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Background:

Many African Australians living with HIV experience social isolation and difficulty accessing support services.

Aim:

To investigate the social support available for African Australians living with HIV.

Methods:

A case series of African-born adults living with HIV in Victoria was conducted. Data was collected in semi- structured interviews. Interview transcripts were analysed thematically to identify key issues relating to sources of social support and barriers impeding access to support.

Results:

Fourteen men and six women were interviewed. Ten were born in the Horn of Africa (nine in Ethiopia). Sources of support included family, friends, partners, health services, religious advisors and organizations, and ethnic communities. Forms of support included comfort and encouragement, practical assistance with daily living, advice about relationships and childbearing, negotiating immigration issues and financial assistance. The main barrier impeding access to support was stigma from within their ethnic communities, based on perceptions that HIV was associated with homosexuality and sexual promiscuity. Participants also felt stigmatised by the broader Australian community, based on perceptions that HIV is a disease brought to Australia and spread to the Australian population by African immigrants. This led to an overwhelming concern to maintain control over and limit the disclosure of their HIV status, which led to isolation and difficulties accessing support from individuals and organizations.

Conclusions:

Reducing stigma against people living with HIV is vitally important if we are to improve access to support for HIV positive African Australians. Actions to reduce stigma include addressing homophobia within African communities, correcting misleading stereotypes of HIV-positive people as sexually immoral and threatening to others, and addressing the public perception of African immigrants as threats to the health of the Australian population.



