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Abstract 
Individuals living with HIV undergo a multifaceted and prolonged care process marked by 

clinical, social, and emotional complexities. Unfortunately, they often encounter stigma in 

various forms. This editorial paper delves into specific social and public health challenges, 

emphasizing the significance of healthcare providers actively involving patients in the 

intricacies of the HIV care cascade. By addressing these barriers, we aim to enhance patient 

engagement and ultimately improve the overall outcomes of HIV care.  

Keywords: barriers, care cascade dynamics, challenges, human immunodeficiency virus 

(HIV) 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) HIV infection is caused by the HIV virus, 

which primarily attacks the immune system, specifically CD4-cells (Mishra et al., 2009; Singh 

& Singh, 2018). As the virus replicates within CD4-cells, the immune system weakens, 

increasing susceptibility to various infections and diseases (Vidya Vijayan et al., 2017). If 

untreated, HIV infection can progress to AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome) 

(Garcia & Guzman, 2023). HIV is transmitted through specific body fluids, including blood, 

semen, vaginal fluids, rectal fluids, and breast milk (Kordy et al., 2019). The infection 

progresses through stages: acute infection marked by rapid viral replication and flu-like 

symptoms, followed by chronic infection with a latent phase and gradual depletion of CD4 

cells (Coffin & Swanstrom, 2013; Moir et al., 2011). Without treatment, the late stage leads to 

AIDS, characterized by severe immune system impairment and increased susceptibility to 

opportunistic infections and certain cancers (Deeks et al., 2013; Sandhu & Samra, 2013). 
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HIV diagnosis usually entails blood tests to identify either HIV antibodies or the virus 

(Parekh et al., 2018). Early detection is vital for promptly starting antiretroviral therapy (ART), 

which efficiently controls the virus, decelerates disease advancement, and lessens 

transmission risk. HIV is a persistent condition necessitating lifelong management and careful 

attention. With appropriate medical care, including ART, people with HIV can lead healthy 

lives, maintain an average life expectancy, and notably decrease the risk of transmitting the 

virus (Menon, 2010).  

Antiretroviral Therapy (ART) and consistent adherence play a crucial role in 

managing HIV over the long term. As the standard HIV treatment, ART inhibits the virus's 

replication, aiming for sustained viral suppression at undetectable or very low levels. This 

suppression prevents HIV progression, preserves immune function, and reduces the risk of 

developing AIDS. ART offers numerous benefits, including improved health outcomes and 

quality of life, enabling immune system recovery, reduced risk of infections, maintenance and 

increase of CD4+ T cell counts, and lower risk of HIV transmission to sexual partners, as 

undetectable viral loads significantly decrease transmission risk (Cartwright et al., 2016; Chun 

et al., 2013; Cohen et al., 2013; Kessing et al., 2017; Rasmussen et al., 2018). A cohort study 

conducted in West Sumatera revealed a significant correlation between ART and years of 

potential life lost in HIV/AIDS patients (Ilmaskal et al., 2020). 

Regular medical monitoring for HIV patients involves frequent assessments of CD4+ 

T cell count, viral load, and overall health, including laboratory tests and screenings for co-

infections (Vajpayee & Mohan, 2011). Comprehensive HIV management includes preventive 

measures like vaccinations, co-infection screening, and counseling on safe sex practices. 

Comprehensive, long-term HIV care demands a multidisciplinary approach, involving 

specialists like infectious disease experts, psychologists, and social workers. Addressing 

mental health and social determinants of health is crucial. Patient engagement is pivotal for 

education and support in understanding and managing the condition (Bombard et al., 2018; 

Carman et al., 2013; Remien et al., 2008). 

The HIV care cascade underscores the importance of patient engagement in 

optimizing the impact of ART and enhancing well-being. This study aimed to addresses key 

aspects, barriers, and challenges related to the HIV care cascade for patients. 

Recommendations for health systems and healthcare providers are also provided to enhance 

outcomes through effective patient engagement strategies. 

 

Mental Health of Patients Living with HIV 

People who are living with HIV often face an increased vulnerability to mental health 

issues like depression, anxiety, and substance use disorders. These challenges can have 

detrimental effects on their engagement with healthcare, making it harder for them to stick to 

treatment plans and attend regular medical appointments. Moreover, individuals with HIV are 

more prone to developing addiction and substance abuse issues. Cognitive impairment, 

including difficulties with memory and concentration, can arise either due to the HIV infection 

itself or as side effects of the medications used in antiretroviral therapy (ART). Given these 

complexities, it is imperative for healthcare providers to actively screen individuals with HIV 

for mental health issues and offer appropriate support and treatment. In addressing these 

mental health challenges, the integration of recovery theories becomes relevant. Programs like 

Recovery Colleges provide a model that can be adapted to deliver personalized interventions 

for people living with HIV. This approach to mental health education holds promise for 

achieving better mental health outcomes, which is crucial for fostering therapy adherence and 

enhancing the overall well-being of individuals with HIV. The proactive consideration of 
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mental health in the context of HIV care can contribute significantly to a more comprehensive 

and effective healthcare approach (Blank et al., 2013; Burnette et al., 2008; Dew et al., 1997; 

Pence, 2009; Remien et al., 2019; Sabri et al., 2023; Tegger et al., 2008; Vreeman et al., 2017). 

 

Stigmatization on Patients Living with HIV 

Stigma, whether external as social stigma or internal as self-stigma, is a significant 

barrier for individuals with HIV. Social stigma involves negative societal attitudes, 

discriminatory behaviors, and prejudiced beliefs, leading to fear, rejection, isolation, and 

limited opportunities. It hinders HIV testing, disclosure, and healthcare access, impeding 

timely diagnosis and care engagement. Stigma may stem from misinformation, fear of 

transmission, moral judgments, or cultural and religious beliefs, impacting self-esteem and 

relationships. Self-stigma occurs when individuals internalize these negative attitudes, 

resulting in negative self-perception, reduced self-worth, and potential impacts on treatment 

adherence and engagement in care. Addressing social and self-stigma is vital for HIV patient 

engagement, well-being, and outcomes. Creating a supportive environment, healthcare 

providers should use strategies like education, communication, and comprehensive care 

programs to encourage active patient participation (Chime et al., 2018, 2019; Lyimo et al., 

2014; Ma et al., 2019; Zelaya et al., 2012). 

 

Enhancing HIV Care through Collaborative and Multidisciplinary Approaches 

Providing comprehensive care for individuals with HIV is a complex task that comes 

with significant challenges. The intricate nature of HIV necessitates a well-coordinated and 

multidisciplinary approach to care. In managing HIV, it is imperative for physicians and nurses 

to collaborate closely with social workers, nutritionists, mental health experts, and other 

specialists to ensure that patients receive the necessary and integrated care. To effectively 

address the challenges inherent in HIV care and meet the diverse needs of patients, healthcare 

providers must pool their efforts and expertise. Continuous assessment, evaluation, and 

improvement of the HIV care process are essential components for healthcare professionals 

to collectively navigate challenges and offer optimal support to patients (Browne, 2019; de 

Saxe Zerden et al., 2018; Patel et al., 2000; Soto et al., 2004; Stanhope & Straussner, 2017). 

 

CONCLUSION 

The HIV care cascade highlights the need for active patient involvement, particularly 

in adhering to antiretroviral therapy (ART) for optimal health outcomes. Challenges to 

adherence include stigma, literacy, healthcare access, mental health, and socioeconomic 

factors, potentially leading to virologic failure and compromised health. 

To strengthen ART impact, addressing barriers, promoting early diagnosis, improving 

treatment accessibility, and supporting adherence are essential. Patient engagement is crucial, 

requiring healthcare providers to understand the patient's context. Barriers extend beyond 

patients, involving external factors like policyholders and service providers. 

Engaging all stakeholders through advocacy, health equity promotion, increased 

financial support for HIV programs, expanded healthcare infrastructure, and training is vital. 

Collaboration among patients, policymakers, service providers, and community organizations 

is necessary to create an environment conducive to patient engagement and enhance HIV care 

outcomes. Recognizing the multifaceted nature of barriers allows for targeted interventions to 

ensure individuals with HIV receive comprehensive care and support. 
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