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Increasing the acceptability of HIV
counseling and testing with three C’s:
Convenience, confidentiality and
credibility

Agencies engaged in humanitarian efforts to prevent the further spread of HIV have
emphasized the importance of voluntary counseling and testing (VCT), and most high-
prevalence countries now have facilities that offer testing free of charge. The utilization of
these services is disappointingly low, however, despite high numbers reporting that they
would like to be tested. Explanations of this discrepancy typically rely on responses to
hypothetical questions posed in terms of psychological or social barriers; often, the
explanation is that people fear learning that they are infected with a disease that they
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understand to be fatal and stigmatizing. Yet when we offered door-to-door rapid blood testing
for HIV as part of a longitudinal study in rural Malawi, the overwhelming majority agreed to
be tested and to receive their results immediately. Thus, in this paper, we ask: why are more
people not getting tested? Using an explanatory research design, we find that rural
Malawians are responsive to door-to-door HIV testing for the following reasons: it is
convenient, confidential, and the rapid blood test is credible. Our study suggests that
attention to these factors in VCT strategies may mitigate the fear of HIV testing, and
ultimately increase uptake in rural African settings.
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