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Background: Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) is the causative agent of acquired immune
deficiency syndrome (AIDS) that has no cure at present. Recently, medical education is the best tool
to prevent the infection. The level of knowledge about HIV/AIDS and the attitudes toward patients are
crucial factors in eradicating the disease.

Methods: A cross-sectional study has been conducted for a period of two months and 128 undergraduate
female students from the laboratory science, physical therapy, radiology and general nursing
departmentin the College of Applied Medical Sciences at Taif University participated in the study. The
questionnaire that entitles ‘HIV/AIDS Campus Surveyconsisted of three parts aimed to assess student’s
scientific knowledge, transmission awareness and attitude with 29 different statements.

Results: the survey results showed that more than half of the participantsdid not know the relation
between AIDS and HIV and low awareness level toward the modes of HIV transmission was observed.
Negative attitudetowards HIV/AIDS personswas seen in the majority of participants.

Conclusion: this study is the first of its kind to be conducted at Taif University,and brought into limelight
some important issues in relation to AIDS. Studyconcludedthat these students need to be more aware
about HIV transmission modes and protection methods, whichcan be achieved byenhancing their
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knowledge about HIV.

Introduction

The Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) that results
subsequent to infection by Human Immuno-deficiency Virus (HIV)
is considered to beone of the most serious challenge worldwide [1].
At present, AIDS has no cure and its treatmenttakes a heavy toll both
financially and emotionally. HIV wasdiscovered in the early 1980’sand
since then it has been spreading at an alarming rate [2]. The first
case of AIDS was reported in Nigeria, where it has now attained an
epidemic status with the highest proportion of people living with HIV
[3]. The second highest number of HIV cases has been recorded in
Andhra Pradesh in India [4].

In 2007, the estimated number of individual living with HIV all
over the world was 33.2 million and the deathsresulting from this
disorder was 2.1 million.According to United Nations, the Middle
East and North Africa showed an increase in the number of persons
living with HIV/AIDS from 87,000 in 2003 to 152,000 in 2005[5].
However, the lowest prevalence was reported in the Middle East and
this has been linked to Islam and its influence on the behaviorsof the
people residing in these societies[6]. Insome Arabic countries such as
Oman, the prevalence of HIV/AIDS is even lower, and this is probably
due to religious and cultural factors[1].Similarly, withina number
ofother societiesthe conservative culture strictly forbids sexual
relationshipsoutside marriage,which is responsible for low rates of
HIV infection to a large extent[7].

Generally, the incidence and transmission of HIV is found to be
variable. Also many factors influence itsoccurrence includingsage,
gender and culture [6]. In Saudi Arabia, men were more affected than
women with a ratio about 3:1, this might be explained by the large
number of males traveling to other countries with high prevalence of
HIV([8]. More than 60% of HIV cases reported in Saudi Arabiahave
been registered in Jeddah, Riyadh and Dammam. This could be
attributed to high populations of these areas, in addition to the
presence of illegal sex workers[8]. The majority(46%) of HIV/AIDS
cases reported in Saudi Arabia have been found to be associated with
sexual activity, 17% has beenthe result of blood transmission, while
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the mother to child transmission accounts for 5% and 29% of the
affected population denied to mention how they got it. The remaining
HIV cases resulted from intravenous drug abuse (2%) and organ
transplant (1%)[8].

Community's awareness level and knowledge about HIV/AIDS
and their attitudes toward infected person:play a very crucial role
in controlling the disease. Currently, the major steps to prevent
HIV infection areinformation, communication and education on
HIV/AIDS that aim to target young people[7,9].Media also plays
amajor role in elevating the level of awareness and knowledge of the
community and infected patients. In contrast, neglectingHIV/AIDS
and how the virus is transmitted can generate fear and prejudice
towards those who are infected [9].

In 2011, a study done among secondary school students (aged
11-19 years) in India over a period of three monthsshowed that
all the students had heard about HIV/AIDS [10]. The study also
showed that more than 50% of respondents had heard about HIV/
AIDS from television and 46.9% from radio. Also the awareness
regarding modes of transmission including; unprotected sexual
intercourse, infected blood transfusion, sharing of needles and
syringes andvertical transmission of HIV from infectedmother to
baby was found to be significantlyhigher (P <0.05) among boys
as compared toGirls [10]. Similarly, 150 adolescent students from
private school were the target population for the cross-sectional
study performed at Kathmandu, Nepal for assessing their HIV/AIDS
knowledge[11]. The study showed that the majority of the adolescents
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had an average knowledge of HIV/AIDS, yet they did not know
much about mode of transmission and prevention of this disease[11].
Another study was performed at a midwestern university in the
United States to assess students' knowledge, sources of information
and attitude toward people living with HIV/AIDS[12]. The study
reported that the majority of students (77.3%) were familiar with
HIV/AIDS including its mode of transmission. However, 14.2% of
students thought that mosquitoescould transmit HIV/AIDS[12]. In
Yemen, several serious misunderstandings about HIV/AIDS were
observed among university students; they believed that mothers
couldn’t transmit HIV through breastfeeding. Also, 33.9% provided
the wrong answer when asked whether the HIV virus infects only
homosexuals [13]. This concurs with Al-Mazrou et al., (2005) study
amongstudents ofhealth institutes and colleges in different regions of
Saudi Arabia who werereported to have incorrect knowledge of HIV
transmission.They believed that HIV could be transmitted by food
and 20.2% agreed that insect could transmit the infection [8].

In addition, negative attitudes toward people living with HIV/
AIDS was reported among Yemeni university male students while,
female students showed more positive attitudes [13]. Within the
same study, it was shown that more than half the students agreed that
“people with AIDS should be ashamed of themselves” andthey would
be ashamed ifone of their relatives got the infection[13]. Similarly,
negative attitude was observed toward home-care for HIV/AIDS
individuals and HIV/AIDS-infected individuals rights at work among
Saudi paramedical students [8]. In Riyadh City, a study conducted
on persons attending the Primary Health CareCenters indicated that
more than half of the respondents would end their friendship with
HIV/AIDS-infected persons and more than a quarter agreed that
people with HIV/AIDS should be kept out from public places such as
schools and workplaces[14].

Aim of the Study

Community's awareness of HIV/AIDS and their positive attitudes
toward infected patients are crucial for controlling the disease.
However, health practitioner knowledge and attitude are much
important because of their role as health advocate and their direct
contact with infected person.

The aim of this study isto assess the level of scientific knowledge,
awareness of ways of transmissionand attitudes toward HIV/
AIDS patients among undergraduate student in four departments
(laboratory science, physical therapy, radiology and general nursing)
in Applied Medical College at Al-Taif University.

Rationale of the Study

Since the measurement of how many people know about different
aspects of HIV/AIDS is crucial for designing proper prevention tools,
especially for those who may be in contact with infected individuals
and patients with AIDS.

Methods

This is a cross-sectional study. Study population is female
undergraduate students of Applied Medical College at Al-
Taif University and attending the following programs, medical
laboratory, physical therapy, radiology and general nursing. A paper-
basedquestionnaire of 29 statements was developed basedon previous
studies research [15,16]to investigate students' scientific knowledge,
awareness of mode of transmission and their attitude toward infected
person. The questionnaire was reviewed by two consultants and
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piloted on 5 students. Their recommendations and suggestions were
taken in consideration. The studywas conducted between October to
November 2014.

Data Analysis; the responses to the first part of the questionnaire,
which was about scientific knowledge was in the form of multiple
choices, while the part of HIV transmission awareness was assessed
byrating scale as yes, not sure or no. The last part was used to assess the
student’s attitude toward HIV/AIDS individuals and the respondents’
answer with self-scale rating as agree, not sure or disagree. The data
was collected and analyzed statistically using SPSS version 16.

Results

A total of 128 undergraduate female students from theCollege of
Applied Medical Sciencescompleted the survey in the departments of
medical laboratory, physiotherapy, radiology and general nursing.The
range of respondents’ agewas between 19- 24 years.All the participants
were Saudi nationals.

The survey investigated students’ demonstration of the basic
knowledge about HIV/AIDS/ with nine statements. Students showed
limited understanding of the basic scientific knowledge with mean
4/9: some statements (facts) were well known by students, such as
how HIV targets and attacks the immune system 85% (110/128), what
does AIDS stand for 50% (64/128) (Figurel). However, respondents’
knowledge about the transmission of the disease was limited: only
32% (41/128) of respondents were aware that blood, breast milk and
vaginal fluids but not the saliva could transmit the infection. The same
proportion of students know that the most accurate time for testing
HIV is about 3 — 6 months after contracting the virus (Figurel).

The study also investigated respondents’ knowledge of the
HIV transmission with 10 statements. The results reported low
understanding of the modes of HIV transmission among students.
Many students were aware of the link between sharing drug needles
and HIV (87%) (111/128), and between breast feeding milk of infected
mother and HIV (72%)(92/128). On the other hand, only 58.5%
(75/128) were aware of the fact that HIV could not be transmitted
through sharing cloths with AIDS patients (Figure 2). Surprisingly,
respondents had wrong beliefs regarding HIV transmission modes
through hugging or holding hands (98%) (125/ 128), sharing of a
swimming pool (64%) (82/128), sharing toilet seats (62%) (79/128),
mosquito bite (61%) (78/128), sharing the same glass or water fountain
(58%) (74/128/) and coughing and spitting (55%) (71/128) (Figure 2).

The study measuredstudents’ perception and attitude toward HIV/
AIDS and infected patients with 10 statements. Generally, negative
attitude was noticed among the majority of respondents: 63 %
reported that they would get tested if they thought they might have
HIV. Unexpectedly, only 44% (56/128) of the students would not mind
having a student or colleague with HIV in their classroom or working
place while the rest had a negative attitude (Figure 3). Although,
most of the participants (69%) (88/128) reported their willingness
to play sports with HIV positive patients. On the other hand (54%)
(41/128) believed that HIV positive patientsshould be isolated from
the community and not allowed to work in places that handle food
(Figure 3). 43% of the respondents were ready and comfortable caring
for someone who had AIDS. This study also indicated that 28% of
the participants would feel comfortable hugging a person with HIV
(Figure 3). Moreover, the attitude of the participants from different
departments within the college was not significantly different (= 0.5)
when assessed with SPSS version 16.
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Discussion

Medical students and future health care providers are expected to
play a crucial role in promoting health and treating illness, as well
as being health advocates. HIV/AIDS is one of the most infectious
diseases that require significant awareness, knowledge and skills. Yet
the community and health care providers showed limited knowledge
and negative attitude toward such a controversial issue. This study
investigated female undergraduate students knowledge, awareness
and attitude toward HIV/AIDS in the college of Applied Medial
Sciences, Taif University, Saudi Arabia.

Generally, the study finding was disappointing: respondents did not
demonstrate the essential scientific knowledge. 70% of the respondents
did not know that HIV causes AIDS. This finding is consistent
with the report of study performed among undergraduate students
from the Colleges of Medicine in Oman [1]. However, most of the
respondents know that HIV affects and targets the immune system.
Form the results of this study it is obvious that a true understanding
of the disease is lacking. A concerted effort should be made to change
the uninformed perception amongst students by implementing
curriculums that will enhance their knowledge of HIV/AIDS starting
from preclinical stage that will be sustained in the clinical level.

Our study has shown that 87% of the study population was aware
of the factHIV can be transmitted by sharing drug needles but most
of them had incorrect perceptions about the modes of transmission
through sharing toilet seats and mosquito bite (62% and 61%
respectively). Quite similar to our study results has been shown in
south of India that reported 64% of the study participants were
unsure/unaware of the transmission through mosquito bite [9].
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Stigma refers to negative attitude. Positive attitude towards people
living with HIV/AIDS was found to be very low and there were many
items in this section, which needed attention. For example, about half
of the students reported that people with AIDS should always stay
in hospitals, not at home. Furthermore, more than one third of the
participants were not sure or feel uncomfortable hugging a person
who has AIDS and more than 55% were unwilling to caring for
AIDS patient. Negative attitude was also reported within a number of
studies including; Yemeni university students [13], Saudi paramedical
students [8], medical and dental students in USA [16] and in India

[9].

Our study has brought into light some of the important issues and
efforts are needed towards making medical students more aware
about HIV/AIDS transmissions ways and protections methods, which
can be mainly achieved through raising the levels of knowledge about
HIV/AIDS. In addition, the increasing number of AIDS patients in
Saudi Arabia will be seeking medical attention and it will be essential
for the health care professions to develop programs, which counter
unreasonable stigma and negative attitude that may be associated
with the disease. Moreover, AIDS education within the faculty for
health professionals should emphasize methods for the prevention of
HIV infection among health workers and include teaching strategies
designed to deal with irrational feeling regarding AIDS.
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