FACT SHEET NINE
ALCOHOL AND HIV

Some of the more important links between alcohol and HIV are outlined below.
Disinhibition

There is a widely held view that alcohol consumption is a catalyst or excuse for
behaviour which might not otherwise be tolerated. There is also a common belief that
alcohol has an effect on sexual feelings:

Alcohol consumption is also associated with risk taking. Studies demonstrate that after
drinking alcohol or using drugs people are less likely to use a condom during
penetrative sex (Stall, 1987).

After drinking alcohol people may also be less careful about their drug injection practice
and be more likely to share needles.

Social Setting

Licensed premises are often associated with sexual contacts - in fact some premises
are known as 'singles bars' or 'gay bars' and are used for this purpose. Also male and
female prostitutes use licensed premises to facilitate contact with clients. For these
reasons licensed premises are of particular interest in health promotion campaigns.

Immune System

It is possible that HIV infection is most likely to occur in people whose immune systems
have already been weakened. A variety of psychoactive drugs including alcohol,
cocaine, cannabis, opiates and volatile nitrates have all been shown to reduce human
immune responses (Dunne, 1989). Thus far however alcohol does not appear to be a
co-factor in the course of AIDS related iliness.



Alcohol use as a consequence of HIV infection

People who have tested positive for HIV may well seek comfort by using alcohol which
may be contra-indicated with medication they are taking. Their doctors or consultants
may therefore refer them for counselling at an alcohol problems agency like apas where
the needs of people with HIV or affected by AIDS are recognised.
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