
BACKGROUND & METHOD

FINDINGS

SUMMARY

QUICK FACT

THE NUMBER OF NEW HIV 
INFECTIONS DECREASED 
SIGNIFICANTLY WHEN THE 
COMMUNITY VIRAL LOAD WAS 
LOWER.

• Since the mid-1990s, the medical treatment of HIV infection has improved dramatically. With 
proper treatment, people who are HIV-positive now live much longer and experience far fewer 
treatment side effects. 

• Although current HIV treatments are not a cure, they do radically decrease the amount of virus 
in the bloodstream (known as the ‘viral load’ level). Suppressing HIV levels in this way benefits 
individual patients by improving survival; however, it may also reduce the ability of patients to 
transmit the virus, making HIV treatment a potentially powerful tool for HIV prevention.

• To better understand whether HIV treatment could be an effective tool for HIV prevention, 
researchers measured drug users’ viral load each year for more than ten years. 

• They then compared these measures with the number of new HIV infections in the community 
to determine whether the number of new HIV infections decreased when viral load levels among 
individuals in the community were lower.

HIV TREATMENT MAY BE A POWERFUL TOOL FOR HIV PREVENTION 
AMONG DRUG USERS

IMPLICATIONS

• After taking into account factors that are known to cause HIV 
transmission, such as unsafe sex and used syringe sharing, this 
study found that indeed the number of new HIV infections decreased 
significantly when the community viral load was lower. 

• Although further study is needed, this research provides evidence 
to suggest that reducing individuals’ viral load levels through HIV 
treatment may prevent new HIV—an idea that was proposed by 
researchers in 2006 and endorsed by WHO-based investigators in 
2009.

• These findings also build on a 2008 study which found that the 
survival benefits of HIV treatment were similar among individuals 
with and without a history of injection drug use, underscoring the 
importance of enrolling all eligible HIV-positive individuals into 
treatment without bias or discrimination.

• These studies do not detract from the importance of stressing the 
need for safe sex and safe drug use (e.g., condoms and clean needles) 
among both HIV-positive and -negative individuals. 

• However, to ensure that the potential benefits of using HIV treatment 
are realized, these studies also suggest that improving access to HIV 
treatment for all medically eligible patients who would like to take HIV 
treatment should be a public health priority. 

• This will mean taking concrete steps to reduce stigma against people 
who use illicit drugs and improve healthcare access among this 
population.
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