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The concept of “serodiscordance” (mixed infection status) is primarily associated with epidemiological concerns about HIV
transmission risk in couples. We make the case for extending this concept to include families with mixed HIV and viral hepatitis
status. Social research on couples with mixed HIV and hepatitis C status has laid an important foundation for illuminating how
experiences of serodiscordancewithin intimate partnerships aremuchbroader than concerns about risk.This body ofwork attests to
serodiscordance holding promise as a valuable concept for understanding viral infections as socially situated and intensely relational
phenomena. However, serodiscordance is still limited as a concept because of its near universal focus on couples. It is rarely applied
to wider relationships, including family networks beyond the couple. Despite evidence in the literature that families are affected
by blood-borne viruses in multiple social, emotional, financial, and generational ways, the concept of serodiscordance does not
capture these broader dynamics. Making serodiscordance more inclusive is an important step in recognising the diverse ways
families’ everyday lives, relationships, and futures can be entangled with HIV, hepatitis C, and hepatitis B, and for understanding
how today’s era of effective treatment options might shape the “family life” of viral infections.

1. Introduction

In the contemporary “treatment era,” blood-borne viruses are
undergoing profound changes. New biomedical technologies
to prevent HIV infection have enlivened hopes of ending the
global epidemic [1] and are transforming social and sexual
relations due to the significantly reduced risk of transmission
and the possibility of conception without clinical inter-
ventions [2–4]. The recent introduction of highly effective
treatments for hepatitis C, which are also far less arduous
than earlier treatment, is setting up radical expectations that
the virus can be globally eliminated by 2030 [5]. Similar
ambitions for hepatitis B have recognised the need to scale
up screening, treatment, and childhood vaccination to help
prevent the kind of intergenerational transmission of the
virus that has led to significant morbidity and mortality
among many populations [5].

In this article, wemake the case for extending the concept
of “serodiscordance” in the context of this current treatment
moment, with all of the associated promises, possibilities,
and unknown knock-on effects it brings. “Serodiscordance”
is widely used in the HIV literature to describe a relationship
between two people with different viral statuses, in other
words a person with a virus and another person without it.
It is most commonly associated with HIV, but it does appear
in the hepatitis C literature, though not in the hepatitis B
literature. The concept of serodiscordance has been crucial
in beginning to shift the emphasis beyond individuals in
the study of blood-borne viruses. Yet, it is still constrained
as a concept because of its near universal focus on couples
and transmission risk. While the existing literature suggests
that a viral infection can impact on and involve families
(and broader social networks) in multiple ways, and not
only individuals, the concept of serodiscordance as it is
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normatively used and understood does not capture these
socioemotional and familial dynamics.

Lifting our gaze from the preoccupation with “risk” in
relation to these blood-borne viruses is vital to understanding
how today’s era of effective treatment options might shape
the “family life” of viral infections. Recently, we have seen
attempts to broaden serodiscordance beyond the focus on
risk to gain important insights into the social and emotional
dimensions of hepatitis C and HIV among mixed-status
couples. However, we still lack a concept for understanding
blood-borne viruses in the wider family contexts in which
they are often situated and experienced.There is no objective
reason why the concept of serodiscordance could not be
extended to mixed-status families (and beyond) given it
simply means differing (discordant) blood (sero). Making
serodiscordance more inclusive in this manner is an impor-
tant step in recognising and drawing much needed attention
to the diverse ways families’ everyday lives, relationships, and
futures can be entangled with these viral infections.

2. Relationality and Serodiscordance

The notion that illnesses are profoundly relational [6, 7]
is clearly borne out by viral infections such as HIV, hep-
atitis B, and hepatitis C. Not only are they relational in
how they are acquired, transmitted, and prevented, but
also because they are inexorably enacted, perceived, and
managed through a range of socially situated relationships,
meanings, and practices. As with other chronic illnesses,
these blood-borne viruses can have broad impacts that
extend far beyond affected people, shaping the everyday
experiences and emotional lives of their relational networks,
including their families. And yet, historically, individuals
and their behaviours have been the primary focus in public
health research and interventions, due to a complex mix of
epistemological hegemony, methodological criteria, funding
priorities, and the politics of “evidence” [8–11]. In regard to
HIV, Rotheram-Borus and colleagues [12] also speculate that
the lack of attention to the relational context of families is
a legacy of the epidemic’s emergence in the USA with its
strong cultural emphasis on individualism, and the fact that
HIV initially affected mainly gay men who were perceived
as disconnected from traditional family structures. Seear and
colleagues [13] suggest that a similar individualising tendency
in hepatitis C research likely stems from the virus’ association
with injecting, with people who inject drugs typically cast
as lacking any capacity for intimate relationships. In relation
to hepatitis B, research is essentially focused on biomedical
descriptions of the virus and, to a far lesser degree, its social
impact on individuals, with an absence of explorations of its
impact on family life, despite the intrafamilial nature of the
virus.

As these epidemics have unfolded across the world and
across populations, this individual focus is proving highly
inadequate for understanding the real-life contexts of blood-
borne viruses. People with these viruses are, and always
have been, part of diverse social networks, partnerships,
households, and family systems, just like anyone else. As
social researchers on HIV have argued, an HIV infection

“radiates across the entire family system,” and thus families,
in whatever form they might take, live with the virus, “not
just individuals” ([12, pages: 984, 978], see also [14, 15]).
Other authors have made a similar argument about viral
hepatitis [16]. In addition, several members and generations
of a family might be infected with HIV or viral hepatitis,
particularly given the transmission routes for hepatitis B and
HIV. In the early HIV epidemic, a call was made to frame
the virus as a “family infection” ([17, page: 261], [15]). Since
then, attention to families has improved in HIV research,
but remains relatively limited in terms of its scope and
conceptualisation, and it remains a large gap in the literature
on viral hepatitis.

The concept of serodiscordance has provided a way for
researchers to move beyond the focus on the individual and
explore how viral infections are managed in couple relation-
ships. Much of the work on serodiscordance is dominated by
an extensive body of public health literature chiefly concerned
with HIV transmission risk in the context of sexual practices,
prevention strategies, and reproduction among couples with
mixed infection status [18–21]. However, smaller but growing
cross-cultural social research literature has broadened this
lens to explore the local and lived complexities of couples
making sense of and managing HIV serodiscordance. In
doing so, it reveals how “HIV risk” is contingent and can
be superseded by competing risks and relationship priorities,
providing valuable insights into the diverse ways cultural
meanings and practices around romantic love, illness, gender,
sexuality,medicine, reproduction, and so forth shape serodis-
cordant intimacy and everyday life among couples [22–25].

Likewise, there is a small body of research that presents
unique reflections on the social dynamics at play among
couples who inject drugs, including couples who are hepatitis
C serodiscordant.This literature has been ground-breaking in
changing the lens in hepatitis C research to intimate relation-
ality by elucidating how injecting practices are coproduced
in romantic partnerships and informed by perceptions of
risk within and outside the relationship, gendered ideas of
love and trust, and the specific levels of skill and expertise
within these relationships [10, 13, 26–29]. To date, there is no
comparable literature on couples in relation to hepatitis B.

This couples’ literature has laid a critical foundation
for capturing the ways people with intimate connections
manage mixed infection status together, and for illuminating
serodiscordance as a situated and lived phenomenon not
reducible to transmission risk. The increasing body of work
in this area attests to serodiscordance as a robust and useful
concept for understanding the relationality of blood-borne
viruses. However, the concept is rarely applied to broader
relationships, including family networks beyond the couple.
This is despite evidence in the literature (especially the HIV
literature) that families are affected by blood-borne viruses in
multiple ways, not solely because of potential transmissibility,
but because of the social stigma often attached to these viral
infections, and the roles families can play in relation to a range
of experiences and practices around clinical management,
disclosure, secrecy, support, and care-giving. Given this, we
argue for the importance of redefining serodiscordance to
recognise wider family relationships besides couples. We
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take families to mean the relational networks of “significant
others” [30, 31] that individuals define as “family,” whichmay
include partners, parents, children, siblings, and extended
family, as well as friends and other members of families
of choice, affinity, or intimate connections [32, 33]. Next,
we examine how “families” (beyond couples) figure in the
available literature on these blood-borne viruses.

3. Families Living with HIV

By now, the HIV literature is vast. The bulk of it is charac-
terised by an individualised focus on transmission, treatment,
and prevention. Nonetheless, a sizeable body of research
suggests that an HIV diagnosis can have profound effects
not only on the infected person, but also on their children,
parents, and partners. Some of the effects mentioned include
poor mental health outcomes and psychosocial adjustment,
altered family dynamics, roles and communication, financial
distress and poverty, disruptive changes in housing and loss
of community, lack of access to care and support services
for family members, gendered expectations around care
responsibilities, loss and bereavement, and concerns about
the future care of children in case of parental death [12, 14,
15, 34–44].

Children and adolescents are a prominent focus in this
literature. A growing number of studies in high-resource
countries have investigated the impacts of HIV on both
perinatally infected children and those with HIV-positive
parents, particularly among minority communities in North
America. Common concerns revolve around disclosure to
children, whether it be the child’s or parent’s HIV diagnosis,
lost developmental opportunities that alter children’s life
course due to HIV-related poverty, care responsibilities and
disrupted education, as well as psychosocial and psychiatric
challenges, sexual risk taking, and delinquent behaviour [45–
51]. There is also a substantial literature on the experiences
and well-being of AIDS orphans and other children affected
by HIV in Sub-Saharan Africa [52, 53].

An overarching theme in the literature is HIV-related
stigma and its many consequences for families. Bogart and
colleagues found that, in response to perceived or felt stigma,
“an atmosphere of secrecy surrounded many families living
with HIV” ([36, page: 248], see also [15, 34, 45, 54, 55]). Other
studies have similarly noted family concerns about disclosure,
privacy, and confidentiality, as well as a tendency towards
social withdrawal and silence, rendering care and support
needs invisible [12, 14, 37, 39, 46]. In addition to dealing with
felt stigma from the outside, some families also struggle with
their own “irrational fears of contagion” and “internalized
negative attitudes about HIV” ([36, page: 250], also [14, 15]),
and might blame or reject the infected member for bringing
perceived shame to the family [56, 57].

Overall, the relevant HIV literature is substantial, but
predominantly focused on negative outcomes in families
affected by HIV. There have been few attempts to specifically
examine resilience or helpful management strategies in these
families or how HIV might bring about positive changes,
such as improved communication, mutual support, trust,
and emotional closeness [17, 38, 58, 59]. Apart from the

studies on children and adolescents, much of this literature
traces the effects and challenges of HIV on families in the
pretreatment era (before mid-1990s) and in the era of HIV
combination therapy (until mid-2000), or in resource-poor
settings in Africa and China. There is scant literature on
the needs and experiences of families living with HIV in
resource-rich settings in the contemporary era of effective
antiretroviral treatment and “HIV normalisation.” Much of
the HIV literature that touches on family issues tends to do
so from the perspective of only one family member, often the
infected person, rather than the whole family. There is also
an absence of studies on gay families affected by HIV. And,
importantly, with rare exceptions [25, see chapter by Smith
et al.], there has been no attempt yet to explicitly extend the
concept of serodiscordance beyond couples and its narrow
focus on transmission risk, as a way to acknowledge a broader
range of HIV-negative familymembers that play a substantial
and ongoing part in the lives of people with HIV.

4. Families Living with Hepatitis C

As with the bulk of the literature on HIV, the hepatitis C
literature is overwhelmingly focused on individuals, with
the exception of public health research on nonsexual trans-
mission in family households [60, 61] and social network
research that investigates the role of injecting networks in
transmission and prevention [62, 63]. This research clearly
shows that hepatitis C and serodiscordance affect broader
relationships beyond individuals and sexual partnerships;
however these relationships are defined almost entirely in
terms of risk, obscuring other meaningful connections in the
lives of people who inject drugs.There is also a body of social
research exploring peer aspects of hepatitis C prevention
among people who inject drugs [64–67] and a small and
valuable body of work on couples, as described earlier, but
the literature rarely focuses on broader family networks living
with mixed infection status.

Yet, families are not entirely absent: scattered references
can be found particularly in relation to treatment experi-
ences. Direct-acting antiviral drugs that target the hepatitis
C virus have only been available since 2014; before then
treatment for hepatitis C was a protracted and notoriously
difficult process due to sometimes severe physical and neu-
ropsychiatric side effects and with variable success, making
decisions whether to undergo hepatitis C treatment far
from straightforward [68–70]. Research from high-resource
countries has noted that families are often central to these
treatment decisions and can act as either barriers or facil-
itators. For example, concerns about the potential impact
of declining health on the family motivate some to take up
treatment, while parental responsibilities discourage others
[71–74].

Studies on previous regimes observed that the then
gruelling, and often unsuccessful, treatment process and
its adverse effects, such as extreme fatigue, mood swings,
insomnia, and depression, could have considerable impacts
on family dynamics by disrupting their everyday lives and
requiring members to take on new roles and responsibilities
and find ways to adjust to unfamiliar circumstances and
interactions. Such changes often strained relationships and
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at times created conflict in ordinarily stable households, but
also had the capacity to deepen family bonds as the challenges
brought about by the treatment tested the strength and
resilience of their relationships [69, 70, 75]. Unsurprisingly,
emotional and practical family support was identified as a
key consideration in people’s decision to undertake treatment
[69, 71, 76]. Of equal importance, as some researchers and
clinicians emphasised, was the need to prepare and support
families through the treatment process [68, 70, 77], and it
remains to be explored whether this will continue into the
current “new treatment” era.

Brief mentions of family also surface in research on
hepatitis C related stigma. It is likely that, similarly to HIV,
negative cultural discourses around infectious diseases, con-
tagion, and the socially discreditable practices of “high risk”
populations could have significant emotional and socially
isolating effects not only on affected individuals but also their
families. However, there is little exploration of this in the
literature. But there is some evidence that the stigma attached
to hepatitis C and particularly injecting drug use can strain
family relationships and that family members are sometimes
seen as a source of stigmatisation, resulting in feelings of
rejection and alienation, or reluctance to disclose a hepatitis
C diagnosis to the family [78–82].

In summary, although families do appear in the hepatitis
C literature, they are rarely at the heart of inquiry. Similarly to
theHIV literature, conceptualisations of serodiscordance as a
family dynamic are nonexistent. Despite this, there is enough
material in the literature to suggest that families can be inti-
mately implicated in treatment experiences and in processes
of stigma, which warrants far greater attention to whole-
family perspectives and a reconsideration of serodiscordance
in the context of living with hepatitis C.

5. Families Living with Hepatitis B

Most literature on hepatitis B focuses on epidemiology and
on the biomedical impacts of the infection. In contrast to
HIV, there is a lack of sociological explorations of living with
hepatitis B, including the everyday impacts of the virus on
family life and intergenerational relationships. This is despite
hepatitis B essentially being a disease of the family, given
its primary route of transmission being from mother-to-
child (in endemic countries, hepatitis B is most commonly
transmitted from mother-to-child or in early childhood
through exposure to infected children due to inadequate
screening and vaccination programs; the virus can also
transmit through sexual contact, shared injecting equipment,
donor blood, and other health care procedures [83]). When
family is noted in the public health literature, it is mostly in
relation to reducing their risk of exposure. Yet, little is known
about how serodiscordant families manage prevention, even
though studies have noted that the most commonly reported
concern among people with hepatitis B is transmission to
family members [84–86]. This is particularly troubling as
several reviews of the literature have identified significant
knowledge gaps and poor understanding of transmission and
prevention among people living with or at risk of hepatitis B
infection [71, 83, 87, 88].

The literature on hepatitis B literacy mainly focuses on
migrants in North America (and to a lesser extent Australia)
who come from endemic countries primarily in the Asia-
Pacific region, such as Korea, China, and Vietnam [83].
People born in this region make up the majority of the
population with chronic hepatitis B in the Global North
[89]. Studies highlight that perceptions of hepatitis B among
these migrant groups are shaped by personal experiences and
cultural understandings about the virus that may differ from
those in western societies and medicine [71, 90, 91]. Many
migrant groups believe that the virus can spread through
everyday activities, such as sharing food and drink, which is
significant given that communal eating is an important family
and social practice in many Asian cultures [71, 83, 86–88, 92].
Such beliefs often persist following migration, as language
barriers in the new country can prevent access to biomedical
information about transmission and prevention [93].

Although there is little research on how specific cultural
understandings might affect the way that families manage
serodiscordance, there are some clues in the literature which
suggest that the intrafamilial aspect of hepatitis B can pro-
duce quite different responses. For example, an Australian
study of culturally diverse migrants noted that testing was
commonly sought by whole families, because of the higher
risk of transmission within families [90]. A study of Chinese-
Americans in San Francisco similarly found that hepatitis
B was framed as a family matter, with affected participants
keen to educate their family members and encourage them
to seek testing to protect the health of the family [94]. There
are suggestions that the intergenerational and endemic nature
of hepatitis B in Asian communities has the capacity to
“normalise” the virus in families and decouple it from stigma
and shame in ways that differ quite markedly from hepatitis
C and HIV [87, 90, 95, 96]. Conversely, other US studies
have found that migrant families can discourage testing due
to the importance of maintaining “face” [97] or fear of
disclosing status to family members [91]. There is undeniably
stigma associated with hepatitis B [83, 98], particularly in
China where widespread discrimination against people with
hepatitis B has devastating effects on individuals and families
[99, 100]. However, the extent of the stigma appears to vary
between cultural communities and is “primarily related to
poor understanding of prevention and transmission, and not
linked to concepts of moral deficit that characterise HIV and
hepatitis C related stigma and discrimination” [87, page: 2].

Several of the literature reviews cited above highlight
the increasing prevalence of hepatitis B infections among
migrant groups and the strain this places on health care
systems, and thus the need to better understand how affected
communities perceive and respond to the infection. The
authors nominate multiple issues needing urgent attention,
but none mention serodiscordant family dynamics, which is
surprising, given its intergenerational dimension. So far, it
remains largely unclear how serodiscordance is experienced
and managed in families.

6. Understanding Family Dynamics in the
Context of Chronic Illness

The broader literature on families living with various other
chronic illnesses clearly suggests that family processes and
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relationships are greatly affected in numerous ways when
a member is diagnosed or becomes unwell. Eggenberger
and colleagues describe illness as a “family affair triggering
families to shift their individual and family patterns as they
attempt to manage ongoing life with a chronic illness” [101,
page: 283].They have to “cocreate. . . a new context for living”
and for managing relationships both within the family and
with the wider world [59, page: 207]. Crucially, researchers
in this field have also found that a family’s particular
health beliefs, coping strategies, communication patterns,
and degree of cohesion or conflict have a critical influence on
health-related behaviours, well-being, and health outcomes.
This influence is not necessarily without complexities: while
family support has been shown to be highly significant to
people with a chronic illness, involvement by families can
be perceived both as a source of comfort and as stressful
and interfering. Likewise, being confronted with a health
crisis can foster resilience, growth, and emotional closeness
in families, but also evasion and resentment [38, 102–105].

In short, there is ample evidence that illnesses concern
not only individuals, but families too in multiple ways.
Given that one in two families are likely to experience a
chronic illness, as Eggenberger and colleagues [101] state, it is
important that research seeks to understand family processes
in this context so that support services can adequately
meet families’ needs and interventions can maximise the
potential strengths of their influence [104]. While this is
recognised in relation to chronic illnesses more broadly, it
remains a gap in relation to stigmatised, transmissible viral
infections. In the HIV literature from the Global North,
families have certainly figured fairly consistently as a source
of support for people living with the virus, and though not
conceptualised in terms of serodiscordance, this literature
has acknowledged the effects it can have on the health and
well-being of family members. With viral hepatitis, however,
families have not been a focus of research. AlthoughHIV and
viral hepatitis are different in crucial respects, they also share
key characteristics, foremost among them transmissibility,
social stigmatisation, and their disproportionate impact on
marginalised communities. Hence it seems reasonable to
speculate that at least some of the issues highlighted in the
HIV literature would also be at play in families living with
hepatitis B and hepatitis C. But this remains to be explored
and documented, as well as the role of families in responding
to these infections.

While we have primarily focused on high-resource coun-
tries here, our argument for greater focus on families living
with serodiscordance is perhaps even more relevant to low-
income countries in Asia and Africa where people affected
by HIV or viral hepatitis typically live in family clusters or
extended kinship networks. In China, for example, the family
is the central unit in society and thus a member’s diagnosis
and the associated stigma greatly impact the identity and
social interactions of the whole family [57, 106, 107]. More-
over, in many family-oriented societies, affected people are
often dependent on their primary networks for support and
survival in the absence of adequate health care infrastructure.
As Krishna and colleagues [39] report from India, this can
cause great strain on families who are resource-poor, yet it
has been largely overlooked.

Evans and Thomas [38] caution that the global spread
of neoliberal economic models, including reductions in
health spending, might further cement the privatisation and
invisibility of care provision (mainly by women and children)
within the domestic sphere in low-income countries. In the
Global North, these developments are likely to be amplified
by biomedical advances that are changing perceptions of
HIV as a manageable chronic illness and of viral hepatitis
as a treatable condition, no longer requiring or entitling
people to the same levels of social support provisions and
resources, leading to further cut-backs in services. Despite
often being hidden, serodiscordant family life is, as Evans
and Thomas summarise, profoundly “embedded in wider
structural inequalities and power relations” [38, page: 113]
that are produced and driven by economic environments,
by cultural perceptions of transmissible diseases and those
who acquire them, and by cultural and gendered expectations
around family obligations and generational contracts.

Clearly, not only do families play a key role in providing
support to people with blood-borne viruses, but they them-
selves “live with” the virus in their own right. Uphold and
colleagues describe families and loved ones as “emotionally
coinfected” [108, page: 97]. The direct and indirect impact
on children, spouses, parents, and kin networks “extends
far beyond individual illness,” influencing the family struc-
ture, roles and responsibilities, emotional well-being, social
support, and economic resources [12, page: 980]. As such,
“coinfected” families face their own challenges and needs
that might require support or, at least, attention and better
understandingwithin their specific cultural, epidemiological,
and economic context. In coming years, we might see an
expansion of this “secondary epidemic” [48, page: 150].
Serodiscordant families are likely to increase in numbers, as
treatments are becoming more effective and available and
people live longer and are able to safely have uninfected
children.This underscores the need to adopt a family-focused
approach to serodiscordance in relation to HIV and viral
hepatitis. Research and interventions grounded in such a
paradigm would prioritise making space for the stories of
families to be told and heard, to attain deeper insights into
their everyday realities and thus increase the opportunity
to better support their needs and build on their strengths
[12, 57, 59, 77].

Expanding the concept of serodiscordance in thismanner
opens up new possibilities in future research on families
living with blood-borne viruses. It provides a foundation on
which to capture the diverse ways different family members
manage mixed infection status in their daily lives. It also
provides a case for expanding the definition of family, from
specific roles or relationships to a wider gamut of relation-
ships defined as meaningful by the research participants
themselves in relation to their experience of serodiscordance.

This broadened definition of serodiscordance can have
concrete implications for practice. It can prompt a shift
in emphasis from the individual within the clinical setting
towards an understanding of the familial context in which
infections are experienced, managed and often, especially
in the case of hepatitis B, transmitted. This approach is
more likely to reflect the experiences of people living with
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blood-borne viruses and, as a result, may produce more
effective clinical interventions. For example, in the case of
hepatitis B, the focus on the individual creates a disconnect
between people’s lived experience of hepatitis B and the
infection as described or addressed by clinicians in health
care contexts. Recognition of the familial nature of hepatitis B
infection would support more effective and socially situated
approaches to clinical management, particularly in address-
ing the challenges related to the lifelong monitoring and/or
treatment of the infection.

Services can also be more effective if they recognise that
families can take all kinds of forms, and that people with
blood-borne viruses need to be supported to define and
engage (in an evolving fashion) key familymembers at critical
points in their care, including diagnosis, treatment decisions,
service attendance, adherence support, and psychosocial
support. But also, critically, in an era of far more effective
treatment, recognising the role that key family relationships
can play in achieving the necessary high levels of adherence
will be essential, as will the involvement of families in
achieving the global goal of massively reducing the health
risks and social stigma attached to these infections.

7. Conclusion: Time to
Reconceptualise Serodiscordance

Our purpose in this article has been to make a case for
extending the concept of serodiscordance beyond couples
with mixed infection status to also include wider family
networks. Up until now, limiting the definition and usage of
serodiscordance to mixed-status couples (or, in rare cases,
to members of injecting networks) is a symptom of the
dominant paradigm in the study of viral infections, which
frames them in epidemiological terms of “risk,” thus reducing
mixed-status couples to vectors and recipients of infection.
Limiting conceptualisations of serodiscordance to only inti-
mate sexual or injecting relationships implies that mixed
serostatus is only significant in relation to the risk of viral
transmission, as if that is what livingwith a blood-borne virus
is all about. As long as this remains the dominant public
health focus, the implications for families and social networks
go unacknowledged [12, page: 980].

Building on insights from the social research literature
on mixed-status couples, it is clear that experiences of
serodiscordance are much broader than concerns about risk
and that viral infections are intensely relational. Likewise, the
literature we have examined here suggests that mixed-status
families can be entangled inmyriad relational processes, such
as social stigma, social isolation, treatment decisions, access
to support, disclosure to friends, extended family, and com-
munity, cultural health beliefs, gender dynamics, and care
responsibilities, all of which are grounded in and negotiated
through the politics and practices of serodiscordance. Clearly,
people with HIV and viral hepatitis are in a serodiscordant
relationship not just with their partner (if they have one), but
with other family members too and, indeed, most likely with
most people in their lives. Our call to expand the concept of
serodiscordance is an attempt to shift the focus to this wider
serodiscordant world whose recognition is long overdue.

Conflicts of Interest

The authors have no vested interest or conflicts of interest to
declare.

Authors’ Contributions

All authors are chief investigators on a new and recently
funded project on families living with serodiscordance, led
by Christy E. Newman. All authors were involved in the
conception and design of the project on which this paper
is based, and the paper represents their engagement with
the relevant literature and outline of the research problem.
Asha Persson examined the literature and drafted the initial
manuscript. Christy E. Newman, Myra Hamilton, Joanne
Bryant, Jack Wallace, and kylie valentine were all directly
involved in critically reviewing and revising several drafts
for intellectual content and argument. All authors read and
approved the final manuscript.

Acknowledgments

This research is supported under Australian Research Coun-
cil’s Discovery Project Scheme (Project no. DP160100134).
The Centre for Social Research in Health also receives fund-
ing to support this project from the UNSW Arts and Social
Sciences and the Commonwealth Department of Health and
Ageing. The authors would like to thank Jessica Botfield for
her assistance with identifying relevant literature and Jake
Rance for his insightful advice on the manuscript.

References

[1] UNAIDS., “Fast track: Ending the AIDS epidemic by 2030.
Geneva: Joint United Nations Programme onHIV/AIDS, 2016,”
http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media asset/JC2686
WAD2014report en.pdf.

[2] S. Gupta, B. Williams, and J. Montaner, “Realizing the potential
of treatment as prevention: global art policy and treatment
coverage,” Current HIV/AIDS Reports, vol. 11, no. 4, pp. 479–
486, 2014.

[3] K. E. Muessig and M. S. Cohen, “Advances in HIV Prevention
for serodiscordant couples,” Current HIV/AIDS Reports, vol. 11,
no. 4, pp. 434–446, 2014.

[4] R.M. Grant and K. A. Koester, “What people want from sex and
preexposure prophylaxis,” Current Opinion in HIV and AIDS,
vol. 11, no. 1, pp. 3–9, 2016.

[5] WHO., “Combating hepatitis B and C to reach elimination by
2030. Geneva: World Health Organisation,” http://apps.who
.int/iris/bitstream/10665/206453/1/WHO HIV 2016.04 eng
.pdf?ua=1.

[6] J. S. Rolland, “In sickness and in health: the impact of illness on
couples’ relationships,” Journal of Marital and Family Therapy,
vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 327–347, 1994.

[7] C.H.West and L. L. Binding, “Chronic illness and the family,” in
Chronic Illness in Canada, M. Kramer-Kile, J. Osuji, P. Larsen,
and I. Lubkin, Eds., pp. 335–370, Jones & Bartlett Publishers,
Burlington, NJ, USA, 2014.

[8] A. Green and K. Kolar, “Engineering behaviour change in an
epidemic: the epistemology of NIH-funded HIV prevention

http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/JC2686_WAD2014report_en.pdf
http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/JC2686_WAD2014report_en.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/206453/1/WHO_HIV_2016.04_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/206453/1/WHO_HIV_2016.04_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/206453/1/WHO_HIV_2016.04_eng.pdf?ua=1


Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Infectious Diseases 7

science,” Sociology of Health & Illness, vol. 37, no. 4, pp. 561–577,
2015.

[9] E. Mykhalovskiy and M. Rosengarten, “Commentaries on the
nature of social and cultural research: Interviews on HIV/AIDS
with Judy Auerbach, Susan Kippax, Steven Epstein, Didier
Fassin, Barry Adam and Dennis Altman,” Social Theory &
Health, vol. 7, no. 3, pp. 284–304, 2009.

[10] J. Rance, T. Rhodes, S. Fraser, J. Bryant, and C. Treloar,
“Practices of partnership: Negotiated safety among couples who
inject drugs,” Health: An Interdisciplinary Journal for the Social
Study of Health, Illness and Medicine, 2016.

[11] S. Fraser, C. Treloar, J. Bryant, and T. Rhodes, “Hepatitis C pre-
vention education needs to be grounded in social relationships,”
Drugs: Education, Prevention and Policy, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 88–92,
2014.

[12] M. J. Rotheram-Borus, D. Flannery, E. Rice, and P. Lester,
“Families living with HIV,” AIDS Care Psychological and Socio-
medical Aspects of AIDS/HIV, vol. 17, no. 8, pp. 978–987, 2005.

[13] K. Seear, R. Gray, S. Fraser, C. Treloar, J. Bryant, and L. Brener,
“Rethinking safety and fidelity: the role of love and intimacy
in hepatitis C transmission and prevention,” Health Sociology
Review, vol. 21, no. 3, pp. 272–286, 2012.

[14] R. Spirig, “In invisibility and isolation: The experience of hiv-
affected families in German-speaking Switzerland,” Qualitative
Health Research, vol. 12, no. 10, pp. 1323–1337, 2002.

[15] R. Bor, R.Miller, and E. Goldman, “HIV/AIDS and the family: a
review of research in the first decade,” Journal of FamilyTherapy,
vol. 15, no. 2, pp. 187–204, 1993.

[16] J. R. Rodrigue,W. Balistreri, B. Haber et al., “Impact of hepatitis
C virus infection on children and their caregivers: quality of
life, cognitive, and emotional outcomes,” Journal of Pediatric
Gastroenterology and Nutrition, vol. 48, no. 3, pp. 341–347, 2009.

[17] D. DeMatteo, L. M. Wells, R. S. Goldie, and S. M. King, “The
“family” context of HIV: A need for comprehensive health
and social policies,” AIDS Care Psychological and Socio-medical
Aspects of AIDS/HIV, vol. 14, no. 2, pp. 261–278, 2002.

[18] J. M. LaCroix, J. A. Pellowski, C. A. Lennon, and B. T. Johnson,
“Behavioural interventions to reduce sexual risk for HIV in
heterosexual couples: a meta-analysis,” Sexually Transmitted
Infections, vol. 89, no. 8, pp. 620–627, 2013.

[19] T. J. Starks, K. E. Gamarel, and M. O. Johnson, “Relationship
characteristics and hiv transmission risk in same-sex male
couples inHIV serodiscordant relationships,”Archives of Sexual
Behavior, vol. 43, no. 1, pp. 139–147, 2014.

[20] R. F. Baggaley, R. G. White, T. D. Hollingsworth, and M.-C.
Boily, “Heterosexual HIV-1 infectiousness and antiretroviral
use: systematic review of prospective studies of discordant
couples,” Epidemiology, vol. 24, no. 1, pp. 110–121, 2013.

[21] M. R. Loutfy, W. Wu, and M. Letchumanan, “Systematic review
of HIV transmission between heterosexual serodiscordant cou-
ples where the HIV-positive partner is fully suppressed on
antiretroviral therapy,” PLoS ONE, vol. 8, no. 12, 2013.

[22] T. Rhodes and L. Cusick, “Love and intimacy in relationship risk
management: HIV positive people and their sexual partners,”
Sociology of Health & Illness, vol. 22, no. 1, pp. 1–26, 2000.

[23] M. Davis and P. Flowers, “Love and HIV serodiscordance in
gay men’s accounts of life with their regular partners,” Culture,
Health and Sexuality, vol. 13, no. 7, pp. 737–749, 2011.

[24] A. Persson, “Notes on the concepts of “serodiscordance” and
“risk” in couples with mixed HIV status,” Global Public Health,
vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 209–220, 2013.

[25] A. Persson and S. D. Hughes, Eds., Cross-Cultural Perspectives
on Couples with Mixed HIV Status: Beyond Positive/Negative,
Springer, 2016.

[26] T. Rhodes and A. Quirk, “Drug users’ sexual relationships and
the social organisation of risk: the sexual relationship as a site
of risk management,” Social Science & Medicine, vol. 46, no. 2,
pp. 157–169, 1998.

[27] J. Bryant, L. Brener, P. Hull, and C. Treloar, “Needle sharing
in regular sexual relationships: an examination of serodiscor-
dance, drug using practices, and the gendered character of
injecting,” Drug and Alcohol Dependence, vol. 107, no. 2-3, pp.
182–187, 2010.

[28] M. D. Morris, J. Evans, M. Montgomery et al., “Intimate injec-
tion partnerships are at elevated risk of high-risk injecting: a
multi-level longitudinal study of HCV-serodiscordant injection
partnerships in San Francisco, CA,” PLoS ONE, vol. 9, no. 10,
Article ID e109282, 2014.

[29] J. Rance, C. Treloar, S. Fraser, J. Bryant, and T. Rhodes, ““Don’t
think I’m going to leave you over it”: accounts of changing
hepatitis C status among couples who inject drugs,” Drug and
Alcohol Dependence, vol. 173, pp. 78–84, 2017.

[30] R. M. Milardo, “Comparative methods for delineating social
networks,” Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, vol. 9,
no. 3, pp. 447–461, 1992.

[31] B. J. Anderson, “Diabetes self-care: lessons from research on the
family and broader contexts,” Current Diabetes Reports, vol. 3,
no. 2, pp. 134–140, 2003.

[32] D. Dempsey and J. Lindsay, relationships and intimate life,
University Press, Melbourne: Oxford, 2nd edition, 2014.

[33] J. Weeks, B. Heaphy, and C. Donovan, Same Sex Intimacies:
Families of Choice and Other Life Experiments, Routledge,
Abingdon, UK, 2001.
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