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HIV AND 
MENTAL HEALTH

the Friendship Bench

Chapter 7

WHAT IS HIV?

HIV stands for:
HUMAN – it only infects humans
IMMUNODEFICIENCY – it weakens the body’s immune system
VIRUS – a virus is a very, very small infectious microorganism that needs 
to take over a body cell to make more of itself (reproduce)

HIV is widespread in southern Africa. In Zimbabwe, UNAIDS 
estimates that in the year 2014 16.7% of the population is infected, 

this means that 1.4 million of people have the HI-Virus. Compared to 
the rest of the world, this is a very high number of infected people. When 
a person is infected with HIV, we say she or he is HIV positive.
HIV exists everywhere in the world.
People who are HIV positive are at a high risk of suffering from 
mental illness, especially depression and anxiety.



ALWAYS REMEMBER: 
One can live with HIV when on treatment.
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WHAT DOES HIV DO TO MY BODY?  

A virus needs to hijack the body’s cells to reproduce. The HI-virus wants to become very strong and wants to 
reproduce a lot. 
It attacks those cells that a person’s immune system consists of (T-cells and CD4 cells) and destroys them. These 
cells are normally the ones that help us fight an infection. When we get a flu or a cold (dzihwa) and the immune 
cells are strong, we will recover from it within a few days.
When HIV has taken over a person’s immune cells, she or he cannot fight off diseases anymore. She or he will 
get sick more often. In fact, she or he can get very sick and might die. That is why it is so important to prevent 
getting infected and to get the right medical treatment.

HOW DO I FIND OUT IF I AM HIV INFECTED?

There are tests that look for HIV-related signs in a person’s blood. A tiny bit of blood is screened for antibodies, 
a type of cell the human body makes when it was in contact with a virus. This test is called rapid test and it takes 
about half an hour before the results are out.

There are many places where a person can get tested. All these places will offer a brief counselling session before 
the test is done and after the results are being given. 
Often the counselling is given to a whole group of people.
HIV is an infection for life. The human body is not able to get rid of the HI-virus.

HIV



People often feel 
shock, denial, 
fear, guilt, 
despair and 
depression and 
need help!
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It can be quite a shock for a person to receive the 
news that she or he is HIV-positive, and she or he 
might need a lot more support than just pre- and 
post-test counselling. 

Therefore, people who learned that they are HIV 
positive need to speak and learn about their fears, 
their hopes, and also practical issues such as how 
to get treatment, how to stay on their medication, 
how to talk to their families, how to stay safe and 
how to protect others from getting infected by 
them.

CD4 COUNT

At the clinic, the blood gets checked for the CD4 count. The CD4 count gives an idea of how strong the immune 
system’s response is by counting the number of immune system cells. The CD4 cells are the ones that fight HIV.

The higher the CD4 count is, the stronger is someone’s immune response. A low CD4 count means that 
the body’s immune system is weakened, this can also be due to other medical conditions including some 
non-HIV related infections.  

WHAT IS A WINDOW PERIOD?

There is a time between the moment an HIV-infection took place and the moment that the screening test can pick 
up the antibodies (those cells that are made by the body when it was in contact with the HI-virus) or the viral load 
(the amount of virus in a person’s body) which is called window period. In this window period, a test can come 
back as negative but this test result is false. The window period for the rapid test is about 3 months. 
This means a person has to come back after 3 months to really be sure. If the test says ‘negative’, this could be a 
false result, and the person could infect other people.
 
* In the appendix you find a list of places that offer HIV testing. 
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HOW I CANNOT GET INFECTED:

 - Shaking hands

 - Kissing and 
hugging

 - Insect bites

 - Sharing a cup or 
glass or eating 
utensils

 - Sharing a towel, 
washing water, a 
toilet

 - Tears
 - Saliva

HIV
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HOW I CAN GET INFECTED:

 + Unsafe sex

 + Through blood transfusion 
and organ transplants

 + From mother to child 

 + Through occupational risks 
for health professionals

 + Injection 
drug use

HIV



Safe sex means using a condom and being protected.
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HIV is found in body fluids such as semen, pre-semen, blood, vaginal fluids, rectal fluids, breast milk.

Transmission can happen when any of these fluids from a HIV positive person get in touch with the soft moist 
membrane (special type of skin) that is found in the body’s openings (mouth, vagina, rectum, opening of the 
penis) or with any damaged tissue (wounds, however small). 
The HI-virus does not live long outside the human body. 

The most common way of becoming infected is 

 UNPROTECTED SEX

Women are more at risk of contracting HIV and there are actually more women than men who are HIV positive. 
Both, infected men and infected women can infect another person. You have seen posters and flyers around the 
country making us aware of the risks of unprotected sex.

The best protection is to use a condom when having penetrative sex. There are male and female condoms 
available at the clinic or at any shop. 
A condom has to be used correctly and only once. It is important that especially both young men and women 
learn how to use condoms.

 

Condoms also protect us from other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) or from falling pregnant when 
someone does not want to fall pregnant.

HIV



Adolescent girls and young women must be empowered to protect themselves (i.e. how to negotiate when 
to have sex and make it safe and insist on using a condom). We must continuously support them to 
do so. If we help adolescent girls and 
young women to protect themselves, 
we will reduce the rate of HIV in our 
community.

By speaking with adolescent 
boys and young men we can 
help change the dangerous 
traditional ideas that only a 
man with early onset sexual 
activity and many partners 
is a real man.

As LHW we are very important for our community. We 
have the power to make people understand that we all have to 
educate our daughters and sons about safe sex. 
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LARGEST RISK GROUP

Young women and adolescent girls are most at risk for getting infected!

HIV is the leading cause for death in adolescents and 3x more adolescent girls and young women are infected 
with HIV compared to adolescent boys and young men according to UNAIDS.

This means we have to put a stop to sexual abuse (i.e. rape), intimate partner violence, sexual exploitation (i.e. 
relationship with a sugar daddy, prostitution…), child or teenage marriage and early and unintended pregnancies.

the Friendship Bench HIV



RAPE OR SEXUAL ASSAULT

In the case of rape, the woman has to be taken to the clinic 
immediately, preferably a clinic that specializes in helping 
victims of rape. 
She needs to be examined and will be given emergency 
medication to prevent her from getting infected with HIV or 
other STDs and from falling pregnant.

Rape and sexual assault are crimes that should be reported to the 
police.
Perpetrators need to be stopped or they will continue to harm 
others. 
A person who has been assaulted or raped needs a lot of support. 

WHAT HAPPENS IF BOTH PARTNERS ARE 
HIV POSITIVE?  

If both partners are HIV positive they will still need to protect 
themselves from getting re-infected.
A virus can change its shape (a new strain of the virus develops) 
fast and that will affect our immune system. It can also lead to 
the HIV medication not being effective anymore.     
Both partners need to be on HIV medication to stay healthy and 
strong.

PREVENTION OF MOTHER TO CHILD 
TRANSMISSION (PMTCT)

All HIV positive pregnant or breastfeeding women need to receive HIV treatment (ART – antiretroviral 
treatment). All mothers are offered voluntary pre- and post-test counselling and testing when they register at the 
maternity clinics. They are given treatment, for life, and get counselled how to take the medication regularly.

We must encourage an HIV positive pregnant woman to protect her health and the health of the baby she carries. 
Let us answer all her questions, address her worries and fears and reassure her that getting tested and going on 
medication is the only way to keep her baby and herself healthy.
The newborn will also be started on medication and together with her or hisz mother will be followed closely 
so that both stay healthy and strong.

+ +
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A mother whose HIV infection is well managed and 
who is taking her medication regularly, will have a 
lower viral load which is very important as babies 
can also get infected through breast milk. 

In our environment, exclusive breastfeeding is still 
the best way to feed a newborn baby. Exclusive 
means that the baby only gets breast milk for the first 
6 months of baby’s life. This is also described in the 
Child Health Card.

Babies do cry out of many reasons, not only because 
they are hungry. They might cry because they are 
suffering from colic or because they feel lonely or just 
because they have no other way of communicating 
that they are uncomfortable.
Exclusively breastfeeding a baby is the right thing to 
do. A young mother needs to be supported as she is 
often told her baby cries because she does not have 
enough milk. 
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CASE 

S. is a young woman who is pregnant for the first time. When she 
went to the antenatal clinic to register for the first time, she was 
tested for HIV and found out she was positive. 
She had suspected but never wanted to get tested. She was very 
scared when she was told she was positive, she worried about how she 
would tell her husband about this. 
She spoke to Ambuya about this and learned how her being positive 
will affect her baby. She had not known about this. 
Ambuya helped her to realize that she needs to go on the medication 
to protect her baby. 
She spoke to Ambuya a lot and learned to look at the fear she had 
around talking to her husband and her family.
She felt empowered enough to find solutions now to whatever would 
happen.
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It is very 
important 

that a mother 
knows her 
HIV status 
so she can 
protect her 

baby.

CASE 

S. is a young woman who is pregnant for the first time. When she 
went to the antenatal clinic to register for the first time, she was 
tested for HIV and found out she was positive. 
She had suspected but never wanted to get tested. She was very 
scared when she was told she was positive, she worried about how she 
would tell her husband about this. 
She spoke to Ambuya about this and learned how her being positive 
will affect her baby. She had not known about this. 
Ambuya helped her to realize that she needs to go on the medication 
to protect her baby. 
She spoke to Ambuya a lot and learned to face the fear she had 
around talking to her husband and her family.
She felt empowered enough to find solutions now to whatever would 
happen.

HIV



Everybody who is HIV positive needs to be 
on treatment for life.
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TREATMENT ART

HIV TREATMENT IS FOR LIFE!
ART = ANTIRETROVIRAL THERAPY
Medications for HIV are called ART (anti-retroviral therapy) and they are actually a combination of medicines. 

The human body is not able to get rid of HIV.
An HIV-positive person needs medication to keep the amount of virus, the viral load, low.
We need the medication for life!
On the right medication, we can continue to live our life being HIV positive.

When our HI-virus load is high, our immune system becomes weak. We are at a much higher risk of falling sick, 
and we will eventually die of opportunistic infections (OIs) or AIDS.

HOW TO TAKE YOUR ART?

 » ART has to be taken regularly just as prescribed.

 » The pills have to be daily and preferably with food.

HIV



The Stigma around HIV makes us afraid to 
seek support and act in the right way.
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MEDICATION ADHERENCE

It can be difficult to take one’s medication regularly and therefore it is so important to talk about what stops us 
from taking our ART and/or other  medications regularly and as prescribed.

 »  Make sure the client understands why adherence is so important.
 »  Discuss what the client feels about successful ART and a low viral load. (“What would you be able to  

 do when you are feeling stronger?”, “Why is it important for you to feel better?”)
 »  Find out exactly what reasons have lead to not taking the medication in the past. (This could be topics  

 around forgetting, fear of disclosure, non-availability of medication, financial issues, non-availability  
 of food, denial, side effects)

 »   Apply PST

STIGMA – DISCLOSURE

Why are people afraid of getting tested and why are people ashamed of telling others that they are HIV positive?

Stigma means that someone thinks lesser of another person due to something this other person has or does. We 
might stigmatize people for how they look, where they come from, or for the fact that they are HIV-positive.
Disclosure means that a person will tell family, friends, colleagues about her or his HIV status.

The more STIGMA, the less a person will DISCLOSE!

To fight HIV stigma, people need to know more about HIV. Knowledge is power against stigma.

Everybody can get infected with HIV, especially if people do not know how to protect themselves.
Feeling judged for being HIV-positive is very unhelpful!
It makes people avoid:
 » getting tested 
 » going to the clinic and taking the right medication 
 » protecting themselves and others
 » disclosing

HIV
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“Chinokanganwa idemo asi muti watemwa haukanganwi.”

MISLEADING SUGGESTIONS FROM SOME CHURCH LEADERS

Sometimes we will meet clients that say to us that they were told at church to stop taking their medication and 
instead pray.
We will always explain that taking the medication is the most important part of the treatment that we need to 
survive.
We must follow up with a person who stops taking the ART. We need to get him or her back on track. We have 
learned that stopping the ART is like a slow death penalty.
What can we do?
 » Reach out to the person whom you suspect has stopped the medication.
 » Even go to the house of the person.
 » Discuss his or her reasons for stopping the medication.
 » Apply problem solving.

 (The one who wronged might forget bet the one who has been wronged will never forget.)

HIV



We need to make sure that our human rights are 
being respected. For our clients and for us!
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HIV AND HUMAN RIGHTS

We all have human rights. Sometimes, we have to make sure our rights are respected and ask for them. 
Especially in our line of work, the right to confidentiality is very important. We will not share our clients’ 
information with anybody.
When we speak with our clients we can also teach them about their rights. 
Often people do not even know.

We have rights to:
 » The right to gender equality
 » The right to rights to information and education
 » The right to confidentiality
 » The right to protect oneself from unwanted unsafe sex (within and without marriage)
 » The right to protection from discrimination against vulnerable groups such people living with HIV  

 or people living with mental illness
 » The right to access to affordable treatment

FAMILY AND HIV

Families are affected by HIV on all levels.
They have extra costs for health care, they are worried about illness, suffering and death. They are stressed about 
the consequences of stigma.
Children who grow up with very worried parents, will also worry a lot.

We know that there are many things a family affected by HIV needs.
We are limited in what we can do but we can make sure that the family members learn how to solve problems.
We can support them in adhering to the medication they need to take. We help to find out what makes it difficult 
to take the medication and find solutions to those difficulties.
By visiting and speaking to our clients and their families, we show that we respect and care for them. They are 
members of our community just like us.

HIV



We need to 
support the whole 
family. They 
need and deserve 
our support!
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Do you have any 
questions or a 
story you would 
like to share on 
this chapter?

HIV
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Notes …




