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Abstract 

The rapid rise of HIV infections has made Philippines one of the nations in 
the world with a high risk of full blown AIDS epidemic. Previous studies 
have shown that stigma and discrimination plays a major role in the 
perception of the person living with HIV (PLHIV) as many painful 
experiences result from being labelled as HIV/AIDS positive. This study 
aimed to determine the phenomenology of patients living with HIV as a 
disease and its implications on their coping mechanisms. Using the 
phenomenological research approach, the researchers conducted an 
audit trail and a semi-structured interview with purposively chosen PLHIV, 
belonging to 19-34 year old age group, and living in Metro Manila for the 
past 10 years. The participants were chosen regardless of their sex, 
profession and civil status. To understand the lived experiences of the 
participants and how they make sense of their experiences, the 
researchers analyzed the data by first reading and re-reading the 
transcribed copies of the interview and then they came up with emerging 
themes. Findings revealed that FGD participants view HIV as a disease 
that can kill them however they still believe that knowledge about the virus 
is the key to prolong their life and cope with their condition. They believed 
that HIV can control them but they are the ones who will decide whether 
how to face the disease. Most of the PLHIVs are in the acceptance stage 
but there were moments that they regret their condition. FGD participants 
used adaptive mechanism wherein they face their situations positively – in 
thoughts, acts and views. Implications of HIV did not only change the lives 
of PLHIVs but also the people around them especially their family. The 
study concludes that HIV changed their perception in life and helped them 
appreciate what they have. HIV helped them know their ‘self’ more and 
live a healthy life. 
 
Keywords: HIV/AIDS, phenomenology, coping mechanism, stigma, lived 
experience  
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INTRODUCTION 
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is a virus that attacks and 

kills the immune system (World Health Organization, 2015). The virus 
weakens the immune system’s ability to fight infections and disease which 
can lead to “immune deficiency”. Thus, the system can no longer protect 
an individual’s health against infections and diseases. As this virus occurs 
in the body, it can lead to Acquire Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). 
This syndrome leads to the breakdown of the immune system which in 
turn, makes the person vulnerable to cancer and other diseases. 

According to Averting HIV and AIDS (2016), Simian 
Immunodeficiency Virus (SIV) is related to HIV because it is a virus that 
also attacks the immune system however, it affects the monkeys and apes 
rather than humans. In 1999, a strain of SIV was found on a chimpanzee 
that was almost identical to HIV in humans (Sharp & Hahn, 2011). Some 
scientists believe that the virus was injected and then mutated into the 
virus. It is known today when humans haunted the chimpanzees for meat 
and came into contact with their infected blood.  

As of 2014, the World Health Organization (WHO) and Joint 
United Nation Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) estimated that there are 
36.9 million people living with HIV. In that same year, 2 million people were 
added to the list and 1.2 million died because of the virus. Most of the 
people living with HIV take up five to ten years before progressing to AIDS 
hence making HIV/AIDS a virus that affects many groups of persons.  

In the Philippines, the rapid rise of HIV infections has made the 
country one of the nations in the world with a high risk of full blown AIDS 
epidemic. According to WHO Philippines Representative Office (WPRO) 
(2015), there are 22 new cases of HIV a day which makes the Philippines 
one of the countries with a fastest growing HIV epidemic. The national rate 
popularity of HIV in the Philippines remains less than 0.1% but rapidly 
increases because of men having sex with men (MSM) and people who 
inject drugs (PWD). In 2015, the MSM prevalence reached 14% and one 
out of two people who injected drugs were HIV positive.  

A research on HIV/AIDS done by Saki and his colleagues (2015) 
suggested that stigma and discrimination plays a major role in the 
perception of the person living with HIV (PLHIV) as many painful 
experiences result from being  labelled as HIV/AIDS positive. Moreover, 
social stigma is commonly a big issue for PLHIVs and is seen as a sign of 
severe social disapproval that results from an individual's deviation from 
social norms.  Social labelling has been a default mind set in a society with 
PLHIVs. The mental effect is found to be devastating for an individual 
because for most people, HIV originates from sexual deviances and 
immorality.  
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According to the WHO (2015), once someone is infected with HIV, 
it will remain for the rest of his/her lives. Until now, there is no known cure 
or medication available in the market to cure HIV infection. There are, 
however, appropriate treatment courses available to help the infected 
person to improve his/her condition and to impede the progression of the 
virus to AIDS. 

AIDS Information Fact Sheets (2012) pointed out that there are 
treatments used for HIV and these are called Antiretroviral Therapy (ART). 
ART involves three or more anti-HIV medication that can help the infected 
person to live longer and may help to control the viral load increase in 
one’s body. Once the reproduction of HIV in the body stops, the body’s 
immune cells are able to live longer and provide the body with the 
protection from infections. Furthermore, WHO (2015) stated that the 
likelihood of transmission of the virus decreases by 96% if the PLHIV is in 
ART. Treatments are very helpful because they help the infected person 
with HIV from advancing AIDS (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2012). 
 According to the Department of Health’s (DOH) HIV/AIDS and 
ART Registry of the Philippines (HARP), HIV/AIDS cases in the 
Philippines rose to 28,428 since 1984 with 692 new cases recorded in 
September 2015. The number of individuals infected in September 2015 
is said to be 22% higher compared to the same period in 2014. Most of 
the cases, however, were still asymptomatic at the time of reporting.  
  In addition, 364 AIDS cases were reported out of the 5,901 HIV 
cases in 2015, 45 for September 2015 alone. Of the 5,901 reported HIV 
cases, 5,648 (96%) were males and 253 (4%) were females. The highest 
number of age group infected is 25-34 years old comprising 52% of the 
total cases reported.  
 The regions with the highest number of reported cases for 
September 2015 were NCR with 270 (39%) cases, Region 4A with 128 
(18%) cases, Region 3 with 60 (9%) cases, Region 7 with 60 (9%) cases, 
and Region 11 with 38 (5%) cases. One hundred thirty-six (20%) cases 
came from the rest of the country. Reported Modes of Transmission (MOT) 
were sexual contact (667), needle sharing among injecting drug users 
(IDU), and mother-to-child transmission. Eighty-seven percent of the 
sexually transmitted cases were among males who have sex with males 
(MSM). 

As previous researches suggest, HIV stigma is indeed present in 
the society, it is in this light that the researchers aimed to understand HIV 
as seen from the subjective eyes of the people who have it, and the 
implications it may have on their coping mechanisms.  
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This study aimed to determine the phenomenology of patients 
living with HIV as a disease and its implications on their coping 
mechanisms.  

METHOD 
 

This study is a qualitative research that attempted to accumulate 
existing information regarding the lived experiences of an individual with 
HIV and how it affects the coping mechanism of the person. This study 
employed phenomenological research approach which has the main 
objective of explicating the meaning, structure and essence of the lived 
experiences of the person or a group of people in a specific phenomenon. 
The researchers of this study used a non-probability sampling technique. 
In this particular type of sampling technique, random selection of 
participants is not involved. Specifically, the researchers employed 
purposive sampling where the main goal is to focus on particular 
characteristics of a population that are directly related to what is being 
studied. 

The researchers used two data gathering tools in the conduct of 
this research in order to generate accurate data to be analyzed. These 
instruments were used in adherence to the research design. The 
instruments are as follows: researchers themselves through the use of an 
audit trail, and semi-structured interview. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 
 Below are the results of the gathered data: 
 
Demographic profile of the participants 
 
 In accordance with the selection criteria set out by the 
researchers, three participants were included in the study. The participants 
were assigned pseudonyms for the purposes of confidentiality. 

Philip was diagnosed with HIV on August 2015. He is single and 
25 years old. He is HIV positive for almost one year. As to his confirmatory 
result, the main cause of his condition is through sexual intercourse. He 
currently works in a non-government organization and he is also taking up 
his master’s degree and writing his thesis about HIV. Philip is open about 
his situation to his family and friends but not yet in public. 

John, a 25 year old single male was diagnosed with HIV last 
February 2016. He is an HIV positive for almost six months. The main 
cause of his condition is the use of contaminated needle. He is a college 
graduate and had just resigned from his work due to the advice of his 
physician that he must stay at home due to his condition. John is open 
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about his condition to his family and to his few friends but not in public. 
HIV positive for almost three years, Lian was diagnosed with the 

condition on June 2013. He is 23 years old, gay and single. The main 
cause of his condition is through sexual intercourse. He graduated with 
the degree of Bachelor of Science in Biology and currently taking up his 
master’s degree in Bachelor of Science in Forestry as a scholar. Lian’s 
status is not known to his family and has stated clear that he has no plans 
to disclose it in the future. He remained firm about the confidentiality of his 
condition. 

 
 PLHIV’s definition of HIV 
 

According to the participants, they believed that HIV is a virus 
which attacks their immune system and bacteria that spread to all sections 
closely to the body of a person. Philip and John mentioned that they were 
referring to the virus as a very intelligent virus and it attacks a certain 
immune system cell.  

 
Lived experiences 
 

According to the participants, their life before acquiring the virus 
is different. Philip is an extrovert person as he always goes out, spends 
his time and have fun with his friends. Lian, on the other hand, tries to hide 
his condition to his family, like getting home drunk, partying with friends 
and having fun. 

 
Relationship of PLHIV’s to their family 
  

The participants were asked about relationship with their family 
was well as their family’s reaction. 

Philip and John stated that their families knew their condition while 
Lian has no intention to disclose his condition to his family. Families of 
Philip and John were both sad after knowing their condition however the 
disclosure helped them overcome their situation especially that their family 
provided them moral support. Lian, on the other hand, stated that being 
discreet about his condition to his family gave him time to take care and 
protect himself. 

 
Coping mechanisms 
 

Based on the results, the participants’ way of thinking were 
reflected in their coping mechanisms. The participants were optimists; they 
tried to avoid complications in their situation. Philip stated that the key of 
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living with HIV was to know one’s self especially one’s body. He said that 
his condition made him more knowledgeable about HIV and molded him 
to be realistic. John stated that his condition pushed him to share all the 
things that he knows about HIV. Instead of feeling sorry for himself, he 
realized that he needs to help others by educating people about HIV. Lian, 
moreover, realized that he has to bring himself up instead of feeling down. 

Based on the results, avoidance of situation is one of the coping 
mechanisms of the participants; in which they distant themselves to the 
things that can cause them stress. Participants mentioned that they avoid 
people or conflicts that will not help them in their condition. They also 
believe that to further help their condition, they need to avoid conflicts 
because every time they encounter negative issues, these impact their 
condition. HIV implicates the coping mechanisms of the participants by 
changing their lifestyle and their views in life. Coping mechanisms of a 
person are based on how he/she knows himself/herself as well as his/her 
views in life.  

 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

 
FGD participants view HIV as a disease that can kill them however 

they still believe that knowledge about the virus is the key to prolong their 
life and cope with their condition. They believe that HIV can control them 
but they are the ones who will decide how to face the disease. 

Most of the PLHIVs are in the acceptance stage but there were 
moments that they regret their condition. FGD participants used adaptive 
mechanism wherein they face their situations positively – in thoughts, acts 
and views.  
 Implications of HIV did not only change the lives of PLHIVs but 
also the people around them especially their family. HIV changed their 
perception in life and helped them appreciate what they have. HIV helped 
them know their self more and live a healthy life.  

Based on the conclusion of the study, the researchers recommend 
the following: 
  To the persons diagnosed with HIV, it is recommended that they 
learn to be more open to their family about their emotions to help them 
cope with their condition. It is also suggested to PLHIVs to maintain open 
communication with their family and friends for them to obtain 
understanding and support. 

For the future researchers of the same topic, it is recommended 
that they consider analyzing the differences of PLHIV’s coping 
mechanisms according to the length of their experience after diagnosis. 
They may also compare the PLHIV’s and AIDS victims’ coping 
mechanisms and determine the similarities and differences of how they 
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cope with their situation. A quantitative research can also be done to 
determine the effectiveness of coping mechanisms to their lives. 
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