
PEZ Greeting and  

Reflections from Dr. Sondra 
 

Warm Greetings, 
 
I have been wrestling with what I wanted to say to you in 

this newsletter. Silence is not my style; neither are perpet-

ual grief and sadness or joy and giddy rapture. The authen-

tic recognition of the impermanence and transition of the 

human condition and the recognition of what is in front of 

me carries me through the darkest moments. Nothing 

ever stays the same. We all in some state of flux. Our 

community has absorbed the loss of several strong and 

powerful advocates. We recall the sound of the soft and 

gentle voices who we thought would always be with us. So 

now we celebrate former connections and look forward to 

welcoming new ones who will carry our legacy forward. 

The spring rains and clouds were so persistent. Then, July 

arrived with warmth and vibrant sun. Wow, the mountains 

and grass are so green. As you consider the monarch but-

terfly in the Summer Haiku, be reminded of your smile. 

Lean forward to grasp some exhilaration.  
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This time the PEZ Dispenser places the spotlight on Mike DeSarno. Mike works in the 

Department of Biostatistics and assists our team with the complex data analyses from 

our first and current study.   

 
Take note of the Summer Haiku. Recognize gratifying joy in the smallest gesture and 

experience. Don’t get hooked by your old stories. Listen to one another and reach out 

while we have the benefit of longer sunlit days. 

 
The entire PEZ team is grateful that you continue to support our efforts. Continue to 

pass the word about our research. We are still in the recruitment phase and we need 

your help. You are our best ambassadors! Most of all……. remember to breathe.  

 

With gratitude, 

Dr. Sondra 

Summer Haiku 

 

Monarch butterfly 

Soars close and touches my nose. 

Gratifying joy!  

Our PEZ team is busy. We are in the process of analyzing data, preparing articles for publication, and taking a 

look at the stories you have been telling us about your experiences living with HIV. We continue to enroll 

new participants for our current project. Although we have recruited about 40% of our planned participants, 

we still need many more of you to get involved.  As always, thanks to those of you who have participated at 

Time 1 and for coming back to participate at Time 2 and Time 3.   

 
In addition to HIV-related stigma, we are learning about quality of life, psychological well-being, and the dy-

namics that shape the communities in which people with HIV live. Your stories are engaging. It is your voice 

that provides the fundamental energy that keeps us moving forward on your behalf. Please recall what I said 

in the last newsletter. Every story we hear and every piece of data we collect from you reveals another as-

pect of the complex interplay between perceptions of HIV-related stigma and the fabric of the communities 

in which people with HIV live.  

Male Monarch Butterfly 



 

Being tested for HIV and knowing your status is a mantra we are all familiar with. Yet people often don’t 

get tested because they do not feel vulnerable to contracting HIV. Kristie Weibust, Ph.D. looked to see 

if changing how students view their vulnerability to HIV would affect their decision to have an OraQuick 
test.  

 

Kristie knew from previous research she has conducted that people strongly associate HIV and death, 

and wondered how thinking about death would also affect whether a student got tested or not.   

So in addition to thinking about vulnerability, Kristie also considered research that shows that thinking 

about death is related to health promotion behaviors. When people think about death, they may feel 

anxious, and taking steps to protect one’s health helps to minimize the anxiety a person might feel when 

she/he thinks about death.   

 

Taking these ideas about vulnerability and thinking about death together, Kristie created a study where 

students at UVM were assigned to one of four groups. In the first group, students were made to feel 

very vulnerable to contracting HIV (by reading a news article that she created) and were asked to think 

about death. In the second group, students were not made to feel very vulnerable, but they still thought 

about death. In the third group, students were made to feel vulnerable but did not think about death  

(instead, they thought about dental pain). Finally, the fourth group of students were not made to feel vul-

nerable and also did not think about death.   
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Summary of Results 

 In general, many students (73.5%) chose to get tested when the study was over.  

 Students who were made to feel vulnerable (green line in the figure above) and who also thought about death 

were more likely to get tested than students who were made to feel vulnerable but who thought about dental 

pain.  

 Students who were not made to feel vulnerable (yellow line in the figure above) and who thought about death 

were less likely to get tested for HIV than students who thought about dental pain.  

Research Snapshot 
 

The Effects of Thinking About Death and Perceived Vulnerability to Disease on HIV 

Testing Behavior 



 

Mike DeSarno is a member of the PEZ research 

team. He is a Researcher/Analyst in the Medical 

Biostatistics Department at UVM.  After graduating 

from Cornell with a degree in Electrical Engineer-

ing, Mike spent many years as an engineer in the 

semiconductor industry. This job entailed exten-

sive travel all over the U.S., Europe, and Asia.  
Eventually, all the business travel had to come to 

an end, so he decided to switch to a career in Sta-

tistics, and went back to school to earn a graduate 

degree in Statistics from the University of Ver-

mont.  Mike has done work as a Statistical Data 

Analyst for many grant-funded projects, including 

the current PEZ project, for which he has the role 

of Statistical Data Manager.   

PEZ Projects Profile: 

Who is… Mike DeSarno? 
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James and Andy presented posters at the           

conference, which are similar to the research    

snapshots we feature in this newsletter. You might 

recognize the balloon in the middle of Andy’s poster 

as one of the tasks you do on the computer when 

you participate in our study.  

 
This would not have been possible without your 

input into our project Your thoughts, feelings and 

behaviors are essential to our work sharing what 

life is like for people living with HIV/AIDS. If you 

haven’t yet participated, please consider joining our 

study-see page 4 for more details! 

Mike is our behind the scenes data coordinator. Here he is 

pictured on a recent trip to Australia.  

PEZ at the Association for Psychological Science 

Washington, DC 2011 

Mike is an avid sports fan and closely follows many teams in many sports, including all Boston-based 

pro sports teams, UCONN basketball, Cornell hockey and lacrosse, and even Italian soccer.  One of 

his main hobbies is going to games involving these teams, such as the Lacrosse Final Four for Four the 

four of the past five years.  Also, Mike and his wife enjoy traveling, with their most recent trip being 

three awesome weeks in Australia this past spring. 
 

Mike looks forward to continuing to work closely with the PEZ team, to help out with any data man-

agement/statistical analysis needs. 

At the end of May, Andy and James traveled to the annual meeting for the Association for Psychological 

Science in Washington, DC. In addition to attending great talks and workshops (not to mention seeing 

the sites in our nation’s capital), they also presented research featuring responses participants like you 

gave during our last study (2004-2006)!   



Become a Participant!  

COPING WITH HIV/AIDS PROJECT 
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 YES! I would like to be contacted to participate in your new  

     project! 

 I would like to update my contact information  

 

(Please return this form by mail or visit our website www.uvm.edu/pez) 
 

Name: ____________________________________________ Date: _______________ 

 

 

Mailing Address: ________________________________________________________ 

 

 

  ________________________________________________________  

                      

Phone: (H)_____________________________(C)____________________________ 

 

  

Is it OK to leave a message on your voicemail (circle)?             YES       NO 

Email address _______________________________________________ 

Want to know more? 

Look for us on  

the web at 

www.uvm.edu/pez 

101 John Dewey Hall 

Psychology Department 

2 Colchester Ave.  

Burlington, VT 05405 

Phone: 802-656-8029 

Toll Free: 1-866-532-7183 

E-mail: pez@uvm.edu  

We are looking for people to participate in our research project  

investigating how people cope with HIV/AIDS.  

The Person Environment Zone is continuing its study on coping with HIV/AIDS. The 
study is supported by a grant from the National Institute of Mental Health. We are    
interested in finding out the ways in which individuals with HIV and AIDS cope with the 
stigma of HIV/AIDS. We are currently recruiting adult (18 years old and older) men and 
women with HIV/AIDS to participate in the study.   
 
To participate, you will: 

 Come to our research space at the University of Vermont 3 times over 6 months. 

 Complete a diary of day-to-day experiences living with HIV/AIDS using a telephone 
call-in system for 7 days. 

 
You will be paid for each of your visits to our project site ($40 for the first visit, $50 for 
the second visit, and $60 for the third visit). You will also receive $12.50 for every 50 
miles you travel, plus an additional compensation for mileage if you drive. Every day 
you complete the telephone diary study, you will earn $10. Completing all seven days 
in a row will earn you a bonus $15, for a total compensation of $85.  
 

In the event you are unable to travel to the UVM project site, arrangements can be 
made to accommodate you.  

The confidentiality of all communications associated with the study will be maintained to the maximum extent 
allowable by law.  

 
To learn more about the study or if you are interested in participating in the project 
please call      

 1-802-656-8029 or 1-866-532-7183 (toll free) 

Not close to 

Burlington, VT? 

We currently 

travel to the 

following sites to 

meet with people 

interested in 

participating: 

St. Johnsbury, VT 

Rutland, VT 

Brattleboro, VT 

Greenfield, MA 

Lebanon, NH 

Manchester, NH 

  

Live nearby one of 

these locations? 

Call us at  

1-866-532-7183 


