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Note: this section is based on the Canadian
AIDS Society HIV Transmission: Guidelines for
Assessing Risk (2005). It is intended for use by
counsellors; NOT as a handout for clients.

To help clients assess the risk of their sexual
activities, counsellors should understand how
transmission of HIV occurs. Risk reduction and
prevention are important for all clients, regardless
of whether they test positive or negative. Clients
who test positive will want to know how to
continue to enjoy sex and intimacy while avoiding
passing HIV to their sexual partners. Clients who
test negative will use information about risk to help
develop strategies to stay negative.

Counsellors who maintain an open, positive
attitude about the infinite variety of sexual
activities will find it easier to discuss a client’s risk
behaviours and options. Having consistent and
accurate information on hand can help clients make
choices that are right for them.

Conditions of HIV Transmission

The science is clear: HIV transmission can occur
when there is a sufficient level of virus in blood,
semen or vaginal fluids to enter the bloodstream
of a sexual partner, usually through small breaks
or tears in the vagina, anus, mouth or skin.
Unprotected vaginal and anal intercourse and
sharing insertive sex toys that have not been
cleaned/disinfected represent the highest risk of
sexual transmission of HIV. Other sexual activities
represent lower levels of risk.

Categories of Risk

Sexual activities can be classified into the following
categories of risk for HIV transmission, based on
scientific evidence:

• High risk: High potential of transmission because
activities involve exchange of semen (including
pre-ejaculate), vaginal fluids, blood or breast
milk. A significant number of scientific studies
confirm the association of these activities with
HIV infection.

• Low risk: Potential for transmission because
activities may involve exchange of semen,
vaginal fluids, blood or breast milk. A few
isolated reports of infection have been attributed
to these activities, usually in individual case
studies or anecdotal reports.

• Negligible (or no real) risk: Potential for
transmission because exchange of semen,
vaginal fluids or blood is involved, but conditions
reduce the of transmission. No
confirmed reports of infection.

• No risk: No potential for and no evidence of
transmission.

The following table provides a quick summary of
the level of risk of individual episodes of different
sexual activities. Note that some activities, such as
anilingus, may not be high risk for HIV transmission
but are high risk for other STIs.

Safer Sex Guidelines
at a Glance
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More Anonymous Test Sites

The government of Ontario has recently
authorized 24 more sites to provide anonymous
testing, bringing the total to 50, and increased the
availability of anonymous HIV testing in many
parts of the province. Physicians who do not have
the time or experience to do HIV testing can refer
clients to a public health sexual health clinic or to
an anonymous testing program.
Contact the AIDS Hotline for locations and phone
numbers of anonymous test sites at
416-392-2437 or 1-800-668-2437;
French line: 1-800-267-7432.

More Flexible Tests

The Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care
is making free point-of-care HIV tests available
to anonymous test sites, public health sexual
health clinics and community health centres that
choose to offer this type of testing. With point-of-
care testing, people who are negative will know
within a few minutes of being tested. People who
test reactive on a point-of-care test must have a
confirmatory test done using standard laboratory
testing, and will have to wait up to two weeks to
obtain their results. (Note: time to receive test

results varies across the province.) In addition, the
public health laboratory now routinely performs
p24 antigen tests on any test sample where the
requisition form indicates the person is in the
window period, is symptomatic AND has had
a high risk exposure.

More Knowledge about Risks

We now know that
• Younger women (i.e., under age 18) are at

greater risk of acquiring HIV than older women
because the cells of the cervix do not fully
develop until age 18.

• The health of the mucosal membrane is affected
by the presence of other sexually transmitted
infections (STIs), female hormone levels, lack of
lubrication and the use of irritating substances.

• A low viral load reduces but does not eliminate
the risk of HIV transmission. Antiviral
medications do not always reach high enough
levels to suppress HIV in the genital tract. The
risk increases if the person has another sexually
transmitted infection.

• There is a risk of HIV transmission from sharing
other drug equipment (besides needles), such
as cookers, filters, water, alcohol swabs,
tourniquets, crack pipes and glass stems.

Greater Understanding of Social Determinants/Risks

The ability of people to negotiate and practise
safer sex and drug use is affected by the social
determinants of health, such as poverty, housing,
power imbalances in relationships, drug or alcohol
use and stigma. The issues that people face often
vary with age, sexual orientation, culture and race.

What’s New in HIV
Counselling and Testing?

Where are Ontario’s Anonymous HIV Test Sites?

22 in public health units.

16 in community health centres.

4 in midwifery practices (only for use
by their clients).

3 in sexual health centres.

5 in other locations – a hospital,
a youth agency, two Aboriginal
agencies and a family health team.

Pre-Test Counselling Check List

Information about HIV Testing:

Review:

Pros and cons of being tested.

How the HIV antibody test is done.

How long it will take to get test results
(point-of-care test or laboratory testing).

Window period (three months).

Meaning of a negative test result.

Meaning of a positive test result.

Meaning of a reactive test result
(with point-of-care testing).

Meaning of an indeterminate test result.

Who has access to test results.

Informed consent.

How to obtain test results (i.e., results will
not be given over the phone; the client has
to return to receive them uness special
arrangements are made).

If special arrangements are made, how to get
results over the phone (e.g., code word).

Client History/Risk Assessment:

Reasons for seeking testing.

HIV 101 -- how HIV is transmitted, risk factors.

AIDS anxiety.

Have you been tested before for HIV?

Yes

No

Date of last test: ___________________________

Do you have

One regular partner

A number of different partners

Both

Does your sexual partner have

One regular partner

A number of different partners

Both

Unsure

Are your usual sex partners

Male  

Female

Both  

Transgendered

Date: ____________________________________ AT Number:* _________________________

Date blood drawn: __________________________Code Word: ______________________________

* For anonymous testing sites only
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Call 1-800-668-2437
50 anonymous testing sites
20-minute test results
SayYesToKnowing.ca
Français : 1 800 267-7432

HIV Business Card Holder
CIB-2552033 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3552040 (Fr) Qty ______

HIV Poster - bilingual (8.5 x 11)
CIB-4452124 Qty ______

HIV Poster - bilingual (8.5 x 14)
With space for your address and phone number

CIB-4452942 Qty ______

HIV Safer Sex Guide
CIB-2152081 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3152098 (Fr) Qty ______

HIV What’s New Fact Sheet
CIB-2152065 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3152072 (Fr) Qty ______

Fax this form to:
ServiceOntario INFOline
416-314-8721

Name:

Organization:

Address:

City:

Province: Postal code: Phone: ( ) M
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Counselling Checklist
CIB-2152825 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3152832 (Fr) Qty ______

HIV Quick Guide
CIB-2252138 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3252145 (Fr) Qty ______

HIV Guidelines
CIB-2252154 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3252161 (Fr) Qty ______
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Call 1-800-668-2437
50 anonymous testing sites
20-minute test results
SayYesToKnowing.ca
Français : 1 800 267-7432

HIV Folded Business Card
(bilingual)

CIB-4555051 Qty ______

HIV Business Card
CIB-2552885 (En) Qty ______
CIB-3552892 (Fr) Qty ______
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Call 1-800-668-2437 for anonymous
counselling and information on HIV/AIDS,
sexually transmitted infections and harm
reduction in drug use.
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Call 1-800-668-2437
50 anonymous testing sites
20-minute test results
SayYesToKnowing.ca


