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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Disclosure, sex and moral agency: A response to Groves, Maman and
Moodley

Ann O’Leary* and Richard J. Wolitski

Division of HIV/AIDS Prevention, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, GA,
USA

In their recent article, Groves et al. (2012) describe the complexity of six HIV-positive

women’s relationships with their male partners and the barriers to HIV disclosure to

these partners that they face. The authors make the case that these challenging

realities and higher rates of HIV testing among women argue against using ‘the

language of morality’ in addressing HIV disclosure among women in South Africa.

In presenting their research, we believe that they have inadequately represented our

own and others’ research on the experiences of other people living with HIV and the

role that moral agency plays in reducing HIV transmission risk and increasing HIV

disclosure to sex partners.

Groves et al. quoted from our paper (O’Leary and Wolitski 2009) but failed to

identify it as a systematic review of the literature. This paper was not an opinion

piece. It was based on more than 30 qualitative and quantitative studies on the role of

moral agency in HIV transmission risk behaviour and disclosure of HIV status to sex

partners. Our review showed that concern about infecting others is central to the

sexual decision-making of people living with HIV. It also showed that beliefs about

personal responsibility and other aspects of moral agency are associated with

decreased HIV transmission risk and increased HIV disclosure to sex partners. In

making their case, Groves et al. have failed to adequately represent this broader

literature.

Admittedly, most of the studies that we reviewed were of men who have sex with

men and were conducted in North America and Europe. However, similar results

have been obtained among heterosexuals, including participants in sub-Saharan

Africa. For example, King et al. (2009) reported that 56 per cent of HIV-positive

women and 44 per cent of HIV-positive men gave protection of sexual partners as a

reason to engage in safer sex. That paper includes rich qualitative data related to the

topic of responsibility; another paper by that group (King et al. 2008) describes

*Corresponding author. Email: aoleary@cdc.gov
The findings and conclusions in this paper are those of the authors and do not necessarily
represent official views of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
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methods of indirect and assisted disclosure that recognise the realities and challenges

faced by women and men living with HIV.

We believe that being tested for HIV and disclosing one’s HIV status to sex

partners are responsibilities of all sexually active people, regardless of gender. Each

person who knows that he or she is living with HIV, however, bears a unique burden

for disclosing this information to sex partners and not transmitting HIV to others
because of that knowledge. This does not minimise the challenges that people living

with HIV face. It does not mean that someone is ‘immoral’ if that person does not

disclose their HIV status when their sex partner threatens to kill them if they are

positive, and it does not negate the self-protective responsibilities of potential sex

partners who are uninfected or do not know their HIV status.

It does mean, however, that we have a collective responsibility to better

understand and address these challenges so that we can support people living with

HIV in making decisions, developing skills and taking actions that increase

disclosure and reduce HIV transmission risk. Disclosure alone will not stop the

HIV epidemic. But disclosure can motivate the sex partners of HIV-diagnosed

women and men to be tested for HIV, and, if they are living with HIV, to access

lifesaving medical care and prevent onward transmission of the virus to others.

Disclosure also makes it possible for people living with HIV to access social support

and to become positive role models for others.
There are many ways to support disclosure and transmission risk reduction. We

agree with Groves et al. that strategies that make it easier for disclosure to occur

should be implemented more widely. Couples’ counselling and testing are a desirable

(and preferable) method for learning HIV status when both individuals are willing to

be tested. Partner notification by a third party should be available for individuals

who do not want to or cannot disclose their HIV status to their partner. We agree

with Groves et al. that such approaches are beneficial and should be expanded.

Behavioural interventions for people living with HIV that empower individuals and

increase self-efficacy and skills for disclosure should also be employed. All people

who are tested for HIV, regardless of their serostatus, should be encouraged to talk

about their results with their partners and to encourage their partners to be tested.

We recognise that doing so is not easy, and that it is not possible in situations where a

real threat of physical violence exists. All of us must work diligently to reduce HIV-

related stigma, discrimination and violence, which remain major barriers to HIV

testing, disclosure and improving the physical and mental health of people living

with HIV.
In our published article, we did not make moral judgements of individuals who

engage in transmission risk behaviour, nor did we frame disclosure of HIV status as

‘moral’ or ‘immoral’. Instead, we expressed concerns that poorly conceptualised and

untested appeals to moral agency may be counterproductive and further stigmatise

people living with HIV. Now we encourage the use of empirically proven approaches

that enhance self-efficacy, build skills, foster positive self-image, promote empathy

for others and make individuals’ personal values more salient and influential in their

decision making. We believe that developing a deeper understanding of these issues

and helping people living with HIV deal with them should be part of a

comprehensive approach to HIV prevention and that such an approach will slow

the spread of the epidemic, reduce stigma and improve the physical and mental well-

being of females and males living with HIV.
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