistance 

to more than one drug. This makes future options even more limited.

Managing resistance

The most important thing you can do to prevent resistance is to take each dose of your medication,

exactly as prescribed. This is called adherence. Although it can be challenging, adherence gives you the best chance 

at suppressing the virus. This will help prevent mutations that can cause the virus to become resistant to treatment 

over time.

R e m e m b e r : your drugs are prescribed to work together. Missing or reducing the dosage of one drug can make the others

less eff e c t i v e , t o o . This could cause you to develop resistance to a l l of the drugs you are taking - not just the one you miss.

In addition to knowing when to take your drugs, it is also important to know how to take them. For example, know:

✦ which drugs should be taken with food, and which ones shouldn’t.

✦ which drugs should be taken together, and which should be taken separately.

✦ how other drugs can interact with your treatment and make it less effective. This includes drugs that you can buy

over the counter, as well as herbal and nutritional supplements.

✦ how to store drugs correctly, so they stay effective.

It is a good idea to have all of your prescriptions filled at the same pharmacy. That way your pharmacist will have a 

complete listing of all drugs you are taking. This will make it possible for them to identify any possible drug interactions

that could occur.

Resistance & Adherence

Remember to take each 
dose of your medications 

exactly as prescribed. 
This will help suppress 
the virus, and prevent 

mutations that may cause 
the virus to become 

resistant to your 
drug regimen.
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Tips to help you remember each dose 

✦ Take your medication at the same time(s) each day. Try to make it a regular part of your daily routine,

like before you brush your teeth or eat dinner.

✦ Monitor your medication supply. When your supply starts to run low, get more from your doctor or pharmacy.

✦ Put a week’s worth of medication in a 7-day pill box and refill it at the same time every week.

✦ Use a timer, alarm clock, alarm watch, pager, computer or PDA (personal digital assistant) alarm to remind 

you when to take your medication.

✦ Keep your medication in the place where you will take it. You may want to keep backup supplies of your 

medication at your workplace or in your briefcase or purse.

✦ Keep a medication diary. Write the names of your drugs in your daily planner or a notebook and then check 

off each dose as you take it.

✦ Plan ahead for changes in your routine, such as weekends and travel.

✦ Use your support network of family members or friends who can remind you to take your medication.

✦ It is important to stay informed about the disease. This includes how to treat it, the objectives of your drug 

regimen, and how to manage side effects. Stay in touch with your doctor, pharmacist and community groups.

This will help you become an active participant in your treatment.

When should I call my doctor? 

There are no outward signs to let you know when resistance is developing. H o w e v e r, if you miss doses, y o u

could be helping the virus to become resistant to your treatment regi m e n . Taking antiretroviral drugs can be challengi n g .

Talk to your healthcare team. They can provide you with tips to help remember your medicat i o n .

Remember: you can help prevent resistance. 

Take every dose of your medication, exactly as prescribed.

If you’re having trouble, ask your healthcare team for help.
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