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Is HIV a Disability?
There are many different definitions of disability. For example, it may be defined as
physical or mental impairment that limits or restricts the condition, manner, or duration
under which an average person in the population can perform a life activity, such as
walking, seeing, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, working or caring for oneself.
In Canada, HIV falls within our Pension Plan that defines ‘disability’ as a “physical or
mental condition that is severe and prolonged”. In Canada, and other countries where
treatment is freely accessible, Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) has evolved from
a deadly disease to a disability that can be managed with medication.
HIV has the following characteristics:
•

HIV is a chronic condition that has cycles of illness and wellness

•

HIV is a communicable disease (may be passed from one person to another
through bodily fluids and/or blood)

•

HIV can be treated by anti-HIV medications but there is no cure.

Living with HIV can affect a person’s ability to carry out regular daily activities such
as doing laundry, going grocery shopping, getting dressed, eating, showering, working,
and interacting socially with others.
People living with HIV may also have some secondary health problems including
depression, diarrhea, lower sex drive, general weakness, poor concentration,
headaches and chronic fatigue.
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Challenges for people living with HIV
Discrimination and living with the stigma associated with having HIV create major
challenges for people living with HIV. Because some people may be worried about being
discriminated against, they may not get the care and treatment they need.
Although treatments and medications can improve the health of people living with HIV,
there can be complications (such as drug resistance) and drug side effects. Coping with
these situations can sometimes be challenging for people living with HIV. The
complications or side effects (such as wasting) may be visible to others, or may cause
emotional or physical pain. Although some situations may be temporary and disappear
after days or weeks, others may last a long time or be permanent.

Who can help with these challenges?
•

Community and family support

•

Medical professionals – doctors, nurses, pharmacists

•

Psychiatrists/psychologists/social workers

•

Occupational therapists

•

Recreation therapists

•

Rehabilitation specialists/physiotherapists

•

Vocational/employment counselors
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