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“I know experiencing stigma 
and discrimination can be at 
times very painful.  Many of 
my patients present similar 
frustrations…”  
(Provide anecdotes to your 
patients)

“Sharing what you’re going 
through with others you trust 
can be an important part of 
dealing with your disease…”

Communicate Compassion to Patients – Conversation Starters
Here are some helpful conversation starters that you might try to help convey compassion and empathy for a patient facing stigma:

Treat by Example
It’s important for health care professionals in the clinic setting to be aware of 
the impact that stigma can have on their patients. If clinicians show signs of 
discrimination against people living with HIV, patients may feel vulnerable, powerless 
and even lack confidence in their course of treatment.

“You are in a safe and 
confidential environment 
here.  It’s okay to share…”

“What you’re feeling is 
perfectly normal and common 
among HIV patients.  Try not 
to bottle up your feelings 
about these experiences…”

“Connecting 
with others in 
your situation 
may help…”

Opening Up the Lines of Communication
“You have to be honest with your care provider. If you didn’t take the medicine, if you 
relapsed, or you…had unprotected sex…you got to tell all of that.”

-Tammy, woman living with HIV
Taken from “Everyone Has a Story: A Collection of Women’s Stories and Conversations of Survival and Leadership” (SisterLove)





❏ To facilitate a stigma-free environment, deliver 
comprehensive HIV information in a safe, easily 
understood manner

❏ Provide your patients with the basics of HIV education.   
Be sure to cover the following: 

• Methods and risks of HIV transmission as well as 
protective measures

• Risky behaviors that may make patients more vulnerable 
to spreading HIV

• Treatment options, including the importance of  finding 
an ideal treatment regimen that meets the needs of the 
individual patient

• The importance of treatment adherence and methods 
to encourage medication-taking routines.  The role of 
treatment resistance is also an important discussion

• Understanding their numbers, including CD4 count and 
HIV viral load.  The more informed patients are, the more 
in control of their condition they will feel

❏ Direct patients to services that support the well-being of 
those living with HIV

❏ Emphasize to your patients that HIV can be a chronic, 
manageable disease.  They have done nothing wrong 
and should not feel ashamed of, or apologetic for, their 
HIV status 

❏ Encourage your patients to avoid isolation due to their 
HIV status and fear of others’ responses, as this can 
result  in potentially harmful effects on their well-being 

• If your patients are unable to discuss their status with 
family, friends or loved ones, refer them to organized 
support groups available in the HIV community, many of 
which offer online support forums

❏ Remind patients of their rights:

• People living with HIV can be selective about who they 
choose to disclose their status to

• Health care providers who receive federal funding are 
not allowed to discriminate or withhold care based on 
HIV status

• People living with HIV have the right to enjoy the 
provision of goods and services regardless of their 
HIV status, such as finding housing or visiting shops, 
restaurants and hotels

• People living with HIV have the right to be informed 
about treatment options when their current 
treatment is no longer working or is affecting their 
daily lives through side effects 

❏ Prominently display, and make otherwise available, 
information in your clinic about patient rights 
and resources to turn to if patients feel they have 
experienced discrimination or if their rights have been 
violated.  Specifically communicate these resources to 
patients regularly

• Provide information about local organizations and 
AIDS Service Organizations (ASOs) that can provide 
counseling and legal services

• People living with HIV can file a complaint through the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) if they feel they 
are being discriminated against by a state or local 
government or a public organization

❏ Ensure your staff is knowledgeable about patient rights.  
Train your employees on patient rights and their role, 
as health care workers, in empowering patients and on 
how to direct patients to additional services

Confronting Stigma
Use the following checklist of key areas to enable patients to address HIV stigma in their lives.
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•  Keep a pulse on the community where you practice.  It’s important to understand the terms your patients 
and the larger community are using when discussing HIV in order to better relate to them.  Be aware of 
local events and activities that could be supportive platforms for combating HIV stigma

• Remind your patients that they are not alone in facing stigma.  More than 30 years into the fight against 
HIV there are large numbers of people successfully living with the disease today, despite the stigma






