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Abstract

Mostresearches are paying much attention on the negative effects of the COVID-19 to alarger extentand positive effects brought
about by the COVID-19 epidemic to a lesser extent to the general populace. Few researches have explored on the COVID-19
pandemic of patients with chronic illnesses such as Tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS. Thus, the researcher wanted to explore on effects
of COVID-19 pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV. A case of a local (NGO) in waterfalls, Harare, Zimbabwe. Objectives of the
study were to determine the psychological effects posed by the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV, ascertaining the
social effects posed by the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV, establishing economic effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV and exploring intervention strategies that can be utilized to carter for PLHIV in relation
to the Covid-19 pandemic. This study had a qualitative research approach, clearly making use of the phenomenological design
of the research. The design of the phenomenological research was considered adequate. A total of 16 participants including
boys, girls, males and females took part in the Focus Group Discussions in Hopley and Dzivarasekwa Main. The respondents
were discharged PLHIV who were once admitted at the local (NGO) Care Unit as well those who received medical assistance
through outreach programs. A heterogeneous type of sampling was found to be more appropriate, as this method is used to
understand a wider range of viewpoints from participants that one is interested in researching. The researcher used focus
group discussion interview guide and questions were semi structured in nature. The researcher utilised qualitative analysis,
which includes analyzing qualitative data such as text data from interview transcript. Major findings of the study reviewed that
PLHIV have mixed feelings towards getting vaccinated. Lockdown restrictions have brought more harm than good which have
contributed in PLHIV defaulting ART treatment, causing psychological distress, diluting social cultural values of the society,
rise in ill practices among the youth, impacting on the economic lives of PLHIV through affecting their informal businesses. As
one of the recommendations, there is need to scale up psychological services to PLHIV and their affected families as most of
them have undergone posttraumatic stress, unresolved bereavement, depression, anxiety, financial constraints and so forth.
If these issues are not dealt with and resolved, they pose a greater risk of mental health disorders in the long-term post
COVID-19 era given the predicament they are already in.
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Introduction

World Health Organisation (WHO) declared corona virus
pandemic as a worldwide health emergency on the 30 of
January 2020. Recently, the number of new corona virus cases
has continued to surge daily in the backdrop of a consistent
and effective curative agents against the COVID-19 virus [1].
COVI9-19 vaccines have just been presented nonetheless
widespread application remains a noteworthy issue. It is
generally known and stated that older individuals, people
who are immune compromised, and people with underlying
co-morbidities for instance, Human Immuno Virus/ Acquired
Immuno Deficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS) are at a higher
risk of severe illness that warrants hospitalisation as well as
rigorous supportive therapy and care.

The first corona virus case reported by Zimbabwe
to WHO was on the 21 of March 2020. By 15 April 2020,
Zimbabwe had witnessed 18 COVID-19 cases including three
deaths, and the nation had gone into national lockdown [2].
The effect of the pandemic that it would have on public health
services for managing Tuberculosis (TB) and HIV/AIDS
was unknown. The Zimbabwe National TB Programme and
National HIV/AIDS Programme commenced provisions for
the sustained delivery of TB-HIV services in this new normal
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Zimbabwe drew on the case of
Guinea in West Africa, which gathered resources to fight
the Ebola virus epidemic and, in the process, accomplished
to uphold TB services regardless of several hindrances.
The Zimbabwe National TB Programme and National HIV/
AIDS Programme, working closely in partnership with the
International Union Against Tuberculosis and Lung Disease,
the Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical
Disease at WHO and Vital Strategies, agreed to reinforce the
routine and real-time monitoring and evaluation system for
TB and HIV case detection [2]. The quarterly that is, three
monthly recording and reporting mechanism was reinforced
in designated health institutions in Harare through recording
and reporting on a monthly basis. It was assumed that if there
were drops observed in people presenting with presumptive
TB or in people registered and treated for TB, or reductions
in individuals presenting for HIV testing or in records of HIV-
positive people being referred for Antiretroviral Therapy
(ART), then programs might act much swiftly on monthly
information as opposed to quarterly information to reverse
these trends.

In addition, the corona virus epidemic has wielded a
heavy toll in reference to the burden of disease and deaths
globally, with lots of candidate vaccines to fight the COVID-19
in progress. As of February 2021, three corona virus vaccines
with greater than 90% effectiveness to lessen symptomatic
infection risk have been accepted in the European Union, and
fifteen probable vaccines are in phase 3 trials [3]. However,
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corona virus vaccine uncertainty could represent a major
obstacle in anticipation to achieve herd immunity. Current
researches have emphasised that corona virus vaccine
hesitancy is growing globally, particularly in France [3]. The
intent to obtain the corona vaccination differs substantially
across countries, and France records the lowest rate in the
European Union. The corona virus vaccine hesitancy remains
a chief concern in this vulnerable population including Africa
to a greater extent. A greater percentage of individuals who
refused to be vaccinated said that they were being concerned
about the safety of the new corona virus vaccines.

In the primary phases of the COVID-19 outbreak in
China, more than half of the people rated the psychological
effect as moderate to severe, and approximately one-third
indicated moderate to severe anxiety [4]. According to Wang,
et al. cited in Gan, et al. [4] after four weeks, anxiety, stress
well as a depression constantly remained at the same level.
Perceived self-control is a significant feature in determining
psychological state under stressful circumstances quoted in
Gan, et al. [4] and is normally considered to be a protective
aspect for various psychiatric diseases cited in Gan, et al. [4].
The theory of locus of control denotes to people who trust
that their self-behavior is manageable are more inclined
to vigorously cope with the stressful situation, which
improves their likelihood of reaching successful results, and
can therefore attain a good emotional state under stress
referenced in Gan, et al. [4].

Moreover, other cohort researches from the United
States of America (USA) and the United Kingdom (UK),
nevertheless, point to HIV as an indication for worse corona
virus outcomes [5]. UK primary care statistics related to a
national death registration system proposes amplified risk of
mortality among people living with HIV (PLHIV) as compared
to the general populace. New York state data, connecting HIV
diagnoses, corona virus laboratory diagnoses, and individual
outcomes, show higher incidences of COVID-19 needing
hospitalisation among PLHIV as compared to HIV-negative
people [5]. The danger of hospitalisation among PLHIV rose
with HIV disease stage, measured by CD4 count. PLHIV and
individuals at risk of HIV have felt the effect of the corona
virus epidemic on access to HIV testing, prevention, as well
as treatment services. National data gathered by the National
Alliance of State and Territorial AIDS Directors (NASTAD) in
August 2020 surveyed state and local health departments.
They found that more than 90% of 37 HIV prevention
programs and nearly 70% of 45 Ryan White ADAP/Part B
programs showed staff were re-directed to the COVID-19
pandemic response [5].

Of note, negative effects on mental health produced by

the COVID-19 pandemic are particularly important for PLHIV.
While current research finds that PLHIV with suppressed
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HIV viral loads have similar likelihood of hospitalisation and
death due to COVID-19 as the general population, COVID-19
stress may lead to decreased ability for PLHIV to effectively
engage in care [6]. Of note, PLHIV are vulnerable to financial
and psychosocial stressors, and there is concern among HIV
care providers about the impact that COVID-19 stress may
have on patient care and outcomes. In particular, there is
concern that the downstream effects of COVID-related stress
may result in unsuppressed viral loads as a result of reduced
adherence to ART.

The disruption of normalcy due to the COVID-19
pandemic is considered a traumatic event, and the health
impacts of COVID-19-related stressors have been increasingly
recognised. COVID-19 stress can be attributed to many factors,
such as deaths of loved ones, fear of getting COVID-19, social
distancing stress, job loss, housing challenges and reduced
quality of life. Responses to traumatic events may include
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, guilt, anxiety,
grief, and depressive symptomatology. These psychosocial
impairments have resulted in decrease in adherence to ART
medication [6].

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic crisis significantly
changed the work environment and work demands
for instance, high pressure work, unfavorable physical
environment and emotionally demanding interactions.
Caring was emotionally difficult for health professionals, and
stress, insecurity and stigma were the dominant themes for
health professionals. They often had complex and conflicting
thoughts and feelings about the balance of their roles as
caregivers and parents, a sense of professional responsibility,
but also fear the guilty for the potential exposure of their
parent’s families to infection for working during the
COVID-19 emergency. In these conditions, emotions play
a key role in distorting planned or factual choices. There
is a contradiction between the duty of doctors, nurses and
healthcare professionals to their patients and the underlying
attitudes caused by the infection [7]. In some cases, this
can lead to prejudice against those who are seen as the
modern “spreaders of the plague”. The prevailing fear is that
of contracting the infection, managing the contact with the
infected or waiting for the results of diagnostic tests.

The 1918 flu pandemic affected public health outcomes
for decades due to disruptions in the medical system,
disruptions in care for chronic illnesses, and climate stress
and turmoil. The recent Ebola outbreak in West Africa has
disrupted treatment for a number of chronic diseases,
including HIV, due to decreased testing and access to ART.
Likewise, the impact of closing medical and social services
to PLHIV is likely to make the HIV epidemic more difficult
to control. Indeed, the current crisis has the potential to
significantly slow progress so far towards the UNAIDS 95-
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95-95 targets to end the HIV epidemic [8]. In other contexts,
COVID-19 hasled to increased stigma, economic vulnerability,
loss of housing, and continued or increased exposure to
HIV for vulnerable populations, with greater severity of
blockages associated with less access to pre-exposure
prophylaxis, condoms and testing. San Francisco reported
an approximately 40% reduction in HIV testing across
the city, a 90% reduction in community HIV testing, and a
70% reduction in testing for sexually transmitted infections
(STDs) [8]. What's worrisome is that Boston’s large sexual
health clinic saw an 85% drop in overall HIV testing. In many
situations, contact marks were carried over to the COVID-19
outbreak, which could impact the ability of a public health
agency to respond to HIV outbreaks. Regarding the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on HIV treatment, interruptions
in care services, reduced access to antiretroviral drugs and
deepening socioeconomic vulnerability including loss of
social support, increased food insecurity and loss of stable
housing everyone will impact access to care.

More so, with huge resources and financial resources
diverted to allow countries to face the COVID-19 crisis and
impose population lockdowns to prevent the transmission
of the infection, at the beginning of the outbreak there was
concern that countries with a high rate of TB/ HIV/AIDS
may not be able to provide their patients with high-quality,
uninterrupted healthcare and human-centered care. Fear of
COVID-19 and the inability of affected patients to move were
believed to negatively affect health-seeking behavior and
limited access to diagnosis and treatment for tuberculosis
and HIV/AIDS. Model studies have suggested that the burden
of undetected TB will increase significantly. These studies
also suggested that deaths from HIV/AIDS and TB could
increase by 10% and 20%, respectively, with the greatest
impact on HIV resulting from discontinuation of ART.

Despite some promising initial results, healthcare
professionals need to consider the impact of telemedicine
on patient-provider relationships and build trust in ongoing
care, especially for the most vulnerable. An approach focused
on patient values and preferences offers the opportunity to
empower PLHIV in this new paradigm of HIV care [9].

Large-scale disasters for instance Ebola, hurricanes
have increased incidents of domestic violence and child
abuse, as well as a wide range of other mental and behavioral
disorders, including depression, anxiety, post-traumatic
stress disorder, and drug use disorders cited in Okumu M,
et al. [10]. Similarly, other studies have found that blocking
agents significantly increased anxiety, depression, substance
use, loneliness, food insecurity, domestic violence, and child
abuse cited in Okumu M, et al. [10]. The COVID-19 pandemic
and related social control measures expose adolescents living
with HIV to additional stressors that can be particularly, and
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possibly extremely, stressful and harmful their mental health
[10]. For example, social control measures such as mandatory
geographic quarantines, on-site admission requirements,
and school closures can severely disrupt the daily routine
and restrict access to health and support services from
community organizations and providers [10]. At the ALHIV
school, the school is not just education, but also a space of
freedom, interaction with peers and support [10], improving
the economic situation of day care centers [10].

Ultimately, ART programs are compromised as no one
knows when and how the pandemic will progress and how
this would affect hospital visits for all patients. This was
indicated by a study in China that investigated the status of
PLHIV during the global COVID-19 pandemic, a questionnaire
was distributed electronically, with a minimum age of 18
years and ARV treatment as a mandatory option. Of the
group of 1,014 respondents, 32.64% were facing inadequate
treatment due to limited movement and were also running
out of vital medications [11]. Fifty-three respondents from
Hubei province requested ARV replacement, while 64.15%
were unable to access their medication after being refused
at the transit stations [11]. Therefore, PLHIV need to be
informed about specific protection strategies for HIV during
COVID-19. Pandemic and warned of other ways to restock
your ART.

The other changes are undoubtedly worrisome.
American doctors have expressed concern about nasal
collapse in patients who present to emergency departments
with heart attacks, strokes and other conditions, leading to
concern that patients are too afraid to contract COVID-19 to
seek needed medical care. In America, demands for a line of
suicide prevention are growing rapidly as health experts fear
signs of increased drug and alcohol use, poor diets and lack
of exercise among those confined at home [11]. Millions of
people are hungry and unemployed.

Due to the global slowdown in drug production lines and
the reduction in flights that affect logistics services, there
may be a shortage of ARV drugs. With incomes falling and
the national currency (naira) weakening, the government
may not be able to raise enough funds to buy antiretroviral
drugs [12]. Circulation restrictions within the country can
lead to difficulties in transporting medicines and products
to the facilities. At the customer level, limited or reduced
revenue due to the COVID-19 shock can lead to loss of
vigilance. In Nigeria, although ARV drugs are free for the
client, clients still have to incur costs such as registration,
laboratory and transport, among others [12]. Customers can
avoid these costs by defaulting treatment. Drug resistance
is likely to occur when supplies run out and follow-up is
lost, adherence is impaired and resistance to ARV drugs can
develop. Achieving viral suppression in infected individuals
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helps to reduce HIV transmission. With low adherence, the
risk of transmission increases, leading to an increase in new
infections. The progressive increase in the number of new
HIV infections observed since 2016 may therefore worsen.

Pandemics and epidemics have always been an essential
part of human history and only in the last century, Ebola
(2013-2014) psychological responses to pandemics include
inappropriate behavior, emotional stress and defensive
reactions: fear, anxiety, frustration, loneliness, anger,
boredom, depression, stress, avoidance behavior. During
modern pandemics, a peculiar syndrome known as “headline
stress disorder” can be observed: it is characterized by
a high emotional response, such as stress and anxiety, to
endless media reports, which can cause physical symptoms,
including palpitations and insomnia; progression to physical
and mental disorders is possible. Research among hospital
staff found that quarantine was the greatest predictor of
acute stress disorder or post-traumatic stress symptoms,
even three years later Oladele, et al. [12].

As the epidemic affects everyone’s lives, factors such as
long working hours under strict safety precautions, taking
on more professional responsibilities, constantly using
protective equipment and clothing, and being vigilantat work
without losing focus and concentration, increase psychology
problems. The fear of getting sick and dying are the main
stressors that health professionals face in this process.

Most researches focus solely on the negative effects of
the COVID-19 to a larger extent as well as positive effects
brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic to a lesser extent
to the general public. Few studies have investigated on the
COVID-19 pandemic of patients with chronic illnesses such
as Tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS and so forth. The researcher
deemed it necessary to have an understanding the effects
of COVID-19 pandemic to patients with chronic illness with
HIV/AIDs at the local (NGO) in Waterfalls. This paper intends
to grasp topical issues being experienced by the studied
group and solutions to the problems in relation to COVID-19
so as to diverse intervention programs that aim to improve
wellbeing of HIV/AIDs patients to a greater extent in this
new normal of COVID-19.

Objectives of the Study Were to:

1. To determine the psychological effects posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV.

2. To ascertain the social effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV.

3. To establish economic effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV.

4. To explore intervention strategies that can be utilized to
carter for PLHIV in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic
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Research Questions

1. Whatare the psychological effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV?

2. What are the social effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV?

3. What are the economic effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in relation to poor PLHIV?

4. Explore possible intervention strategies that can be
utilized to carter for PLHIV in relation to the Covid-19
pandemic.

Research Methodology

Research design

This study had a qualitative research approach, clearly
making use of the phenomenological design of the research.
The design of the phenomenological research was considered
adequate, as it allows the combination of tools consisting of
interviews, documents and video viewing for data collection.
According to Creswell [13], the emphasis is on describing
what connects all the participants who experience the
phenomenon. In this specific study, the researcher wanted
to investigate the experiences of palliative care patients to
the COVI9-19 pandemic. A case of alocal (NGO) in Waterfalls,
Harare, Zimbabwe. The phenomenological method, therefore,
proved to be appropriate because it allowed the researcher
to have a complete understanding of the phenomena being
studied.

Sample

A total of 16 participants including boys, girls, males and
females took part in the Focus Group Discussions in Hopley
and Dzivarasekwa Main. The respondents were discharged
PLHIVwho were once admitted at the local (NGO) Care Unit
as well those who received medical assistance through
outreach programs.

Sampling Strategy

The research utilised purposive sampling technique.
A heterogeneous type of sampling was found to be more
appropriate, as this method is used to understand a wider
range of viewpoints from participants that one is interested in
researching. Here, research focuses largely on understanding
effects of COVI9-19 pandemicinrelation to poor PLHIV. A case
of alocal (NGO) in Waterfalls, Harare, Zimbabwe. Ary, Jacobs
and Sorensen [14] emphasised that purposive sampling
allows errors in decision making when selecting participants
outweigh each other. Community caregivers were engaged so
as to assist in identifying participants’ relevant to the study.
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Data Collection Instruments

The researcher used Focus Group Discussion (FGD)
interview guide and questions were semi structured in
nature. The instrument allows the researcher to request
the appropriate responses from the respondents. Seaman
(1987) postulates that a partially structured interview
can capture in-depth information and also allow for the
collection of very specific information within a specific
research area. More probes were included in the data
collection tool to obtain proper follow-up queries. The use
of FGD helped researcher with an “internal” perspective,
allowing direct communication with participants. FGD 1 and
2 represented participants from Hopley and Dzivarasekwa
Main respectively.

Procedure

The researcher sake permission to conduct the research
from relevant authorities at the institution and given
guidance accordingly during the research. The researcher
sake consent from the participants prior to collection of data.
The respondents were assured of confidentiality as pseudo
names were used upon analysis of data. The respondents will
be given feedback on the results of the research paper.

Data analysis

The researcher used exploited qualitative analysis, which
includes analyzing qualitative data such as text data from
interview transcripts. After transcribing and translating the
semi-structured interviews, a theory-based approach was
used to analyze the qualitative data. Grounded Theory uses
specific coding methods, a procedure for categorising and
grouping textual information into a set of codes (concepts),
categories (constructions), and relationships [15].

Research Findings

Psychological Effects posed by the COVID-19
pandemic in Relation to Poor PLHIV

Perceptions on the COVID-19 vaccination in relation to
poor PLHIV

The research revealed that PLHIV are concerned about
the negative effects of COVID-19 vaccination. They indicated
that their immune system is already compromised and with
information circulating on the social media for instance,
that those who got vaccinated against the pandemic will
not live after 3 years. The social media has been misleading
people to the extent that COVID-19 vaccination is being
linked to Satanism the number “666”, as stated in the book of
Revelation (13:15-18), which has left people in great despair
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and anxious to get vaccinated. Some of the white garment
apostolic sects argue that they have not visited a clinic or a
hospital before as well as being vaccinated since childbirth.
This results in those people being reluctant and ignorant to
be on board to the initiatives thus, stand as a stapling block
to realize effective prevention against the pandemic. These
opinions were expressed below;

“There are mixed feelings about the COVID-19 vaccination as
some church are against the idea of being vaccinated as they
say it is a demonic act that should not be practiced. It is a sigh
of end of the earth.” Participant 2 FGD 1

“The COVID-19 vaccination is a great initiative especially to
people with chronic conditions because our immune system is
already comprised. Therefore, the vaccine is here to protect us
not to kill us.” Participant 5, FGD 2

“In as much as people are saying negative things about
the COVID-19 vaccination, 1 personally feel it is a positive
milestone in an effort to contain the virus” Participant 8,
FGD 2

As noted in the background of the study COVID-19
vaccine uncertainty could represent a major obstacle in
anticipation to achieve herd immunity. Current researches
have emphasised that corona virus vaccine hesitancy is
growing globally, particularly in France [3].

Reported Side Effects of the COVID-19 Vaccination to
Poor PLHIV

Some of the participants who were vaccinated said
that the COVID-19 vaccination has added other symptoms
besides what they would have experienced to HIV such as
loss of appetite, dizziness, drowsiness which has caused
other people to have only been vaccinated for the first
dose alone. At Harare Hospital they are saying that PLHIV
should have been vaccinated and bring their vaccination
cards for review or ART refill which is against the people’s
right to choose although the government says the exercise
is voluntary, it has come at a cost to us. This has resulted in
some people defaulting treatment who are against the idea of
being vaccinated. The following opinions were made;
“As | have witnessed my brother’s friend reacting negatively
to the vaccination of the first dose, it has made me to think
twice to receive the COVID-19 Jabs. I am still considering it, but
I have mixed thoughts” Participant 1, FGD 2
“ARVs are a very powerful drug together with the covid-19
vaccine, it is becoming difficult to adjust as 1 have been
experiencing headaches for the past week since I got my first
jab.” Participant 4, FGD 1
Lee, Yap, Ngeow, & Lye [1] posit that, people who are immune
compromised, and people with underlying co-morbidities for
instance, HIV/AIDS are at a higher jeopardy of severe illness
that warrants hospitalisation as well as rigorous supportive
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therapy and care.

Effect of COVID-19 Lockdown Restriction in Accessing
ART Services

During COVID-19 lockdowns, the government was
saying that only essential services were allowed to go to work
through producing exemption letters from their various
institutions. It was evidenced that the security services were
very strict to the extent that they could not allow PLHIV to
pass check points regardless showing them Doctors letters
for reviews or resupply of ART. The following opinions were
made;
“Sometimes, the security forces would be seen turning back all
people home without looking at people’s exception letters. This
was a major blow to PLHIV as ARVs would run out without
resupply which has resulted in people defaulting treatment.”
Participant 8, FGD 2
Social control measures such as mandatory geographic
quarantines, on-site admission requirements, and school
closures can severely disrupt the daily routine and restrict
access to health and support services from community
organizations and providers [10].

The effect of Utilizing One Authorized Public Transport
Company on PLHIV

During the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions, the
government ordered the public to utilise Zimbabwe United
Passenger Company Operator (ZUPCO) transport to move
from one place to the other. The Zimbabwe United Passenger
Company Operator buses were not adequate to meet the
demand of people. It should be emphasized that some PLHIV
are afraid to disclose their HIV status to their close relatives
or friends and would rather go to Chitungwiza from Norton.
Hence, they were not comfortable to take ART from health
institutions closer to them which might have contributed to
some PLHIV defaulting treatment. This is expressed below;

“During lock down periods it was impossible to go to the
nearest health institution for a short or emergence supply as
they were inadequate stocks to give to the clients not on their
registers.” Participant 2, FGD 1

As noted in the background of the study, COVID-19
stress may lead to decreased ability for PLHIV to effectively
engage in care [6]. Of note, PLHIV are vulnerable to financial
and psychosocial stressors, and there is concern among HIV
care providers about the impact that COVID-19 stress may
have on patient care and outcomes. In particular, there is
concern that the downstream effects of COVID-related stress
may result in unsuppressed viral loads as a result of reduced
adherence to antiretroviral therapy (ART). Likewise, the
impact of closing medical and social services to PLHIV is
likely to make the HIV epidemic more difficult to control.
Indeed, the current crisis has the potential to significantly
slow progress so far towards the UNAIDS 90-90-90 targets
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to end the HIV epidemic [8]. As suggested by Brown, et al.
[8] fear of COVID-19 and the inability of affected patients
to move were believed to negatively affect health-seeking
behavior and limited access to diagnosis and treatment for
tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS.

Incapacitation of local clinics to offer robust COVID-19
service during the hype of the pandemic

When the COVID-19 started, there was great deal of
panic, anxiety, distress not only to the general public, but
health personnel as well. With few institutions having the
capacity to have the required equipment, it was not adequate
to meet the demand. This caused a number of deaths to PLHIV
because institutions which compliments government's
efforts like the local (NGO) had no capacity to provide
isolation rooms with equipped ventilators and positive cases
were referred selected Hospitals and in between, PLHIV lost
their lives as those institutions were overwhelmed with the
number of positive cases and the rising number of deaths.
These sentiments were expressed below;
“The pandemic on its early stages in Harare for instance, people
were referred to Wilkins hospital and Beatrice infectious
diseases control, Harare Hospital and Parirenyatwa had the
capacity to deal with COVID-19 positive cases.” Participant 7,
FGD 1
“There was a time when local authority clinic staff were
on industrial action citing inadequate Personal Protective
Clothing (PPE) plus low salaries and as a result ART refills
were being done from community halls thereby affecting
issues of disclosure for PLHIV which could have had affected
them psychologically.” Participant 7 FGD 1
In the primary phases of the COVID-19 outbreak in China,
more than half of the people rated the psychological effect as
moderate to severe, and approximately one-third indicated
moderate to severe anxiety [4]. According to Wang et al.
(2020c) cited in Gan et al. [4] after four weeks, anxiety, stress
well as a depression constantly remained at the same level.

Mental health problems linked to COVID-19 pandemic to
PLHIV

The COVID-19 pandemic caused great deal of negative
mental problems to PLHIV and the general population at
large. During the pick of the pandemic, when a relative tested
positive, it was the last time to see him or her as they were
no visitations allowed. Some patients would eventually die
without having closure to their families which has left people
with bitterness and unresolved bereavement issues. This
caused some PLHIV to think greatly of what the future holds
as some of their breadwinners and careers within Zimbabwe
and beyond borders lost their lives. As most of the PLHIV
the local (NGO) provide services to for example, depend on
menial and part time jobs which worsens the situation to
provide for their families. The following opinion was shared;
“COVID-19 also shock people’s minds mind for instance a
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health person you would have seen maybe in the morning
hearing that he passed on during the day left people in fear of
thinking what if it is me next.” Participant 3, FGD 2

“People were dying from the COVID-19 pandemic without
falling ill.” Participant 8, FGD 1

“During the times of lockdowns, hospital and clinics institutions
are not allowed for visitors to see their admitted patients. This
cause a great deal of stress as inpatients value the presents of
their relatives. It gives them a sense of belonging, hence, the
pandemic has deprived PLHIV the privilege to be visited by
their loved ones.” Participant 1, FGD 1

According to Oladele, et al. [12], during modern pandemics, a
peculiar syndrome known as “headline stress disorder” can
be observed. Itis characterized by a high emotional response,
such as stress and anxiety, to endless media reports, which
can cause physical symptoms, including palpitations and
insomnia; progression to physical and mental disorders is
possible.

Halfhearted counseling services to PLHIV during the
times of the pandemic

During the COVID-19 pandemic, health institutions that
provide ART services were overwhelmed with the situation at
hand and the participants indicated that health professionals
were no longer giving robust counseling services for example
during ART refills, continuous adherence counseling was
not being provided effectively. They were concerned only
for clients to receive their medication. It should be not that
providing psychosocial support to such a special group is
prudent to ensure clients are able to practice ART adherence
commendably. This was expressed below;

“Since 2009, the counselors would take their time to provide
ART counseling services to their clients, COVID-19 pandemic
has worsened the situation as the counselors only makes
time to PLHIV who would have defaulted ART only. Hence,
which shows that they is a gap which needs to be addressed.”
Participant 6, FGD 2

“Health institutions defer in their delivering of services. At
the local (NGO) Care Unit, the organization utilizes the family
centered approach whereby a client will be receiving medical
treatment whilst efforts to engage their families is prioritised
to offer psychosocial support to those families affected by the
clients conditions through taking care of family issues and how
best to resolve those. The purpose is to help clients regain their
mental well-being to a greater extent.” Participant 7, FGD 2

The COVID-19 pandemic crisis significantly changed
the work environment and work demands for instance,
high pressure work, unfavorable physical environment and
emotionally demanding interactions. Caring was emotionally
difficult for health professionals, and stress, insecurity and
stigma were the dominant themes for health professionals.
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They often had complex and conflicting thoughts and
feelings about the balance of their roles as caregivers and
parents, a sense of professional responsibility, but also fear
the guilty for the potential exposure of their parent’s families
to infection for working during the COVID-19 emergency [7].

Social Effects Posed by the COVID-19 Pandemic
in Relation to Poor PLHIV

The impact of physical gatherings to poor PLHIV in
accessing services

The COVID-19 pandemic regulations such as minimizing
physical contacts, the local (NGO) its services are rooted
on providing ART service through outreach means. Thus,
this affected outreach nurses to be on the ground and
making treatments. The numbers they would see per day
were greatly decreased as businesses were operating from
0800 hours to 1500 hours. Peri-urban areas were greatly
disadvantaged as most time would be lost through traveling.
However, the organization started to provide telemedicine
through conducting assessments over the phone and take
note of clients ailments and went maybe once a week to
those kind of areas to dispense medication. The following
opinion was shared;

“Normally, when outreach nurses identified bedridden client
s during treatments, they would come with such clients for
admission. During the covid-19 lockdowns, client’s families or
the community had to find their own means of transport to
come to MCU. It should be noted that majority of the clients
were serve come from very poor backgrounds and hiring motor
vehicle would be impossible which lead to some clients losing
their lives which could have been saved.” Participant 2, FGD 2

Despite some promising initial results, healthcare
professionals need to consider the impact of telemedicine
on patient-provider relationships and build trust in ongoing
care, especially for the most vulnerable. An approach focused
on patient values and preferences offers the opportunity to
empower PLHIV in this new paradigm of HIV care [9].

Dilution of societal cultural values

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the “new normal”
through affecting negatively to the way people used to live. In
Africa, emphasis is on “ubuthu hunhu”, which has gradually
been eroded with the coming of the pandemic. Some
families who intend to get rid of their sick patients through
admissions at MCU. As visitors are not allowed, it has left a
great distance between inpatients and their families. Some
of the families would not even check up on their admitted
patients even through the phone which negatively affects
client’s mental wellbeing through overthinking a lot that
their families have abandoned them. Below, are some of the
sentiments from participants;
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“Relatives who would have lost their HIV clients were not
allowed to do body viewing or not allowed burring their loved
ones, only they had to see in a distance apart, which has left
some people with broken souls, unhealed wounds as a result
of not being able to be with their relatives during the final
moments of their lives.” Participant 2, FGD 1

“People are now taking advantage of the COVID-19 not to
attend funerals of their relatives in fears of catching up with
the virus. Nowadays people are now sending condolences over
the phone through whats app message which is inappropriate
especially for close relatives to the deceased.” Participant 5,
FGD 2

“To some extent, other families have been showing great
support and care to their HIV positive family members
especially to those who would have managed to disclose their
HIV status, through reminding them on times to take their
medication, as well as encouraging them to be vaccinated
against the pandemic for the greater good of their health.”
Participant 1, FDG 2

“The pandemic has caused devastating effects to PLHIV.
Normally we used to meet to have our support groups which
helps us to discuss pertinent issues related to HIV and AIDSs
through counseling, sharing our stories, supporting each
other, offering solutions to various problems individuals might
have. Henceforth, curbing PLHIV to develop psychological
disorders such as major depression, anxiety, posttraumatic
stress disorder to mention, but a few.” Participant 4, FGD 1

Slaughter [6] posits that the disruption of normalcy
due to the COVID-19 pandemic is considered a traumatic
event, and the health impacts of COVID-19-related stressors
have been increasingly recognised. COVID-19 stress can be
attributed to many factors, such as deaths of loved ones,
fear of getting COVID-19, social distancing stress, job loss,
housing challenges and reduced quality of life.

Immoral practices spearhead by the pandemic in
relation to HIV

The COVID -19 pandemic has contributed paved way
for ill practices such as rise of sex workers even teens are
now engaging into the act, unplanned pregnancies, rise of
sexually transmitted infections which causes a great deal of
sexual related infections. Sexual Reproductive Health Rights
that were being provided through support groups were
suspended as a result of ban of gatherings. Such informative
programs were vital to impart youths with psychoeducation
and knowledge in order for them to make informed decisions.
This pandemic is also halting in the achievement of 90-90-
90 goals of ending AIDS by 2030 if community engagements
keep on being suppressed as a result of the pandemic to offer
such an important service to the youth.
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Gender based violence and social stigma on PLHIV in
relation to COVID-19

Like other general citizens in the country, PLHIV are
victims of domestic gender based violence. As most of the
people are in the informal sector, closure of businesses
during the lockdowns means that families will be spending
most of the time together. This is where other people really
expose or show their true characters to their spouses and one
could not tolerate such behavior he or she will be portraying
leading to dispute or quarrels. Society is afraid of coming out
of the closet to disclose their cOVID-19 status. PLHIV argue
that they have been victims of the HIV pandemic through
stigma and discrimination and if one is found out to be a
survivor of COVID-19 or infected with it, they said the effects
will be unbearable.

“Domestic violence is now on the increase this might be due to
disharmony in families.” Participant 2, FGD 2
“PLHIV are fearful of the stigma and discrimination they might
experience if one tests positive to the COVID-19 virus given
what they have gone through living with HIV.” Participant 6,
FGD 2

Large-scale disasters for instance Ebola, hurricanes have
increased incidents of domestic violence and child abuse, as
well as awide range of other mental and behavioral disorders,
including depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder,
and drug use disorders [10].

Economic Effects Posed by the COVID-19
Pandemic in Relation to Poor PLHIV.

Inadequate ARVS Stocks

In most clinics, second and third line drugs are insufficient
and individuals on those meds are referred to hospitals
like Harare, Chitungwiza and Pairenyatwa Hospitals. The
participants on second and third line noted with concern
transport costs they incur which makes it difficult to go for
ARVs resupply, viral load taking and Doctor’s appointments.
Thus, contributing to PLHIV defaulting treatment. One of the
sentiments is captured below;

“It is a hustle to access second and third line ARV drugs in
local clinics, the government should do something about it.”
Participant 4, FGD 1

Circulation restrictions within the country can lead to
difficulties in transporting medicines and products to the
facilities. At the customer level, limited or reduced revenue
due to the COVID-19 shock can lead to loss of vigilance. In
Nigeria, although ARV drugs are free for the client, clients
still have to incur costs such as registration, laboratory and
transport, among others [12]. Customers can avoid these
costs by defaulting treatment. Drug resistance is likely to
occur when supplies run out and follow-up is lost, adherence
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is impaired and resistance to ARV drugs can develop.

Failing Income Generating Activities Affected by the
Pandemic

The COVID-19 has brought more harm than good
economically to PLHIV. The local (NGO) has assisted some of
its patients living with HIV with Income Generating Activates.
These comprised of grocery, kitchen ware. With the imposed
lockdown restrictions, the beneficiaries of the projects ended
up expensing their capital and those into grocery IGAs,
ended up eating their stocks. The intended benefit of being
assisted with IGAs was for them to utilize the proceeds for
educational purposes as well as to meet other costs of their
households. This has greatly impacted negatively especial
to the orphans and vulnerable children in those families
because they end up dropping out of school which impacts
negatively on their future and deprive them their right to
education. As most people are into the informal sector, with
the coming of the covid-19 pandemic, it has affected on sales
for most informal traders. Below are some of the opinions
from the respondents;

“The economic situation coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic
has caused my family and I to adjust to standard of living such
as having one or two meals per day.” Participant 5, FGD 1

“Our condition requires us to eat health food which is important
to our health. The meals we eat involves eating sadza and
vegetables mostly thus, posing a risk to having a health diet
and important nutrients needed for our health.” Participant
7, FGD 2

According to Slaughter [6] COVID-19 stress may lead
to decreased ability for PLHIV to effectively engage in care.
Of note, PLHIV are vulnerable to financial and psychosocial
stressors, and there is concern among HIV care providers
about the impact that COVID-19 stress may have on patient
care and outcomes. In particular, there is concern that the
downstream effects of COVID-related stress may result in
unsuppressed viral loads as a result of reduced adherence to
antiretroviral therapy (ART).

Intervention Strategies that can be Utilized to
Carter for PLHIV in Relation to the Covid-19
Pandemic

Adequate and Easily Accessible Stocks of ARVS at Local
Clinics

The participants indicated that the government should
make great strides to ensure that second and third line ARVs
are easily accessible to local clinics to ease the burden on
PLHIV in transport costs as witnessed during the times of
lockdowns motorists were charging unreasonable bus fares
that negatively cause PLHIV to default treatment. One of the
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sentiments is captured below;

“Easy transport must be accessible to enable easy mobility of
PLHIV to access services in times like the COVID-19 epidemic.”
Participant 4, FGD 2

Provision of ART Services in the Communities
Participants had it that organisations like the local (NGO)
should consider initiatives like what the new start center is
doing like door to door ART refills for 3 months to cut on
costs for poor PLHIV having difficulties missing out doctors’
appoints and review dates. The aim is to ensure that PLHIV
have adequate stocks, thus finding no excuse to default
treatment. One of the suggestions in noted below;

“An institution like the local (NGO) should be providing ART
to the clients it serve for instance, people who come to receive
medical treatment at MCU are bedridden clients who would
have defaulted treatment. Those clients should be reinitiated on
ART to minimise costs as well as referrals to other institutions.”
Participant 7, FGD 1

The need to promote Psychological services to PLHIV in
the COVID-19 era

The participants’ indicated that most interventions for
the Covid-19 pandemic are mainly on mitigating treating the
virus. Less attention is being given on the psychosocial issues
PLHIV are facing in these times of the pandemic.

“Thus there is need of trained personnel to fill in that gap and
provide the essential service to resolve psychological matters
in anticipation of improving PLHIV wellbeing on effective ways
to cope with the pandemic as well as their already existing
condition.” Participant 2, FGD 2

Role of PLHIV in these times of the pandemic

The respondents gave positive views towards their role
they can play in these times of COVID-19. Staying positive
is a positive milestone to ensure a healthy living hence,
minimizing psychological disorders among PLHIV. The
following sentiments were shared;

“As PLHIV,l have managed to look after myselfthrough ensuring
ladhere to my medication, eat health food and practicing good
hygiene.” Participant 6, FGD2

“I have to work for my family thus, | have to do part time jobs to
generate income so as to take care of my family.” Participant
3,FGD 1

“There is need to form Community ART Refill Groups (CARGs)
in our society which serves on time for others to be able to do
their activities as well serves on transport costs.” Participant
4,FGD 2
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“As PLHIV, there is need to do Income Savings and Lending
initiatives as it improves household livelihoods income for
instance access to basic needs such as food, shelter, education
and so forth.” Participant 6, FGD1

Lefcourt (2014) referenced in Gan, et al. [4] postulate that
the theory of locus of control denotes to people who trust
that their self-behavior is manageable are more inclined to
vigorously cope with the stressful situation, which improves
their likelihood of reaching successful results, and can
therefore attain a good emotional state under stress.

The participants said that the Government should

ensure that Security forces at roadblock check points are
sensitized on the importance of easing passage for PLHIV
who have doctor’s appointment, review dates, ART resupply,
and viral load taking to be exempted from such lockdown
restrictions and future similar pandemics which result in
people defaulting treatment which has detrimental negative
effects. This is reflected below;
“The government need to take into cognizance of people like
us to access services related to HIV and AIDS in times like the
COVID-19 as it is a struggle to bypass road blocks during strict
lockdowns.” Participant 5, FGD 1

Conclusion

Coronavirus pandemictook us by surprise with countries
not well prepared to deal with its devastating effects. Due
to the fact that nations were not prepared, with the rising
deaths, emerging of new variants, the rampant spread of the
disease, most governments have prioritised solutions and
whys to combat its spread and treating those infected with
the virus as well as preventative measures against further
spread of the virus. It was against this background that the
researcher took another view point of exploring the effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic on PLHIV. This particular study is
vital as it will encourage other scholars to research more on
the topic under study as well as implementing interventions
which are relevant and practical in helping the group in
question.

Recommendations

e There is great need for the Ministry of Health and
Child Care to have national campaigns, educating
or empowering PLHIV on the importance of getting
vaccinated against the COVID-19. This is as a result of
misleading and negative information circulating on the
social media about the vaccine

e There is dire need for the government and other
stakeholders to consider scaling up providing
psychosocial services to PLHIV given the predicament
there are already in to offer robust psychological
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