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Although the current antiretroviral therapy (ART) gives a good prognostic outcome in 
terms of reduced morbidity and increased survival, still Th e Human Immunodefi ciency 

Virus/Acquired Immune Defi ciency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS) poses a major health challenge 
throughout the world but especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. Not only does the discovery that 
one is infected with HIV lead to fear of progression into AIDS and fear of dying, it also creates 
an anticipation of negative social reactions among people living with HIVAIDS (PLWHA). 
HIV related Stigma constitutes a social disease which aff ects PLWHA seeking care in health 
care institutions and from signifi cant others.

Aim: Th is study aims to describe the stigmatizing experiences, coping mechanisms and 
care-seeking behaviour of people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) in Port Harcourt, Nigeria, 
while applying an explanatory model of the role of stigma in care-seeking behaviour of PLWHA. 
We also explored the possible role of contextual factorsrelated to the stigmatization.

Method: In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 PLWHA who belong 
to a network association in Port Harcourt, Nigeria. One focus group discussion was held.

Results: Using the explanatory model from our previous research for interpretation, we 
identifi ed determining and moderating factors aff ecting PLWHA seeking care. In addition, 
three coping mechanisms that PLWHA may utilize to cope with HIV/AIDS were contextualized. 
First, coping with self such as physical appearance, emotional and cognitive problems, second, 
coping directed at others in the social environment, and third, coping directed at solving 
problems related to the HIV/AIDS disease. Poverty and religion were found to be important 
in making care choices which aff ect utilization of health care institutions. Additionally, power 
diff erences in marital relations were found to play an important role at the time of HIV diagnosis 
and coping with this diagnosis.

Conclusion: Th is study identifi ed factors associated with care seeking choices and coping 
mechanisms. Th e explanatory model relating stigma to these processes is useful in structuring 
experiences of PLWHA and uncovering targets of intervention. Policy implications are 
discussed and continuing education of PLWHA and of people in society on HIV/AIDS, on 
options of ART-treatment, on HIV/AIDS related stigma and on possibilitiesfor care and 
supporting networks are recommended.
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