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5. Shame: Dealing with stigma and 

discrimination 

Opening ritual.  
Buddy Up.    
Introduction: 
Say: During the last session, we had a chance to learn and practice skills to help 
ourselves—the chill out and self-talk—skills that will help us stop and think in 
difficult situations and which hopefully you’ll find useful today (and in the 
future) if you have not already used them since we last met. In this session, 
we’ll talk about stigma and discrimination and how this affects us because we 
are HIV positive, but also affects people who are affected by HIV. Today’s 

Purpose Objectives

To help members understand stigma and 
discrimination and it how it makes us feel. 

Discuss two types of stigma or 
discrimination that members 
experience as young people living 
with HIV. 
Describe three feelings about how 
stigma hurts being HIV positive. 
Learn two ways in which we can 
address stigma by positive self-talk 
and I-messages. 

Special Preparation Session Key Points

Flipchart with names of groups. 

Definitions of stigma, self-stigma and 
discrimination. 

Definitions of assertive and aggressive 
behaviour. 

Using I-messages and how to create I-
messages. 

Prepare stigma bubble sheets on A3 or 
A4 for use in groups.

Stigma and discrimination around 
being HIV positive is as destructive 
as the disease. 

Youth who are HIV positive and 
receiving ART have the same rights 
as any other young person.  

Being HIV positive can result in 
young people experiencing 
negative self-talk and self-stigma. 
Positive self-talk and 
communication skills is encouraged 
to help young people overcome 
different types of stigma. 
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session is really about us and we are going to leave our Vhutshilo friends out 
for this session.  
 
Put up the definitions of stigma and discrimination and say:  

 Activity 1 (icebreaker):  Things people say  6

1. Divide participants into 4 groups and give each group a flipchart with one of 
the following groups written: 

▪ Sex workers 

▪  Young people who take drugs  

▪ Young people who are in same sex relationships (homosexual) 

▪ Adolescents who are HIV positive   

▪ Teenage girls who have a blesser 
2. Ask each group to put up their flipchart on the wall spaced from each other and 

stand in front of it. Say: This is a brainstorm icebreaker. 
3. Ask the participants to brainstorm everything (opinions, attitudes, feelings) that 

people say about their group. Give the participants 5 minutes to write up as 
many things as they can. You should not need more time than that as this is just 
a short icebreaker. Help guide the groups to think of the following issues if they 
are struggling to think of ideas. Probe to make sure they mention the following: 

 “Understanding and Challenging Stigma: A toolkit for Action”. International HIV/AIDS 6

Alliance. Academy for Educational Development (AED). International Centre for Research on 
Women (ICRW). 2007
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15 
minutes

STIGMA 
➡ Stigma: When we have a negative attitude toward people that we think are 

not “normal” or “right”. For example, it may mean not valuing or respecting 
people with albinism because they look different from us or someone who 
is HIV positive or has AIDS.  

➡ Discrimination: Treating someone unfairly or excluding them from 
opportunities that are available to other people because they are different 
in some way; for example, because a person has a disability or a condition 
like TB or HIV. Discrimination is the action that often follows stigma. 

➡ Self-stigma is when you judge yourself negatively. Self-stigma might cause 
you to believe that you are not good enough or that it is your fault that you 
are living with HIV. Believing these things can prevent you from respecting 
your own rights.
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▪ Sex workers: sinners, immoral, irresponsible, women without shame, too lazy 
to work, money-crazy, whores, etc. 

▪  A young person who is in a same sex relationship (homosexual): unnatural, 
abnormal, insane, HIV carriers, sex maniacs, etc. 

▪ Adolescents who take drugs: criminals, scary people, bullies, steal things to 
buy drugs, do bad things to people, kill people to get drugs. 

▪ Young people who are HIV positive: promiscuous, careless, bewitched, 
walking corpses, infectious, scary, punished by God, etc. 

▪ Teenage girls with blessers (Sugar Daddy): prostitutes, naughty, husband 
stealers, love old men, give them money and they’re yours, no self-respect 
etc. 

 

4. Once all the groups have finished writing, ask one member from each group to 
read out what they have written. Each group will have a turn to read out their 
ideas.  

5. For this part of the activity we are going to imagine that we are the person on 
the flip chart paper. Each group gives feedback and starts their sentence by 
saying:  

▪ “I am a sex worker and this is what you say about me…” 

▪ “I am a teenager who is homosexual and this is what you say about me….” 

▪ “I am a teenage drug user and this is what you say about me….” 
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Facilitator note: this activity might get the participants 
laughing as they start, or they may feel embarrassed. The 
statement on living with HIV may not get the responses that 
are as negative as the others because the participants are most 
likely HIV positive and are sensitive to what people say or who 
do not want to say bad things about being positive. Be sensitive 
to the different feelings and comments that the group share. 
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▪ “I am a teenager who is living with HIV and this is what you say about 

me…” 

▪ “I am a teenage girl and I have a blesser (Sugar Daddy) and this is what you 
say about me…” 

6. After all the groups have presented discuss the following questions: 
o As we imagine that we are one of these types of people, how do we feel 

about all these things that people say about us? 
o Why do you think we use such hurtful language (words)? 
o What are the assumptions (opinions that people have without knowing 

the truth) behind some of these labels? 
Probe for: we all assume that these people are bad, dangerous, scary, don’t 
know that they are doing wrong; or making bad choices and decisions.  
o What does this show us about the link between language (the things we 

say) and stigma?  
Listen to the suggestions that the participants make, summarise their thoughts 
and conclude the activity by saying: Stigma is something that we keep alive 
because of the negative things that we think and say about things and people 
that we may not know enough about. The only way to end stigma is not to 
make negative assumptions (thoughts, feelings and attitudes) about what we 
see. Our ice breaker leads us to another activity for our session called ‘stigma 
bubbles’. 

Activity 2: Stigma bubbles   7

The next activity that we are going to do as a group is called ‘stigma bubbles’. 
Say to the group: Stigma is something that we have all experienced at some 
point in our lives. Today we are going to remember some of those times and 
how they made us feel. We are going to share our stigma experiences and turn 
them into ‘stigma bubbles’. We are going to explore how to respond to stigma 
and discrimination and learn to rise above self-stigma through positive self-talk 
and I-messages.  
  
Encourage the group to remember that our discussions remain confidential 
and encourage the group to share some of these experiences that have been 
hurtful and damaging to each of us as a way to improve how we respond to 
similar situations in future. As a big group ask participants to share some of the 
stigma messages that we have each experienced at some time in our lives. Take 
note of these in the discussion. 

Allow the participants to work in small groups. Once the groups have shared 
some of the stigma messages they have experienced, ask the groups to choose 

 Adapted from “Positive Connections Leading Information and Support Groups for 7

Adolescents Living with HIV”. FHI 360 2013
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one or two situations that are the most common. Participants should write 
these stigma statements in the stigma bubbles on the pre-prepared flip chart or 
in small groups with A4 prepared paper (see illustration below).  

The statements that may come up could be some of the statements below. 
Probe for:  
o Your new boyfriend/girlfriend breaks up with you because you disclose 

your HIV positive status. 
o Your friends at school whisper about you behind your back and call you 

names.  
o The sister at the clinic discloses your status to someone in your family or 

community without your permission.  
o Your family wants to hide you away from the community because you are 

HIV positive.  
o The teachers at school treat you differently because they know your HIV 

status.  
Once the group have shared a statement like the ones suggested above, tell 
the group that we are going to respond to some of these stigma messages so 
that we feel empowered to respond to bad experiences using positive self-talk.  

I—messages 
Explain the concept of positive self-talk and communicating using I-messages.  
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Share the following information with the group:  

Using communication to share your message is the most effective way dealing 
with issues such as stigma. In this section below we learn about a skill called I-
messages.  

‘I—messages’ is an effective communication skill that is one of the best ways to 
get a point across in a clear, direct and honest way to another person, without 
making them get angry about what you are saying. Using the technique of the 
“I” statements can help you tell someone something that upsets you and that 
you do not want to experience again.  

A complete assertive “I” message can be created by completing the following 
statements: 
I think ____________ (your thoughts about the situation).  

I feel ____________ (be sure to state an emotion or feeling rather than a 
thought. For example:  excited, frustrated, concerned, etc.). 
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Assertive messages and behaviour is: standing up for personal rights, 
expressing thoughts, feelings and beliefs in a direct, honest and 
appropriate way that respects the rights of other people 

Aggressive behaviour: You stand up for what you want, without caring 
about the rights and feelings of others. You are demanding for what you 
want and nothing else will be good enough. 

SELF-TALK STEPS  

First, take a step back and chill out. After you are calm, take time to 
ask yourself: 

What just happened? 

How does it make me feel? 

How could someone else looking at this from the outside see 
things differently? 

How could I see my own challenge differently? 

What are different ways that I could react? 

How do I make a wise decision and choose something that will 
hurt me or others the least? 

And then… Act!
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because ____________ (provide the specific reason you are feeling this way, 
preferably with an example). 

I want ____________ (provide a suggestion on what you think could resolve 
the situation). 

Say: We are going to take some of the experiences and practice two ways to 
communicate a response about each statement.  The first way we are going to 
respond is to think about a positive self-talk and the second is an assertive I—
message response. Support the groups as they write a response for their 
stigma bubbles, a positive self-talk and an I-message.  

In small groups provide a template for each group like the one below. These 
can be prepared on A4 page or on flip chart in a stigma bubble if this is 
available.  

Once everyone has completed their messages allow the groups to share their 
efforts with each other. Praise and acknowledge the way that participants have 
responded to communicate through I—messages.  

Conclude the activity by saying: These two activities show us that we are all 
capable of stigma, regardless of who we are and where we come from, but we 
are also able to learn how to respond to negative messages. Stigma and 
discrimination against being HIV positive is equal to passing judgement on any 
other situation that people experience. It is valuable to be prepared to use self-
talk to overcome self-stigma and to practice using I—messages when someone 
says something that is discriminatory. 

Summary  
Say: 
1. What have we learned about stigma and discrimination? 
2. How can we use what we have learned in our everyday lives?  

Statement Positive self-talk Assertive I message
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3. What can we do to make sure we don’t allow people to stigmatise us? 

Help participants identify little things in their daily lives that they can stand 
up to related to rights and status of being positive. Let them know that 
using I-messages effectively needs practice and encourage the group to 
practice messages amongst themselves outside of the session.  

  
Encourage all participants to take the stigma messages in the stigma 
bubbles and crush them into a ball so that they don’t exist. Encourage 
participants to use the skills in the session to stand up to stigma. 

Closing ritual 
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