Low Rates of HIV Testing in Homeless Persons with Mental Illness
VISN 1 MIRECC researchers have documented low use of free HIV testing in homeless clients with mental illness even when enrolled in an intensive case management program. In a nation-wide study with 5,890 clients, only 38% received HIV testing in the first three months after enrolling in coordinated care. Homeless persons with mental illness are at high risk for HIV infection due to their higher rates of drug use and sexual risk behaviors. HIV testing is a cornerstone in efforts to treat and prevent HIV infection. With the recent use of more potent medical treatments, early diagnosis can forestall progression of AIDS and extend life. Also, earlier awareness of being HIV positive can lead to decreased spread of the HIV virus. Even for those whose HIV tests are negative, pre- and post-test counseling sessions can provide valuable opportunities for HIV education and risk-reduction counseling. Hence, the Center for Disease Control guidelines recommend routine testing of homeless clients with severe mental illness. In the current study, medical treatment along with HIV testing were included in a comprehensive package of services recommended and offered to homeless clients. On the positive side, nearly 90% of those tested returned to the clinic to obtain test results and receive HIV counseling. This compares favorably with overall rates of only 50% of those tested returning to learn whether they are HIV positive or negative.  Enrollment in substance abuse treatment or receiving other types of medical care were related to higher rates of HIV testing. This finding suggests that homeless clients may be more likely to accept testing if it is included in a more comprehensive medical treatment plan.  MIRECC researchers Mayur Desai and Robert Rosenheck conducted this research. 

