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When to Disclose Your HBV Infection

R evealing a hepatitis B infection to family members, friends, cowork-
ers, and current or prospective sexual partners can cause lots of
anxiety. Much is at stake, many people have misconceptions about
hepatitis B and how it is transmitted, and they may shun you after hear-
ing about your infection. While a safe and effective vaccine exists, many
teens and adults have not yet been immunized.

If you or your child is newly diagnosed with hepatitis B, you may feel a
great need to talk about it with everyone around you, including friends,
teachers and coworkers. But during this early period, try to tell as few
people as possible. There are support groups available whose mem-
bers are ready to listen and share their experience with disclosure, in-
cluding the Hepatitis B Information and Support E-mail List at www.
hblist.org.

“Disclosing hepatitis B is a personal decision that each person

should weigh carefully.”

You do not have to tell anyone about your hepatitis B virus (HBV) infec-
tion unless they are at risk of infection through blood or body fluid expo-
sure. For example, household members and sexual partners should be
told and encouraged to be tested for HBV and immunized.

If you are embarking on a medical career that potentially exposes your
patients to your blood (through needlesticks or surgery), then you must
tell your supervisor. But if there is no risk of blood exposure in your work
duties, federal law says disclosure is neither necessary nor legally re-
quired.

How Universal Precautions

Protect Your Privacy

The Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA)
and CDC require teachers, day-
care providers, and a host of
other employees to use universal
precautions with every student
or client, no matter what their
infectious disease status. This
across-the-board mandate exists
because many people infected
with hepatitis B or C or HIV do not
know they are infected. As a re-
sult, OSHA requires anyone who
might have contact with blood or
body fluids to be trained in univer-
sal precautions, and assume ev-
eryone’s blood is infectious.

Because of this requirement, par-
ents don’t have to tell teachers
or daycare providers if a child is
infected with viral hepatitis, and
workers don’t have to tell their
employers. In fact, employers are
barred by the Americans with Dis-

(S




When to Disclose

abilities Act (ADA) from asking
prospective or current employees
about infectious diseases, unless
the infection can be transmitted
during the course of regular work
activities.

Disclosure at Work

If your hepatitis B hinders your
ability to work, especially if you
are receiving treatment and need
to take time off work or to cut back
on work hours, you may want to
talk to your human resources
manager or supervisor. Remem-
ber, you cannot be fired because
you have hepatitis B. The ADA re-
quires employers with 15 or more
employees to provide reasonable
accommodations and give you
time off if you need it. The key is
‘reasonable’ and the accommo-
dations must not cause undue
hardship on the employer. These
accommodations could include
time off for doctors’ appointments,
providing additional unpaid leave
or job restructuring, and granting
a flexible working schedule.

Your decision to disclose your
infection in the workplace must
take into consideration subtle dis-
crimination. For example, some
persons with hepatitis B may be
passed over for promotions be-
cause of a perception that they
are chronically fatigued. Another
potential problem is discrimina-
tion from co-workers because
they fear exposure to hepatitis B.

Some questions to ask yourself
when considering disclosing HBV
at work are:

e How will it affect your day-to-
day work environment?

e How will it affect future promo-
tions?

e How will it affect your relation-
ships with co-workers?

e |[s it really necessary to dis-
close?

Employees who feel reasonable
accommodations are not being
made, or that discrimination is oc-
curring, can call 1-800-949-4232
for more information. Many states
also have civil rights laws that of-
fer broader protections than the
ADA. For more information, con-
tact your local disability office.

Telling Friends

or Family Members

Telling family members about
hepatitis B is important, but it can
be difficult if not properly consid-
ered. First, you must take imme-
diate action to make sure your
household members are not at
risk of HBV infection, including
practicing safer sex, implement-
ing universal precautions and
making sure household and im-
mediate family members are test-
ed for HBV and vaccinated.

You must also feel emotionally
ready and have enough facts be-
fore divulging your status. The
need for emotional support and
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the potential risk of exposure
makes spouses and significant
others the first people you will
tell. However, it is important to be
cautious and think carefully be-
forehand. Telling loved ones can
be a traumatic experience for ev-
eryone involved. A family member
or loved one may have a difficult
time and need emotional support
that you, having been just diag-
nosed, can'’t provide.

Here are some questions to con-
sider before disclosing:

e Do you have enough facts to
answer their basic questions?

e Why are you telling them?

e What is the worst thing that
could happen? The best
thing?

e Are you ready to take on the
emotional issues that can re-
sult?

e How has this person reacted
in the past to intense disclo-
sures?

e Do they deserve your trust?

e |s there someone you trust
who can be with you when you
disclose?

e Will it be more difficult to dis-
close to this person, or keep it
secret?

Sharing fears and feeling sup-
ported can be extremely impor-
tant. Preparation with facts about
hepatitis B and sharing educa-
tional material will be helpful.
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Telling friends and non-house-
hold family members should be
considered carefully. Many peo-
ple with hepatitis B say they re-
gret having told so many people
about their infection when they
were diagnosed. Unless there is
a real risk of exposure to HBV,
many people recommend that
you do not tell friends or family
about your or your child's HBV
infection.

Telling Current/Prospective

Sexual Partners

It is important that anyone you
are involved with physically and
romantically knows your diagno-
sis. You may fear he or she won't
want to be with you anymore or
will be angry that you have kept
it a secret. It is hard to know
how a person will

person. Also, sharing the re-
sponsibility for protecting your-
selves can make it a lot easier.
Working up the nerve takes effort,
so try practicing your disclosure
ahead of time. You may want to
say something like, “Thisis incred-
ibly hard for me to do, but before
our relationship goes any further,
there’s something about me | think
you should know. | have hepatitis
B, and | am working hard to stay
healthy. | am telling you because |
want you to stay healthy too.”

The person may have lots of
questions about how you became
infected, how HBV is transmitted
and treated, and whom you have
told. You should answer these
questions to the extent that you
feel comfortable. You don’t have
to tell any more than you want to.
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person that you trusted him or her
with this information.

If your partner is at risk of hepati-
tis B because of your past sexual
activity, you should encourage
him or her to get tested. If the
person has never been immu-
nized against hepatitis B, he or
she should immediately be vac-
cinated. If you begin or continue
to have sexual relations, you both
must discuss and take appropri-
ate safeguards to prevent infec-
tion. It may feel funny to plan sex
so thoroughly, and it may be em-
barrassing to discuss condom use
and immunization ahead of time,
but remember you are protecting
your health and your partner’s.

If you fear your partner will react
violently to your disclosure, or
if he or she has been violent in

the past, you

react, but if you
trust the person
enough to be with
him or her, then

“Remember, you don’t have to tell anyone until you are ready as
long as they are not at risk of infection.”

should have
someone with
you who can
protect you

you must trust the

person with the

truth. If the person reacts neg-
atively, then at least you have
protected your health and his or
hers by your honesty.

Having to lie to someone you
are close with can be depress-
ing and exhausting. If the per-
son does accept your diagnosis
and wants to continue the rela-
tionship, you will probably feel
relieved and even closer to the

A good idea would be to give in-
formation about how you can and
can’t transmit HBV. Give your
partner space and be open to ad-
ditional communication.

Talk about your feelings and how
frightening it was for you to share
this information. Letthe persontry
to understand what you are going
through. You may also want to ask
the person not to tell anyone else
about your diagnosis. Remind the

when you dis-

close, or at
least tell the person in a relatively
public place. Telling the person
over the phone may also be an
option, to give the person time to
digest the information before you
meet face to face.

Finding out you have transmit-
ted hepatitis B to your partner or
your child can be very difficult to
deal with. You should do every-
thing you can to prevent this from
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happening. If this does happen, it
can make for a very difficult time.
You may feel a sense of shock and
guilt, which are perfectly normal
feelings in this situation. The best
thing to do is to get help from a
mental health counselor who can
help you and your partner deal
with your feelings and take steps
to find appropriate medical care.

Denial

Denial is a very important psycho-
logical mechanism that has good
and bad consequences. It can
be a good way to allow people to
slowly accept an HBV diagnosis.
When the time is right, they will be
more prepared to deal with the
realities of disclosing their HBV
to family, friends and business
relationships. At the same time,
denial can prevent someone from
seeking the necessary medical
care and making lifestyle adjust-
ments to stay healthy.

Conclusion

Disclosing hepatitis B is a per-
sonal decision that each person
should weigh carefully. Care and
support from friends and loved
ones can be very beneficial in
learning to live well with this

infection. However, unnecessary,
premature, or poorly thought out
disclosure may cause problems
now or in the future.

Accurate and reliable information
about hepatitis B is an important
tool when making a disclosure.
Talking over the benefits and dif-
ficulties of disclosure with a thera-
pist and/or others who are living
with hepatitis B may be helpful
before making any decisions.

Remember, you don't have to tell
anyone until you are ready as
long as they are not at risk of in-
fection. And if you are a parent
of an infected child, remember
nearly every child has been im-
munized against hepatitis B and
every teacher and childcare pro-
vider must use universal precau-
tions with every child.

For more information
about hepatitis B
immunization, visit
the following websites

Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention website on hepatitis
B immunization:
http://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd-vac/hepb/
default.ntm

Immunization Action Coalition
provides extensive information
on all childhood immunizations,
including hepatitis B.
http://www.immunize.org

National Network for Immuniza-
tion Safety provides up-to-date,
science-based information
about immunization.
http://www.immunizationinfo.org

American Academy of Pediat-
rics, an organization of 57,000
pediatricians, issues recom-
mendations to ensure childhood
health and safety.

http://www.aap.org

For more information
about hepatitis B, visit
the following websites

HBVAdvocate:
http://www.hbvadvocate.org

Hepatitis B Foundation:
http://www.hepb.org

HIVandHepatitis.com
http://hivandhepatitis.com
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The information in this fact sheet is designed to help you understand and man-
age HBV and is not intended as medical advice. All persons with HBV should
consult a medical practitioner for diagnosis and treatment of HBV.

For more information about hepatitis B, visit the following websites.
Hepatitis B Foundation: www.heph.org ¢ HIVandHepatitis.com

Executive Director,
Editor-in-Chief, HCSP Publications
Alan Franciscus

Managing Editor / Webmaster
C.D. Mazoff, PhD

HBY ADVOCATE

Wity fibvadvocate.org

This information is provided by the Hepatitis C Support Project a nonprofit organization for HCV education, support and advocacy.
Reprint permission is granted and encouraged with credit to the Hepatitis C Support Project.

©2011 Hepatitis C Support Project



