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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What is Couples HIV Testing?
Couples HIV Testing lets you and your partner(s) get tested for HIV and get your HIV test results together. Being tested and getting your results together can start a conversation between you and your partner(s) about HIV, and can help you talk openly about the next steps for you as a sexually active couple. Topics will include relationship rules about safer sex, drug use, sex with other partners and the confidentiality of your test results, as well as appropriate referrals and future testing. 

What is different about Couples HIV Testing?
You and your partner(s) will receive the same information about HIV testing as you would if you were tested individually.  With Couples Testing you and your partner(s) will receive your pre-test counselling together, have your blood drawn for the test together, and receive your HIV test results and post-test counselling together.  Also, the HIV risk discussion will focus on your present and future plan for reducing HIV risk in your relationship rather than focusing on the past.

Are you telling me that my partner and I will learn our results at the same time?
Yes.  One of the key benefits of Couples HIV Testing is that you and your partner(s) will get your HIV test results at the same time. The counsellor will help you develop a plan for your future, based on both of your test results.

Is Couples HIV Testing right for us?
You and your partner(s) must be in a sexual relationship, either having sex or planning to have sex. You will also need to make the following important commitments to each other:
· commit to discuss HIV risk issues and concerns together;
· commit to receive HIV test results together - each partner will know the test results of the other partner(s); 
· commit to shared confidentiality, that is, agree not to tell anyone their test results (or other personal health information shared during counselling) unless both/all partner(s) agree; and
· commit to making HIV disclosure decisions together, that is, make decisions together about sharing your test results (or other personal health information shared during counselling) with other people.
These are commitments that you and your partner(s) need to make to each other.  It is not the role or responsibility of the counsellor or Couples HIV Testing site to enforce these commitments.

What are the benefits of Couples HIV Testing?
Couples HIV Testing allows people to be tested for HIV with their partners.  The benefits of testing together include:
· your partner(s) may provide emotional support and ease fears you may have about HIV testing;
· partners can talk about sex and other HIV risks and make plans, with the support of a counsellor, to reduce risk of HIV as a couple;
· it provides a space for partners to disclose their HIV status to each other;
· because HIV risk discussion is focused on the present and the future rather than the past, it can ease tension; and avoid blame to create a safe place for dealing with difficult issues;
· HIV prevention can be tailored based on the HIV results of both/all partners - if one or more partners test HIV positive, decisions about how and when to access HIV care and treatment can be made together;
· partners hear information together, which can improve their understanding of the information presented.
What are the potential risks if we choose Couples HIV Testing instead of individual testing?
With Couples HIV Testing, you and your partner will receive test results together, including HIV positive results.  As well, other personal health information will be shared with your partner during the counselling session.  Couples must rely on each other to keep this information confidential and not tell anyone, and to make decisions together about who to tell if one or both partners test HIV positive.  Partners make these commitments to each other.  Some partners fear that testing together will result in relationship break-down or violence between partners.  To date, this has not been shown to be the experience of Couples HIV Testing sites providing this service in the United States.  

Are there any other expectations of us to be able to participate in Couples HIV Testing?
Yes.  You and your partner(s) need to be prepared to participate equally in the discussion and agree to listen carefully and respond to each other.  Treat each other with respect and dignity. Be as honest as possible during counselling and provide understanding and support as you discuss how HIV affects your shared lives.

We do not see ourselves a ‘couple’; we are having sex. Should we consider Couples HIV Testing?
Yes. Couples HIV Testing services are available to any two or more persons who are having a sexual relationship, regardless of whether you call yourselves a ‘couple’. 

My partner and I have only been together for one month. Should we consider Couples HIV Testing? 
Yes. Some couples may decide to have Couples HIV Testing before they have sex or when they have only been together for a few weeks.  Longer-term couples will benefit too. It does not matter if you and your partner(s) have decided to have sex only with each other, or if you have been having sex outside this relationship.

What if I have not told my partner about sex I’ve had outside our relationship? 
Will I have to talk about that in the session?
No. During the session the counsellor will focus on the present and the future. The counsellor will not ask you about your past behavior, past sex partners and/or past drug use. The discussion will focus on the present and the future plan for reducing HIV risk in your relationship.  This may include future sexual activities with each other and/or outside of the relationship and/or safer drug use.  If one or more of you test HIV positive, the counsellor will mention to you and your partner that you will need to notify past sexual and/or drug using partners who may have been infected. The counsellor will then have a private (one-on-one) discussion with each partner who has tested positive to discuss options for letting other partners know that they may have been infected with HIV.

My partner and I do not have sex outside our relationship. Do we need to get tested together? 
Research studies show that most HIV is spread between partners in relationships. It is possible that you and/or your partner(s) have HIV and don’t know it. Couples HIV Testing is a helpful way to learn about your and your partner(s) HIV status so that you know for certain.   

How does the testing work?  Will I get the rapid test?
Yes.  Ontario’s Couples HIV Testing sites use the rapid/point of care (rapid) test.  The rapid test provides results during the same visit.  If you or your partner(s) has a reactive result, the counsellor will ask to take a blood sample to confirm your result through another test at the Ontario Public Health Laboratory.

I am HIV-positive, but I have not told my partner. Can we receive Couples HIV Testing services?
Yes.  Couples HIV Testing can provide a chance for you to share your HIV status with your partner with the help of a counsellor. As well, it provides a chance for your partner(s) to be tested. The counsellor can help start a healthy discussion between you and your partner(s) about how to manage the realities of HIV in your relationship. 

Will my partner break up with me if I am positive and my partner is negative (or vice versa)?
There is no way to know what direction your relationship will take once you both know your HIV status. According to a study of Couples HIV Testing in the United States, the likelihood of a couple staying together after one partner was diagnosed with HIV was close to the same whether people used Couples HIV Testing or other forms of testing. Relationships develop differently. Knowing your status and your partner(s) status will open the door for honesty, discussion and trust – the foundations of any strong relationship.

Will the counsellor ask about my other sex partners in front of my partner?
No. Couples HIV Testing focuses on helping you and your partner(s) learn your HIV status today and develop a plan to reduce the risk of HIV in your relationship in the future.  Unlike individual HIV testing that you may have had in the past, Couples HIV Testing does not focus on the past or past sex partners. 

How long does a Couples HIV Testing session take?
The entire session takes about 45 minutes to an hour, depending on the length of your post-test counselling session. 

What is the process for receiving Couples HIV Testing?
First, you and your partner(s) will talk to the receptionist about Couples HIV Testing services and complete some short paperwork for a counsellor. If the counsellor thinks Couples HIV Testing is appropriate and you both agree to be tested together, then you will take part in a counselling/testing session. During the session the counsellor will provide further information about Couples HIV Testing and HIV testing generally; talk about your HIV risk concerns as a couple and ways to reduce risk; discuss any rules you may have about sex outside the relationship and/or drug use; and obtain your informed consent to be tested. Then you will both be tested. When the test results are ready, the counsellor will discuss them with both of you at the same time, in the same room. The counsellor will then work with you to plan your next steps and make any referrals for follow-up services for you and your partner.  The counsellor may, at any point in time during the session, choose to separate you and your partner(s) into different rooms and conduct the rest of the session individually.  If one or more of you test positive, once the couples HIV counselling/testing session is over, the counsellor will arrange for a private (one-on-one) follow-up discussion about partner notification with each person who has tested positive. This is usual practice with all HIV positive test results. 

Will you share our information with others outside of our relationship?
All HIV testing is confidential – whether you test alone or together.  Couples HIV Testing sites provide anonymous testing which means that your and your partners’ name and identify will NOT be requested, recorded or reported to public health officials.  However, if you choose to test nominally (name-based), then you and your partners’ name and identifying information will be collected, and should you and/or your partner test HIV positive this information will be shared with public health officials, as required by Public Health Law.

Efforts are made to contact the sexual and/or drug using partners of people who test HIV positive (without disclosing the name of the person who has tested positive) so they can be tested and take steps to protect their own health.  This is known as partner notification.  If you test HIV positive either anonymously or nominally, your counsellor will assist you to develop options for partner notification.  If you test nominally, public health officials will request the names of your partners to ensure that they are notified of their risk.  

Public health officials are required by law to protect the confidentiality of all personal health information including HIV test results. However, public health and other health information custodians in Ontario may be required by law to release personal health information in limited circumstances. People who know they have HIV also need to be aware of the importance of disclosing their HIV status to future partners and of the legal risks they face if they engage in HIV risk activities that pose a “realistic possibility” of transmitting HIV without disclosing their HIV status.  For legal advice or information (for example, about the confidentiality of HIV test results or disclosure obligations) please contact the HIV & AIDS Legal Clinic (Ontario): 416-340-7790; 1-888-705-8889; www.halco.org

Couples HIV Testing sites will collect, use and share information that cannot be linked to you about your testing experience.  This is information is collected in order to evaluate whether this program is meeting its objectives and for future planning. All personal identifying information will be removed.

I would like to participate, but I am not sure my partner will want to.  What can I do to get my partner interested?
Talk to your partner(s) about the benefits of testing for HIV together and call the Couples HIV Testing site to ask any questions you may have about the program.
  
What if I change my mind and want to stop couples HIV testing?
If at any time you feel uncomfortable during the session or want to stop the session, tell the counsellor and they will stop the session and recommend individual HIV testing. 

Additional Information
For additional information on Couples HIV Testing, please contact: 

Sarah North, Anonymous HIV Testing Outreach Worker, at 613-238-8214 x2260
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