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LOOKING AFTER YOUR MENTAL HEALTH WHEN LIVING WITH HIV 
 

If you're living with HIV, you may have been given plenty of guidance and treatment on how to look after 
your physical health, but looking after your emotional and mental health is just as important. There are many 
different types of mental health issues, such as depression, anxiety disorders, low self-esteem or personality 
disorders. They can affect anyone and everyone, but living with HIV can cause additional worries that may 
make you more likely to experience a mental health problem. Here we look at ways to maintain good mental 
health and ways to tackle some concerns you might be facing. 
 

I’m Worried About... 
 

Living with HIV 
From learning you are HIV-positive, to starting lifelong treatment or deciding the best way to share your  
diagnosis, you may have worries that are specific to living with HIV, which may in turn affect your mental 
wellbeing. We’ve got lots of information in our living with HIV section to help you with this. 
 

Stigma and changing relationships 
You may experience stigma and discrimination from people who don’t understand HIV and have negative 
views about it. This can be very hard to deal with, especially if it comes from people you are close to and/or if 
these relationships change as a result. It can help to have information about HIV to hand – this way you can 
explain what it means to live with HIV today. Sharing the facts about how treatment has now made HIV a 
manageable, and even untransmittable, condition can help to dispel some of the common HIV myths and  
assumptions that some people may have. Also, you may find comfort in talking to people who already  
understand the reality of living with HIV, such as a healthcare professional or support group. 
 

Antiretroviral drug side effects 
As with most medication, there are some potential side effects that come with taking ARVs. Some people  
experience increased feelings of anxiety or depression after starting treatment for HIV, and if these are  
ignored they can be debilitating. If you've had mental health problems in the past, it's helpful to tell your 
healthcare professional when discussing treatment options. 
 

Don't hesitate to contact your healthcare professional if you think you're experiencing depression 
and that your ARV treatment may be affecting you. 

 

How can I look after my mental health when living with HIV? 
 

Recognizing the way you’re feeling is the first step to managing your emotional wellbeing when living with 
HIV. Here are some tips to help you manage: 
 

Know what to look out for 
Some people who experience mental health problems have trouble taking their HIV treatment correctly and 
may miss doses, skip appointments or not eat a healthy, balanced diet. 
Don't hesitate to reach out to someone if you find that any of these feelings are overwhelming or last for  
longer than two weeks: 

• Feeling depressed, hopeless, ashamed or guilty most of the day and almost everyday. 

• Feeling constantly fatigued/tired. 

• Overeating or loss of appetite and/or weight loss. 

• Finding it hard to concentrate or sit still. 

• Suicidal thoughts. 

https://www.avert.org/node/54
https://www.avert.org/node/60
https://www.avert.org/node/22
https://www.avert.org/node/22
https://www.avert.org/living-with-hiv
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APP OF THE MONTH:  Mind Shift 

Mind Shift is one of the best mental health apps designed specifically for teens and young 
adults with anxiety. Rather than trying to avoid anxious feelings, Mind Shift stresses the 

importance of changing how you think about anxiety. Think of this app as the cheerleader in 
your pocket, encouraging you to take charge of your life, ride out intense emotions, and face 
challenging situations. 

iPhone:  https://apple.co/2Rf4m8F   Android:  http://bit.ly/1pyVXfr 

Holiday Eating Anxiety—Tips on How to Handle the Holidays 
 
Don’t let the holidays eat at you. 
 

The holidays are here – a time of joy and celebration, spending time with family 
and friends and eating a little more than usual. But if you suffer from an eating  
disorder such as anorexia, bulimia or binge eating, the holidays can be torture 
bringing tremendous stress, anxiety, and fear. 
 

Managing anxiety around food can be very hard during the holidays with so many 
activities revolving around food. Holidays are very much about emotions and 
about food – two of the things that can trigger eating disorders. Even people who 
are recovering can hit road bumps during the holidays.  
 

While there isn’t a cure for surviving the holidays without returning to unhealthy 
behaviors, it is possible to enjoy this time of year without allowing eating disorder 
thoughts to take over. The following tips from the National Eating Disorders  
Association can help you mentally prepare and deal with your feelings and anxiety: 
 

Have a support system in place: It can be a therapist, a dietitian, family member 
or friend. If someone who you consider a part of your support system is with you 
during the holiday, talk with them in advance and let them know, “I need you to 
have my back.” 
 

Avoid negative body talk: It is all too common to hear things like “the diet starts 
tomorrow” or “this is going straight to my thighs”. If you’re suffering from an  
eating disorder, it’s best to avoid this kind of talk.  
 

If you have a meal plan, follow it:  This doesn’t mean you have to skip dessert or 
starve yourself all day in advance of the big meal. You can work through  
Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner and still stay on your meal plan. Rely on your 
care team or a dietitian for help sticking with your plan. 
 

Have a coping plan: Create a plan for what to do when you feel emotionally  
overwhelmed. Write down your coping plan and keep it handy. Don’t be afraid to 
take a break. Go for a walk. Write in your journal. This is an important time to 
practice self-care whenever you begin to anxious. 
 

Focus on gratitude: The holidays are a time to practice gratitude. Thinking of 
what you’re thankful for can help shift the focus away from food. 
 

By Kim Deppe, Clay Behavioral Health Center    

http://www.mhacortland.com
mailto:mhacortlandny@gmail.com
https://apple.co/2Rf4m8F
http://bit.ly/1pyVXfr
https://ccbhc.org/holiday-eating-anxiety/
https://ccbhc.org/holiday-eating-anxiety/
https://ccbhc.org/


 

Looking After Your Mental Health with HIV 
 

Your healthcare professional will be able to find you the right support for you. They might suggest you switch 
your ARVs or take additional antidepressants if these symptoms persist.  
 

Talk to family and friends 
Sometimes it’s hardest to talk to those you love because you might be scared of their reaction or of upsetting 
them. However, they could be the greatest source of help and support because they already know you and can 
help you to feel less alone.  
 

Find support groups and helplines 
If the support of family and friends isn’t possible, you might prefer to talk about your feelings with someone 
at a helpline or support group – a healthcare professional can help you find one. The fact that you don’t know 
these people personally may help you to talk honestly about your feelings and living with HIV. In return, they 
can offer you practical and emotional wellbeing advice.  
 

Share your feelings with your healthcare professional 
Your healthcare professional isn’t just there to give you treatment and check your viral load. They also need 
to know if you’re experiencing other difficulties that could affect your overall health, such as mental health 
problems. They may suggest treatment that includes antidepressant drugs or talking therapies, such as  
counselling or cognitive behavior therapy (CBT).  
 

Exercise and staying healthy 
Getting enough exercise, sleep and nutrition is important for a healthy mind and the benefits can be even more 
significant for anyone who is living with HIV. Many people find that changing to a healthier lifestyle helps 
with some of the symptoms and enables them to get some control back in their life. Drinking too much  
alcohol or being dependent on drugs could also have a big impact on your mental health and the success of 
your treatment.  
 

Don’t be too hard on yourself 
It’s normal to have negative feelings and feel fearful about what the future holds. Often it’s about learning 
how to cope with feelings of uncertainty and, in many cases, this can be hard to do without the support of 
loved ones or a mental health professional.  
 

Do things that relax and interest you 
You may lack interest in activities that you used to enjoy, but keeping active is one of the best ways to break 
the cycle as it lifts your mood and energy levels, increases your appetite and improves your quality of sleep.  
Even small activities such as a walk around the park, 10 minutes of yoga or some gardening may help to relax 
and distract you from any negative thoughts. 
 

    To read this article and find other resources at avert.org, click here. 
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BOOK SHARE PROGRAM 
 

The Mental Health  
Association of Cortland 
County offers a book 
share program,  
developed for Mental 
Health related readings 
only. (Fiction or non-
fiction) It’s free - your 
client gets to keep the 
book, and therapists can send  multiple requests for books 
for multiple clients! Please note, there is a cap on  
funding, so be mindful of your requests. For more  
information or to make a request, email us at:  
mhacortlandny@gmail.com 

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION 
Tuesday, 12/10/19, 2:00–3:00 pm, County Bldg Rm 302 

 

Communication is more than just talking and listening – it’s 
also about sending and receiving messages through attitude, 
tone of voice, facial expressions and body language. As 
people with Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias  
progress in their journey and the ability to use words is lost, 
families need new ways to connect. Join us to explore how 
communication takes place when someone has  
Alzheimer’s, learn to decode the verbal and behavioral 
messages delivered by someone with dementia, and identify 
strategies to help you connect and communicate at each 
stage of the disease.  
 

Please join us for these free events hosted by the 
Cortland County Area Agency on Aging’s Caregiver 

Resource Center, Call (607)753-5060 to register. 

https://www.avert.org/living-with-hiv/health-wellbeing/mental-health
mailto:mhacortlandny@gmail.com


Disclaimer: The information presented here does not constitute professional medical advice. Individuals respond to treatment for mental health 
conditions in different ways, and  treatment plans often need adjustment over time. Patients should work closely with their doctor and other 
health professionals in order to achieve optimal control of symptoms. 

If you have an upcoming community event or article you would like considered for inclusion in the  
MHA Newsletter, send your submission to kristin@sevenvalleyshealth.org by the 14th of the month prior,  

or subscribe to the newsletter via email. 

COMMUNITY EVENTS AND SUPPORT  
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607 Healing Hearts 
Monday, December 16, 6:00-8:00 PM 

165 Main St, Cortland 
Grief support group for parents/guardians who have           

experienced the death of an adult child. 
For more info: 607healinghearts@gmail.com 

 

Cortland LGBT Men's Group (Monthly) 
Cortland LGBT Resource Center, 165 Main St Suite B 

For more information: (607) 756-8970 
 

Caregivers Support Group  
Thursday, December 19, 3:00-4:00 PM 

Conf Rm B, Basement of GCMC, 134 Homer Ave, Cortland 
For those who provide support for someone aged 60 or older. 

For more info: Caregivers Resource Center (607) 753-5060. 

Food for Thought—Safety is No Accident! 

Wednesday, December 11 , Noon–1:00 PM 
New location: TC3 Cortland Ext Ctr, 157 Main St, Cortland 
Creating Safe Work Places Through Environmental Design 

Presented by Jessie Abbott and Robert Reyngoudt,  
City of Cortland police officers. 

 RSVP required to lbarbin@fcscortland.org 
 
 
 

Family Support Group 
Tuesday, December 3, 7:00-8:30 pm 

Monday, December 16, 1:30-3:00 pm 
108 N Cayuga St, Suite 2, Ithaca 

For adult family and friends of individuals living with a  
mental illness. 

For more info: namifingerlakes.org 

 

mailto:susan@sevenvalleyshealth.org
mailto:607healinghearts@gmail.com
mailto:lbarbin@fcscortland.org

