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Dr. Rosita Thomas 

Dr. Rosita Thomas has more than twenty years of experience 
working in public opinion research. Dr. Thomas has moderated 
hundreds of focus groups and is equally skilled at conducting 
quantitative studies. She has conducted sensitive topic research for 
many clients including the CDC, Covered California, the DC 
Government Juvenile Justice Advisory Group, the Trillium Mental 
Health Drop-in Center, and the National Institute of Child Health & 
Human Development. Prior to working with The Henne Group, Dr. 
Thomas worked at AARP, the Gallup Organization, and the 
Congressional Research Service of the Library of Congress.  

Dr. Thomas received her Ph.D. in political science, with an emphasis 
on public opinion and political psychology, from Yale University in 
1987.  She also did post-graduate work at Harvard's JFK School of 
Government.  She received her B.A. from Duke University. She is 
also an adjunct faculty member at George Washington University’s 
Graduate School of Political Management and a board member of 
the Yale Graduate School Alumni Association.  
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METHODOLOGY	

Assess current attitudes 
and opinions on HIV-

related issues 

Assess current attitudes 
and opinions about HIV 
criminalization statutes 

Test potential messages 
that might be used to 
educate and inform the 
general public about HIV 
criminalization statutes 

Determine the types of 
messages that are most 
and least effective with 
supporters, potential 
supporters, and likely 
opposition groups 

The objectives of this study were to: 

OBJECTIVES 
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METHODOLOGY	

•  The questionnaire was designed by the Sero Project’s Sean Strub, 
and Jeff Henne and Rosita Thomas of The Henne Group 

•  The study was in the field from April 10-27, 2015 – 800 telephone 
interviews were conducted with respondents selected from a 
nationwide random sample 

•  57% were contacted via landline; 43% were contacted via cell-phone 

•  Average questionnaire length was 22 minutes 

•  The sample was purchased from Scientific Telephone Samples, an 
industry leader supplying random digit dial samples to the 
market research industry 

METHODOLOGY 
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METHODOLOGY	

Significant 
percentages 
have 
misperceptions 
about 
transmission  

Most  are 
completely 
unaware of HIV 
criminalization 

Lack of 
awareness 
causes the 
public to 
presume the 
current HIV 
specific laws 
must exist for 
valid reasons 

•  The initial natural inclination for most – including subgroups 
found to be most supportive of revising these statutes – is 
that non-disclosure “is a legal matter for the criminal 
courts” (78% agree). 

•  Many, however, struggle to answer this and other similar 
questions, in part because they have never really thought 
about it before, and these are complex, difficult issues. 

•  8 groups were identified early in the survey as most 
supportive, initially, of criminalization 

•  Men, Hispanics, African Americans, conservatives, those 
living in the South, those who don’t know anyone with HIV, 
those who go to church at least once a week, and those with 
a high school education or less. 

SUMMARY 
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A little 
information 
helps the public 
understand and 
believe the  
logic behind the 
need for 
modernization 
of HIV 
criminalization 
statutes 

Attitudes change quickly when provided 
more information. 
•  When informed these laws exist, opinion totally flips, with 

71% saying there should not be “special laws that treat 
people with HIV differently”. 

•  When further information is given about modernizing these 
laws, almost everyone (93%) agrees modernization is 
important. 

•  At the end of the survey—after being read 15 different 
arguments—further movement was seen on the “special 
laws” question (above), from 71% to 78%. 

•  At the end of the survey, all subgroups were supportive of 
reform, though some, such as men and conservatives, 
were a bit less supportive.  

SUMMARY 
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The most 
effective 
messages are 
those that point 
out:  

•  The current 
laws are 
inconsistent 
with current 
scientific 
knowledge.  

•  Unintended 
consequences 
of the current 
laws are that 
they 
discourage: 
testing, 
getting 
treatment and 
disclosure.  

•  Messages pointing out that HIV-specific laws do not reflect 
current scientific knowledge worked especially well, 
particularly when told the American Medical Association 
(AMA) and public health professionals favor modernization. 

•  Messages that cause respondents to question the validity 
of certain aspects of the message can backfire  

•  “modernizing these laws will save taxpayers money”  

•  “people with HIV who are taking their HIV medications as prescribed 
almost never infect someone else” 

•  Civil liberty messages worked for some, but weren’t 
as effective as the modernization or public health 
messages, and they were less effective with African-
Americans, Southerners, and Conservatives. 

SUMMARY 
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Misconceptions about transmission still exist. 

35% believe there is a high 
chance that someone could be 
infected with HIV through 
exposure to saliva. 

29% do not think HIV is a 
manageable condition. 

There is little understanding of 
the newest science.  
•  79% believe the risk of 

transmission is high if 
medications are taken as 
prescribed and condoms are 
not used. 

ATTITUDES ABOUT HIV 
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8 groups were identified early in the survey as 
most supportive, initially, of criminalization 

Men, Hispanics, African Americans, conservatives, those 
living in the South, those who don’t know anyone with HIV, 
those who go to church at least once a week, and those 
with a high school education or less. 

47% of Americans believe people get 
HIV because they engage in 
irresponsible behavior. 

50% or more: 
•  High school or less (65%) 
•  Males 50 & older (60%) 
•  Conservatives (56%) 
•  Regions: South (55%) & Midwest (48%) 
•  Do not have any gay friends or family members (53%) 

11% of Americans believe contracting 
HIV is punishment for bad behavior. 

15% or more: 
•  High school or less (21%) 
•  65 or older (22%) 
•  Go to church at least once a week (19%) 
•  Conservatives (19%) 
•  Do not have any gay friends or family members (15%) 

14% of Americans believe that most 
of those living with HIV do not care if 
they infect other people.  

19% or more: 
•  High school or less (28%) 
•  65 or older (21%) 
•  Go to church at least once a week (19%) 
•  African Americans (30%) & Hispanic/Latinos (21%) 
•  Live in small city or town (20%) 

15% of Americans say they would 
feel ashamed if they were to learn 
that someone in their family had HIV. 

HIV STIGMA 
This survey corroborates stigma across several variables. 
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The survey was a teaching moment for many of the respondents; 
their responses changed significantly when the question provided 
additional informational content. 
•  While initially 78% were in favor of criminalization, when questions were 

posed differently, or provided additional information about intent to harm or 
personal responsibility, then the majority (as shown below) side with 
decriminalization policies. “Shared responsibility” and “intent to harm” matter 
to the U.S. public. 

When two consenting adults have sex, they should be equally responsible for 
preventing communicable diseases (Q4_G)  88% 

People should not be labeled as criminals just because they have HIV (Q4_F) 81% 
People with HIV should only be prosecuted if they tried to infect someone on 
purpose (Q4_H)  60% 

People with HIV should only be prosecuted if they infected someone on purpose 
(Q4_I)  58% 

INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITY & INTENT 
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•  After hearing this explanation, 71% said there should NOT be special laws for 
those with HIV when there are no such laws for other STDs; 26% said there 
should.   

Text read to respondents before asking about HIV disclosure laws.  

Q6_A.	How	much	do	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statement:	there	should	NOT	
be	special	laws	that	treat	people	with	HIV	differently	than	people	with	other	STDs	

50 or older 55% 

Liberal 54% 

Female 51% 

Conservative 42% 

Male 41% 

Younger than 50 40% 0% 

25% 

50% 

75% 

Agree Disagree 

71% 

26% 

* 3% answered “don’t know” 

PRE-TEST 

Currently, many states have criminal laws that only apply to people with HIV. Basically these 
laws mean that if someone with HIV doesn’t inform their sex partner prior to having sex, they 
can be prosecuted and jailed – even if they use condoms or do not do anything that presents a 
risk of infecting the other person – even if they don’t infect anyone, and even if they had no 
intention of infecting anyone. 
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37% 

42% 

46% 

71% 

26% 

33% 

26% 

24% 

3% 

2% 

3% 

1% 

20% 

15% 

13% 

3% 

15% 

9% 

13% 

2% 

Very convincing Somewhat convincing Neither Somewhat unconvincing Very unconvincing 

We need to modernize HIV laws to take into 
account current scientific knowledge about 

infection (Q9_B) 

The motivations behind these laws may have been 
well-meaning in the past, but now they are more 

about discriminating against a group of people 
with a specific disease than improving public health 

(Q9_D) 

These laws undercut the message that HIV 
prevention is a shared responsibility (Q9_C) 

 Prosecuting people under laws that apply only to 
those with HIV does nothing to improve public 

health and may harm it (Q9_A) 

Respondents were read four messages and asked if each would be a 
convincing argument for modernizing these laws. 50% or more found all 4 
“strongly” or “somewhat” convincing. 

•  The most convincing argument is that current laws need to reflect 
current science. The discrimination argument is strongly convincing for 
almost half (46%). The other two points are less likely to be strongly 
convincing. 

4 MESSAGES 
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= 2nd best 

SCIENCE 
Need to 

modernize to 
take into account 
current science 

Q9b 

CIVIL LIBERTIES 
Discriminates 

Q9d 

PUBLIC HEALTH 
Prosecuting 

Does Nothing to 
Improve Public 

Health 
Q9a  

PUBLIC HEALTH 
Shared 

Responsibility 

Q9c 
Total for Population 71% 45% 36% 40% 

Male  63 41 33 36 
African-American 71 43 38 46 

Hispanic 64 44 33 56 
South 69 45 34 42 

Conservative 62 32 23 38 
High School or Less 53 48 56 40 

Church more than once a week 69 46 37 49 
Does not know anyone with HIV      66 41 32 29 

= Best of 4 

= Two least “strongly convincing” 

LESS SUPPORTIVE GROUPS’ REACTIONS TO 4 MESSAGES 

•  The strongest most convincing message (50% or more) across the less supportive groups is— 
      we “need to modernize to take into account current science”.   
•  The “shared responsibility” message is second most convincing for 4 of the 8 less supportive groups 

(AA, Hispanics, Conservatives and those who go to church more than once a week).  
•  The discrimination message works second best for men, those in the South, and those who don’t know 

anyone with HIV. 
•  The “prosecuting does nothing to improve public health” message  works second best for those with a 

HS education or less. 
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All of the 8 opposition groups that emerged as being most in favor of 
HIV criminalization statutes at the beginning of the survey ended up with 
majorities supporting modernization in the end. The percentage increase in 
movement for modernization was smallest among Southerners and 
conservatives. 

Changing Attitudes of Less Supportive Groups 
Content There should not be 

special HIV laws 
There should not be 

special HIV laws 

Question Number Q6_A (Pre) Q10_A (Post) 
Response category Strongly agree Strongly agree 
Total for population 46% 59% 

Opposition threshold ≤ 41% ≤ 54% 
Male 41% 57% 

African-American 42% 55% 

Hispanic 36% 64% 

South 42% 53% 

Conservative 42% 51% 

High school or less 37% 55% 

Church more than once a week 43% 59% 

Does not know someone with HIV 45% 57% 

= Soft Support = Support = Significantly more opposed than average for Total Population 

EDUCATIONAL IMPACT 
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Modernization/Current Science message:  
71% “strongly agree” 
—We need to modernize HIV laws to take into account 
current scientific knowledge about infection. 

76% or more 

•  Liberals (80%) 
•  Democrats (76%) 
•  Females (77%) 
•  Know someone with HIV (81%) 

Discrimination message:  
46% “strongly agree” 
—The motivations behind these HIV laws may have 
been well-meaning in the past, but now they are more 
about discriminating against a group of people with a 
specific disease rather than improving public health. 

51% or more 

•  Liberals (55%) 
•  Know someone with HIV (54%) 

Shared Responsibility message:  
40% “strongly agree” 
—These HIV laws undercut the message that HIV 
prevention is a shared responsibility. 

45% or more 

•  Hispanic/Latinos (56%) 
•  Females (46%) 
•  West (45%) 

Public Health message:  
36% “strongly agree” 
—Prosecuting people under laws that apply only to 
those with HIV does nothing to improve public health 
and may harm it. 

41% or more 

•  Liberals (49%) 
•  Know someone with HIV (44%) 

SUPPORTERS’ REACTIONS TO 4 MESSAGES 
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Key Insights 
There is great 
opportunity to 
change public 
opinion 

Messaging needs 
to be simple, easy-
to-understand, 
and to the point 

•  Because few are aware of this issue, there is an opportunity to take the lead 
and help shape public opinion.  

•  Attitudes change quickly when respondents are provided additional information 

•  Final messages should be crafted to be understood by those at lower 
education levels to ensure that everyone comprehends them. 

•  While the message that the laws are not consistent with current science is 
widely understood, tying reform messaging to the specifics of the science is 
challenging—for example, most respondents did not believe that transmission 
is next to impossible for those who are adherent to their medication regimen, 
so the public health message tied explicitly to that idea didn’t test as well. 

Modernization 
messages tested 
the best. Civil 
liberties 
arguments were 
least effective 

•  Tying modernization to support from institutions such as the American Medical 
Association (AMA) could make for a very powerful message. 

•  The public health messages that worked best are that under the current law—
people are less willing to get tested, less willing to disclose their status, and 
less willing get treatment. 


