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How HIV-positive-young 
adults navigate love . 

Participants pose for a photo during the launch ofY + beauty pageant in Kampala on September 27,2024. 
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& parent comforts her heartbroken son, 
reminding him that HIV does not define his 
worth or his chances at love. 

BY MICHAEL AGABA 
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but that's not the end of your story. It's 
just apart of it." 

A 
cross the sitting room is Denise, a He looked away. "It doesn't feel like 
55 year-old, a m. other of 30-year- just a part. It feels like a wall." She sat 
old Moses. Sl1e was folding laun- back down.«Son, the right person won't 
dry when she heard the sharp thud see mY as a wall They'll see itas some­

of l).is phone hitting the mattress. She thing Y01.I're living with, not something 
walked over and knocked softly."Can I that defines you."She said. Moses nod­
come in?" ded slowly. «I want to believe it. But I 

Moses opened hesitatingly. Denise sat hate the awkwardness. The fear in their 
next to him. «Another one?" she asked face when I tell them. Like I'm danger- . 
gently. He shrugged. "Yeah.I told her ear- ous." 
ly. Thought I was being mature about Denise sighed. "It's not your job to ed­
.it. She said she respected me. Then. . . ucate everyone, but it is your job to pro-
. just disappeared. Sent that mes- teet your peace. You don't have to rush . 
sage this morning.' Denise into relationships to prove any-
reached over and squeezed thing. And when you're ready, 
his band. you will lead with your 

"You're cool, but I'm not truth, not your fear." 
sure I can handle ... all "1 just wish I could talk 
that. Sorry." about it without feeling . 

He sighed and locked ashamed." 
the screen, heart heavy. "Well," she said with a . 
Moses perinatally (from smile,"youjust did. And I'm 
mother) acquiredHlV and was proud of you." . 
diagnosed of the S<L'11e at the age of Tomorrow is World Aids Day. It is ' 
three. He would get on treatment since, a global day to raise awareness about . 
and his viral load is now undetectable, HIV/Aids, celebrate achievements in . 
but the stigma still feels louder than fighting the pandemic, honour those i 

death. who have died, and call for increased . 
"I don'tbtame her,Mum.lmean, who solidarity and action to end the dis- . 

would want to date someone like me?" ease as a public health threat."Stigma is .. : 
he said, his voic~ cracking. "No matter still with us, people living with HIV still 
how healthy I am, they just see the vi- struggle with it, affecting their physical 
rus." She paused and said:"Moses, look and mental health. Strengthening strat­
at me." He hesitated but liftOO his eyes. egies to overcome them can go a long . 
"You are not a disease. You are a whole : way towards improving their mental 
person., brilliant, kind, stubborn like : health, says Ms Christine Matama, a 

: your mother-and yes, living with mv, j public health specialist and counsellor. 
_:1 ~ 7.1..! .; _ .. ' ..... f • , _:J 

_7 ... 

21 
. . . J 

Parentlng .Ll e~tyle · 

. Helping young adultS ~ With mY 
become confident in relationships, es­
peciallyromanti.c or.sexual ones,can be 
difficult due to stigma,fear of rejection, 
and miSinfonnation. 

But here are some ways a parent can 
support their child living with mY: 
. Understand that mY is now manage­

able. Help them understand that mY 
is a chronic .but manageable illness 
with modern treatment Antiretrovi­
ral Ti-eatInEmt (ART). Wrth proper care, 
they can live long, healthy lives and 
have safe, fulfilling relationships. A$ a 
parent, you can share with your child 
success stories and role models ofpeo­
ole living openly and happily with HN. 
Reinforce that they are not their diag­
nosis. 
i Address stigma: Many young adults 
living with mY struggle with fear and 
sh<L'11e or guilt associated with HIVI 
/\ids. Provide safe spaces (support 
groups, therapy, and peer mentorship) 
Where they can talk openly without 
judgement. Encourage self-compassion 
!and remind them that being mY-posi­
tive doesn't make them "damaged" or 
"'unlovable." 

Empower them with disclosure 
,skills: Fear of rejection often. comes 
from anxiety around disclosing their 
·status, therefore, equip them with tools 
to decide when and how to disclose. 
Having them share their status v.jll 
go a long way towards building self-

. confidence (e.g., in a private, safe, and 
honest way), understand that rejection 
says more about the other person 
than about their worth, and practice 
role-playing conversations to reduce 
anxiety. . 

EncoUrage positive living: If they are 
unable to abstain from sex, encourage 
them to engage only in safe sex practic- : 

~ 

• es sitCh iii using a condom, adherence· . . 
to AlIT, keeping hospital appointmentS,· .. 
eating a balance diet so that their body . 
is able to build and support their im­
mune sYstem and post-exposure proph-o: 
yl;ixis(PrEP) for partners. . ' . 

Promote positive body image and self- ... 
worth: Many young adults living with · . 
mY worry they are "less attractive" or· . 
"less desirable." Encourage self-love· 
through positive affinnations, thera-;.· 
py or support groups focused on iden-] . 
tity and self-image, and social spaces;'· 
that celebrate and support people liv-. 
ingwith HIY. . . 

Encourage association with support: 
ive groups: Isolation is common, es­
pecially after diagnosis. Encourage 
connection with supportive groups 
through mY-positive youth organisa; 
tions, online forums and safe social 
platforms. Seeing others living with 
mY can be incredibly empowering. . 

Support their mental health: 
En~ourageregular access to couns~ - __ 
or mental health services, especially if 
they show signs of stress, depression, 
anxiety, or Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorders (PTSD) due to ill health or 
their diagnosis .. Counselling will help 
them cope with trauma and grief 

Encourage open conversations about 
love and intimacy: Talk with them 
about relationships openly and not 
just the risks, but thejoys of connection, 
emotional intimacy; and love. Reassure 
them that they deserve affection, 
companionship, and passion like 
anyone else. 

Young adults living with HIV/Aids -~ _ .. -
need to feel confident and empowered 
in relationships and parents need 
to support them build confidence in 
relationships where they can feel safe 
to learn, love, and live. 
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