Nausea, Fatigue and Diarrhea

The most common side effects of HIV
medications are nausea, fatigue and
diarrhea. Not everyone will experience
these side effects, but knowing more
about them will make them easier to
manage if they do arise.

Nausea

Nausea means feeling sick to your
stomach. Drug-related nausea generally
occurs the first few weeks after starting a
new treatment and usually goes away in
4-6 weeks.

Try the following to control nausea:

¢ Eat smaller meals and snack more
frequently.

* Avoid spicy, greasy or strong smelling
foods.

* Leave dry crackers by your bed and eat
one or two as you get up in the morning.

* Open windows while cooking to
remove odors.

* Microwave meals.

 Eat meals sitting up.

* Don’t lie down immediately after
eating.

* Sip drinks slowly an hour after eating.

¢ Avoid things that irritate the stomach
such as alcohol, aspirin, caffeine and
smoking.

 Try complementary therapies such as
ginger, peppermint, acupressure or
acupuncture.

If nausea doesn’t improve with the above

changes, talk to your doctor about anti-

nausea medications. Also investigate

other causes for nausea such as stress,

headaches, stomach viruses, eating or

drinking too much or too little, alcohol

and street drugs.

Fatigue

Fatigue is a general feeling of tiredness
that does not go away. It can be caused by
many factors including:

Anemia: Some HIV drugs can cause
anemia (low red blood cell counts). A
simple blood test will show whether you
have anemia. Medications are available
to treat it.
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Insomnia: If you are not sleeping well,
your doctor can recommend ways to
improve the quantity and quality of
your sleep.

Low hormone levels: Your doctor can
check your hormone levels (such as
testosterone and thyroid) and prescribe
replacement therapy if needed.

Depression: If you are feeling depressed
or overwhelmed, see a mental health
professional for treatment.

Active infections: You may have

an infection and not realize it. Your
doctor will check this out and prescribe
treatment if needed.

Poor Nutrition: See a nutritionist who
knows about HIV. Discuss diet and
vitamins/supplements (such as B12).

If you feel tired even after you rest, talk
with your doctor. He or she will explore
the possible causes of your fatigue and
how best to treat it.

Diarrhea

Diarrhea, or frequent loose stools, occurs
in up to 50% of HIV+ people. Often it is
due to starting or changing treatment and
will subside within a few days or weeks.
If an HIV drug that you’re about to

start is known to cause diarrhea, your
doctor can suggest treatments to get
ahead of time.

Try the following to manage diarrhea:

e Eat from the BRATT diet (Bananas,
Rice, Applesauce, Tea and Toast).

* Use lactose-free milk products.
* Decrease caffeine intake.
* Avoid spicy, greasy and fried foods.

* Use bulking agents such as psyllium
(Metamucil) and oat bran.

* Drink plenty of clear liquids.

* Avoid raw or undercooked fish, chicken
or meat.

* Avoid food high in insoluble fiber
such as raw vegetables, beans and
brown rice.

¢ Avoid fat substitutes (such as Olestra,
which is found in some brands of
potato chips).

Even though it can be embarrassing,

tell your doctor if you have diarrhea,
especially if it lasts more than a few
days or is not linked to starting a new
combination. It is important for your
doctor to run tests to check that it is

not being caused by parasites, bacterial
infections or other HIV-related illnesses.
A decision can then be made about the
best treatment options, including the use
of anti-diarrhea medications.

If your diarrhea is accompanied by high
fever and chills, you notice blood in your
stools, or you feel overwhelmingly ill, let
your provider know as soon as possible.

If you experience any of the side effects
mentioned in this article, keep a “side
effects diary” with accurate information
about the frequency, duration and severity
of your symptoms. Your doctor will then
work with you to determine the cause and
come up with the best ways of managing
the side effects. If your side effects do not
go away or become intolerable, switching
HIV drugs may be an option, but this
must be done in consultation with your
doctor. &%

Adapted from HIV i-Base at http://www.i-
base.info/pub/guides/sideS02/index.html
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