FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT HIV/AIDS

Clearinghouse, a program of the
Canadian Public Health Association
(CPHA), provides information
resources on HIV prevention, care
and treatment as well as a range of
other HIV/AIDS information.

These resources are provided primarily to
individuals and organizations warking in
the areas of HIV/AIDS health and
education, as well as those infected and
affected by HIV/AIDS. We do not endorse,
recommend or advocate any specific
approach to HIV treatment. This material
is not intended as a substitute for the
advice of a health professional. Decisions
about particular medical treatments
should always be made in consultation
with a qualified medical practitioner
knowledgeable about HIV-related illness
and the treatment in question. While we
update our material regularly, users should
be aware that information changes
rapidly. Material obtained through the
Clearinghouse may not necessarily be the
most current information available. The
resources could include technical
inaccuracies or typographical errors.
Changes are periodically added to the
information herein: these changes will be
incorporated into new editions of the
publication. We recommend that you see
your health professional for advice on
specific questions relating to your health.
We urge users to consult a broad range of
information and/or contact us at 1-877-
999-7740 for more details. Users relying
on this information do so entirely at their
own risk. The Clearinghouse and CPHA do
not accept any responsibility for damage
that may result from the use or misuse of
this information.

The views expressed herein are solely
those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the official policies or
positions of the Canadian HIV/AIDS
Clearinghouse, the Canadian Public Health
Association or Health Canada.
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Should I get tested for HIV?

(see also Question 23 “How do I get tested?”)

You should consider getting tested if you or your partner(s) have ever:

m  had sex, especially anal or vaginal intercourse, without a latex or
polyurethane condom or other protective barrier

m  had sex while under the influence of alcohol or drugs—you might not have
used protection (see Question 6 “Are there risks of getting HIV if I drink or
use drugs?”)

m  shared needles or syringes (or other drug equipment like water, cotton filters,
cookers, pipes, straws) to inject drugs, including steroids

m  had tattooing, piercing, or acupuncture with unsterilized equipment

m  had a blood transfusion or received other blood products before November

1986.

What is an HIV test?

It is a simple blood test that detects whether or not you have HIV antibodies in
your blood. These antibodies may take three to six months to appear in your blood
after you are exposed to HIV—this is called the “window period.” If you are tested
during the window period and the result is negative, you will have to be re-tested

later to confirm the result.

In addition to the blood test, there are other types of HIV tests—oral/saliva test,
urine test, rapid test and home test—but they are not widely available in Canada.
Genotyping is another test that can detect the presence of HIV in your blood or
determine a specific strain of HIV, but it is expensive so it is only used in urgent

situations.

It usually takes 2 to 3 weeks to get the results of an HIV test.



Why get tested?
You should get tested to find out your HIV status. If you are HIV positive you can:
m  get early treatment to stay healthy
m  get treatment to reduce the chances of the baby getting HIV if you are
pregnant
m take precautions to not give HIV to others.
m  Pre- and post-test counseling is usually available for anyone getting the HIV
antibody test. Make sure to ask questions and seek support; you have the

right to be well informed.

If you are HIV negative you may experience less stress and anxiety because you
will know your status and you can learn more about how to reduce your risk of

becoming infected

When should I get tested?

The test for HIV detects antibodies that are produced to fight the virus. Since our
bodies take three to six months to produce enough antibodies to be detectable by the
test, you should get tested at least three months after the last time you put yourself at
risk. It is important to practice safer sex and to not share injecting equipment whether
or not you think you are infected (see Question 11 “How can I have sex more safely?”
and Question 6 “Are there risks of getting HIV if you drink or use drugs?”). The 3 to 6
month period is often referred to as a “window period.” If you have been infected with
the virus, you are most infectious during the window period; that means that you

could infect someone else with HIV before even knowing that you are infected.

For more information, contact your local AIDS service organization or health

care practitioner.
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