The Occupational Health for Primary Care service provides confidential HIV testing to health care staff.  Testing can be requested anonymously, so your name is only known to the Occupational Health for Primary Care service.

Health care workers intending to start a job, or training for a job, which requires “exposure prone procedures” will be required to have an HIV test.  Other staff may be offered voluntary testing.  (Exposure prone procedures are those where the gloved hand of a health care worker may be in contact with sharp instruments, needles or sharp tissues (e.g. a bone spicule) inside a patient’s open body or cavity where the hands or fingertips may not be visible).
Testing will be offered to health care workers when there is a risk that they have been occupationally exposed to HIV.

All health care workers have a professional responsibility to request testing by Occupational Health or elsewhere if they have been exposed to HIV and carry out exposure prone procedures
This leaflet provides background information and answers to frequently asked questions.

Q.  Why have an HIV test?  A.  Testing will be offered to you following accidental exposure to IV.  The risk of acquiring HIV following ban operation exposure is usually low.  In the vast majority of cases, testing will provide reassurance that you have not been infected with the virus.
Treatment is available for people with HIV infection; it is better to have treatment before serious symptoms develop.  Only by knowing that you are infected do you have a choice of using these treatments before you get ill.  These treatments have been shown to reduce dramatically the risk of serious illness and early death from AIDS.  If you know that you have HIV you could also take steps to reduce the risk of passing it on to others, including unborn children.  Testing is confidential.

Q.  What if I am found to have an HIV infection?

A.  If the test shows that you have HIV infection you will be offered care and support by the occupational health service who will arrange specialist advice if you wish.  Whether or not you should start treatment will be discussed with you and treatment will be given if you need it.

Q.  How long does it take before the infection will show up in my blood sample?  A.  The HIV test measures antibodies to HIV, which may take three months to show up in your blood after you have been exposed.  However, this is delayed if you are being given medication to reduce the risk of acquiring infection following occupational exposure.  A negative test at three months gives some reassurance.
Q.  Have I been a risk – how is HIV transmitted?

A.  HIV can be passed on in a number of ways: through contact with infected body fluids such as blood, semen and vaginal secretions.  This may occur during sex.  Using inadequately sterilised needles or equipment for injecting drugs, tattooing and piercing; through a blood transfusion with unscreened blood abroad; from an infected woman to her baby before or during birth, or through breast-feeding; following significant occupational exposure to HIV infected material in any circumstances, for example by way of past exposure from a needlestick or other inoculation injury; involvement as a patient or health care worker in parts of the world with a high prevalence of HIV infection.
Q.  Should I tell the person performing the test if I have any of the above risk factors?

A.  Yes you should.  This will help us give you the best advice about the result.  It will also help us to make sure you receive the best treatment and advice if you have had occupational exposure to HIV and require prophylactic medication to reduce the risk of transmission of the virus.

Q.  What are the drawbacks of having this test?

A.  If your results show that you have HIV the benefits of knowing this result usually outweigh any drawbacks.  These may include worries about relationships with family and friends; travel to some countries is currently restricted for people who know they have HIV.  In a few cases being HIV positive may affect your employment.
Q.  Is the result confidential?

A.  Yes.  Your confidentiality would be protected according to General Medical Council guidance.

Q.  Can my blood sample be sent anonymously?

A.  Yes.  You will be asked if you want your sample sending on an anonymous basis.  We will use a code instead of your name.

Q.  Will it affect my chance of getting life insurance?
A.  Doctors do not need to report negative HIV tests when writing insurance reports.  Insurance companies should no longer ask whether you have had an HIV test but only whether or not you are HIV positive.  People who know they are infected with HIV can have difficulty obtaining new life insurance and certain types of mortgages.  This is the same for many other long-term illnesses.
Q.  When will I get the results?

A.  Results are normally available after a week or so.  We are able to have HIV test results earlier when necessary.  The person taking the test will discuss with you how you will be told the results and agree this with you.

Q.  Can people who are HIV positive be health care workers?
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A.  If you are HIV positive you can work as a health care worker as long as you do not perform exposure prone procedures.  HIV positive healthcare workers are barred from such work under Department of Health rules but can carry out other work.  If you are HIV positive it is recommended that you inform your occupational health department, confidentiality, who can advise you if there are any areas you should not work because of risks to your health from other infections.  You must seek advice about your fitness to work from your occupational health department straightaway if you are HI positive and if in any doubt about whether your work requires you to perform exposure prone procedures.

Q.  What are my professional responsibilities if I have been exposed to HIV but do not know if I have become infected?
A. If you intent to carry out exposure prone procedures and have been exposed to HIV there is a professional obligation to seek advice on your fitness to work from a suitably qualified doctor.
Confidential advice is available from occupational health or you may contact another doctor.  You should seek and follow advice on whether you should modify your work.

Please talk to a doctor or nurse if you would like more information.

This leaflet is based on a national standard from the Royal College of Physicians and the British Association for Sexual Health and HIV.  It has been agreed by all the NHS occupational health departments in the South West.
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