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What is it?What is it?
Alpha lipoic acid or thiotic acid is a nutrient
that is produced in tiny amounts by the human
body. It plays a role in the conversion of sugar
to energy. Alpha lipoic acid is also a powerful
antioxidant.

Many of the body’s functions rely on a series of
reactions called oxidation. Molecules called free
radicals are a natural by-product of oxidation.
Free radicals can damage the body in much the
same way that rust damages a car. To prevent
damage, antioxidants like vitamins C and E can
counter the effects of free radicals. In order to
protect itself, the body also manufactures a
substance called glutathione, which is found in
cell membranes. Study results suggest that
people living with HIV (PHA) have lower
levels of glutathione and higher levels of free
radicals than HIV-negative people.

Alpha-lipoic acid is a small molecule with
chemical properties that allow it to pass easily
in and out of cells. It can capture free radicals
directly or by removing them from other
antioxidants like vitamins C and E. By doing
so, alpha-lipoic is in effect able to “recharge” or
“recycle” thse vitamins. Studies, including one
very small German study involving ten HIV-
positive men, have shown that alpha-lipoic acid
can also recycle glutathione, which may help
improve the body’s own antioxidant defences.

What do peopleWhat do people  with HIV use this with HIV use this
supplement for?supplement for?
óó To protect the liver
The liver stores nutrients and converts them to
hormones, proteins and ready sources of
energy. It modifies and breaks down most

drugs and processes wastes from other parts of
the body. Many free radicals are produced in
the liver, an organ that normally has large
stores of glutathione. If the number of free
radicals overwhelms the body’s natural
protection system, the liver may become
damaged. 

Alpha-lipoic acid has been used to treat liver
poisoning due to alcohol, mushrooms and
heavy metals, but trial results have been mixed.
However, test-tube studies demonstrating
alpha-lipoic acid’s antioxidant abilities and its
role in glutathione recycling have encouraged
its use in order to protect the liver. According
to nutritionist Lark Lands, several people with
HIV have experienced an improvement in liver
function thanks to alpha-lipoic acid.

óó To treat peripheral neuropathy
Some people with HIV experience peripheral
neuropathy, a condition of the nervous system
that appears as tingling or burning in the hands
and feet. This is usually associated with the
anti-HIV drugs ddI, ddC and d4T. Since alpha-
lipoic acid has been approved in Germany to
treat diabetic neuropathy, some people with
HIV are also using it. Clinical trials in both
humans and animals suggest that alpha-lipoic
acid is an effective treatment for diabetic
neuropathy but it is unclear whether it is more
effective than other, cheaper antioxidants. One
study of 80 people with diabetic neuropathy
tested three different antioxidants: vitamin C,
selenium and alpha-lipoic acid. All three
treatments improved neuropathy symptoms
but none was clearly superior. No study using
alpha- lipoic acid to treat HIV-related
neuropathy has been done.
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óó To treat lipodystrophy
Lipodystrophy is a collection of symptoms
including muscle wasting, high fat
(triglyceride) levels in the blood and abnormal
fat distribution. Lipodystrophy seems to be
related to the use of antiretroviral drugs. Many
HIV-positive people also experience decreased
insulin sensitivity, a condition in which the
body’s cells are less capable of using insulin to
convert sugar into energy. One study of HIV-
positive men showed that decreased insulin
sensitivity was associated with higher amounts
of fat in the abdomen and a greater degree of
muscle wasting in the arms and legs. Another
small study conducted in 74 diabetics showed
that four weeks of daily alpha-lipoic acid
treatment improved insulin sensitivity. Each of
the doses used (600 to 1800 mg a day)
produced the same results. The use of alpha-
lipoic acid to treat decreased insulin sensitivity
in HIV-positive people has not been tested.

óó To prevent and treat HIV-related
dementia
Brain cells may be especially sensitive to the
accumulation of free radicals. Alpha lipoic acid
has been shown to pass easily from the blood
into the central nervous system. Some
nutritionists, including Lark Lands, have
suggested that alpha-lipoic acid be used to treat
HIV-related dementia and cognitive
impairment (problems with memory, thinking,
concentration etc.). However, alpha-lipoic acid
produced no improvements during a study
involving 36 PHAs with mild cognitive
impairment. 

óó To slow down HIV replication
Increased levels of free radicals inside immune
cells may trigger HIV replication. Test-tube
studies suggest that alpha-lipoic acid can slow
a cell’s production of HIV by decreasing levels
of free radicals and, perhaps, by interfering
directly with the replication process itself.
Unfortunately, no trials in humans or animals
have been done.

Available forms and usageAvailable forms and usage
Alpha-lipoic acid is sold in capsules and tablets
primarily in health-food stores. The dose
usually recommended for HIV-positive people
is 300 mg a day, but some PHAs take up to
600 mg daily. Alpha-lipoic acid may reduce the
amount of minerals, including iron, in the body
through a process called chelation. Many
nutritionists recommend therefore that alpha-
lipoic acid be taken with a multi-vitamin
containing minerals. A multivitamin and alpha-
lipoic acid can be taken at the same time if
desired. 

Cautions and concernsCautions and concerns
Alpha-lipoic acid has virtually no side effects.
According to one report, alpha-lipoic acid could
reduce platelet levels (cells that contribute to
blood clotting), but this finding has not been
confirmed in other studies. Skin rash has been
reported in a few people taking more than 600
mg daily. Because alpha-lipoic acid affects the
way insulin behaves in the body, insulin-
dependent diabetics may need to adjust their
insulin dose in order to take this supplement
safely.
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DisclaimerDisclaimer
The Community AIDS Treatment Information Exchange
(CATIE) provides information resources to help people
living with HIV/AIDS who wish to manage their own
health care in partnership with their care providers. We do
not recommend or advocate particular treatments and we
urge users to consult as broad a range of sources as possible.
Although we update our material regularly, users should be
aware that information changes rapidly. Additional
information may be available from CATIE at 1-800-263-
1638 or on our Web site at http://www.catie.ca. Users
relying on the information do so entirely at their own risk.
Neither CATIE nor Health Canada accept responsibility for
any damage that may result from the use or misuse of this
information. The views expressed herein are solely those of
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy
of the Minister of Health Canada. Decisions about
particular treatments should be made in consultation with
a health-care professional knowledgeable about HIV-related
illnesses and the treatments in question.

Permission to reproducePermission to reproduce
This document is copyrighted. It may be reprinted and
distributed in its entirety for non-commercial purposes
without prior permission, but permission must be obtained
to edit its content. The following credit must appear on any
reprint: This information was provided by the Community
AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE). For more
information, contact CATIE at 1-800-263-1638.
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