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People from African communities in  
the UK have some of the highest rates of  
HIV infection in the country. So it is vital  
that we know about HIV and sexually  
transmitted infections (STIs), how and  
where we can get tested, and who is there  
to help us if we need it. This booklet is to  
help you find out what you need to know.
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The only way to know whether or not we have HIV  
or any other STI is to have a test.

In the UK we can get very good, free treatment for 
HIV and STIs. So people living with HIV here can  
live long lives, as long as we start treatment before 
HIV has weakened our bodies too much. This means 
getting tested soon after we have been at risk of 
infection and starting treatment quickly.

If we don’t get tested soon enough we can’t get the 
full benefit of HIV treatment, which means we are 
more likely to get dangerously ill. In the past this has 
happened to a higher proportion of African people 
in the UK than other communities. But there are lots 
of options for getting tested and treated, including  
African support groups, so everyone should be able 
to find somewhere that suits them.
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Also, in the UK testing and treatment for HIV and  
STIs is confidential, so nobody needs to know unless  
we choose to tell them.

Why have an HIV test? 
It may seem obvious, but having an HIV test lets you 
find out if you have HIV. And knowing that will let you 
make clear decisions about your health and your life. 
Once you know whether you have HIV or not (whether 
you are “positive” or “negative”), you can take control 
and plan what to do next. 

If you are worried about HIV,  
having a test can give you  
peace of mind. The stress of  
trying to guess will disappear.  

If the test comes back positive,  
you can get the treatment you  
need, and you can also get the  
information and support that  
you need.
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Why get
TESTED?



Why have an STI test?
Most STIs are treatable. Some common bacterial  
infections, such as gonorrhoea and chlamydia, can  
be treated by taking antibiotics. There are some viral  
infections, such as herpes and genital warts, that  
cannot be cured, but you can take treatments to  
prevent or get rid of the symptoms.

It is worth getting tested and treated. Although the 
symptoms of some STIs are minor when you first get 
infected, and you might not notice any symptoms at 
all at first, most STIs can cause serious health 

problems later on if you don’t get 
treatment. For example, if you leave 

chlamydia untreated for a long time, 
you may end up unable to have 
children. Syphilis can damage your 
heart and brain. 

You can avoid problems such as 
these by having infections diagnosed 

and treated quickly.
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Where can I go to get tested?
Sexual health clinics (sometimes called genitourinary 
medicine or GUM clinics) will give you free,  
confidential diagnosis and treatment for HIV and 
other STIs. They can also give you free help and 
information.

You can also get free HIV or STI tests at your local  
GP or doctor’s surgery and free HIV tests at any  
Terrence Higgins Trust testing clinic. 

For more information about these and to find the 
location of your nearest clinic, you can contact  
African Aids Helpline, THT Direct, NHS Direct  
or Mambo online. 

Getting
TESTED



IT's
FREE
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What services do clinics provide?
Clinics can do tests to see if you have any infections. 
If you have an infection, they will also offer you 
treatment.

Just as importantly, sexual health clinics can offer  
information and advice about HIV and other STIs. 
They can also give advice if you are experiencing 
other difficulties with your sex life, such as having a 
low sex drive or other reproductive health concerns.

You can get free condoms and information booklets 
on sexual health from these clinics too. Some  
of the African community-based  
organisations across Greater  
London also offer free condoms  
and booklets – any that do not  
should all be able to tell you  
where you can get them.
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How much will I have to pay?
If you are eligible to use NHS services then you can  
get free HIV and STI tests at NHS sexual health clinics, 
HIV testing clinics and GP surgeries. However, if you  
go to a private doctor, you will be charged fees.

If you have an STI, treatment is also free at NHS clinics 
and is usually given to you straightaway.

 
Do I need to make an appointment?

Most clinics will see you without an appointment, but  
it is best to call first to check. You may also minimise 
your waiting time by booking an appointment. You can 
find details of clinics from the African AIDS Helpline,  
THT Direct, local African community-based organisations 
or Mambo online.
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What type of questions do they ask?
At the clinic you will be seen by a doctor, nurse  
or sexual health advisor. They will ask questions  
about your sex life. You might find some of these  
embarrassing, but you should always give an  
honest answer. That is because they need to know 
about your sex life so they can decide what kind of 

tests you need. Don’t worry – doctors and 
nurses are used to talking to people 

about sex and they will not judge you.

Can I talk to someone who is the same  
gender as me?

Some clinics can arrange for you to be seen by either 
a male or female staff member. If you want to be 
seen by someone who is the same gender as you,  
call the clinic first to check that this is possible.  
Also, make sure that they know when you are going 
to attend, so that this person will be available.

What tests will they do?
At a sexual health clinic they will usually do urine 
and blood tests. The doctor or nurse may also want 
to check your genital area to look for any signs of 
infection, and they may take a swab with a cotton 
bud from your penis, vagina or anus. They might also 
take swabs from your mouth or throat. 

The tests should not be painful, but they may be  
a little uncomfortable. 

How does the test for HIV work?
The two most common HIV tests look for signs of HIV 
in the bloodstream. If someone has been infected 
with HIV, their immune system creates antigens  
and antibodies in response to the presence of HIV. 
The HIV tests look for either HIV antigens or HIV 
antibodies in the blood.

What happens
at the clinic?



Getting
test results

African AIDS Helpline 

0800 0967 500
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Who will know the test results?
Sexual health clinics follow strict rules when it comes 
to confidentiality. Unless you give your permission, 
your test results will not be given to your family, 
your partner, your family doctor or the immigration 
authorities.

How long will it take to get the results?
If you have a blood test at your GP’s surgery or a 
sexual health clinic, you should receive your results 
within a week.

Waiting for the results of an HIV test can be worrying 
and some people find it very stressful. But there  
are ways to get the results much faster if that is 
important for you. 

Some sexual health clinics and community-based  
HIV testing clinics can have your results ready in  
just 20 minutes. The African AIDS Helpline can  

provide information about local African community-
based organisations near you that offer sexual  
health services and may be able to tell you which 
ones offer results fast, or you can check with the  
individual organisation. 

In some towns, Terrence Higgins Trust runs HIV  
testing services that can give you your results in  
just one hour. These tests are free and confidential  
for everyone. The clinics are run by trained health  
professionals who have experience of providing 
counselling both before and after the test. You can 
find out where these clinics are from THT Direct.

What do I do if my HIV test  
comes back positive?

If your HIV test result comes back positive, you 
should be offered post-test counselling at the clinic 
or GP surgery where you had the test done. This  
will let you talk about how you feel and ask any 
questions you might have. They should also  
give you details of where you  
can get information, support  
and treatment for HIV. 



My results were
NEGATIVE, but...
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Contacts

African AIDS Helpline 
0800 0967 500 
www.africaninengland.org.uk 
African AIDS Helpline helps you to make informed 
choices from the various sexual health treatment and 
support services available for Africans.

THT Direct 
0845 12 21 200 
www.tht.org.uk 
www.tht.org.uk/fastest (for Terrence Higgins Trust’s 
one-hour results testing centres) 
THT Direct can answer questions about sex, sexual 
health and HIV, and put you in touch with support on 
sex and sexuality-based issues.

NHS Direct 
0845 4647 
www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk 
NHS Direct provides health advice and information, 
including sexual health.

Mambo Online 
www.mambo.org.uk 
Mambo is the healthier lifestyle magazine for African 
communities in the UK.

How often should I get tested? 
How often to test for infections depends on how 
many people you’ve had sex with and if you think 
you have any symptoms. Also, you’re at more risk  
of getting an infection if you’ve had sex without a 
condom. If you think you might have symptoms a 
sexual health check-up is strongly recommended.  
But you can have some infections without symptoms, 
so a check-up at least once a year is a good idea.  
The more people you have sex with, the more likely 
you are to get an infection and need a check-up.  
Any time you think you may have put yourself at risk 
of HIV you can ask for an HIV test. HIV tests are also 
usually offered as part of a check-up; saying yes to 
one is a good idea.

HIV and immigration
As long as you meet immigration law requirements, 
having HIV will not be used to stop you getting a 
visa, work permit or permission to remain in the UK*. 
Your immigration status may affect your right to 
testing and treatment on the NHS. You can get  
more information from the African AIDS Helpline.

* Correct as of O
ctober 2009


