
Confidentiality

Your HIV/AIDS ministry can be a very rewarding experience for the entire group.  You are able to provide 

God’s undying love for anyone who is impacted by the illness that has been so devastating around the 

globe.  In addition to providing health fairs, education and other resources for your communities, you 

may also work firsthand with those who are directly impacted by the AIDS virus.  As a ministry, 

confidentiality is something you must fully understand when working with people in any capacity.  

As a ministry, individuals who are seeking services do so with the understanding that you will not 

disclose this information to friends, family members, or anyone else you may know. Given the stigma 

associated with AIDS and HIV many will have a difficult time even asking questions about the topic 

because they may fear that others will assume they are engaging in behaviors that put them at risk.  

When conducting an AIDS ministry, or any other ministry, it is important to work toward and maintain the 

confidence of those you serve. Imagine if you told a trusted friend about something you expected to 

remain a private matter between the two of you and he or she told others, you would most likely feel 

betrayed.  The same is true for those you will serve.  Sure, other members of the ministry may know 

about your client’s information, but that does not give you the right to share or discuss the information 

they have shared with you.  Your client may feel comfortable discussing these private matters with you, 
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but may not feel comfortable with them being discussed among other members of your ministry.  If you 

feel that disclosing information to another member of your ministry would benefit the client then first ask 

the individual if they are comfortable with you seeking assistance from another person in your ministry.  

Your ministry should operate on the same premise that healthcare systems operate on…

CONFIDENTIALITY!  Since you are an AIDS ministry, anyone in your ministry who violates the 

confidentiality of a person being served should be sanctioned.  The purpose of your ministry should be to 

serve a community in need, not further the epidemic by gossiping and “spreading the word.” This will 

also deter people from seeking valuable services and information. Talking about HIV, AIDS, STDs and 

sexual health is necessary, but there is no need to talk about an individual whom is directly impacted but 

the disease. Breaking confidentiality may result in the ministry loosing the individuals they serve and 

others who have considered seeking their assistance based on the fear that their information will not be 

kept private.  

In addition to keeping your client’s information private, you can also provide information regarding 

confidentiality and how they can protect their information. Not only is your ministry able to practice 

confidentiality, but your ministry is also able to educate clients about their confidentiality rights.

 

One of your goals will be to encourage people to know their HIV/AIDS status.  During health fairs and 

other educational seminars you will have an opportunity to educate people about the importance of 

being tested and knowing their status.  People have many reservations about being tested, some may 

feel that “what they do not know will not hurt them.”  

While others may be skeptical about being tested, fearing that others will learn of their status, or assume 

that they have engaged in activities that put them at risk. Your job may also be to educate your 

communities on the types of testing that are available in the area. 

Confidential and anonymous tests are available to those who are seeking to be tested.  Confidential tests 

will have the person’s name on it, and depending who performed the test (primary care physician) the 

results will be placed in the person’s medical records.  Anonymous tests do not have the person’s name 

associated with the test.  A person may be given a code that will be used to identify them when they go 

back to find out the results but no other identifying information will be recorded on the test and there is 

no way to prove the test results belong to anyone in particular.  Some people may be more comfortable 

with having an anonymous test as opposed to a confidential test because they may fear their information 

will be leaked.  As an AIDS or health ministry, your knowledge of this information is valuable to those you 

serve.  Not only do you have the opportunity to care for your community but you also have the 

opportunity to educate your community.
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It is also important to know who provides what kind of tests.  County health departments may provide 

both confidential and anonymous testing, but unless specifically asked, they may offer the confidential 

test as their primary choice.  Various private settings may also provide both anonymous testing and 

confidential testing.  If a clinic provides both confidential and anonymous testing it is important that 

clients are educated to state which type of test they would like to take.  Clients should ask beforehand 

what types of tests are offered, and then state which test they would like to have done.

If a client takes an anonymous test his or her name is not written on the test so the only person who will 

know the results is the person who gives that individual the results.  Otherwise, there are no other 

records of the HIV test and no one else will have access to that information.  If a person takes a 

confidential test their name is written on the test results.  There will also be a permanent record of the 

person’s HIV status.  In this case, the doctor may have to disclose a person’s HIV status to the 

Department of Health, or the principal of a school if the person is a student.

If a client tests negative, they should be educated how they can protect themselves and keep their status 

negative.  If a client tests positive they may request counseling from the clinic that provided the test. 

They may also seek the assistance from your ministry.  Your goal should be to maintain the strictest 

confidence with those you serve regarding their status.

As a ministry the following may be helpful 

guidelines to follow:	

• “I must keep confidential all information that I  

   obtain about my clients, unless it is necessary to 

   reveal that information for the safety of my client.”

• “I must inform my clients of any legal limits to 

   confidentiality before getting any personal 

   information from the client, or providing any  

   services.”
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Disclosure
So who has the right to know a client’s personal information, in particular…a person’s HIV status?  When 

a person tests positive for HIV they may be falsely told they have to report their status to various people 

including their boss, dentist, or family members.  Some states may require the principal of a school to be 

told about a student’s HIV status, but this is not true for every state so it is important for clients to be 

informed about the laws that are in effect in their particular state. Your ministry can assist those you serve 

by providing resources for this information. 

Illinois require that doctors report the names of their patients who test positive for HIV to the Department 

of Health.  

Also, in Illinois under the current public health code, the public health department must inform the 

principal of a school if the student is enrolled in elementary, middle, or high school; and is between the 

ages of 3 and 21.  If the student is enrolled in public school the principal may also have to inform the 

district’s superintendent.  The principal may also disclose the student’s identity to the school nurse or 

classroom teachers (those who work directly with the student), but the principal should only tell these 

individuals if it is for the benefit of the student.  The principal may also inform school staff that there is an 

HIV positive student in the school but may not reveal the identity of the student.  Principals must 

absolutely not reveal a student’s status to other students or parents.  

Knowing this information is useful for your HIV/AIDS ministry because it may help you when working with 

children who are affected by AIDS.  The child and his or her parents may not know what their legal rights 

are and they should be aware of these limitations to confidentiality. 

In Illinois there are also laws that require individuals who tests positive for HIV to  inform his or her sexual 

or needle sharing partners.  Knowing their status and not informing others who are at risk for directly 

acquiring the disease is considered “criminal transmission of HIV.”  It is important to know that one does 

not have to infect someone else to break this law.  

However, knowingly putting someone else at risk would be considered criminal transmission in Illinois.  

To protect oneself legally, one who is HIV positive should always choose to disclose his or her HIV status 

before engaging in any activities that are associated with high risk such as sexual activity or needle-

sharing behaviors.  Even if a man who is HIV positive wears a condom, not telling his sexual partners of 

his status may still be considered a criminal act. Allowing the person at risk to take legal action is their 

right, if they choose to do so.
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Many people have difficulty telling their sexual partners that they are HIV positive and may have put the 

other at risk.  If a person tests positive it is highly suggested by doctors that all other partners be tested 

as well.  The doctor cannot tell any partner that they have been put at risk for HIV infection.  They are 

however, allowed, but not legally required to tell a person’s legal husband or wife that they have been put 

at risk for HIV infection and should be tested.  The doctor should give the infected individual the 

opportunity to the first to inform their significant other.  Doctors do not have any legal rights to tell a 

patient’s family, friends, employer, or even your HIV ministry, doing so would be a violation of the 

person’s rights and the doctor could be sued.

If a patient is having a hard time disclosing their status to those they have put at risk, local health 

departments can assist with informing any sexual or needle-sharing partners that may have been put at 

risk for HIV and should be tested.  If one is afraid to reveal their status on their own they can ask to 

cooperate with the health department’s voluntary partner notification assistance program. The health 

department will contact and notify any partners that have been put at risk, but they will not disclose the 

name of who may have put them at risk. When people are unaware of services like this they may 

continue to put others at risk because of their own fear to disclose.  Being able to inform individuals 

without providing any other identifying information will allow people who have been placed at risk to be 

informed, tested and hopefully they will continue to take precautionary measures to stop the further 

spread of AIDS. 

When working with clients who are HIV positive, or just seeking education, your ministry will have the 

unique opportunity to practice confidentially by keeping your clients privileged information private, but 

also educating those you serve on their legal rights and how to best keep them free of discrimination.

When a person is living with HIV or AIDS they may be subjected to a host of fear, stigma, and 

discrimination from others.  However, it is also important for people living with AIDS to have a strong 

support system.  Your ministry has an opportunity to help the clients you work with address fears they 

may be experiencing regarding their status, and also assist them in identifying social supports.  It will be 

beneficial for the client to be surrounded by friends and family as the person goes through the trying 

times of living with HIV/AIDS.  It is also important for a person’s doctor to be informed of their status.  

Doctors are required to uphold confidentiality based on state laws and if they disclose a person’s medical 

information legal actions can be taken against them, even if the person is no longer a patient of the 

doctor.  It is important for an individual’s doctor to know their status so that they can help the patient stay 

healthy and provide the best care.
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There are, of course, certain people a person 

living with AIDS would not want to disclose their 

status.  The person may want to avoid disclosing 

his or her status to co-workers, certain family 

members or friends, and any other people who 

may react badly to the information and 

discriminate against the person living with AIDS.   

The Americans with Disabilities Act makes 

discrimination against people with a disability 

(such as HIV) illegal.  Not only does the ADA 

provide guidelines that must be followed, they 

also require people with disabilities are given 

reasonable accommodations to do their job or 

work.  

For example, a person cannot be kicked out of 

their housing, a student cannot be kicked out 

school because they tested positive, an employer 

cannot fire an employee who has tested positive 

for HIV, nor can an employer refuse to hire a 

person unless there would be a direct threat to 

others carrying out routine duties of the job.  

People living with HIV or AIDS who come to you 

for assistance do not have to tell you about any of 

their personal information.  Your ministry should 

view that information as privileged information and 

your ministry should strive to ensure that the 

strictest confidence will be held when working 

with any client you serve, not just those living with 

HIV or AIDS.
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