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"I was diagnosed (with HIV) because I went seeking PrEP treatment. When I 

was still negative, I went to the doctor and said, look, I want to start PrEP 

because I have friends who are in California, in the United States, and they 

take PrEP.  I want to start PrEP because I know this works. I think I qualify. And 

everyone said the same thing: "No, that's still in studies, you don't know if that 

works well." I replied, "Look, in the United States they are using it, and in 

Europe they are using it. I want to start on this. They told me, "No, you have to 

wait a little longer." About another year passed, and when I finally saw that they 

started the PrEP campaign here (in PR), I went to start on PrEP. They had to 

do an HIV test to confirm that I was indeed negative, and that's when I was 

diagnosed as positive. Perhaps if we were more at the forefront of what is 

really happening, we could save many more lives.  P#4 (2017)



Brief context of HIV in Puerto Rico

• Since the 1980s, HIV has 
disproportionately affected PR.

• High rates persist compared to 
the continental U.S.

• Different realities: poverty, 
migration, irregular access to 
medical care.

• In HIV, the social and structural 
aspects matter as much as the 
biomedical.
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U.S Health and Human Services, (2019, August 18). America's HIV Epidemic Analysis Dashboard (AHEAD). 

Retrieved May 24, 2025, from https://ahead.hiv.gov



Social Determinants of Health (SDoH)

• ‘The conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and age, 

and people’s access to power, money and resources- have a 

powerful influence on avoidable and unjust health gaps.’ 

• The Commission’s 2008 final report reviewed the evidence on social 

determinants of health and actions addressing them. The report 

concluded that “social injustice is killing people on a grand 

scale” and “a toxic combination of poor policies and 

programmes, unfair economic arrangements, and bad 

governance” contributes to the unjust life chances of children 

and adults around the world.
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WHO, 2024, 2025



SDoH and HIV 

• HIV persists not solely due to individual behavior or biomedical 
gaps, but because of structural and systemic inequities.

• SDoH such as poverty, housing instability, stigma, mental health, 
and racism remain primary drivers.

• Ending the HIV epidemic requires us to address not just the virus, 
but the conditions that allow it to persist.
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SDoH and HIV
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Healthy People 2030, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. 

Retrieved [date graphic was accessed], from https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/social-determinants-health



Close up of lookout tower at Castillo San Cristobal Fort in San Juan, Puerto Rico.
                        It was built by Spain in 1783 to protect against land based attacks on the city of San Juan.The colonial status and its impact

• 1898 Puerto Rico: unincorporated territory, 

subject to federal decisions, without full 

representation.

• Dependence on federal funds is conditioned 

by external regulations. 

• Limited autonomy to design culturally 

relevant public health policies.
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https://stock.adobe.com/images/close-up-of-lookout-tower-at-castillo-san-cristobal-fort-in-san-juan-puerto-rico-it-was-built-by-spain-in-1783-to-protect-against-land-based-attacks-on-the-city-of-san-juan/400291453


SDoH that perpetuate HIV in PR

• Structural poverty. ~43% of residents live in poverty, which is the 
highest poverty rate of any U.S. state (Mississippi is the next highest at 
19.7%). (The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act State Plan, Dept. of Education, 2024)

• Insufficient or inadequate sex education.

• Barriers to accessing PrEP and prevention services.

• Stigma and discrimination (based on sexual orientation, gender, and 

HIV status).

• Health inequities are compounded by hurricanes, earthquakes, and 

COVID-19—all of which exacerbate housing, mental health, and 

care access issues.
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• Impact of federal policies that impact healthcare access, 
treatment and prevention

Healthcare access
Treatment and 
prevention
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Healthcare access to treatment and prevention



Housing stability 
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Housing stability • Housing is prevention and treatment. People without stable 
housing have lower rates of ART adherence and viral suppression.



Employment
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Access to 
employment

• Puerto Rico’s 8.2% unemployment rate (In 2019) is 

almost three times the national level. (The Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act State Plan, Dept. of Education, 2024)

March 12, 2024



Community-based response

• Local organizations lead diverse responses.

• CBPR (Community-Based Participatory Research) as a 
resistance strategy. 
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Education
#continuum2025

Gender perspective 
education
Sex ed
HIV education



Recomendations
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• At the research level

• Fund local projects led by Puerto Rican and community researchers.

• Fund local CBPR research and interventions.

• At the level of public policies

• Increase investment in social determinants: housing, employment, and 

comprehensive sex education.

• Local implementation of EHE should integrate social justice approaches.

• At the health services level

• Expand access to PrEP and treatment in rural communities.

• Culturally competent stigma reduction programs.

• Promote status-neutral spaces.



Closing

• HIV is not just a virus: it is a manifestation of social injustices.

• To end the HIV epidemic, we must focus on the inequities that 

affect health. 

• Besides medical treatment, we need structural transformation.
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