
AN IMPORTANT  QUESTION
The weekly meeting of the HIV Information Project (HIP)

 Is there anyone who has a
question they want to

discuss?

 I do. What happens if you meet
someone you really like.
And they want to go out
with you?

Yo,
Themba!

Are you
falling in

love?

 What’s
her

name?
What are you worried

about, Themba?

Things like –
kissing!

Themba –
the Romeo!

Come on, Themba,
tell us – what’s the

secret of your
success?

I guess I’m just a
lucky guy!

Are you worried what
might happen if she finds

out your status?
But, you know, I don’t
think it will matter to
her – as long as we

play it safe!

She sounds amazing!
Her name is Melody.
She brings music into

my life!
Wow! You really
are a lucky guy.
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Don’t worry,
kissing is safe

Yes...



Not many people
are like Melody.

It’s true. I don’t want
anybody to know my

status.

Me neither.

Nor me!

Why not?

People are so
stupid sometimes.

It makes me so
mad.

Why do you think they  act  like  that?

Me too!

I know. But it’s no
use being angry

with them, instead
we should try to
understand why
they act like that.

Yes but I don’t like the
word ‘IGNORANCE.’I

prefer ‘lack of
information!’

What’s wrong with
the word ‘ignorance’?

To call someone ignorant
is to insult them. It’s not
their fault that they don’t
have correct information.

You are right. We need
to think more carefully

about these things.

What I don’t understand is
why people laugh at you if

they think you are HIV-
positive. At school there
are some kids who laugh

at me.

Why do they
do that?

People don’t only
laugh when they
think something’s
funny, you know.

Sometimes they laugh
because they are

nervous or fearful or
because they don’t

understand.

Or just to be
cruel!

That’s true. Some
kids can be very

cruel.
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I’m scared of
being rejected by

my friends.

I’malso scared that if my
friends know my status
they’ll treat me differently.

That’s discrimination.
Caused by stigma!

But surely everybody
knows by now how HIV

is spread?
It’s a combination of
fear and ignornace.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 7

Maybe they’re scared that if they are our friends they’ll get infected by us?
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Stigma is the word used

to describe the way people

respond to something they fear but

do not understand. Stigma often results in

discrimination.

People living with HIV understand what

stigma means. They experience it every day.

Stigma can result in people gossiping about

them. Sometimes it can result in cruel and

heartless actions against them. Often it

results in discrimination of one form or

another. 

But the question we all have to ask is: “Why?”

SOCIAL STIGMA

This is the most common kind of stigma.

This comes about because people are like

sheep. They always stick together in groups

and they don’t like to think for themselves.

They fear or distrust anything that is

different. To these people, to be different is a

cause of shame. They don’t want to talk

about it or think abou itt. So they try to deny

that it exists, or hide it away.

EXTERNAL STIGMA

Until the discovery of ARV’s, there was no

treatment for HIV. This made people very

scared of it. They did not want to be near

people who were HIV-positive, because they

feared that they would be infected by HIV.

But because of social stigma, people did not

try to learn more about HIV. And so they

remained ignorant about HIV and AIDS. 

Stigma is also caused by the fact

that HIV is sexually transmitted. Many

people don’t like to talk about sex, even

though they practice it. Some people have

multiple partners, which can lead to HIV

infection, but they don’t want to talk about

this. The best way to get rid of stigma is to

talk about it. 

INTERNAL STIGMA

It is hard not to believe what people say.

People living with HIV may start to feel that

the bad things people say are true. In this

way, they begin to stigmatise themselves

and start feeling that they must be a bad

person for having HIV. 

Workbook session 9

UNDERSTANDING

AND DISCRIMINATION

Stigma
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LLEETT’’SS  FFIIGGHHTT  AAGGAAIINNSSTT IIGGNNOORRAANNCCEE

W
e have seen how stigma can lead to discrimination or cruelty

against people with HIV. How can we combat it?
Firstly, through knowledge and education.

Today, we know much more about HIV, and we can manage HIV using ARV

treatment. Today, to be infected by HIV is not a death sentence. 

Today, we also know that many people with HIV, like Themba and Nono,

received the infection at birth through what is known as vertical

transmission. Others may have become infected during normal sexual

relations within and outside of marriage. 

HIV is not something to feel guilty about. 

KNOWLEDGE IS THE KEY
If we are to solve the problems caused by HIV and AIDS in our country, we

first have to get rid of stigma and discrimination. It is our task to combat

the ignorance about HIV that leads to stigma and discrimination. 

We have to become educators in the struggle against AIDS. In order to do

this, we first have to educate ourselves

about the disease. 
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HOW ARE YOU COPING
WITH STIGMA?
Psychologists have discovered that people have two main ways (or strategies) to cope with

problems in their lives. These problem-solving strategies and emotional strategies can help

to cope with stigma.

PROBLEM-SOLVING STRATEGIES 

Problem-solving strategies are best for

situations that can be changed for the better.

For example, if a member of your family is

treating you badly, this can be changed by

talking about it, by kindness and

understanding, and by getting the support of

other family members.

EMOTIONAL STRATEGIES

Emotion-focused strategies are for when

there is really nothing you can do about the

problem. We cannot make stigma go away, so

it is better to learn how to accept it and to

live with it as best you can. The best way to

do this is by getting support from other

family members, friends, or outside support

services, such as those offered by churches or

community organisations.  

YOUR SUPPORT NETWORK

As you can see, a good support network is

very important to help you deal with stigma.

In our story, it is only when Themba begins to

build a support network of new family

members, friends and the people at the HIV

Information Project (HIP), that he begins to

rise above stigma.

HELPING OTHERS

Once you have established a support

network for yourself, it is very important to

begin to help others who find themselves in

the position that you were in before. In this

way, you can become part of their Support

Network, and help them to deal with stigma. 

Themba’s Support Network
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Look at Themba’s Support Network on the

previous page.

Themba’s Support Network consists of the

Vuka Family, his special friends, and the

people in the HIV Information Project. But

he is also responsible for his baby sister

Nono, who is dependent on him. He is also

interested in helping others, and becoming

part of their support network. 

Now draw your own Support Network. First,

draw yourself in the middle.

In the space on the left, draw the family you

are living with now.  Then, on the right,

draw any club, church or organisation that

you may be a member of.  

Then, in the bottom left-hand space, draw

your special friends.

Underneath your picture, draw any younger

children who are dependent on you.

And on the bottom right-hand space, draw

anyone who you think you could help. 
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Draw your own support
network

How you would like things to be

You

Church, organisations or
clubs

othersDependents
Special friends

Family

If you are not happy with your Support Network as it is, make another drawing on a

clean sheet of paper. In this drawing, try to imagine the Support Network that you would

like to have.

Now, to end with, write down three things that you could do to improve your Support

Network. 



On the way home...

I really like going to HIP
meetings. It’s such a

great group of people.
And they all understand

us.

That’s because they
have the same

experiences and the
same problems as us.
I’ve been going to the
HIP group for more
than a year. I don’t
know what I would

have done without it.

Before I met you, I
didn’t have a single

friend that I could talk
to about stuff that

really matters. That’s
why the HIP group
was so important to

me.

When I first came here I felt
very lonely. There was no one

to talk to. Now I have such
great friends, like you, Sindi
and Melody. I feel so lucky!

So you keep
saying.

Meanwhile, at the mall...

The party was
so great!

Great for
you.

Hey
baby!

Thabo spent the
whole evening

running away from
me.

I saw,
ha ha!

Do you think
he may be

HIV- positive!

Why do
you ask?

The things he
said. It made
me wonder.

If he was, would it
matter to you?

You mean, would I
go out with

someone who is
HIV-positive?

Of course not!
Every time we
kissed, I would

worry about
getting infected!

That shows how
much you know.

You can’t get AIDS
from kissing!

What other
stuff?

You mean
sex?

I’m 13 years old.
Right now, I’m not
interested in all that

stuff!

That’s
true.

Ok, that’s true, I know. But what
about other stuff?

You know what I mean–
other stuff!
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According to AIDS
statistics, there is a
strong chance that

one or two of us are
HIV positive.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2



HAND IN HAND

One Saturday afternoon, a
few weeks later... Hello,is Melody

here? What are you two going to do this
afternoon?

We’re going to
the movies!

Oh,
Themba!

I’ve been helping
Muzi at the taxi

rank after school.

And they pay you?

Not very much, but
I’ve been saving up

for this!

Melody, you know
when you said it

wouldn’t matter if I
was HIV- positive?

I meant what I
said!

I just wanted
to tell you...

Themba,
shush!

One day when we’re older,
we’ll have to start thinking

about what to do if we have
sex, and all that stuff. But right
now I’m not interested in all

that stuff.

Me neither.

I love spending time
with you. You’re the
nicest boy I’ve ever

met!

Thank
you.

And right now, holding
hands and being
special friends...

...Is all I really
want to do.

Hello, Themba.
Come in.

How did you get money to go
to the movies? You and Muzi seems to

be good friends these
days.

We play
soccer

together.
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