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Always talk to the 
person – find out 
what they have 
difficulties doing. 

Focus on removing  
barriers, not on a  
person's disability 
or condition. 

Do not make 
assumptions on 
what a person can 
or cannot do.  

Different people  
need different types 
of adjustments, even  
when they have  
similar conditions.  

Be flexible - focus 
on what needs to 
be achieved, not on  
how to achieve it.  

Implement adjustments 
as early as possible in  
the recruitment process.  

Regularly review 
adjustments  
in place. 

Ensure that colleagues 
who have adjustments 
in place have access 
to the same career 
opportunities. 

Making adjustments 
– top tips
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Introduction
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This guide aims to give a general introduction  
to how HIV might impact someone at work  
and provide good practice tips on how to  
support them. 

Diagnosis, treatment and cultural perceptions of HIV vary between 
countries. Similarly, legal requirements will also differ: in some 
countries, HIV may not be legally recognised as a disability 
whereas in other countries, people with HIV may be protected by 
local legislation. 

Language 

Talking about HIV

Language can be important in creating an open and inclusive 
workplace for people living with HIV. 

There is no single term that everyone prefers to describe a person 
with HIV. Many people prefer the ‘person first’ language of ‘a 
person living with HIV. 

Some people may use phrases such as ‘suffering from HIV’. In this 
guide we refer to people, candidates or employees living with HIV, 
taking the viewpoint that people ‘live’ with their disability or long-
term condition and do not always feel that they are ‘suffering’ from 
it. It is however recommended to always use the language that the 
person living with HIV uses to describe themselves and to avoid 
placing ‘labels’ on employees. 
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Talking about disability 

In this guide, we use the term ‘disabilities’ as used by the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN 
CRPD) [1] ratified by over 175 countries. The UN CRPD Article 1 provides 
a definition for ‘persons with disabilities’: 

“Persons with disabilities include those who have  
long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory 
impairments which in interaction with various barriers 
may hinder their full and effective participation in society 
on an equal basis with others.”

In practice, this could include people with a wide range of 
impairments or conditions such as dyslexia, diabetes, cancer or HIV, 
to name just a few. 

[1] United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities:  
un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-
with-disabilities.html

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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Working hours and 
locations can be  
made flexible.

Talking about adjustments

Adjustments (in some countries referred to as ‘accommodations’) 
remove or reduce the effect of the barriers experienced by 
candidates and employees with disabilities. 

Examples of adjustments might include providing a ramp as an 
alternative to stairs or an electronic version of paper document so 
that an employee with a visual impairment can use screen reader 
software to access the information. Working hours and locations 
can be made flexible, and managers can agree different ways to 
communicate with their employees e.g. over the phone, via email, 
face-to-face or in writing. 

These are small changes that can remove barriers that stop 
someone from doing their job and can support good performance. 
In this guide, we refer to these types of changes as ‘adjustments’.
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What is HIV?
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The Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), as 
defined by its name, is a virus that weakens the 
immune system. It does so by attacking type of 
immune system cell, called CD4 or T cells, which 
have an essential role in fighting infections and 
diseases. The virus is found in blood, semen, 
breast milk and vaginal and anal fluids. HIV 
cannot be transmitted through sweat, saliva, 
breath or urine. 

There is currently no cure for HIV. However anti-retroviral treatment 
(ART), where available, is now so effective that the virus can be 
suppressed to the point that it cannot be passed on [2]. Access to 
treatment varies between countries, where treatment is available,  
it can allow people who have HIV to have the same life expectancy 
as the general population. 

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) is the most advanced 
stage of the HIV infection, when someone has HIV and an “AIDS-
defining” disease. Life-threatening conditions can develop when 
the immune system can no longer fight them. 

[2] Towards elimination of HIV transmission, AIDS and HIV-related deaths in
the UK; Public Health England, November 2017
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	“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.”
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	United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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	What is HIV?
	The Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), as defined by its name, is a virus that weakens the immune system. It does so by attacking type of immune system cell, called CD4 or T cells, which have an essential role in fighting infections and diseases. The virus is found in blood, semen, breast milk and vaginal and anal fluids. HIV cannot be transmitted through sweat, saliva, breath or urine. 
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	Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) is the most advanced stage of the HIV infection, when someone has HIV and an “AIDS-defining” disease. Life-threatening conditions can develop when the immune system can no longer fight them. 
	Internal and external sources of help
	There may be sources of help and advice that you can access for detailed information about HIV and employment in your country. 
	Internally, you should speak to your own manager or to your local Human Resources (HR) team about how to access support. Your organisation may also have diversity and inclusion officers or a disability liaison officer you can ask for help and advice on how to support employees living with HIV at work.
	Externally, there may be local organisations that can provide you with expert advice and information about HIV in your country. The International Labour Organisation’s Global Business and Disability Network’s website contains some useful information about local legal requirements and the availability of disability-related support in countries all over the world.
	Figure


	Employing people with HIV 
	Employing people with HIV 
	 

	Many people living with HIV will choose not to tell their employer about their condition, because they do not feel it is relevant to their job and they do not require any adjustments. 
	However, some people will require adjustments but not want to tell their employer about their HIV because of concerns around confidentiality.
	 
	 

	People can acquire or receive a diagnosis of HIV during their working life. Managers need to be able to respond sensibly to individuals who have recently been diagnosed.
	Figure


	Making adjustments 
	Making adjustments 
	You may:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Have people living with HIV applying for jobs.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be managing existing employees who have HIV but have not told you about their condition.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be managing the retention of those who are experiencing symptoms or treatment side-effects and can continue working.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Have employees who are unaware they have HIV, because they have not been tested.


	Many employees living with HIV do not require any adjustments but simply require their employer to keep a positive attitude, backed up by an effective policy on HIV. 
	Employers should be aware that non-visible disabilities such as HIV mean that the barriers that some employees are facing at work can be less obvious. This means that adjustments to support them in the workplace may be harder for employers to identify and to put in place. 
	 
	 
	 


	Supporting candidates
	Supporting candidates
	Application forms
	Do not ask someone if they have HIV or AIDS on application forms. It is not good practice to ask candidates general questions about their health or disability prior to job offer and is even illegal in some countries.
	 
	 

	Remember, the risk of infection of HIV is extremely low in the workplace; remaining risks can be handled with appropriate health and safety measures.
	 

	Interviews, tests and assessment centres
	When you invite candidates for an interview make sure you ask them all if they require any adjustments to be made for the interview. With adjustments, the interview allows you to assess the skills of candidates with HIV:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allow flexibility in terms of interview dates and times.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Build in rest or toilet breaks.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Provide ready access to drinking water.


	Example:
	Example:

	A candidate applies to work for you. The recruitment process 
	A candidate applies to work for you. The recruitment process 
	involves an assessment that lasts for several hours. The 
	candidate notifies you that they experience fatigue 
	 
	and tiredness and may need to take some medication 
	 
	during the day.

	As a result of this you make sure that regular breaks are 
	As a result of this you make sure that regular breaks are 
	 
	built in to the day for all candidates and that there is an 
	accessible bathroom in use where candidates can take 
	medication in privacy.


	Supporting employees
	Supporting employees
	Adjustments will depend on the nature of the HIV or AIDS-related illness and the treatment. 
	 
	 
	 

	It is very important to involve the person concerned when considering or making any adjustment. If required, adjustments may include:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allowing the person to work from home, on a regular or ad-hoc basis.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Flexible working hours, or short breaks if the person experience fatigue.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allowing ad hoc toilet breaks.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	An ergonomic assessment of seating arrangements if the person experiences weight loss which leads to discomfort.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Reallocating tasks if the person’s HIV or AIDS-related illness means they cannot perform a certain duty.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allowing time off to attend medical appointments, rehabilitation or assessments.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Reallocation of non-essential duties to other team members.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Redeployment to an alternative position/employment/premises.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	If your organisation has a well-being program in place, ensure that all new starters are provided with information on how to access it. 


	Example:
	Example:

	Susan has HIV and finds travelling in rush hour tiring and 
	Susan has HIV and finds travelling in rush hour tiring and 
	difficult; she also needs to attend medical appointments 
	regularly to ensure her HIV medication is effective. Susan’s 
	job is project based and allows her a degree of flexibility.

	After a meeting, it is agreed that Susan can work from home 
	After a meeting, it is agreed that Susan can work from home 
	on days when she is tired. On days when she needs to be in 
	the office, she can start later in the day and work later in the 
	evenings. This is also effective as Susan can schedule her 
	doctor’s appointments for earlier in the mornings before 
	 
	she travels in to work.


	Sickness absence and rehabilitation
	Sickness absence and rehabilitation
	 

	Do not assume that employees with HIV will take a lot of time off sick. They may need the occasional clinic appointment to monitor and maintain their health. These appointments should not pose any more difficulties than similar arrangements you probably already manage, such as doctor or dentist appointments or arrangements with other specialists. 
	 

	The occasions when someone’s HIV is more likely to impact on their work life are when they are diagnosed and when they start or switch treatment. During these times, they may need to attend a clinic more frequently to monitor their response to treatment more closely. Most people diagnosed with HIV will start treatment immediately. 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	During these times, some people may experience some psychological difficulties. As an employer, you should ensure they are supported and explore short-term adjustments, such as reallocating tasks and extending deadlines. With new treatments,it may take a few weeks for side-effects to settle down.
	 
	Figure

	If an employee is undergoing medical treatment, they may need to take a lot of medication and to be strict about what and when they eat. 
	 

	You should:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ensure drinking water is readily available.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Wherever possible allow the employee to eat at their workstation, provide food preparation areas and be flexible over eating times.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Give the employee notice of any disruption to routine, e.g. canteen closure, training days or overtime and travel requirements.
	 
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ensure the employee can store medication safely and confidentially.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allow the employee flexibility to attend appointments when necessary.
	 



	Whenever possible, it is advised to separate disability related sickness absence leave and other type of sick leave, ensuring that it does not impact on an employee’s sickness record and, as a result, on their career progression.   
	Example
	Example

	Vikram tells you he has recently been diagnosed with HIV. 
	Vikram tells you he has recently been diagnosed with HIV. 
	 
	You agree to catch up with him regularly to check if he is 
	managing with his medication and that he is coping in the 
	workplace. Vikram tells you that he needs some time off to 
	attend appointments, which you agree to. Vikram agrees to 
	book these appointments early in the morning or late in the 
	afternoon whenever possible, to minimise disruption to his 
	normal working day.


	Health and safety
	Health and safety
	Health and safety legislation will vary from country to country so you should speak with your HR or Health and Safety team to understand local legal requirements. In practice, few adjustments are genuine health and safety risks, although this can change depending on industry.
	It is important to remember that there is no risk of HIV transmission through everyday work contact for either colleagues or the public. 
	Travelling and working overseas
	If vaccines are required for travel, all employees should be notified well in advance. 
	Thanks to improvements in treatment, people living with HIV can now receive many vaccines that were previously advised against. However, there are exceptions, and employees living with HIV should always discuss any required vaccinations with an HIV clinician.
	 

	You may also want to allow employees to arrange their own travel insurance, and reimburse them, rather than use group travel insurance. This enables employees with HIV to obtain specialised travel insurance without having to share details of their medical information with their employer. Employers are also encouraged to enquire whether their group travel insurance covers employees with HIV or AIDS.
	Some countries require evidence that travellers do not have HIV before a visa or work permit can be issued. This should be brought to the attention of all employees that are due to work overseas.
	If a work permit or visa cannot be obtained because of the person’s HIV status, consider other countries where there are no visa restrictions. If a core part of the person’s job is to travel to countries where a visa cannot be obtained, then you may need to consider redeploying the employee to another role. These decisions need to be made in consultation with the employee. 
	Figure
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	 is a not-for-profit membership organisation working with businesses to transform the life chances of people with disabilities as employees and customers. We provide pragmatic support, expertise, advice, training and networking opportunities between businesses.
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