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Information About HIV Testing 
 

What is HIV? 
HIV is the Human Immunodeficiency Virus, which eventually causes AIDS (Acquired Im-
mune Deficiency Syndrome).  HIV acts by changing immune cells so that they are unable to 
fight infection.  In a recent study of HIV-positive women, 40% who gave birth did not know 
they carried the virus.  Currently, the infection rate among women in the U.S. is increasing.  
Therefore the CDC recommends testing. 
 
HIV is transmitted from person to person in 3 major ways: 

1. Blood-to-blood contact – blood or blood products of an infected person entering non-intact skin or mucous 
membranes (rarely bloody saliva or urine) 

2. Sexual contact – any sexual activity in which vaginal or penile secretions are involved potentially can 
transmit the HIV virus, passing it through mucous membranes (mouth, vagina, rectum) or into non-intact 
skin. 

3. Perinatal transmission – a woman can give the virus to her unborn baby through the placenta, with her 
blood and/or amniotic fluid during the birth process, or during breastfeeding. 

 
Risk factors for HIV infection: 
HIV is transmitted by: 
● Unprotected sex outside of a mutually monogamous relationship 
● Unprotected oral, vaginal or anal sex, especially anal intercourse 
● Unprotected sex with IV drug users, or sharing needles 
● Transfusion with infected blood products (not donating blood), or organ transplant 
● Being born from a mother who has HIV or through breastfeeding 

 
Screening and diagnosis: 
The results of your HIV test will be given to you by your midwife in person, unless you both 
agree otherwise.  People diagnosed with HIV can take steps to improve their health by get-
ting support, making informed decisions about pregnancy and breastfeeding, and beginning 
measures to avoid transmitting the virus.  Mandatory testing is not required; it is complete-
ly your decision whether to take the test or not.  People who decline testing will not be de-
nied care for themselves or their infants. 
 
HIV testing can be confidential or anonymous.  With confidential testing, your midwife 
knows the results.  The midwife is obligated by law to report positive results to the health 
department. 

Confidential testing ensures: 
● Important lab tests can be returned to you 
● Reminders for vaccines are provided 
● Notification of new tests, treatments and research are available to you 
● Information, counseling, and support services are available 
● Public funds are provided to women with low incomes to help cover the cost of HIV care and treat-

ment 
Anonymous testing involves going to a testing center and giving a false name or identifi-



 

 

cation number so the results can’t be traced back to you.  For more information on anony-
mous testing, call the HIV hotline at 1-800-777-2437. 
 
The meaning of positive results to the HIV test:  A “true positive” means that the person 
is infected with HIV and should be considered infectious to others.  It does not mean that 
the person has AIDS.  People who are HIV-positive may develop AIDS at any time, but may 
not develop AIDS for over 15 years, or may never develop AIDS.  A “false positive” is very 
rare; tests that read positive are 99.8% accurate. 
 
The meaning of negative results to the HIV test:  A “true negative” means that the person 
is not infected with HIV.  A “false negative” can happen during the first 6 months after be-
coming infected.  Therefore it is often recommended to protect oneself from infection and 
get retested in 6 months to be completely sure that the negative result is “true.” 
 
Advantages of testing: 
● If positive or negative, it can relieve anxiety if you have been worrying about not knowing. 
● If positive or negative, it can help you to make personal decisions about the future. 
● If negative, it might motivate you to protect yourself better to remain negative. 
● If positive, it can help you and your health care providers get the information and assistance you need for 

your health care to delay or possibly prevent the development of AIDS.  The earlier a person discovers their 
HIV-positive status, the earlier they can begin getting proper health care, which may improve their progno-
sis. 

● If positive and you are pregnant, you can get information about what to do to protect your baby.  There is a 
medication available which might prevent your baby from becoming infected while in the womb. 

● If positive, you can take steps to protect your partner(s).  Your midwife, primary care doctor, or the health 
department can help you notify your partner(s). 

Disadvantages of testing: 
● HIV testing requires a blood draw, which involves using a needle in the vein to obtain one tube of blood.  

This procedure might cause brief pain and/or bruising. 
● If negative, it might create a false sense of security or feeling of immunity. 
● If positive, it might increase the stress in your life or relationships. 
● If positive, it might cause you to have anxiety, sleep problems, depression and/or suicidal thoughts. 
● If positive, and you choose to tell others, you might experience discrimination from friends, family, em-

ployers, insurance companies, etc. 
● If positive, and you do not want to tell your sexual partner(s) or IV drug use partner(s), there are state and 

federal laws regarding partner notification and the health care provider or the health department may have 
to tell you partner(s) that they have been exposed to HIV. 

 
Medical treatment and advice for pregnant people who test positive for HIV: 
Pregnant people who are HIV-positive are encouraged to seek the information necessary to 
make decisions about how they protect their own health and the health of their babies.  The 
midwife may still be the person who will do the prenatal, labor & birth, and postpartum 
care, but she will work as part of a team of other health care practitioners, social workers, 
and counselors who are available to help.  Or, the pregnant person may want to or be ad-
vised to transfer care to a physician depending on her health status and preferences. 
 
HIV testing during pregnancy, especially at the first or second prenatal visit, has become 
more common in the last few years because studies of the medication AZT (zidovudine) 
show that if HIV-positive pregnant people take the drug throughout their second and third 
trimesters, only 8% of babies become infected before the birth.  Without the drug, approxi-
mately 25% of babies become infected before they are born. 


