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Ending HIV Means Ending HIV-related Stigma

This year marks the 40th 
Anniversary of the emergence 
of HIV and AIDS as a global 
epidemic. World AIDS Day (1st 
Dec) provides an opportunity to 
reflect on the toll taken by HIV 
and to remember those lost to 
AIDS. It is also an opportunity to 
acknowledge key advances in 
prevention and treatment, and to 
evaluate current strategies to end 
new HIV transmissions once and 
for all. 

UNAIDS, the dedicated agency 
leading the global effort to 
end AIDS as a public health 
threat, estimates that, since its 
emergence, almost 80 million 
people have acquired HIV with 
more than 36 million lives having 
been lost to AIDS-related illnesses 
in that time. 

In its recent strategy statement for 
the period 2021 -2026, the agency 
highlights the impact of inequalities 
that drive AIDS and other 
pandemics, including COVID-19. 
Prominent among the driving 
inequalities hampering efforts to 
end HIV is stigma. Eliminating 
stigma is, therefore, a key 
component of any viable strategy 
to end new HIV transmissions. 
Unfortunately, the phenomenon of 
HIV-related stigma, its causes, and 
its impact, receives considerably 
less attention than some of the 
more tangible measures developed 
to treat and prevent HIV. 

Thanks to key advances in 
HIV medication over the years, 
the trajectory of the virus for 
those with access to effective 
antiretroviral treatment has 
dramatically changed. A person 
living with HIV, on effective 
treatment and who attains an 
undetectable viral load, cannot 
pass on HIV to a sexual partner. 
This fact, confirmed in multiple 
major scientific studies, is written 
in shorthand as “U equals U”.  
Put simply, when the virus is 
Undetectable, it is Untransmittable. 
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HIV-related stigma to zero by the 
end of the current decade. By 
2020, participating Fast-Track 
cities were working towards 
ensuring 90 percent of people 
living with HIV are aware of their 
HIV status, 90 percent of those 
are on effective treatment and 
90 percent on treatment have 
attained viral suppression. While 
many cities, including cities in 
Ireland, have been moderately 
successful in meeting or coming 
close to meeting these targets, the 
elimination of HIV-related stigma 
remains far more elusive.

Given the complexity of stigma 
and its effects on people socially, 
psychologically and, in some 
cases, legally, a multi-pronged 
approach is required to make 
meaningful progress towards 
ending this acutely debilitating 
aspect of the HIV epidemic. 
Information and education to 
facilitate better understanding of 
the causes and effects of HIV-
related stigma, how to challenge 
attitudes, values, and beliefs, 
how to support people who feel 
stigmatized, the importance of 
using appropriate language and 
how to avoid discrimination in 
service provision is vital if we are 
to succeed in this endeavour. 

As a community-based HIV and 
sexual health advocacy and 
support organisation, HIV Ireland 
works to reduce HIV-related 
stigma and improve conditions for 
people living with and vulnerable 
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For people who are HIV negative, 
measures to prevent the 
acquisition of HIV now include 
highly successful medications 
which can be taken before or 
after sex. In Ireland, the rollout of 
the national PrEP (pre-exposure 
prophylaxis) programme means 
that anyone who meets the criteria 
can access the medication free 
of charge. PEP (post exposure 
prophylaxis) is similarly available 
free of charge as an emergency 
preventive measure in clinical 
settings. Condoms, which when 
used correctly provide an effective 
prevention option against HIV and 
other STIs, are also available free 
through the National Condom 
Distribution Service.

Despite these ground-breaking 
advances in both treatment and 
prevention, and the free availability 
of same in Ireland, experiences 
of HIV-related stigma persist. It 
persists as a barrier to inclusion 
for people living with HIV and as 
a significant obstacle to achieving 
an end to new HIV transmissions. 
It persists among health care 
practitioners, policy makers, 
service providers, employers, 
family members, affected 
populations and wider society. 

Stigma is often driven by fear, 
misinformation, or judgment. It 
arises from a lack of awareness 
and/or empathy. It emerges 
because of prejudice, intolerance, 
and stereotyping. For people 
living with, or vulnerable to HIV, 
stigma can lead internally to 
feelings of shame and self-stigma, 
and externally to experiences 
of discrimination and exclusion. 
Stigma is a key determinant 
in preventing progress on 
eliminating HIV around the world 
including deterring access to, 
and preventing uptake of, testing, 
treatment, and effective  
preventive measures. 

As part of its commitment to 
ending new HIV transmissions 
by 2030, the Government 
signed the Paris Declaration 
in 2019, committing Ireland’s 
four largest cities to the Fast-
Track Cities global initiative. The 
initiative focuses on eliminating 
transmission of HIV and reducing 

to acquiring HIV. This is achieved 
through dedicated prevention 
services, community, and peer 
support services and through 
the provision of evidence-based 
information, education and training 
supports for health and social  
care providers.  

This year, in response to limitations 
placed on in-person education 
and training opportunities due 
to COVID-19, HIV Ireland has 
developed a suite of online 
e-learning courses for health and 
social care providers. The first two 
modules cover 1) HIV Prevention 
in Ireland and 2) HIV: Stigma and 
Discrimination. The resources are 
free and intended to benefit health, 
social and community-based care 
professionals working with people 
more vulnerable to acquiring 
HIV and with people living with 
or affected by HIV. This includes 
sexual health workers, health 
advisers, drug service providers, 
LGBT services, education sector, 
youth services, housing/homeless 
services, migrant services, 
Traveller community health 
projects, GPs, mental  
health practitioners, counsellors, 
social workers, nurses, and  
other practitioners. 

More information on how to access 
the e-learning modules  
and the expected learning 
outcomes is available at  
www.hivireland.ie/elearning.
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