
Enhance HIV knowledge and
understanding.

Reduce social isolation by
building peer support networks.

Build confidence and
aspirations for the future.

Over the course of the 2023 camp, young
people living with HIV not only got the
opportunity to meet peers and mentors who
also live with HIV, but also participated in a
range of activities, including:

Outdoor activities like canoeing, raft
building, and rock climbing 
HIV knowledge workshops
Wellbeing activities such as mindfulness
Creative expression workshops, including
poetry, music, art, and textiles 
A cookery class, including information on
HIV nutrition
Group gatherings and informal socialising,
including a party and group performance.

These activities helped facilitate open
communication and learning, alongside the
opportunity to build confidence through new
experiences with a group of peers.

All attendees also came together to enjoy a
family dinner one evening, with everyone sitting
around tables to share a curry. Another
evening there was also a barbecue outside
with music, as well as the annual party where
people were encouraged to wear clothes from
their culture. 

These evening activities create a relaxed and
convivial atmosphere, helping further
strengthen friendships being made at camp.

KEY LEARNINGS
FREEDOM 2 BE CAMP 2023 

Freedom To Be (F2B) is a five-day residential
camp delivered annually by Chiva to
provide a supportive, educational, and
social environment for young people (age
11-17) living with HIV in the UK and Ireland. 

Its three main aims are to: 
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To evaluate how the camp aims were met this
year, data was collected in the following ways:

Pre and post-camp questionnaires were
given to all participants, covering general
information about their experiences at
camp, taking medicines for their HIV, HIV
knowledge, and their communication
habits with family and friends.
Feedback boards were available to
participants to interact with after each 

      HIV workshop.

Methods

Semi-structured interviews with
participants were conducted by Camp
Leaders at the end of the five days. These
followed a general question guide, asking
about young people’s experiences at
camp, what activities or workshops were
best, highlights of their time, and what
could be improved in future years. 
Questionnaires completed by camp
volunteers and parents/carers, including
feedback about the preparation for camp,
communication, support provided by Chiva,
and how they perceived the participant
experience. 

Overview

The 2023 camp was the 14th annual support
camp for young people growing up with HIV
delivered by Chiva. Camp ran over five days 
in August at an outward bounds centre in a 
rural location. 

Chiva held sole occupancy of the venue to
ensure confidentiality and safety of the event
for the young people.

Attendees: 
78 attended, ranging in age from 11-17
years old with an equal gender split.
45% were attending for the first time. 
There was representation from all UK
regions and participants from Ireland.
A number of attendees were more recent
arrivals to the UK, including young people
from Ukraine. 

Figure 1 2



This year’s theme was ‘unlock yourself’,
encouraging the young people to think
about the ways they could be holding
themselves back. 

When they first arrived, participants were
asked to share one or more of these fears,
writing them on paper cut-outs of padlocks.
Throughout the course of the week and in
different workshops they were then
encouraged to reflect on how to overcome
these fears, as well as being encouraged to
build on their aspirations for the future. 

Conversations about how they would cope
with potential difficulties in their platonic
and romantic relationships were facilitated.
Participants also wrote a song about
unlocking themselves in the music workshop,
which was performed in front of the whole
group, alongside poems about self-
empowerment written in the poetry sessions. 

At the closing ceremony, some participants
stood up and shared what they felt they had
unlocked in themselves as a result of their
camp experience, writing these on paper
cut-out keys. These were then hung up
alongside the padlocks from the beginning
of camp.

Unlock Yourself

Participants on what this theme meant to them:

“You have to be authentic and real with
yourself. You don't act like whatever you do,
just to impress friends or something. Express
yourself and make yourself feel comfortable in
the state that you live in.”

“Unlock yourself means like, have confidence in
yourself. Be open to people and be truthful. Be
mindful, be kind. If you show people respect, 
they will show you the respect that you show 
them back. So I feel like ‘unlock yourself’ is like
you have to open up to people and tell them 
how you really feel about yourself.”
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Experiences during Freedom 2 Be

Feedback from participants

Based on responses from the post-camp questionnaire, Figure 2 shows how participants felt while
engaging with peers and staff during their time at camp. These questions were taken from a youth
engagement survey which measures socio-emotional learning. The vast majority of participants felt
heard, seen and accepted, while negative experiences of exclusion or stress were scarce. 

In interviews, they provided overwhelmingly
positive feedback, describing how much fun
they had and how important it was to be
able to make new friends with other people
living with HIV. 

Meeting new people was by far the thing
participants were most grateful for. When
asked what they enjoyed most about camp,
new people and friendships were mentioned
the most.

“Meeting new people, having fun and doing
new stuff you don't usually do was great.
Because it's just a once in a lifetime kind of
thing. And it's once in a lifetime to see all
those people together and getting along.”

“I liked meeting all the people and feeling
free to talk about anything you want.”

Figure 2
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Building confidence: trying new
experiences and overcoming fears

There was also a clear sense that
participants believed camp was an
enriching experience. They even provided
advice for other young people living with HIV
who might be thinking about attending
camp in the future:

“Have fun, enjoy yourself and let yourself be
free. Don't keep yourself hidden from
everyone because here everyone loves you,
everyone cares about you. No one
discriminates, no one will stop you from
having your fun. Don't feel like you're alone.”

“Open up, make new friends. Don't just stay
in your little bubble. Try to like, you know,
talk to other people about your HIV.”

The camp environment encouraged
participants to push themselves outside their
comfort zones, whether this related to
outdoor and team activities or opening up
about their experiences of living with HIV.

“I made some new friends this year and I did
a lot of stuff I wouldn’t do usually. Came out
of my comfort zone.”

“[The best thing about camp] was making
new friends and I guess, just like overcoming
my fears because I’m an introvert and you
know, like today I went rock climbing and I
don't like heights.”

The key learnings participants took away
from camp were an increased confidence
within themselves and a better ability to
express themselves. 

“I felt comfortable for the first time in myself,
and I feel good about myself.”
 
“My confidence has grown and all the
friendships I made have gotten stronger.”
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Relationships and community Some participants also praised the sense of
safety created at camp, where they felt
comfortable to be themselves, becoming
more open and able to develop 
their friendships.

“Being able to learn new things about HIV,
asking questions. Feeling more comfortable
in the space and environment that 
feels safer.”

“I like that there was no drama and everyone
was like one big family.” 

The sense of inclusion and acceptance
fostered at F2B not only contributed to their
positive experience of camp itself, but also
changed their general perspective, such as
when it comes to taking medication. 

“It feels good because when I was younger it
felt like I was the only person taking tablets
and medication. But now I’m here. 
I just see so many more people that are just
like me: born with HIV. You can learn
different things of like how, you know, how
HIV affects you and the medicine. You can
learn a lot from these people, even 
younger children.”

In the post-camp questionnaires, 75% of
participants felt it was important or very
important to them that they were around
other young people at F2B who also live
with HIV. It was equally important to them to
have other adults who live with HIV around,
showing the need for and importance of
access to peer support and being able to
meet people with shared experiences.

Participants spoke about how much they
enjoyed socialising with others and meeting
new people. 

“I have met a lot of new people around,
really kind people.”

“I love the involvement of everybody in this
camp and how everybody comes together
as a unit, as a community. And you know, I
just love how it is all the time.”

“I enjoyed talking to other people about my
HIV and opening up about my new stories.” 

 “[I learned that] it’s ok to get people to
push you to try new things.”
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Gaining and deepening 
HIV knowledge

Quantitative data showed positive feedback
from participants and demonstrated a
significant increase in HIV-related
knowledge over the week. Participants not
only got more questions about HIV correct
post-camp but also attempted to answer
more of them.

Changes between the surveys also show
that participants learned the most about
transmission and what it means to 
be undetectable. 

Based on the responses of the 78
participants who completed both pre and
post-camp questionnaires, understanding of
U=U went from 38% at the start of camp to
83% by the end. 

The young people spoke particularly about
how much they learned about their rights
and the laws that protect them from
discrimination on the basis of their HIV
status. Multiple participants said they
learned about the Equality Act of 2010,
which provides protection from
discrimination in relation to HIV 
as a protected characteristic.

“I learned that you don’t have to say to
people you have HIV.”

“In my opinion I liked the lesson. It taught me
a lot of stuff, answered my questions that I
have been holding for a long time.”

 “I learned that people with HIV are
protected under the equality law.”

They felt empowered by new or renewed
information and reported that the
knowledge and HIV workshops helped 
them better understand their diagnosis. 

“I learned that HIV can’t be transmitted
through mosquitos.”

“I learned that children can get HIV from
their mums through breastfeeding.

“I learned that you can get HIV from sex.“

Figure 3
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“Camp has been wonderful and I feel like I
can express myself to all of the other people
with HIV.”

“It helps you talk about your HIV. Especially if
like, you're that kind of person who can't talk
to someone because they might get judged.
I feel like if you come to camp, you will be
open to talking to people and getting to
know more stuff about HIV.”

“It makes me feel like I could say stuff that
I’ve been wanting to keep to myself for a
very, very long time. And now I’ve got the
private space to talk about with other
people that live with HIV, like me.”

Communicating with family 
and friends

Prior to camp, just over half of participants
(55%) said they talk to their family or people
they live with about their HIV. And less than
one in five (17%) reported talking to friends
(outside of Chiva) about their HIV status. 

In general, participants said they had
trouble talking about their HIV. Only 10 said
they felt very comfortable talking about their
HIV and the majority felt neutral about it,
meaning they gave a score of 3 on a scale
of 1 to 5.

At the end of the week, 41% of participants
reported feeling very comfortable talking
about their HIV. This represents an increase
of almost one third (28%).

When asked to elaborate, fear of judgement
was mentioned as the principal reason for
not talking to people about their HIV, along
with shame and lack of trust in others. Camp
helped to change this for some participants.

Figure 4
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Feedback from volunteers

Key Worker volunteers, who have a role
supporting young people at camp, provided
feedback on their experiences. They
reported that they were well supported and
knew what was expected of them. All but
one strongly felt that their contributions to
camp were valued. They also had positive
feedback to share about the activities they
helped run and believed in the benefits of
camp for participants.

“The Chiva staff team at camp was
exceptional, dedicated, friendly, and skilled.
Their enthusiasm creates a fantastic
experience for everyone.”

“The participants' creative activities
showcase incredible talent, imagination,
and innovation. It’s inspiring to witness their
artistic expression and unique perspectives.”

“The participants' outdoor activities promote
teamwork, resilience, and a love for nature.
These experiences foster personal growth
and memorable connections.”

“I really enjoyed the rock climbing session I
supported. It was so great to see them
achieve things that they didn't think they
would be able to and support each other - it
was really moving! I also enjoyed the
opportunity to spend time with some older
young people as my group was younger.”

Key Workers all thought that camp was a
positive experience for both participants
and for themselves. While volunteers
primarily attend to support the young
people, camp also provides a place for
them to develop important leadership skills. 

“Volunteering at F2B camp enriched me
with leadership, teamwork, and
communication skills. I gained a profound
understanding of mentorship and youth
development.”

“I learnt a lot about myself and my limits…
but also about how HIV brings us together,
and in that togetherness we can live
(almost) without judgement, watching each
other grow and celebrating our small (and
big) wins. I learnt the importance of
community, once again.”

“I learnt my strength in conversation and
encouraging people to lean on me, because
I felt supported too. Very mutual care. Feel
very confident and brave again.”
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Feedback from parents and carers

Out of 45 parents and carers who provided
feedback, all ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’
that the information they received about
camp (including about travel) was simple to
understand and useful, and the registration
process was easy to complete. 

Parents understood the aims of camp and
believe that it was a positive experience for
their child (80% strongly agreed and the 
rest agreed).

“[Child] had a great time, he enjoyed
everything while camping. Lots of activities
he mentioned that he enjoyed and some
activities that he did for the first time. We
are grateful for this opportunity.”

“He thoroughly enjoyed himself and learned
a lot about the disease. He says he is more
comfortable being himself now. Thank you to
everyone who made it all possible. He will
definitely be coming next year!”

“My son was very happy. He informed me the
camping was very informative and since he
came back from the trip he is a changed
person, proactive with his medication and
he looks much happier and bright.”

“The camp was so encouraging to my son as
he is more aware that having HIV is not a
hindrance to any progress in his life. He has
also improved in the way he takes
medication by putting an alarm on his phone
which reminds him to take his medication on
time and every day.”

When asked about how their young person
found camp, many parents and carers
expressed gratitude for the opportunity and
shared anecdotes about their children
feeling better about themselves and taking
their medication more consistently. 

All agreed or strongly agreed that they
would recommend camp to other parents
and carers given that they believed their
child both enjoyed camp and learned
relevant information during their stay.

“My [child] had an amazing time. She made
new friends and had a great experience.”

“He enjoyed every moment. He came back
with a different perspective about life.”

“This camp has been invaluable - this year
the talks on confidence were especially
helpful. [Child] learns so much from hearing
of other people’s experiences.”

“The camp was amazing. My daughter
learned a lot and it was so informative. She
was able to express herself without
explaining her condition and disability. She
said it was a once in a lifetime experience
and enjoyed it a lot. I think you are doing a
great job and we couldn’t ask for more.
Thank you so much with our greatest
appreciation.”
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Recommendations

When asked about what could be improved
about camp, the most common suggestions
were making it longer and increasing the
number of activities. They also asked for
more free time at camp.

Any negative comments largely focused on
what participants were allowed to do while
not in workshops (e.g. older participants
asked for more flexibility around bedtime
and the time they woke up). 

Some participants also mentioned they
would like better food options, although this
did not appear to take away from their
overall camp experience.

“These workshops are useful, but you know, 
I feel like there's only enough training that
can be done in terms of HIV. We need more
free time to express ourselves more and, 
you know, get along with each other.”

Conclusions

Feedback suggests that F2B’s aims were
met and the 2023 camp provided an
engaging, safe and educational space for
young people living with HIV. They learned
more about how to live well with HIV, build
meaningful relationships with new 
friends and increase their confidence 
and self-worth. 

This experience allowed them to unlock their
potential for growth and connection. Camp
helps to normalise the experience of
growing up living with HIV through the
development of a peer network and the
realisation that other young people share
the same experiences.

Feedback on improvements to the F2B camp
largely focused on programming.
Recommendations included ensuring
content on HIV information is delivered in
engaging ways and balanced with other
programme elements. 

The pre and post-camp knowledge
questionnaires illustrate the very real need
for one of camp’s core aims, to enhance HIV
related knowledge and understanding. At
arrival, young people still frequently show
lower levels of knowledge and
understanding in particular areas. 

Chiva can continue to explore new ways of
delivering HIV information and supporting
young people’s understanding to bolster
their health-related knowledge and build
self-efficacy skills.

The F2B camp continues to offer a unique
provision which combines educational
objectives with community building and
empowerment. The many young people who
return as volunteers, having previously
attended as participants, are testament to
the importance placed on the event by
young people growing up with HIV.
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For more information about camp and to watch our video about
the impact of Freedom 2 Be 2023, visit:

www.chiva.org.uk/camp

With thanks to the funders of the 2023 camp,
Hollyhock Charitable Foundation.

Chiva, Orchard Street Business Centre,
13 Orchard Street, Bristol, BS1 5EH

+44 (0)117 905 5149     
@chivaprojects

http://www.chiva.org.uk/camp

