
Change the HIV 
story by NOT
using these words:

Words
Matter

HIV-positive Defaulter

ARVs Disease

Lost to follow-up HIV/AIDS

Disclosure Viral suppression

Adherence Clean or not clean

HIV-positive can become a label and an identity. 
Some patients even start saying “I am HIV.”

But HIV is really just an easily managed chronic 
health condition. It’s not who someone is. 

And we don’t say “diabetes-positive” or 
“hypertension-positive.” So let’s not give power 
to HIV by talking about it differently.

Avoid Saying

Living 
with HIV

Rather Say

HIV-
positive

Here’s
Why

AIDS is what happens when HIV gets out of control 
and you’re about to die from it. 

If someone is taking their meds and staying healthy, 
they are living with HIV, not living with HIV and 
AIDS. And nowadays no one should ever 
get to AIDS stage.

Avoid Saying

HIV
Rather Say

HIV/AIDS

Here’s
Why

This is another word that can have judgmental 
connotations.

These people are not really lost. They know where 
they are. They might even be hiding from us. 
It’s our job to find out why and what we can do 
to help them want to return.

Avoid Saying

Lost to 
follow-up

Here’s
Why

This word makes it sound like the person done 
something illegal, like failing to pay back a loan.

It also puts the blame and burden on the client 
rather than the system, implying that the client
is obligated to return regardless of whether
we’re giving them what they need.

Avoid Saying

Someone who has 
missed their treatment
Someone who is not 
taking their meds
Someone who has not 
come back to the clinic

Rather Say

Defaulter

Here’s
Why

Someone who has 
missed their treatment
Someone who is not 
taking their meds
Someone who has not 
come back to the clinic

Rather Say
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ARVs is an overly technical acronym that most 
people memorize without ever knowing what it means. 
It’s another piece of HIV jargon that makes treatment 
feel intimidating.

Whenever possible, we should just speak in 
plain language.

Avoid Saying

Pills
Meds
Treatment

Rather Say

ARVs 

Here’s
Why

This word carries with a sense of authority and 
rule-following. It implies that you must take your meds. 
But our goal is for people to want to take their meds.

This is also an example of avoiding jargon and 
using plain language whenever possible.

Avoid Saying

Daily 
pill-taking

Rather Say

Adherence

Here’s
Why

In everyday use, disclosure usually relates to negative 
information that someone would rather hide or deny. 
It signals that there is something secret and shameful 
about living with HIV.

But living with HIV is not a big deal. We can just 
‘tell someone about it’ or ‘share it with someone’. 
We don’t need a big word like ‘disclosure’.

Avoid Saying

Telling someone 
you are living 
with HIV

Rather Say

Disclosure

Here’s
Why

Like with the word AIDS, we give HIV too much power 
when we call it a disease. Disease tells someone they 
are sick and maybe dying. 

But if we take our meds, HIV is just a health condition 
that is easily managed and controlled. We can 
have HIV and be perfectly healthy.

Avoid Saying

Health 
condition

Rather Say

Disease

Here’s
Why

This is another word that people will memorize and 
repeat but probably does not add anything to their 
understanding and may feel confusing or intimidating.

Viral suppression just means that the meds 
have gotten HIV under control.

Avoid Saying

Having HIV 
under control

Rather Say

Viral 
suppression

Here’s
Why

For decades, people have associated HIV with being 
dirty and have used words like ‘clean’ or ‘not clean’ 
in relation to HIV.

In addition to being highly stigmatizing, this 
terminology can undercut the concept of viral 
suppression and the ability to reduce the amount 
of the virus to undetectable levels.

Avoid Saying

HIV safe 
or not

Rather Say

Clean or 
not clean

Here’s
Why
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For more information:

Shawn Malone - Project Director
smalone@psi.org
+27 81 038 1862


