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The combined Positive Life NSW/ Pozhet Heterosexual Workshop held in June 2021, was an 
opportunity for people living with HIV who identify as heterosexual to connect with each other 
and share experiences, in a safe, confidential and understanding peer support environment. 

Participants heard from a range of speakers who offered options and strategies regarding legal 
and health topics, especially around COVID-related issues. Participants also heard from others 
living with HIV (peers) sharing their own experiences, questions and solutions fostering a sense 
of community for an otherwise disparate and isolated group of people.

“To know each oTher’s wiTh same pain. i was alone passing very heard (sic) Time buT 
geT TogeTher feeling more hope and confidenT.” – parTicipanT

HIV related topics – Workshop topics ranged from legal, financial, health and wellbeing, HIV treatments, 
COVID-19 considerations, including issues of disclosure, social isolation, planning for retirement, managing 
interactions of prescribed and over-the-counter medications, and vaccine hesitancy. All these topics 
were well received by participants with a desire for more information despite some critical issues of time 
pressure, effectiveness and availability.  

Connecting with peers – Many participants living with HIV expressed the value of peer connecting, 
sharing and being present with their peers in a safe, confidential environment with the aim of reducing 
isolation and maintaining up-to-date awareness of the latest HIV related information. Participants 
appreciated being “able to interact freely” without concerns about what “the person sitting behind me 
might hear”.  Despite some challenges such as “getting up the nerve to go”, participants overwhelmingly 
expressed a number of positive impacts of interacting with their peers.  

Executive Summary

“I was able to interact freely 
without caring the person 
sitting behind me might hear 
what I am saying.”
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On Saturday 5 June 2021, Positive Life 
NSW (Positive Life) in partnership with the 
Heterosexual HIV/AIDS Service NSW (Pozhet) 
conducted a workshop for people living with 
HIV who identified as heterosexual. 

Approximately forty (40) men and women 
living with HIV attended the forum and the 
room was laid out with chairs surrounding 
large circular tables with the aim of 
encouraging inclusion, discussion and to 
contribute to the free-flowing conversation 
dynamic amongst all participants. The forum 
was held at in Ultimo, so people could easily 
attend the forum and access the venue via 
public transport (buses, trains, light rail, Uber, 
taxi etc.).

Positive Life CEO, Jane Costello welcomed 
forum attendees, followed by Yvonne 
Weldon who conducted a Welcome to 
Country. Positive Life Deputy CEO, Neil Fraser 
ran an introductory session to the day for 
approximately twenty to twenty-five minutes 
which addressed participants’ expectations for 
the day. 

Large blank sheets of paper were distributed 
to groups of four to six attendees including 
staff members gathered around the tables. 
Attendees wrote on the sheets addressing two 
main questions: What do you want to get out 
of today? and What are your concerns about 
today? 

This activity generated discussion between 
people which was supported by Positive Life 
and Pozhet staff members. After these sheets 
were collected by Positive Life staff, topics 
were collated and are presented at Table 1: 
Introductory Session – Participants’ Expectations 
and Concerns (page 4).

Once the introductory session exercise was 
completed, Jane Costello offered a brief 
overview of Positive Life as a peer-led peer-
run agency, including the various services and 
programs available by and for all people living 

with HIV. She directed attendees to the list of 
resources available in their workshop bags 
that participants had been given on arrival. 
This resource included a curated list of HIV 
services tailored to people living with HIV who 
identify as heterosexual, including a resilience 
and self-empowerment handout from The 
Albion Centre, copies of the Positive life 
Talkabout magazine and Pozlite magazines, 
and items for self-care including a book on 
mindfulness, relaxing essential oils, herbal 
tea and a mug, a candle, chocolate, and a 
notebook and pen. 

Positive Life Commmunications Manager, 
Craig Andrews  offered a brief outline of the 
benefits of Positive Life membership, and 
highlighted how attendees could receive 
timely information about social inclusion 
activities and events. Pozhet staff, Brooke 
Dailey and Susan McGuckin provided a 
brief overview of Pozhet services which was 
followed by morning tea.  

After morning tea, Senior Clinical Psychologist 
from The Albion Centre, Dr Shiraze Bulsara, 
addressed the group discussing mental 
health, managing anxiety and the value of 
mindfulness. Dr Bulsara offered a handout 
to participants at the conclusion which 
contained links, and further contacts for 
support.  This session concluded with lunch 
and time for networking and discussion which 
lasted an hour. During lunch, some afternoon 
presenters also joined the group for lunch and 
conversation. 

The first session after lunch was called ‘Do I 
have to tick the box, and which box do I tick?’ 
Two separate presenters spoke during this 
time. 

The first was Alexandra Stratigos, the Principal 
Solicitor from the HIV/AIDS Legal Centre 
(HALC) NSW. Alexandra spoke to issues of 
disclosure, stigma and discrimination and 
how HALC can assist people living with HIV to 
address these from a legal perspective. This 

Introduction
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Introduction

Expectations

• Updates on HIV treatments

• Understanding COVID-19 
vaccines

• ARV medication and  
side effects

• Meeting new people 
(heterosexual) living with 
HIV and looking forward to 
reconnecting with the  
old ones

• When and how to disclose  
HIV status

• Disclosure of HIV status while 
applying for work /services.

• Sharing experiences

• Nutrition and healthy eating

• Planning ahead when 
travelling for a long period 
(medication and insurance)

Hopes

• Social events which are less 
structured

• More fun events (e.g. bowling, 
yoga, craft days}

• Good food 

• More events like this

Concerns 

• Side effects of COVID-19  
vaccines

• Overcoming stigma and 
discrimination

• How to respond to reactions 
after disclosure

• Concern of the mental health 
and anxiety of the future

• Health professional attitudes 
towards people living HIV

• Living with HIV and COVID-19 
vulnerability

• Social isolation particularly 
during COVID-19 and what’s 
PLNSW organisation doing to 
address this issue.

• Ageing with HIV and drugs 
effects

• What happens after life 
especially for the one isolated 
from families and friends

Table 1: Introductory Session – Participants’ Expectations and Concerns
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Introduction

discussion generated some personal accounts, 
questions, answers and reflections  
from participants. 

The second speaker was Barry French, 
Financial Counsellor from Bobby Goldsmith 
Foundation (BGF). He addressed the benefits 
of financial counselling for people living with 
HIV, including the value of saving to prepare 
for retirement and older age, including paying 
down debt, building superannuation and 
practical actions people can take before the 
financial year ends. 

The second session was titled ‘Drugs, Dosages 
and Dilemmas…’ also presented by two 
speakers. The first speaker was Gary Keogh, 
Clinical Nurse Consultant who spoke using a 
PowerPoint presentation about the multiplicity 
of medication and treatments, medicine 
interactions and complementary therapies. 
He also touched on upcoming HIV treatments 
such as long-acting antiretroviral injectables. 

Gary was followed by Dr Prital Patel, a 
Research Fellow with The Kirby Institute, 
UNSW Sydney who discussed the issue of 
COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy and the different 
concerns people have about the COVID-19  
vaccine.  She discussed the differences 
between various COVID-19 vaccines, and 
stressed the importance that people make the 
decision that they feel comfortable with. 

This session was followed by afternoon 
tea where most of the speakers remained 
available to speak one on one  
with participants. 

The day concluded with a final ‘Next steps’ 
discussion which was cut short by venue staff 
who requested we relocate to a common area 
to conclude our discussions. 

Participants gathered to reflect on the day in 
the light of the two main questions posed at 
the beginning of the day: What do you want to 
get out of today? and What are your concerns 
about today?  

During this time, some participants raised 
some concerns around disclosure, admission 
to hospital especially when living in the 
community as an immigrant to Australia 
without the usual networks of familial support.  
Anecdotal responses from participants 
included positive commentary on the sessions, 
and the strong degree of connection with  
each other. 

Amid last minute sharing of email addresses 
with phone numbers with new friends or 
Positive Life staff for future contact and 
support, participants expressed an agreed 
desire to engage with more regular workshops 
for people living with HIV who identify as 
heterosexual during the year rather than a 
single annual event, and a desire to connect 
up with each other through regular social 
inclusion events. 

Positive Life is immensely thankful to 
participants who attended the workshop and 
demonstrated their courage to show up, live 
well and remain engaged socially despite their 
very real ongoing fears and concerns around 
HIV stigma and discrimination.  
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From Wednesday 9 June 2021, all participants 
were invited via email to complete a short 
eight question Surveymonkey survey titled 
‘2021 Heterosexual Workshop Evaluation’. The 
survey was closed on Tuesday 6 July 2021 with 
16 responses.

Respondents were made up of 10 female 
respondents and 6 male respondents, ranging 
in age from 29 years to 67 years of age. 

Fourteen out of 16 respondents indicated 
their level of agreement with statements 
(listed below) about the workshop based on a 
five-point Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’, 
‘disagree’, ‘neutral’, ‘agree’, and ‘strongly 
agree’.  Two respondents skipped this section 
entirely.

‘The workshop provided ways to share 
personal stories and information’

The majority of respondents indicated ‘agree’ 
or ‘strongly agree’ with the statement (87.72% 
n=12). 

‘Attending the workshop made me feel 
less isolated and alone’

14 respondents indicated ‘agree’ or ‘strongly 
agree’ with this statement (100%). 

‘This workshop offered me strategies to 
live well with HIV’

12 respondents indicated ‘agree’ or ‘strongly 
agree’ with this statement (85.71%). 

‘The workshop was a good way to connect 
with others living with HIV’

13 respondents indicated they ‘agree’ or 
‘strongly agree’ with this statement (92.86%).  

‘This workshop was a good way to stay up 
to date with the latest information’

14 respondents indicated they ‘agree’ or 
‘strongly agree’ with this statement (100%). 

‘What did you enjoy the MOST about the 
workshop?’

Participants were invited to record free-form 
comments in response to the question ‘What 
did you enjoy the MOST about the workshop?’ 
and 14 participants provided comment. 

Many participants mentioned they enjoyed 
the opportunity to meet other peers living 
with HIV such as “Interaction with other 
participants”, “The connection of people living 
with HIV”, “meeting others”, and “To know 
each other’s with same pain. I was alone 
passing very heard (sic) time but get together 
feeling more hope and confident.”  

A respondent particularly enjoyed the 
presence of services at the workshop: 

“The whole workshop was awesome! i 
loved iT how There was a real presence 
of The people who were sTaff pos 
life and sTaff aT The oTher services iT 
makes Them easy for me To conTacT or 
approach in The fuTure.”

Others mentioned they particularly enjoyed 
the information and topics in the workshop 
such as “the information from different 
organisations and the social aspects”, “I 
Enjoyed (sic) the whole format and delivery 
of the workshop. The most enjoyable was the 
information on the health aspect”, “The topics 
were well chosen and very enlightening”, 
“Current and relevant information presented 
very well”, “The provision of information 
especially concerning legal and covid 
matters”, “Information about treatments”, 
“The researcher talking about covid vaccines 
and the talk about drugs and the liver”, and 
“Budgeting and update confidentiality of 
people living with hiv”.

Discussion
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The peer nature and privacy of the workshop 
was appreciated by a number of respondents 
and expressed in the following ways: “I was 
able to interact freely without caring the 
person sitting behind me might hear what am 
saying”, “Listening to people story’s, learning 
what’s helpful and being accepted in a 
classroom for who I’m. (sic)” and “See (sic) that 
we have a community and learn about all the 
information and services that people like me 
can access.”

‘What did you enjoy the LEAST about the 
workshop?’

Once again participants were invited to record 
free-form comments in response to the 
question ‘What did you enjoy the LEAST about 
the workshop?’ and 13 respondents provided 
feedback. 

Five respondents reported there was nothing 
they could report about not enjoying the 
workshop. These comments were a mixture 
of the following: “N/A”, “Nothing”, “It was all 
great!” and “It was perfect.” One respondent 
reported “Getting up the nerve to go and 
travelling there.”

Three respondents referred to workshop 
topics or aspects of the interaction they 
found least enjoyable. These included “The 
financial talk although there was some useful 
information”, “New information, how to 
facing (sic) and passing with COVID 19” and 
“Listening stories about people depression. 
(sic)” 

Five respondents reported issues related to 
logistical aspects of the workshop as elements 
they least enjoyed. These included equipment 
issues “Not having enough microphones 
to hear what the questions were and softly 
hearing the answers.” 

Other respondents referred to the timing 
aspects of the workshop. These comments 
included “structure of the day did not allow 
enough time for connecting with others”, 

“Perhaps the seven hours duration”, and “It 
felt rushed.” 

Despite some criticism about the length of the 
workshop, one respondent stated:

“The Topics were Too many To be 
covered wiThin seven hours (7hrs) 
bearing in mind There were breaks in 
beTween. ThirTy minuTes for each Topic 
were noT enough, i was lefT craving 
for more informaTion.”

‘Extra feedback’

The respondents were invited to make other 
comments or feedback to share about the 
workshop and reminded their remarks would 
be completely anonymous. 14 respondents 
adding extra commentary in the survey. These 
comments can be grouped thematically as 
into feedback about personal impact of the 
workshop, suggestions for future workshops, 
and general logistical feedback. 

Comments regarding personal impacts of the 
workshop included “Makes me confident and 
strong”, “It was an important day for me to 
acknowledge information and meet with nice 
people who share the same health condition.”, 
“Enjoyed a fresh and very informative day. 
Great speakers with useful and relevant 
information.”, “I enjoyed the brainstorming 
at the start, the interactions with other 
participants that I have not met before”, and 
“It was a great day with so much useful info 
and i (sic) learn something new everytime I 
attend an event. I loved being with everybody 
and sharing.”

Some of the commentary focused on offering 
suggestions for future workshops. These 
included the following remarks. “I think the 
lectures should have been interspersed with 
more informal discussion groups.”, “Slides / 
handouts for the topics covered should be 
made available for the participants who might 
be interested”, and “We need more time even 
though there is a lot of information to absorb 
but more time will eliviate (sic) the pressure.”

Discussion
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 Two respondents made considered lengthy 
contributions about the day:

“The informaTion was good, The 
day was good - Thank you To sTaff, 
volunTeers and presenTers for The 
for The efforT, ThoughT, and Time you 
all puT in To The day. perhaps a well 
faciliTaTed session (or a day?) To focus 
on The people and maybe some sharing 
of sTories/challenges for Those 
prepared To do so (noTing ThaT sTigma 
and isolaTion did come up during The 
day). Thank you again for The work 
and care puT inTo developing The 
workshop and making iT happen.” 

and

“iT was professionally convened; The 
informaTion was exTremely good; 
iT was greaT To see new people; i 
enjoyed The opporTuniTy To speak To 
oTher posiTive people; maybe iT needed 
someThing like Team building or fun, 
lighThearTed acTiviTy aT The beginning, 
someTimes These Things can feel a biT 
dry, even someThing silly like a game 
a couple of Times during The day. i’d 
like To Thank posiTive life for The 
efforT and Time They had puT inTo This 
workshop.”

Some remarks were about the logistical 
aspects in general such as “Venue was 
good with sunny deck and good food.” One 
respondent gave considerable feedback: 

“we ran over Time quiTe a biT. i Think 
The presenTers could have kepT Their 
slideshows really shorT (5mins) Then 
answered quesTions because This 
discussion was really imporTanT buT 
if There were, no quesTions/ Time lefT 
over, Then The presenTers could have 
gone back To The resT of Their slide 
show. This way we could have all 
lefT on Time...someone said name Tags 
mighT be a good idea for nexT Time.”

Conclusion

The evaluation survey completed by 
approximately 40 per cent of attendees 
provided an insight into attendee’s reflections 
on the workshop. 

The overwhelming benefits of the workshop 
as expressed by attendees was twofold: the 
mitigation of social isolation and access to 
latest HIV-related information. 

Suggestions for future workshops include 
more informal opportunities for discussion, 
more opportunity for structured sharing 
of stories and strategies overcoming 
challenges, and increased access to slides and 
handouts. This valuable feedback will ensure 
all elements can be addressed in future 
workshops.

Discussion
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“The information was good, 
the day was good - thank 
you to staff, volunteers and 
presenters for the for the 
effort, thought, and time you 
all put in to the day.” 
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For more information phone 02 9206 2177 or 1800 245 677 (freecall)  
or visit www.positivelife.org.au


