
HIV Stigma Fact Sheet
Let’s Stop HIV Together raises awareness that we all have a role to play in stopping HIV 
stigma. When we support people with HIV, we make it easier for them to live healthy lives.

What is HIV stigma?
HIV stigma is negative attitudes and beliefs about 
people with HIV. It is the prejudice that comes with 
labeling an individual as part of a group that is 
believed to be socially unacceptable.

Here are a few examples: 

1 Believing that only certain groups of 
people can get HIV

2 Making moral judgments about 
people who take steps to prevent HIV 
transmission

3 Feeling that people deserve to get HIV
because of their choices

What is discrimination?
While stigma refers to an attitude or belief, discrimination 
is the behavior that results from those attitudes or 
beliefs. HIV discrimination is the act of treating people 
with HIV differently than those without HIV.

Here are a few examples: 

1 A health care professional refusing to 
provide care or services to a person living 
with HIV

2 Refusing casual contact with someone 
living with HIV

3 Socially isolating a member of a
community because they are HIV positive

What are the effects of HIV stigma and discrimination?
HIV stigma and discrimination affect the emotional well-being and mental health of people with HIV. People 
with HIV often internalize the stigma they experience and begin to develop a negative self-image. They may 
fear they will be discriminated against or judged negatively if their HIV status is revealed.

“Internalized stigma” or “self-stigma” happens when a person takes in the negative ideas and stereotypes 
about people with HIV and start to apply them to themselves. HIV internalized stigma can lead to feelings 
of shame, fear of disclosure, isolation, and despair. These feelings can keep people from getting tested and 
treated for HIV.



What causes HIV stigma?
HIV stigma is rooted in a fear of HIV. Many of our 
ideas about HIV come from the HIV images that 
first appeared in the early 1980s. There are still 
misconceptions about how HIV is transmitted and 
what it means to live with HIV today. 

The lack of information and awareness combined 
with outdated beliefs lead people to fear getting 
HIV. Additionally, many people think of HIV as a 
disease that only certain groups get. This leads to 
negative value judgements about people who are 
living with HIV.

What can be done about HIV stigma? 

Get the facts. 

Learn HIV basics and what it 
means to live with HIV. Having 

the facts can help reduce 
misunderstandings and 

decrease stigma associated 
with HIV.

Learn how to talk  
about HIV.  

Talking openly about HIV 
can help normalize the 

subject. But be mindful of 
how you talk about HIV and 
people with HIV. Our stigma 

language guide can help.

Begin to take action. 

We can help end HIV stigma 
through our words and 
actions in our everyday 

lives. Check out our stigma 
scenarios for tips on what 

you can do when you 
witness stigma.

VISIT CDC.GOV/TOGETHER

/ActAgainstAIDS /ActAgainstAIDS @TalkHIV

cdc.gov/together
instagram.com/actagainstaids
facebook.com/actagainstaids
twitter.com/talkhiv
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