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Many gay, bisexual, trans, Two-Spirit, and queer guys 
(GBT2Q) and guys who smoke, snort, or inject substances 
are interested in improving their health. One of the best 
ways to do so: testing for HIV, Hepatitis C (Hep C), and 
other sexually transmitted infections (STIs), such as 
syphilis. This is an important way to learn about your 
health and prevent passing infections to others. 

Here are some of the ways to get tested now, and some 
new ways coming to Canada:

Giving a blood sample to a lab
Guys have traditionally gone to their healthcare 
provider or a sexual health clinic to get tested. Blood 
is collected from a vein in your arm and sent to a lab 
to be tested. This type of testing is used for both 
screening and confirmatory testing. 

If you are living with HIV or Hep C, this is only way to check your 
viral load, CD4 or liver damage.

Getting a rapid test
Some guys use rapid testing for HIV. This is available 
in some parts of Canada. There is only one type of 
test that is currently available. It involves collecting a 
few drops of blood from a finger prick and getting 

the result within minutes. This type of testing is only used for 
screening testing. 

A reactive rapid HIV test is not a diagnosis of HIV. If the test 
is reactive it is a preliminary positive and needs confirmatory 
testing (a.k.a. sending a blood sample to a lab). 

Finger prick testing for Hep C and syphilis
There are new rapid tests for Hep C and syphilis. 
These are finger prick tests, similar to the HIV rapid 
test.

Dried blood spot (DBS) and oral swab testing

DBS testing uses drops of dried blood on a piece of 
filter paper. This is a screening test, but not a rapid 
test and must be sent to a lab. This type of testing 
can be done for HIV, Hep C and syphilis. 

Another new type of testing involves using an oral 
swab to collect saliva from inside your mouth. This 
is inserted into a test tube and the results are ready 
in 20 minutes. Oral swabs can only be used to test 
for HIV or Hep C, but not syphilis.

Testing at home or by yourself
All of these new testing methods can be done, at 
least in part, by yourself. Testing yourself generally 
falls into two categories: self-sampling and 
self-testing.

Self-sampling is where you collect your own sample (for 
example, blood from pricking your finger) and mail or bring it to 
a lab. You may already have some experience with self-sampling, 
like when you collect your urine in a container or swab your own 
genitals, bum (ass) or throat.

Self-testing is where you collect your own blood or saliva (from 
pricking your finger or rubbing a swab against your gums) and 
then use a testing kit yourself to get a rapid screening result.
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Waiting before getting a screening test
All the screening tests look at your body’s immune response to 
the infection. Even if you have symptoms, your immune system 
takes some time to build up a response. Checking too soon 
means the test could miss the infection. The period between 
when transmission happens and when a test gives a highly 
accurate result is called the window period. Tests done with 
your healthcare provider may have a shorter window period. 

For HIV, the earliest you can test is 3 weeks after an exposure,  
but it is not highly accurate until 3 months.

Test accuracy
All screening tests are accurate and identify your status correctly 
almost all the time. The exact percentage varies from test to test, 
but all of them have above 95% accuracy (most more than 99%!). 

However, screening tests to detect Hep C or syphilis only provide 
meaningful results for first-time infections. If you had Hep C or 
syphilis in the past, even if you have received treatment and were 
cured, the screening test will always show up as reactive. A different 
test is needed to confirm if you have a new or current infection. 

WINDOW PERIOD FOR SCREENING TESTS

Months 1 2 3

Syphilis 
6 weeks

Hep C 
2 months* 
*up to 12 months if immunocompromised

HIV 
3 months

TOO SOON        EARLIEST YOU CAN TEST     HIGHLY ACCURATE

Which testing method 
is right for you?

Lab Testing Finger Prick Testing DBS Testing Oral Swab Testing

HIV

HCV

Syphilis

I’ve had Hep C or syphilis before

I want the shortest window period

I want to do the test myself

I want someone else to do the test

I want my results almost immediately

I don’t want to see a needle

I don’t want to see blood
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