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On November 27, 2006, the World Health Organization and UNAIDS circulated a draft
guidance to policy makers, health care professionals, and other interested parties around
the world on routine provider-initiated HIV testing and counseling (PITC) at health care
facilities. The document recommends that provider-initiated diagnostic testing, based on the
“opt-out” model, be introduced in all types of epidemics, and that provider-initiated HIV
testing for all adults and adolescents seen in all health care facilities be introduced in
countries with generalized epidemics.1 In other words, all adults and adolescents presenting
to health care facilities in generalized epidemics will be offered an HIV test, regardless of the
condition they presented with, and will be tested unless they specifically refuse the test.

The rationale behind this recommendation is the fact that the vast majority of people living
with HIV are unaware of their status, and that this lack of knowledge interferes both with the
ability of people to seek care and treatment in a timely fashion, as well as with HIV
prevention efforts. According to WHO and UNAIDS, shifting the initiative for HIV testing from
health care users to health care providers (provider-initiated testing) would dramatically
increase the numbers of people who know their status, thus facilitating increased access to
treatment and prevention efforts.

The draft guidance recommends that health care facilities provide pre-test counseling and
obtain informed consent before the test is conducted, as well as post-test counseling. Thus,
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it calls for a testing model that combines the dual goals of ensuring a dramatic increase in
testing and respecting the autonomy of patients accessing health care services.2
Human Rights Watch presents these comments on the draft guidance in response to WHO
and UNAIDS’ request for feedback. The comments are based on a review of the draft
guidance, available evidence on various testing models, and Human Rights Watch’s
research on human rights and HIV/AIDS, including on testing and counseling practices. The
conclusions of this paper can be summarized as follows:

In an era of rapidly increasing access to anti-retroviral treatment, scaled up HIV testing
opportunities is both a human rights and public health imperative. But scaling up testing
should not be an end in itself. It should be a vehicle to ensure that those tested adopt risk
behavior changes that protect them and others from attracting the virus. For those who test
positive, it is of crucial importance that HIV testing serves as the starting point for a longterm relationship based on trust between health care providers and patients. Thus, HIV
testing should be conducted in a way that facilitates the goals of enhancing HIV prevention,
care and treatment.

Human Rights Watch therefore welcomes WHO and UNAIDS’ commitment to scaling up
testing and the fact that the draft guidance embraces the principle of informed consent, an
important improvement from the June 2006 version of the document. But we are concerned
that, in practice, the proposed model will lead to restrictions on the principle of informed
consent, including in some cases involuntary testing. Not only is there an inherent risk to
authentic informed consent in the opt-out model—patients are no longer required to make a
positive decision to be tested—the draft guidance’s lack of direction on a number of
important problems with ensuring authentic informed consent that are likely to arise with
provider-initiated opt-out testing and some of the language used in the guidance exacerbate
this risk. For example, the guidance is silent on how health care providers are to deal with
patients who have serious health conditions that may impair their ability to give informed
consent. In many low and middle-income countries, a considerable percentage of patients
2
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only present to health care facilities when they are seriously ill. We are also concerned about
the guidance’s sweeping caution against “overload of information” as a potential factor in
people declining to be tested. This caution may well encourage states to limit information
provided to patients about HIV and the risks and benefits of HIV testing, yet the guidance
fails to support its assertion with any evidence or even define the term.

Although restrictions on the principle of informed consent may be legitimate and
permissible in certain circumstances—such restrictions must, at a minimum, respond to a
pressing public or social need, pursue a legitimate aim, be proportional, and be no more
restrictive than necessary—it is not clear that the opt-out testing model is the least
restrictive model capable of achieving the pursued goal of dramatically increasing the
number of people aware of their HIV status (and enabling them to access care and treatment
services and to protect others from the virus). The guidance does not cite clear and
unequivocal evidence that other forms of testing, including opt-in testing, could not be
similarly effective as opt-out testing. Also, many of the reasons cited in the draft guidance
for the failure, to date, of achieving much higher testing uptake through voluntary
counseling and testing (VCT) expose a lack of sufficient effort on the part of states and the
international community to remove barriers to testing more than fundamental flaws in the
VCT model.
Human Rights Watch welcomes the strong emphasis the guidance places on the need for
confidentiality of test results and on countering stigma and discrimination against people
living with HIV in health care settings. We believe that considerable training efforts will be
required to ensure confidentiality and professional treatment of people living with HIV.
While we welcome the fact that the draft guidance makes specific reference to the risk of
adverse consequences of disclosure of HIV+ status, we are deeply concerned that it
unjustifiably downplays them. It marginalizes the suffering of thousands of people from
physical violence by asserting that the five percent of people who disclose their status and
have faced physical violence is a “small minority,” presents the available evidence of
3
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adverse consequences incorrectly and selectively, and draws inappropriate conclusions
from the evidence presented. The guidance also ignores the fact that WHO itself recognizes
physical violence and violence against women in particular as a serious public health crisis.
Finally, we strongly believe that the expansion of provider-initiated testing and counseling
should be part of a larger effort to dramatically increase HIV testing opportunities. PITC is
one way to reach people that are currently not making use of HIV testing services. However,
it is not a panacea. Certain population groups at risk of HIV in generalized epidemics, such
as young men, are not likely to be frequent users of health care services and may thus still
not be reached with the offer of testing.

On the basis of these observations, we make the following recommendations (more detailed
recommendations can be found in the body of the paper):

-

Along with provider-initiated testing and counseling, WHO and UNAIDS should make
a concerted effort to expand other forms of HIV testing. Research needs to be done to
determine the potential of alternative models of provider-initiated and VCT,
particularly as antiretroviral treatment (ART) is rolled out and becomes a key factor in
people’s decision making with regard to HIV tests. UNAIDS should issue a policy
brief that outlines the broader strategic framework within which the draft guidance
on provider-initiated testing and counseling in health facilities was prepared;

-

The draft guidance should provide considerably more direction on how states are to
ensure authentic informed consent in practice, including a clear explanation that the
desire for high rates of acceptance of testing should not lead to cutting corners on
informed consent and recommendations for dealing with patients who are unable to
make an informed decision on the test due to their physical or mental condition. Pretest counseling should include an explicit provision to provide patients adequate
time for consideration of their decision. The reference to “overload of information”
should be removed or properly defined and qualified;
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-

The sections on adverse consequences should be amended so as to give proper
weight to the seriousness of these problems, and should properly present the
available evidence and draw appropriate conclusions. The draft guidance should set
out a clear strategy for identifying and addressing adverse consequences when they
occur.

-

WHO and UNAIDS should fund and sponsor efforts to monitor the new policy. They
should develop monitoring protocols that address the key issues including informed
consent, counseling, confidentiality, and adverse consequences.

HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDS AND HIV TESTING

Human Rights Arguments for Testing Scale Up
Some public health experts have suggested that the human rights based approaches that
were adopted early in the HIV epidemic have impeded an effective public health response to
this crisis.3 However, such conclusions ignore the reality that human rights norms
unequivocally require states to take effective actions to counter the spread of HIV and to
provide care and treatment (including, where economically feasible, ART) to those infected
with the virus. Making HIV testing available and encouraging populations at risk to be tested
is an integral part of an effective response, and thus required by international human rights
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law. Indeed, human rights groups have repeatedly called on states to dramatically scale up
access to testing.4
Two rights—the right to life and the right to health—are of particular importance with regard
to the HIV epidemic. These rights are interdependent and complementary since the
protection of one requires the fulfillment of the other.
The right to life includes not just an obligation for states to refrain from unlawful killing, it
also requires states to take positive steps to protect the lives of people in their jurisdiction.
The UN Human Rights Committee, the body that monitors implementation of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and issues authoritative opinions on its
interpretation, has held that
[t]he expression "inherent right to life" cannot properly be understood in a restrictive
manner and the protection of this right requires that States adopt positive measures.
In this connection, the Committee considers that it would be desirable for States
parties to take all possible measures to reduce infant mortality and to increase life
expectancy, especially in adopting measures to eliminate malnutrition and
epidemics.5
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In the context of the HIV epidemic, the right to life requires states to take reasonable
measures to protect people (or enable them to protect themselves) from contracting HIV and
providing, to the extent feasible, health care services and treatment to people living with the
virus. Thus, states have an obligation to make accurate and comprehensive information
about HIV prevention available to the public, and to ensure people have access to life-saving
prevention services, such as needle exchange or condoms. Where available, governments
also have an obligation to provide ART to people in need of such treatment without
discrimination.

The right to the highest attainable standard of health imposes a similar positive obligation
on states. The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the independent panel of
experts that monitors rights under the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and provides authoritative guidance on its provisions, has
interpreted the “right to prevention, treatment and control of diseases” set forth in article 12
of the ICESCR to impose a positive obligation on states parties to take steps necessary for
the "prevention, treatment and control of epidemic, occupational and other diseases."
Although the right to health is subject to “progressive realization” within the pragmatic
confines of each state’s financial and infrastructural resources, all states must take
“deliberate, targeted, and concrete” steps toward the full implementation of the right to
health.6
“Due Process” Criteria for Testing: Informed Consent and Confidentiality
Human rights standards set out certain “due process” criteria for the conduct of testing,
such as the requirements of informed consent and confidentiality. These requirements are
based on legally protected rights including those of security of person, to health, and to
privacy and apply to any medical procedure, not just to HIV testing. 7
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The rights to security of person and to the highest attainable standard of health require that
no medical procedures are performed without the explicit consent of the individual involved.
The patient’s consent must be based on an understanding of the relevant medical facts and
the risks involved. In order to obtain such informed consent from the patient, health care
providers must convey the details of a planned procedure or treatment, its potential benefits
and serious risks, and any feasible alternatives. The person must then be given the
opportunity to ask questions to elicit a better understanding of the treatment or procedure,
so that he or she can make an informed decision to proceed or to refuse a particular course
of medical intervention.8

In certain cases, there may be digressions from the general rule of informed consent. Human
rights law provides a specific mechanism by which it can be determined whether and to
what extent rights like informed consent or confidentiality can legitimately be restricted.
Under this mechanism, restrictions on these rights must, at a minimum:
•

Respond to a pressing public or social need;

•

Pursue a legitimate aim;

•

Be proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued;

•

Be no more restrictive than necessary to achieve the legitimate aim.9

Rights (ICESCR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at
49, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 993 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force January 3, 1976, Article 12; Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action, Fourth World Conference on Women, 15 September 1995,
A/CONF.177/20 (1995), Article 108(e); Council of Europe, Convention on Human Rights and
Biomedicine, adopted April 1997, CETS No.: 164, Article 5; United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights, adopted
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In the case of informed consent, public health considerations play a crucial role in
determining whether a pressing public of social need exists. If there is a public health
imperative to take certain interventions that restrict informed consent to contain, for
example, a highly contagious and lethal infection, it is highly likely that the requirement of a
“pressing public or social need” is met. The interventions must obviously pursue a
legitimate aim but also have to be proportional to the pressing public or social need and
may not restrict the right to informed consent any more than necessary to achieve the goal.

Adverse Consequences of Testing
Human rights law puts in place an obligation on the part of states to make sure that
individuals who undergo medical tests or other procedures do not face discrimination or
other violations of their human rights as a result. They have an obligation to ensure that
people who test positive are not stigmatized or discriminated against in health care and
other government facilities, and to take effective steps to counter such abuses.10 They also
have to take steps to counter so-called horizontal abuses—situations where one individual
commits abuses against another individual. Thus, states must take action when people who
have been tested face discrimination, violence, or other abuses in their family circle or
community.11
RISK OF RESTRICTIONS ON INFORMED CONSENT AND INVOLUNTARY TESTING
As mentioned above, the draft guidance seeks to combine the dual goals of ensuring a
dramatic increase in testing and respecting the autonomy of patients accessing health care
services.12 Research conducted in both high and low-income settings suggests that the
legitimate restrictions and derogations which may be imposed on internationally recognized human
rights.
10
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introduction of this routine opt-out HIV testing in health care facilities will indeed lead to a
rapid increase in the number of people who are tested for HIV and become aware of their
status. Thus, achieving the first goal appears likely.
It is, however, much less obvious that the second goal will be achieved. Under the draft
guidance, health care providers will offer HIV tests to anyone who comes to the health care
facility, irrespective of the reason for their visit, and will conduct an HIV test unless the
patient specifically objects to the test. However, there is an inherent risk that such opt-out
testing may result in involuntary testing in practice. After all, a person who does not express
specific objections to being tested has not necessarily made a positive decision to be
tested. With the opt-out model, it is harder for health care workers to determine whether a
patient made an informed decision to be tested than in a model which requires a positive
decision of the patient to be tested. Much will depend on the protocols that will be
developed for opt-out testing by WHO/UNAIDS and individual countries, and on how these
protocols are implemented by health care workers. These protocols will need to provide very
clear criteria to counter the risk that testing will in practice become compulsory.
This inherent risk is exacerbated by the fact that the draft guidance fails to provide direction
on how states are to ensure authentic informed consent and by the sweeping assertion that
an “overload of information” may discourage patients from accepting testing and counseling
(page 15).

First, in many countries, people only present at health care facilities when they are seriously
ill. Many of these patients may be in no position to make an informed decision on an HIV
test. A patient who presents to a hospital with malaria-induced high fevers may not be able
to properly process the information received on an HIV test or make an informed decision. A
patient who has just suffered from a traumatic event, such as rape or assault, may not be
ready to be burdened with information about HIV, let alone make an informed decision to be
tested or learn the test result. These patients may not only be unable to make an informed
decision on an HIV test, they are also unlikely to be able to process information about HIV
prevention, thus making a change in risk behaviors unlikely. Yet, the draft guidance
recommends routine offer to all patients who present to health care facilities without
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providing any guidance on how health care providers are to deal with such cases. Human
Rights Watch believes that the guidance should address this issue, and should recommend
that HIV tests are only offered to those patients who are deemed able to make an informed
decision on a test and for whom it does not interfere with treatment of the condition they
presented with. Although such determinations will frequently be subjective, various factors
can be identified that need to be taken into consideration, including the patient’s
responsiveness, the level of pain he or she is in, and mental trauma.
Secondly, the draft does not provide any guidance on the amount of time health care
workers should give their patients to consider whether they want to be tested. It is likely that
some patients, especially those who had little (accurate) information about HIV previously
before presenting to the health care facility, may need time to be able to reach an informed
decision. For authentic informed consent, a patient should be able to reflect on the
information received, to consult with friends or family, or seek advice or additional
information (including the availability of testing from other sources, for example). Yet, the
draft guidance gives the clear impression that patients are expected to make a decision on
the spot. For example, under post-test counseling the guidance specifically provides for
patients to be given time to consider the result of the test, whereas it is silent on this in the
section on pre-test counseling. The guidance should make clear that patients need to be
advised that they are under no obligation to make an immediate decision and that the HIV
test will only be performed once they have made up their mind. Human Rights Watch
understands that giving people time for reflection may lead to a larger number of people
declining the test but testing risks becoming de facto compulsory when patients are
pressured to make a decision on the spot.13
A related question that is not addressed in the draft concerns what happens when a patient
cannot make up his or her mind. Informed consent would be compromised if health care
13
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workers can simply proceed with an HIV test after the pre-test counseling even if the patient
may still be deliberating whether to accept or decline the test.
Finally, the draft leaves open the question what happens with the treatment of the condition
with which a patient presented when the patient cannot make a decision regarding the HIV
test on the spot. The draft specifically states that medical treatment should not be affected if
an HIV test is declined. It may be assumed that treatment should proceed even as the
patient is making up his or her mind but the draft is silent on that scenario, reinforcing the
impression that patients are expected to accept or decline the test right after the pre-test
counseling. It would be important to provide clear guidance on this question.

The existence of alternative testing sites would also help facilitate authentic informed
consent. Some individuals who would like to know their HIV status may have legitimate
reasons for not wanting to be tested at a general health care facility, including fears about
confidentiality or presence of a family member when the HIV test is offered at a general
health care facility. It is important that these patients are aware that they can seek HIV
testing at other—equally or comparatively convenient—testing sites as well, and that they
are provided with information on where other testing sites are located. Awareness of options
is an important part of informed consent.
The draft guidance asserts that there is evidence that existing opt-out testing programs “did
not appear to result in coercion” (page 14). However, the studies cited do not support this
conclusion. Most of the studies did not in fact examine opt-out testing programs. Rather,
they focused on routine offer of HIV tests with opt-in (studies mentioned in footnotes 42 and
43), different models of voluntary testing (footnotes 18, 20, 39, 44), or the hypothetical
acceptability of the introduction of opt-out testing in antenatal settings (footnote 40). Thus,
no conclusions can be drawn from these studies regarding the risk of coercion posed by optout testing. As for the two studies referenced that examined opt-out testing in antenatal
settings, there is no indication that these studies specifically looked at the issue of informed
consent or coercion. Furthermore, the article referenced in footnote 35 concerned
experiences with opt-out testing in the United Kingdom. Even if it had specifically looked at
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informed consent, it would have had little comparative value for middle and low-income
countries.
In terms of counseling, Human Rights Watch generally supports the recommendation for
minimum information that health care providers must offer to patients regarding HIV tests.
As noted above, we are concerned about the use of language that suggests that an
“overload of information may make clients uncomfortable and discourage them from
accepting testing and counseling.” The way this language is presented in the draft guidance
can easily be interpreted as encouraging states and health care workers to limit the
provision of information to patients about HIV tests because that will result in larger
numbers of patients agreeing to the test. Such practice would not be consistent with the
principle of informed consent, which requires that patients are given sufficient information
to make an informed decision. We are particularly troubled by the fact that the guidance
makes no attempt to define the term “overload of information.” To some people, any
information on HIV might be an “overload of information,” yet that does not justify providing
them no information. Furthermore, this sweeping assertion is not referenced in any way. The
studies cited in the paragraph do not provide any evidence to support it. Human Rights
Watch therefore believes that this assertion should either be taken out of the guidance
altogether, or should be clearly defined and properly referenced.
We welcome the fact that the draft guidance recommends individual counseling over group
counseling. It is clear, however, that in many resource-poor settings counseling will in reality
often take place in groups. While the draft guidance specifically states that in situations
where pre-test counseling takes place in groups, individual risk assessment and risk
reduction plans should be covered in individual post-test counseling sessions, we believe
that the draft guidance should also specifically state that patients should have an
opportunity to ask questions about the test in private and to consent to or decline the test in
private. As the draft notes, the opportunity to ask questions about the medical procedure is
part of obtaining informed consent. Yet, many patients may be reluctant to ask specific
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questions in a group as that might reveal sensitive personal information and could lead to
stigma.
Human Rights Watch welcomes the language in the draft guidance on the specific
challenges faced in ensuring informed consent (and confidentiality) for adolescents.

Lawfulness of Restrictions on Informed Consent
The routine opt-out testing model proposed by the draft guidance thus has a clear potential
of resulting in restrictions on informed consent in practice, and may result in involuntary
testing practices in some settings. It is therefore important to determine in what situations
such restrictions may be lawful using the above-mentioned criteria.

Existence of a Pressing Public or Social Need
There is little dispute that there is a pressing need for increased access to high-quality HIV
testing. In the context of the rapidly increasing roll-out of treatment and efforts to achieve
universal access by 2010, a very significant scale-up of HIV testing opportunities is crucially
important. As the draft guidance notes, up to 90 percent of those infected with HIV are
currently unaware of their status. These people are thus not able to access necessary
medical services that help protect their health and lives, and are potentially inadvertently
infecting others, putting their health and life at risk.

Legitimate Aim
The aim of the proposed testing scale up is to ensure that more people become aware of
their status, gain access to ARV or other treatment and care, and change their risk behavior
so as to protect themselves and others. It is important to note that from the human rights
perspective—as well as from the public health perspective—the testing scale up should not
be a goal in itself but rather a vehicle toward prevention, care, and treatment.

Proportionality of Potential Limitations on Informed Consent
The next question is whether the opt-out testing model proposed in the draft guidance, with
its risk of restrictions on informed consent in practice, is proportionate to the legitimate aim
pursued.
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One of the great difficulties in assessing this question is the current paucity of evidence on
different HIV testing models. The draft guidance argues strongly in favor of opt-out regimes
and argues that it is considerably more effective than opt-in testing. Yet, the draft does not
provide much evidence to support this assertion. It refers to two studies in low to middleincome countries that found that the opt-out model seemed to “cause less anxiety for
women than an opt-in approach.” But much of the other evidence from middle and lowincome countries showed merely that opt-out testing has resulted in vast increases testing
uptake but did not compare this to results of opt-in programs. For example, the guidance
states that studies showed “pregnant women were positively inclined to accept testing if
they thought it could benefit their baby” and that “uptake increased rapidly when testing
would routinely discussed and offered, and where it was well integrated into antenatal care”
(page 14). These would presumably also be true for opt-in testing.

Three of the studies cited in the draft guidance as evidence of the benefits of opt-out testing
in resource-poor settings are not actually studies about opt-out testing. Two of these studies
examined routine offer of HIV tests in antenatal settings in South Africa and India. The third
examined the acceptability of VCT in a district of Uganda with a view to recommending
measures for increasing uptake.14
Evidence from some studies in high income countries suggests that opt-out leads to larger
increases in the percentage of people who present to medical facilities accepting testing
than opt-in strategies.15 For example, studies in the United Kingdom and United States found
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rates,” Obstetetrics Gynecology, Vol. 98, No.6 (2001), p. 1104-1108; WM Simpson et al. “Uptake and
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that the proportion of pregnant women undergoing prenatal HIV testing increased from 33 to
74 percent with an opt-in strategy to 81 to 88 percent with an opt-out strategy.16 At the same
time, however, there is some evidence that opt-in testing strategies can achieve comparable
results. For example, a study in Ontario, Canada, shows that the opt-in testing and
counseling policy for pregnant women delivers results comparable to most opt-out policies.17
Other studies found that encouragement to take the test from health care providers plays an
important role in the decision making process,18 suggesting that an routine opt-in approach
combined with a reasoned recommendation may lead to similar results as the opt-out
approach.

Furthermore, in low-income countries, a number of studies have shown that when the offer
of HIV testing and counseling is integrated into routine antenatal services up to 97 percent of
women accept the offer and opt in to HIV testing.19
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The potential of other testing models should also continue to be examined as HIV care and
treatment become more widely available and may become an important incentive for people
to seek VCT testing. Evaluation of the effectiveness of the VCT testing model may differ
significantly depending on whether treatment was widely available at the relevant time. This
factor was not taken into account in concluding that the VCT model has been inadequate, as
stated on page 10 of the guidance.20 Similarly, the lack of adequate investment in promoting
VCT may hinder our assessment of the effectiveness of the model to initially attract
individuals.

It would also be important to examine whether there is any difference in rates of behavior
change after testing in opt-in, opt-out, and VCT settings. It is not at all inconceivable that the
impact in this respect will be higher in VCT or opt-in than in opt-out settings where
individuals may feel less prepared for the test or to make effective decisions with the result
of the test.
In light of this conflicting evidence, Human Rights Watch is not convinced that opt-out
testing is the least restrictive model for increasing the number of people who test for HIV. It
is not clear that opt-in testing, which is clearly preferable from the point of view of the
principle of informed consent, could not achieve a testing uptake similar to that of opt-out
testing if HIV tests are routinely offered to those deemed capable of making an informed and
voluntary decision regarding an HIV test, counseling on the benefits and risks of testing is
provided, and health care workers encourage patients to take the test. Effectiveness of optin and other models of testing may also increase when states conduct aggressive and
ongoing public awareness campaigns about HIV that stress the importance of testing in
parallel and offer access to ART for those who test positive.

ENSURING CONFIDENTIALITY
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The draft guidance strongly emphasizes the need for confidentiality of HIV tests and calls for
protections to be put in place against unauthorized disclosure, which Human Rights Watch
welcomes.

Confidentiality requirements are rooted in the rights to privacy and health, which establish a
clear obligation for any medical information to be treated as confidential.21 Human Rights
Watch has repeatedly documented the widespread failure of medical professionals to
maintain confidentiality.22 We have documented numerous cases in which breaches of
confidentiality had serious consequences for the individuals involved, including dismissal
by employers, abandonment, physical violence, and even murder.23
Human Rights Watch believes that a significant training effort for health care providers on
HIV testing and confidentiality will be crucial. As we and others have documented repeatedly
in the past, breaches of confidentiality occur frequently in countries around the world in
various different testing settings, and may have serious consequences.24 With the rapid
scale up of PITC, large numbers of health care workers with little experience working with HIV
patients will begin performing HIV tests. Although these people should have received
general training on professional ethics, including confidentiality principles, it is important
that these people receive specific training on the special nature of the potentially serious
abuses as consequence of disclosure of HIV status.
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Human Rights Watch also draws attention to the fact that many people visit health care
facilities in the company of family members, particularly when they are seriously ill. Under
the draft guidance, these people would be offered an HIV test, irrespective of whether they
would be able to process information on the test or make an informed and voluntary
decision. It is likely that in many such cases a relative will play a key role in the decision
making process, which raises questions with regard to confidentiality of HIV test results.
POTENTIAL ADVERSE CONSEQUENCES OF TESTING

Human Rights Watch welcomes the fact that the draft guidance makes specific reference to
the risk of adverse consequences disclosure of HIV+ status such as physical violence,
abandonment, stigma and discrimination. But we are concerned that the information on
adverse consequences is presented in a way that unjustifiably downplays these concerns.

The draft guidance states that “the evidence about the consequences of disclosure is limited
and contradictory. Physical violence has been reported in a small minority of cases (around
5%).” It concludes that “on balance, the available evidence suggests that “opt-out” testing
and counseling is not associated with major problems…” (page 15).

First of all, Human Rights Watch strongly objects to the trivialization of the finding that
around 5 percent of people who disclose a positive test result face physical violence. Five
percent may statistically speaking be “a small minority” but that does no justice to the
human cost to thousands of people, most of them women. It also ignores the fact that while
5 percent may face physical violence, many more may face other, also serious, adverse
consequences, such as abandonment, blame, economic deprivation, stigma, or
discrimination, all of which may have devastating impacts on their lives. We also recall that
WHO has characterized physical violence itself, and in particular violence against women, as
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a serious health crisis.25 It would be counterproductive for steps against one health crisis to
feed into another.
Secondly, the draft guidance poorly presents the available evidence of the risk of adverse
consequences. For example, the draft references studies in Tanzania, Kenya and Zambia
(footnotes 48, 50 and 52) that it says show that opt-out testing and counseling “is not
associated with major problems.” The draft bases that conclusion on the fact that these
studies had found that a majority of respondents had not experienced adverse
consequences of disclosure, even when they expected them. The draft, however, makes no
reference whatsoever to the experiences of the minority of respondents in each of the
studies. Obviously the experiences of these groups are of great importance to the question
of adverse consequences.
In any case, these studies concerned the experiences of women who had accessed VCT
testing and not PITC opt-out testing. Thus, the draft incorrectly draws the conclusion that
these studies indicate that opt-out testing and counseling “is not associated with major
problems.” In fact, there is some reason to believe that people who are tested through PITC
may be more vulnerable to adverse consequences than those who are tested through VCT.
The general profile of people tested through PITC is likely to be considerably different from
that of people who make use of VCT services and who have made a conscious choice to seek
HIV testing and may have had more discretion in choosing to disclose the test result.

Finally, the draft guidance makes no reference to a number of studies that suggest higher
rates of reported physical violence following disclose of HIV status, or to the fact that
domestic violence is a hidden crime, the frequency of which is bound to be uncertain. For
example, a review of seventeen studies from Africa and Southeast Asia concluded that four
to 28 percent of women reported negative outcomes following disclosure of their status,
including blame, abandonment, violence, anger, stigma, and depression.26 Of these women,
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2.5 to 14.6 percent reported having faced violence as a result of disclosure of their status. A
study in Zambia found that 28 percent of women who tested HIV-positive reported adverse
social events, including physical violence, verbal abuse, divorce, and separation.27
There is thus clear evidence that a significant minority of people who disclose their HIV
status after VCT testing face physical or other abuse. There is also some reason to believe
that the incidence of such abuse may be higher among people who are tested at PITC
settings, especially when breaches of confidentiality occur. Human Rights Watch urges WHO
and UNAIDS to make sure that the draft guidance properly presents the available evidence.
We also recommend that the guidance set out a clear strategy for identifying and addressing
adverse consequences when they occur.
Regarding stigma and discrimination against people living with HIV in health care settings,
Human Rights Watch supports recommendations in the draft guidance for additional training
of health care workers. Careful monitoring should also take place to ensure that people
living with HIV or those suspected of having the virus do not face stigma and discrimination.
MONITORING AND EVALUATION

The draft guidance calls for monitoring and evaluation of the scale up effort, including
coverage, quality, adverse outcomes, and other issues. Human Rights Watch welcomes this
commitment. We believe that WHO, UNAIDS, and individual states should closely monitor
the way the new policy is implemented to ensure that the opt-out model does not in practice
lead to unlawful restrictions on informed consent, breaches of confidentiality, and adverse
consequences, and that any such incidents are properly addressed.
WHO and UNAIDS should fund and sponsor efforts to monitor the implementation of the new
policy. We believe that WHO and UNAIDS should develop monitoring protocols that can be
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adapted to local situations, which should address, among others, the issues of informed
consent, pre and post-test counseling, confidentiality, HIV testing options, training, adverse
consequences, treatment access, and behavior change. These protocols should ensure
proper stratification of data so as to facilitate a maximum understanding of the issues
researched.

GENERAL COMMENTS ON TESTING SCALE UP
The draft guidance identifies the rapid expansion of provider-initiated testing and
counseling at health care facilities as “one of several potential components in an overall
strategy to increase uptake of HIV testing and counseling and knowledge of HIV status.”
Human Rights Watch welcomes that statement but is concerned that states may understand
and interpret the current guidance too narrowly as sufficient towards increasing access to
HIV testing overall. Human Rights Watch urges WHO and UNAIDS to issue a policy brief that
outlines the broader strategic framework within which the draft guidance on PITC in health
facilities was prepared.
Human Rights Watch considers it crucially important for an effective “know your status”
campaign, in addition to expanding provider-initiated testing and counseling, to bolster
voluntary testing and counseling services. We also consider it important that new strategies
are developed to reach populations that are unlikely to be reached through either VCT or
PITC at health care facilities. The effort to scale up PITC should be part of a broader strategy
to increase testing opportunities, including an effort to ensure that people have easily
accessible testing alternatives so that those who, for whatever reason, do not want to be
tested at a local health care facility, can get tested elsewhere. Campaigns against stigma
and increased education on the rights of, and adoption and enforcement of legal protection
against discrimination and abuse for individuals living with HIV, should also be a part of this
effort.
Using testing as a vehicle for prevention efforts can only be effective if states actually
provide comprehensive prevention information to people who get tested and provide
effective prevention services. As Human Rights Watch has repeatedly pointed out in the
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past, many governments around the world fail to provide comprehensive prevention
information or effective services.28 The important opportunities for prevention offered by
testing are lost when states provide inaccurate or no information about the benefits of
condom use or ban needle exchange services for injecting drug users. Human Rights Watch
recommends that the draft guidance specifically points out the importance of
comprehensive information and prevention services as a way to maximize the impact of
expanded testing on the spread of the epidemic.
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