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an Hiv diagnosis is a big life change that can take 
some time for people to digest.Likewise, deciding 
to disclose an HIV diagnosis is a significant step in a 
person’s life. Health care and social service providers 
play an important role in supporting people with 
HIV to navigate their diagnosis with dignity and 
confidence. Health care and support decisions should 
be informed and client driven. 

every disclosure situation is unique, and it is an 
individual’s decision when and how to disclose.
Service providers can give the best support in this 
process by ensuring that patients and clients have the 
information they need for their health and safety. 
Depending on your service provider role, you may offer 
information on HIV transmission, safer sex, drug-use  
harm reduction, HIV disclosure and the law, or referral 
to support organizations and safe houses. 

positive Women’s network
604-692-3000
1-866-692-3001 (toll-free in BC) 
www.pwn.bc.ca

Bc Women’s Hospital + Health centre
604-875-2212 
1-888-711-3030 (toll-free in BC)
www.bcwomens.ca
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this guide is designed to help health 
care and social service providers in 
supporting patients or clients who are 
thinking about Hiv disclosure.
Though some information is specific to 
British Columbia, this resource provides an 
overview for practitioners across Canada.
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oBstacles
 to disclosure

Health care and service providers need to understand 
the reasons people may or may not want to disclose 
their Hiv+ status.Disclosure to sex partners isn’t 
just about sex—it’s about the intricate pieces that 
make up relationships including emotional, social, 
and physical factors. Even confident and independent 
people can find HIV disclosure a difficult and 
emotionally fraught process, as it raises issues of 
self-esteem and self-worth. Many people need time to 
accept their HIV diagnosis before they feel ready to 
disclose to others.

Stigma continues to have a serious impact on 
people’s lives, leading to discrimination in housing, 
employment, and service access. It can also result in 
rejection, ostracism, or violence by friends, family, 
and community. Individuals in abusive or violent 
relationships may find disclosure challenging for fear 
of harm or even death. They may also be concerned 
about a partner threatening to report them to police 
or making false accusations of non-disclosure. 

Individuals who rely on their partners economically 
may fear losing financial support or housing. Those 
with children may worry about losing access or 
custody. Loss of immigration status and deportation 
can be a fear for people without citizenship. For 
those in small communities, public shunning and loss 
of communal connections becomes a risk. This can 
happen in a small town, a distinct population within a 
large city, prison, and other constructed populations. 

Individuals may also have concerns about people 
breaking confidentiality and revealing their status to 
others or using it against them. 

There are definite risks and roadblocks to disclosure. 
As a service provider, you likely don’t know all the 
details and complexities that make up a client’s life 
and relationships. Only clients can decide what 
is best for them. Helping people to identify risks, 
benefits, barriers, and routes to disclosure is an 
essential part of support.
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To support clients in decisions about disclosure, 
ensure they have a thorough understanding of HIV 
transmission risks and prevention options. 

When talking about the course of HIV disease, 
health care providers should discuss how to prevent 
transmission and practise safer sex and harm 
reduction as needed. Social support providers can 
explore HIV transmission and prevention knowledge 
with clients as the topic arises in the course of case 
management or support sessions. 

Additional discussion may be needed regarding 
safety planning in case of violence, referral to social 
support, and follow-up. 

everyone has the right to safety, access to health and 
social support, and dignity.disclosing an Hiv+ status 
can compromise one or all of those rights. 
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personal Biases

As difficult as it can feel, health care and service 
providers also need to explore their biases regarding 
HIV and disclosure. 

Some may think positive people have an ethical 
obligation to inform all sex partners of their 
HIV status and to always use a condom during 
sex, regardless of circumstances. Some may have 
ideas about people of different sexualities, ethnic 
communities, or backgrounds that influence their 
view of patients and clients. Would you treat a person 
differently based on factors such as gender, sexuality, 
socioeconomic status, or racial or ethnic background?

in all cases, it is important to ask yourself where 
you’re getting your ideas about clients and how these 
ideas are affecting your practice.

Hiv transmission 
     and whole health
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seX partners
  and the law

Here is some general information about Hiv disclosure 
and the law.In Canada, people with HIV have a 
“legal duty” to disclose their status to all sexual 
partners before having sex in situations where there is 
a “realistic possibility” of transmission. If they don’t 
disclose, they may be charged with a crime. The 
only exception to necessary disclosure is when (1) the 
positive person’s viral load is below 1,500 copies/mL 
AND (2) condoms are used. The current case law 
applies only to vaginal intercourse, so we don’t know 
how it would be applied to anal intercourse or oral sex. 

though you may provide legal information, it is not 
your role to provide legal advice.Individuals seeking 
legal advice should be referred to a lawyer. Concerns 
about the safety of others should be referred to a 
medical health officer. 

For more information on HIV disclosure and the law, 
here’s a good place to start:
canadian Hiv/aids legal network (www.aidslaw.ca)

concerns
 for public safety

there may be times you become concerned that a 
patient is putting others at undue risk of infection.
You might feel conflict between maintaining a 
confidential relationship with an individual and a 
responsibility to minimize risk for their partner(s). 
Rest assured, as a health care or support worker, you 
don’t have to do this on your own. This is the role of 
the public health team. 

if you think a patient might be putting others at 
undue risk of Hiv infection, consult your local medical 
health officer.The public health team and medical 
health officer will use an established risk assessment 
procedure to make decisions about each individual 
case. Their goal is prevention of transmission with 
the highest degree of safety for all concerned. They 
will answer any questions you have about the process. 
Public health nurses contact every person newly 
diagnosed with HIV and are available for patient 
follow-up at any point in the course of HIV disease.
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sUpport 
 for service providers

If you have questions about supporting people 
living with HIV, contact an HIV organization or a 
medical peer experienced in treating HIV. Specialized 
centres can provide you with information and ideas 
important to your practice. HIV organizations can 
help with the psychosocial perspective.

Bc Women’s Hospital + Health centre 
1-888-711-3030 (toll-free in BC)  |  www.bcwomens.ca

the Bc centre for excellence in Hiv/aids
REACH Line for health care professionals: 1-800-665-7677
www.cfenet.ubc.ca/healthcare-resources/reach-line 

positive Women’s network 
1-866-692-3001 (toll-free in BC)  |  www.pwn.bc.ca

positive living Bc 
1-800-994-2437 (toll-free) |  www.positivelivingbc.org

HIV organizations across Canada can be located 
through www.hiv411.ca

the possibilities of disclosure: a guide by Hiv 
positive people for aids service organizations 
and their allies
www.ontarioaidsnetwork.on.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2013/10/OAN-Approved-Sept.-30-2013.pdf

Hiv disclosure to sexual partners 
www.aidslaw.ca/site/hiv-disclosure-and-the-law-a-
resource-kit-for-service-providers

canadian consensus statement on Hiv and 
its transmission in the context of criminal law
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4173974



Hiv disclosure is more than 
a one-time conversation. 

it’s an ongoing process. 


