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Abstract 
 
Background: AIDS is a disease with specific characteristics and caring for people with HIV 
requires clinical expertise as well as high-quality skills for health care providers. Although there 
is research evidence regarding the value of education in improving care within HIV context, 
nurse students’ perceptions about caring for HIV people in Greece remain mostly unexplored.     
Aim: The aim of the study is to explore nurse students’ perceptions about caring and 
communicating with HIV people in Greece.   
Method and material: Senior nurse students were consisted the study population.  A 
questionnaire of 21 open-ended and close-ended questions was used. Areas of investigation 
included: a) Attitudes towards HIV care, b) Communication with people with HIV and their 
relatives, c) Education and communication with people with HIV. Descriptive statistical analysis 
was used for the interpretation of the data.  
Results: A sample of 100 senior nurse students of the Technological Educational Institution of 
Crete participated in the study.  The majority of the participants (60%) seemed confident of 
caring for people with HIV. However, a number of them (40%) stated that were very afraid of 
providing care to people with HIV. Participants suggested that education is an important factor 
for improving communication between health professionals and patients (65%). The situations 
that are considered to be the most stressful for nurse students when caring for people with HIV 
are the nursing workload (86%), and the contact with the patients (79%).  
Conclusion: The participants expressed an interest in gaining additional training related to HIV 
context. Systematic education, information giving, administrative, technical and psychological 
support are the most important needs for the nurse students who care for people with HIV. 
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Introduction 
 

IDS is a disease with specific 
characteristics, and it has been 
considered as a burden that has 

provoked panic and stigmatization. In 
contrast to other major epidemics, the HIV 
epidemic has no rapid rise, obvious peak, or 
rapid decline. The direct effects of HIV on 
physical health status are only one part of 
the problem. There are also social 
consequences, a secondary epidemic of 
prejudice, fear, and ignorance. In addition, 
for HIV-infected people and their families, 
the psychological distress associated with 
terminal illness is compounded by social 
rejection, prejudice, and discrimination 1. 

The country’s population, at the end 
of 2001, was 10,964.020 thousand according 
to the National Statistical Service of Greece. 
Over the last 20 years there is an 
unfavorable situation in terms of the future 
reproduction of the population with 
increasing numbers of the elders. According 
to the data of the Hellenic Centre for 
Disease Control and Prevention (H.C.D.C.P.), 
Greece experienced a substantial upward 
shift in HIV epidemic after 2004. An 
increasing trend was also obvious in 2008. 
More specifically, in 2008, 653 HIV infections 
were reported, a number that lies within the 
triad of largest values recorded since the 
establishment of the HIV/AIDS reporting 
system. The reported number of infections in 
2009, once again, surpassed 600 2.  

In Greece, from the beginning of the 
epidemic through end of October 2009, there 
are 9,798 reported cases of HIV infection 
with 7,881 of these are men, 1,869 women 
and 98 children. The reported AIDS cases are 
3,027 while the reported number of deaths 
among AIDS cases are 1,613 2. In 2010 (by 
31/10/2010), 519 new HIV infections were 
reported. Among them, 451 (86.9%) were 
males and 68 (13.1%) were females. Totally, 
57 cases (11%) reported as HIV positive in 
2010 had already developed AIDS or 
progressed to AIDS during that year. In 2010 
(by 31/10/2010), 76 new AIDS cases were 
diagnosed in Greece. Among them, 61 
(80.3%) were males, 15 (19.7%) were  

 
 

females, and 57 cases were reported also as 
HIV positive in 2010. Sex between men 
accounted for 56.6% of newly diagnosed AIDS 
cases, while individuals that acquired HIV 
infection through heterosexual intercourse 
represented the 28.9% of cases. Most of the 
cases were older than 35 years old at the 
time of AIDS diagnosis. The total number of 
paediatric AIDS cases remains low in Greece. 
Οf 37 cases in total, 64.9% have been 
infected through mother-to-child 
transmission. 

Apart from doctors, nurses are the 
health professionals who are most actively 
involved in HIV care in Greece3. In general, 
nurses and nurse students, as they become 
the practicing healthcare providers of the 
future, have the greatest direct contact with 
the blood and the bodily fluids of these 
patients and are exposed to an occupational 
risk of HIV infection 4, 5.  

Education and knowledge about HIV is 
identified by nurses as the most important 
factor for the treatment of people infected 
with HIV in order to avoid misconceptions. 
Lack of education is identified as one of the 
major causes of fear, negative attitudes and 
reluctance to care for people with HIV/AIDS 
6. On the other hand, it is reported that 
knowledge about the disease and 
understanding of patients needs, can result 
in more positive attitudes towards caring 
people with HIV, increase non-judgmental 
quality care of these patients, reduce the 
level of anxiety of nurse students about 
caring for people with HIV and enhance 
professional behaviour, attitudes and the 
delivery of compassionate care by nurses 5, 7, 

8, 9. 
A growing body of evidence suggests 

that level of education, previous experience 
in caring and marital status are critical 
factors regarding nurse students’ willingness 
to care for people with HIV infection 5, 7, 8. 
Furthermore, studies from Britain and the 
USA linked reluctance to care for people 
with HIV with fear of contagion and high 
levels of homophobia among the 
participating nurse students 6, 8.  

A 
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Up to now, there is limited research 
evidence regarding nurse students’ 
perceptions on caring for HIV people in 
Greece. Therefore, the present study 
designed to address this lack of knowledge 
and to enlighten areas of further 
consideration within the proposed context.  

 
Aim of the Study 

The purpose of this descriptive study 
was to explore nurse students’ perceptions 
about caring for people with HIV/AIDS, 
especially in the following areas: 
 Nurse students’ attitudes regarding 

caring for people with HIV   
 Communication between nurse students 

and people with HIV and relatives  
 The impact of education in 

communication between nurse students 
and people with HIV and relatives 

 
Methodology 

This study, in which nurse students 
were asked about their perceptions about 
caring for people with HIV/AIDS, was 
descriptive in nature. Purposive sampling 
was used by the researchers to recruit the 
nurse students in the study. The study was 
conducted in the Technological Educational 
Institution of Crete (TEI) during the academic 
year 2009-2010. Nurse students in their 
senior year of education were consisted the 
study population.  

A proposal was made and permission 
and access to the field of study was granted 
by the Head of the Nursing Department of 
the TEI of Crete. Participants were informed 
for the purpose of the study and their access 
to the results by the researchers. The 
researchers’ availability for clarifications 
regarding the questionnaire was stated. 
Ethical considerations were taken into 
account and voluntary participation to the 
study was confirmed. Anonymity was 
emphasised and potential participants 
assured for confidentiality of their responses. 
Participants’ rights to withdraw from the 
study at any time were also stated.  

 
An informed consent form was 

provided attached to the questionnaire. The 

questionnaire and the consent form were 
separated following completion in order to 
prevent identification of the respondent. 
Data collection took place by the researchers 
during clinical sessions at a convenient time 
for the participants. In order to determine 
and explore the student’s communication, 
attitudes and beliefs about HIV, a 
questionnaire of 21 questions was used 
including areas of: a) Attitudes towards HIV 
care, b) Communication with people with HIV 
and their relatives/friends, and c) Education 
and communication with people with HIV.  

Open-ended and closed-ended 
questions were included in the questionnaire 
(3 open-ended and 18 close-ended). Open-
ended questions aimed at identifying 
opinions and views on issues where no 
previous data existed. Closed-ended 
questions were used where the participants 
were offered a list of possible responses on 
issues with previous knowledge. Participants 
were allowed to check as many responses as 
apply. A blank space was provided after the 
close-ended questions in order to give the 
opportunity to the participants to provide 
further specifications or clarifications. Also, 
an “other” tick box was included, so the 
participants were not forced to select an 
answer with which she or he was not 
completely satisfied. 

This questionnaire was developed by 
the researchers following previous research 
experience in the area of HIV/AIDS. In 
particular, similar questionnaires have been 
used during the implementation of an EC 
project, namely, “Communicating Health / 
AIDS”, which was initiated and conducted in 
five European countries from 1992 to 1997 by 
the “European Consortium on Health 
Communication”. Throughout the 
implementation of this project, research 
teams specialised in communication and 
health education developed needs 
assessment tools and training manuals in 
collaboration with experts from several 
European countries. The experience gained 
from this project led to the development and 
utilisation of a similar research tool which 
have been translated and pilot tested for the 
purposes of the present study 10. Pilot test of 
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the research instrument showed that no 
further modifications were required. A 
descriptive statistical analysis was used for 
data interpretation.  

 
Results 

One hundred (100) nurse students 
participated in the study. The results 
highlight several factors related to nurse 
students’ intentions to provide care to HIV-
infected people as well as attitudes, beliefs 
and communication level between nurse 
students and people with HIV. Demographic 
data revealed that the participant nurse 
students were in the sixth (45%) and seventh 
semester (55%) of their training. The 
majority of them (84%) were women. The 
mean age was 25 years old (min. 22- max. 
28). Participants stated that they had some 
basic knowledge on HIV as part of their 
education.  

 
Nurse students’ attitudes towards HIV 
care 

Results revealed that nurse students 
were either not very afraid (40%) or not 
afraid at all (20%) of caring for people with 
HIV. However, a number of them (40%) 
stated that were very afraid of providing 
care to people with HIV. Despite that, the 
majority of the respondents (60%) reported 
that they would like to be involved in caring 
for people with HIV infection after their 
graduation. When nurse students were asked 
if they felt anxious by caring for people with 
HIV in the future, most of them (58%) stated 
not very anxious,  while others stated not 
anxious at all (28%), or very anxious (14%). 
Regarding risk perception the majority of 
nurse students (90%) rated first the 
probability of infection with the virus. 
Students pointed out additional aspects 
regarding risk in caring for HIV people, such 
as caring for aggressive patients (75%) and 
implementing nursing interventions (55%). 

 
Communication between nurses and HIV 
patients and relatives 

Most of the participants (40%) 
perceived their role and the initiatives taken 
by them for communication with their 

patients either as "important" (40%) or as 
"very important” (60%). Most of the nurse 
students (53%) believed that the existing 
communication between them and their 
patients is good, very good (36%), moderate 
(8%), while three of the participants did not 
answer.  The most difficult aspects in 
communication with people with HIV and 
their relatives/partners/friends, as reported 
by the participants, are presented in Table 1.  
 

Table 1: The most difficult aspects in communication 

with people with HIV and their relatives 

Communication aspects No of 

students 

(%) 

Initiating a discussion 85 85 

The development of trust within 

the relationship 

70 70 

Understanding the patients’ 

problems 

66 66 

Being a good listener 62 62 

The establishment of a good 

and sincere relationship 

57 57 

The issues of death 51 51 

Ending of conversation 35 35 

Discussing without prejudice 33 33 

Breaking bad news 29 29 

Handling emotions 25 25 

Sexuality 9 9 

Prevention 7 7 

Life style 4 4 

 
The most important elements of 

communication with people with HIV were 
rated by the participants as follows:  
psychological support (28%), practising 
empathy (21%), lack of prejudice (19%), 
information giving (11%), initiating a 
discussion (8%), to have an adequate 
knowledge of the disease (7%), and to be a 
good listener (6%).    Participants also 
asserted that the hospital facilities and 
supplies (87%), the environment of the 
hospital (73%), the increased workload (15%) 
and the lack of privacy during 
communication (7%), negatively affect the 
communication between nurses and patients.  

The issues of death (100%), sexuality 
(47%), prevention (11%) and life style of the 
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patients (8%) were considered as the most 
difficult aspects in communication with 
partners, relatives and friends of people with 
HIV. The situations that are considered to be 
the most stressful for nurse students when 
caring for people with HIV are the nursing 
workload (86%), the contact with the 
patients (79%), the lack of communication 
with other health professionals (63%), the 
disease (49%), the contact with patients’ 
families (34%) and the lack of organisational 
support (17%).  

 
Education and communication with 

people with HIV  
Participants suggested that education 

is an important factor for improving 
communication between health professionals 
and patients (65%), while support of other 
health care professionals (25%) and good 
working conditions (20%) were considered 
essential.  The training issues that 
participants stated as most important 
regarding communication with people with 
HIV are represented in Table 2.  
 
Table 2: The most important training issues 

regarding communication with people with HIV 

Training issues No of 

students  

(%) 

Prevention and risk of infection 37 37 

How to deal with the dying patient 32 32 

How to contact the family 30 30 

How to deal with a patient who just had 

bad news 

28 28 

Communication skills in general 28 28 

The development of interpersonal skills 25 25 

Prevention of stress and burnt out 17 17 

How to talk about sexuality and life style 17 17 

Initiating and establishing a relationship 

with the patient 

14 14 

 

In addition, nurse students referred 
to information sources that they might use 
when they have to deal with people with HIV 
such as scientific books, seminars or 
colleagues (Table 3). 

 

Table 3: Sources of information regarding 

HIV/AIDS 

Information sources No of students  (%) 

Medical and other scientific 

books 

86 86 

Sessions / seminars 72 72 

Colleagues 54 54 

Conferences 39 39 

Media 23 23 

Journals /newspapers 19 19 

Other health care 

professionals 

14 14 

Volunteer groups 12 12 

Patients/relatives 2 2 

 
When the nurse students were asked 

how training on communication for health 
care professionals working with HIV people 
should be organised, they reported that:  

"a rotated educational programme 
should be provided to all nurse students. 
This programme could be implemented 
during working days and hours. It is 
important for all nurse students to be able 
to participate in this training". 

 
“exchange of scientific information, 

education, and the development of high skilled 

health professionals should be the objectives to 
be attained in a training programme”. 

 
Furthermore,  
"the training should include a variety of 

subjects from ergonomic issues to medical 
treatment. This way nurses’ care to people with 
HIV will be improved”.  

 
“all persons who participate in HIV care 

should have additional and systematic training. 
The trainers should be highly skilled and very 
experienced in communication techniques".  

 
Specifically, students stated that they 

would prefer to be trained by psychologists, 
doctors or nurses specialised in 
communication aspects. Also it was reported 
that systematic education, information 
giving, and administrative, technical and 
psychological support were the most 
important needs for the nurse students who 
care for people with HIV. The provision of 
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scientific books, formal training, seminars, 
conferences, and practical experience, as 
well as the provision of information from 
experienced health professionals, were 
considered the most important elements in 
order to improve students’ communication 
skills.  

 
Discussion 

The findings of the study showed that 
nurse students’ willingness to provide care 
for people with HIV depends on factors that 
are similar to those found by other 
researchers, such as fear of contagion, 
appropriate education and communication 
barriers 5, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15. It is well established 
in the literature that those working with HIV 
people experience considerable 
psychological stress 9. In the present study, 
although the participants reported that the 
existing communication between them and 
their patients was very good, it also 
appeared that they experienced a lot of 
psychological stress regarding communication 
issues. Also, the communication between the 
participants and the partners, relatives and 
friends of people with HIV was considered to 
be very stressful, especially when subjects 
such as death and sexuality were mentioned.  

Attitudes on caring and 
communicating for HIV people have been 
reported in the literature to be associated 
with stigma and discrimination 16. In the 
present study a number of nurse students 
reported the issue of prejudice as an 
element that impedes communication with 
people with HIV. HIV-related stigma and 
discrimination are recognized as key barriers 
both to the delivery of quality services by 
health providers and to their utilization by 
community members and health providers 
themselves. It is well reported that stigma 
and discrimination by health professionals 
compromises their provision of quality care, 
act as a barrier to accessing services both for 
the general population, as well as health 
providers themselves, with serious 
implications for health professionals 17.  

In 2009 in a study by Relf, Laverriere, 
Devlin and Salerno18, the ethical issues 
associated with HIV and AIDS were 

determined by nurse students regarding 
testing, confidentiality, serostatus 
disclosure, and the environment of care 
related to HIV and AIDS in South Africa and 
the United States. The results showed that in 
the United States, the attitudes, beliefs, and 
practices of the nurse students surveyed 
towards people with HIV and AIDS were not 
reflective of the ethical values and 
guidelines relevant to nursing practice with 
the majority of nurses in South Africa being 
non-supportive or partially supportive. The 
research also demonstrated that without 
exposure to the ethical, legal and 
psychosocial challenges associated with HIV 
and AIDS, nurse students, like society in 
general, may continue to stigmatize 
individuals living with HIV or AIDS. 
Consequently, they may enter the workforce 
ill-prepared for the challenges associated 
with the epidemic 18.  

Relevant literature highlights the 
importance of providing additional training 
to health professionals who work with HIV in 
order to improve knowledge and practice. 
Most studies reported that after a training 
intervention, nurses exhibited a high level of 
skills and knowledge 11, 13, 14, 16, 19. In a study 
by Reis et al.,11 who evaluated the 
discriminatory attitudes and practices by 
health professionals toward people with HIV 
in Nigeria, it was found that missed 
opportunities for prevention, positive living 
education, and treatment, undermining 
Nigeria’s concerted national efforts to 
address the HIV epidemic 11. These findings 
also supported by other studies that 
demonstrated the effect of HIV education on 
nurses’ attitudes and behavior towards 
people with HIV in Nigeria, emphasizing that 
educational programs may also need to 
address attitudes and cultural beliefs 13, 14. 

Participants in the present study 
reported that the environment of the 
hospital and the hospital facilities negatively 
affect the communication between nurses 
and patients. The situations that are 
considered to be the most stressful for the 
participants, such as the hospital 
environment, the increased nursing workload 
and the lack of privacy, support the findings 



 
HEALTH SCIENCE JOURNAL ®           VOLUME 5, ISSUE 4 (2011)  

 

Student Nurses’ Perceptions on Caring for People with HIV                     294 

pp: 288-296  
E-ISSN:1791-809X                         www.hsj.gr     

Health Science Journal® All Rights Reserved 

of similar studies 20, 21. In the same vein, the 
majority of the participants expressed an 
interest in additional information and 
education as a way to result in 
improvements. Scientific books, seminars, 
colleagues, conferences, television 
programmes, and journals and newspapers 
were the most used by nurse students as 
information resources regarding HIV. 
Information sources for the majority of the 
nurses in the study of Maswanya et al.,22 
were the mass media following by friends 
and relatives which were the least-reported 
sources of information 22. However, more 
emphasis is placed upon systematically 
organized education. A relevant study in 
Greece showed that the majority of the 
participants believed that they do not have 
integrate theoretical knowledge and clinical 
training in order to safely treat people with 
HIV 23. The participants of the present study 
emphasized the need of training regarding 
communication skills from experienced 
health professionals and especially by 
psychologists, doctors or nurses specialised 
in communication aspects. Similar studies 
support the above statement by stating the 
significance of systematic education and the 
development of highly skilled professionals in 
HIV care 8, 24. 

 
Conclusions and Implication for Research 

The present findings have 
implications for efforts to increase the 
willingness of nurse students to care for 
people with HIV. The study showed that 
although the fear of contagion and 
psychological stress in communication 
threatened the students’ willingness to take 
care of people with HIV and their feeling of 
well-being on the job, nurse students held 
positive attitudes regarding caring for HIV 
people. It appears that further education on 
HIV/AIDS should place greater emphasis on 
correcting these misconceptions and 
overcoming negative attitudes towards 
people with HIV.  

The educational challenge is both 
attractive and difficult. HIV educational 
programmes implemented for nurse students 
need to be evaluated for their impact on the 

attitudes, knowledge and work practices of 
nurses who work in the HIV field.  There is an 
extensive communication network between 
health care professionals which includes 
community staff, nurses, doctors, social 
workers, benefit agencies etc. Their support 
and involvement in educational program 
planning seems essential in providing an 
organizational climate conducive to learning 
and believing the knowledge presented. Also, 
it is important for all health care 
professionals to have sufficient information 
about HIV, to maintain confidentiality and to 
explore affective issues so they can become 
aware of their own attitudes as well as the 
educational needs of others.  

There were some limitations in our 
study that need to be mentioned. Firstly, the 
sample size was comparatively small, so 
research evidence has limited 
representativeness in the general population 
of nurse students in Greece. Secondly, the 
research took place in only one peripheral 
nursing department in the Technological 
Educational Institution of Crete, and thus 
generalisability of the findings is not 
possible. A larger scale effort would be 
appropriate to determine whether the 
results reported in this research can be 
generalized to the broader population of 
Greek nurse students and whether can 
produce information for evidence-based 
practice.  Despite these limitations, the 
present study has important implications for 
nurse education, practice and research. The 
results of the study shed some light about 
nurse students’ perceptions, attitudes and 
beliefs on caring for HIV people in Greece. 
Therefore, the study adds to the current 
knowledge and the results may be of interest 
to clinical nursing faculty and nurse 
educators in order to improve the theory and 
practice of care within HIV context.   

Planning of future educational 
interventions may take into account the 
modern profile of the health care 
organizations, the recent developments 
about HIV and the unique nurses’ roles in 
order   to provide appropriate knowledge and 
high quality care. Issues of prevention and 
risk of infection, communication skills, 
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interprofessional provision of care, 
development of interpersonal skills, ethics, 
prevention of stress and burnt out, attitudes 
and stereotypes, infection control and 
confidentiality may be some of the subjects 
included in future training. Finally, a 
systematic evaluation of the effectiveness of 
the educational programmes and the use of 
advanced teaching strategies may be used 
for readdressing educational targets and 
improve training programmes focusing on HIV 
care.  
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