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Objectives 

• Understand how language shapes our world 
• Understand the history of language in relation to HIV. 
• Explain the differences in stigmatizing and empowering 

language. 
• Identify “people first language” and its importance. 
• Explore the use of empowering language when talking or 

writing about self and others.  
 



“Because reporting on HIV and AIDS ultimately 
deals with matters of life and death, and because 
many people will form their understanding of HIV 
and AIDS through the media, the story must be 
approached with clarity, precision, and sensitivity” 

  

Reporting on HIV and AIDS 

Kaiser Family Foundation.  Reporting Manual on HIV/AIDS 
 



Language 

• Language and the words we use 
 
• help to shape our world 
• describes and gives meaning to our lives 
• persuades and changes minds 
• It can destroy or empower 

 



The Power of Language 

• The selective use of language can trivialize an event or render it 
important; marginalize some groups and empower others; 
define an issue as an urgent problem or reduce it to a routine 
one. 



HISTORY OF LANGUAGE USED IN THE 
HIV COMMUNITY 
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“Gay disease” 
“gay cancer”  
“gay plague” 

 
 

“gay-related immune deficiency” 
(GRID) by health care providers and 

researchers 
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 AIDS (Acquired Immunodeficiency 
Syndrome) 

 
ARC  (AIDS-Related Complex) 

 
HIV - Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
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Human HIV 



Human 
Immunodeficiency HIV 
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Acquired AIDS 
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In October 1990, ACT UP 
descended upon 

Washington and the Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention in Atlanta, 

carrying signs that  
demanded the formal 

definition of AIDS change 
to include women.  

  
Courtesy National Library of Medicine 





Stage 1 
Acute Infection  

1-2 weeks 

Stage 2 
Clinical Latency 

10-12 years 

Stage 3 
End stage HIV 
Late stage HIV 

 

Stages of HIV 

https://www.aids.gov/hiv-aids-basics/just-diagnosed-with-hiv-aids/hiv-in-your-body/stages-of-hiv/ 



STREET SLANG 





What other words and phrases? 



People First Language 

• Rather than using labels to define individuals 
with a health issue, it is more appropriate to 
use terminology, which describes individuals 
as being diagnosed with an illness or disorder. 

 
 



People First Language 

• HIV-infected individuals can live a normal life. 
 

• People living with HIV can live a normal life. 
 

• HIV infected patients  
• Patients living with HIV or Patients Diagnosed with HIV 

 
 

 

 



Stigmatizing  Preferred 

HIV patient, AIDS patient 
Person living with HIV, person 
diagnosed with HIV Positives or HIVers 

AIDS or HIV carrier 

Died of AIDS, to die of 
AIDS 

Died of AIDS-related illness, died of 
AIDS-related complications or died 
of end stage HIV 



Stigmatizing  Preferred 
Victim 

Person living with HIV, person 
diagnosed with HIV 

Sufferer 

Contaminated  

Innocent (victim) 

AIDS orphans 
Children orphaned by loss of 
parents or guardians who died of 
AIDS related complications 



Stigmatizing  Preferred 

HIV infected mother Mother living with HIV, mother 
diagnosed with HIV 

Mother to child 
transmission Vertical transmission 

AIDS Orphans Children who lost both their parents 



Stigmatizing  Preferred 

Prostitute or prostitution Sex worker, sale of sexual services 

Promiscuous Use - Having multiple partners 



Stigmatizing  Preferred 

AIDS test HIV test 

To catch HIV or AIDS 
To contract AIDS 

To contract HIV, developed AIDS, 
developed end stage HIV 

Compliant Adherent 



Infected 



Example 

• I was infected with HIV when I was a teenager 
 

• I contracted HIV when I was a teenager  
or 

•  I was diagnosed with HIV when I was a teenager 
 
 
 

 
 



Example 

• Women are most likely to be infected with HIV through 
heterosexual contact. 
 

 

• Women are most likely get (or contract) HIV through 
heterosexual contact. 
 

 
 



Positive 





What is Next . . .  

• Use appropriate terminology 
• Use empowering terminology  
• Portray people with HIV living positively 
• Use “People first language” 
• Empower yourself and others 



If we spoke a different language, 
we would perceive a somewhat 

different world.  

Ludwig Wittgenstein 
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