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Background

Hepatitis C affects 71 million people globally and causes
/00,000 deaths annually. Despite curative treatments, only 21%
of chronically infected individuals are diagnosed. The WHO aims
to raise this to 90% by 2030 and now recommends self-testing
(HCVST) to expand access.

This poster presents findings from three studies evaluating

HCVST among general and high-risk populations:

* A multi-centre usability study of the Panbio™ HCV Self-Test
examined untrained users' ability to correctly use and
Interpret the test.

* A South African implementation study integrated HCVST into
HIV services for key populations, including PWID, MSM, and
sex workers.

« The HSTARO012 study assessed the performance and label
comprehension of HCV self-tests by lay users without prior
training.

These studies highlight the potential of HCVST to improve

diagnosis rates while revealing practical challenges In

Implementation among vulnerable communities.

Methods

Our organization conducted three studies to evaluate the
usability, effectiveness, and real-world implementation of
Hepatitis C Virus (HCV) self-testing among general and key
populatlons including PWID, PWUD, MSM, and sex workers.
Study 1: Multi-Centre Usability Evaluation - involved 594
untrained lay users using the Panbio™ HCV Self-Test under
observation. Usability and interpretation accuracy were
assessed, with 134 reactive results confirmed by lab testing.

 Study 2: South African Implementation Study - recruited
1,567 participants through clinics, harm reduction sites, and
outreach. Both oral and blood-based HCVST were offered. Of
these, 998 were self-test reactive and 854 were PCR-
confirmed. Linkage to care was facilitated by outreach staff
using REDCap data systems.

* Study 3: HSTARO12 Performance & Comprehension Study -
enrolled 1,404 participants to assess test use and label
comprehension without prior training. 443 positive results
were confirmed In lab-based follow-up testing.

Recruitment Strategy: To ensure inclusion of PWID while
adhering to protocols excluding Intoxicated Iindividuals,
recruitment was conducted early Iin the morning, prior to

substance use.
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Results

Conducting HCV self-testing research among high-risk
populations presents substantial operational and human
challenges:

« Participant Vulnerability: Many People Who Inject Drugs
(PWID) arrived In states of agitation due to withdrawal
symptoms, hunger, or lack of shelter. Despite receiving study
reimbursements, food insecurity remained a major source of
participant distress.

« Safety and Security Risks: Research teams encountered
frequent incidents, including attempted thefts from study rooms
and the need for continuous security presence to ensure staff
and participant safety.

* Clinical Barriers: Blood sample collection was often hindered by
collapsed veins and dehydration, requiring multiple
venipuncture attempts and Iincreasing procedural time and
participant discomfort.

« Staff Well-Being: These high-pressure environments—marked
by unpredictability, emotional strain, and physical safety
concerns - contributed to elevated stress levels among
research staff and underscored the need for sustained support
and burnout prevention strategies.

These findings highlight the critical importance of trauma-informed

approaches, flexible field protocols, and dedicated support

systems when working with marginalized and medically
underserved populations.

Conclusion

Enhancing the success of HCV self-testing research among high-
risk populations requires a dual focus on participant and staff well-
being:

« Tailored training on Hepatitis C and harm reduction strategies
should be developed and implemented by health authorities to
equip research teams with the skills needed for effective and
compassionate engagement.

* Mental health support for research staff is critical to address the
psychological stress of working in challenging field conditions.
Investing In these areas will not only improve study outcomes but
also strengthen trust, safety, and participation among vulnerable

communities


mailto:vmsolomba@ezintsha.org

	Slide 1

