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Any nurse entering the field, no matter how prepared or well trained, will do their best to learn about 
the realities of caring for others on the job. When I started working as a nurse back in the 1970s, I had 
no idea that in a few years, I would find myself on the frontlines of an epidemic that would irrevocably 
change and touch all our lives while also changing the career trajectories for a great number of people in 
healthcare.  
 
As a young nurse, I suddenly saw many patients developing complex and difficult-to-manage illnesses. 
Just as devastating was that many of my friends, colleagues, and loved ones became ill. Soon, we would 
give this disease a name: HIV/AIDs. As the impact of the disease reverberated, it was terrifying to see the 
level of stigma, bias, discrimination, and fear that so many of my patients faced, with many in the 
medical establishment refusing care for those most in need. There was a great deal of misunderstanding 
and spreading of harmful misinformation about what HIV/AIDS was. It is not an exaggeration to say I felt 
like I was working in a war zone.  
 
At the nonprofit VNS Health, where I worked, our home health nurses were not ones to turn their backs 
on the communities we served and lived in. Soon, we found ourselves on the frontlines, caring for an 
average of 600 HIV/AIDS patients daily in New York City in the late 1980s. By 1997, half of all HIV/AIDS 
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patients in the city were cared for by VNS Health. Like many other nurses, I quickly learned that we were 
providing far more than physical care, as we helped address mental health needs and education equally 
for AIDS patients and their loved ones. 
 
Despite the challenges and devastating loss all around us, it was also inspiring to work among healthcare 
workers, activists, and others who saw the epidemic as an opportunity to revolutionize healthcare. 
Those experiences helped shape the work we do today, as we strove to keep up with a rapidly evolving 
healthcare landscape, provide empathetic care for all underserved communities, and develop new 
models of care that would provide safe, in-home care. 
 
On National HIV/AIDS and Aging Day, it’s heartening to see how individuals with HIV/AIDS now have 
many more treatment options and can live long, healthy, happy, and productive lives. Currently, more 
than half of all individuals with HIV are over the age of 50. While treatment for physical symptoms has 
improved by leaps and bounds, we still can’t forget the social and emotional symptoms accompanying 
this illness and its impact on the community and people’s loved ones. 
 
Among older adults with HIV/AIDS, there are typically two categories of patients. The long-term 
“warriors” who have lived with their diagnosis for years, including those who may have contracted 
HIV/AIDS at birth and those who received a diagnosis more recently as an older adult. Across the board, 
as the number of older adults receiving care at home grows, so will the need for nurses and caregivers 
specializing in home health, including nurses who understand the specific needs of individuals with HIV, 
which vary from person to person. Race, income, gender identity, and sexual orientation are key to how 
someone experiences care. Being mindful of our patients’ lived experiences and understanding the 
unique needs of those with HIV/AIDS makes us stronger clinicians and teachers. We can improve 
healthcare outcomes by supporting this community in the full context of their lives, which includes 
addressing preventive care, psychosocial care, nutrition, housing, and other social determinants of 
health. 
 
As a nurse, when you first meet an older patient with a long-standing HIV/AIDS diagnosis, it’s important 
to know that they’ve likely had extensive experience with the healthcare system—and it may not all 
have been positive. In addition, factors that many adults experience as they age, from multiple chronic 
illnesses to social isolation, are amplified by having HIV or HIV/AIDS. These patients are used to being 
told what more they need to do or how to better adhere to treatments, so it is crucial to focus on the 
positive and offer them options and resources.  

 
Arthur Fitting is an RN and LGBTQ+ Program Manager at VNS Health and has 
dedicated his extensive 50+ year career as a healthcare leader to addressing 
healthcare disparities within the LGBTQ+ community. His first foray into 
community health nursing was working as a nurse on the frontlines in New 
York City during the AIDS crisis. Decades later, that experience continues to 
inspire Arthur and drive his commitment to improving healthcare access and 
quality for members of the LGBTQ+ community. The LGBTQ+ Program at VNS 
Health he leads promotes compassionate, patient-centered care through 

deeper integration of culturally sensitive practices across the organization. Over the years, Arthur has 
played an important leadership role in addressing the healthcare needs of the HIV+ community. He is a 
member of the NYC HIV Planning Council Needs Assessment Committee. 
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