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HIV Viral Load

What is viral load?

• The HIV viral load test measures the amount of HIV virus in your blood. Actually, it does not
count the virus itself, but measures the materials from the virus that get released into your
blood when the virus reproduces.

• If you are HIV positive, you have the HIV virus in your blood.

• When your viral load is low, you would feel healthier. When your viral load is high, you may
feel sicker.

What does an HIV viral load report look like?

• The number in the HIV viral load test report tells you how many HIV viruses you have in each
millilitre (ml or cubic centimetre) of your blood.

• The range of the current HIV viral load test measures the number of HIV viruses between 50
to 500,000 in each ml of blood. If there are less than 50 HIV viruses in each ml of blood,
the report will say that your viral load is “undetectable.”

• An undetectable HIV viral load does not mean there is no virus in your blood. It also does not
mean you are cured of HIV.

• Even if your HIV viral load is “0”, it still does not mean you are cured of HIV, because there
are other HIV viruses in your body in places you cannot measure that are separate from your
blood (for example, in your lymphatic system, organs, etc.).

What can I do to decrease my viral load?

• HIV medications can help reduce the activity of the HIV virus and, therefore, decrease your
viral load.

• If your viral load is over 50,000, you should discuss HIV treatment options with your physician.

What does the HIV viral load tell me about my health?

• The HIV viral load measures how actively the HIV virus is reproducing in your body. The higher
the viral load, the more viral reproduction is taking place, and the more active your disease is.

• If you are taking HIV medications and the medications are effective, then your viral load should
become lower. Therefore, the HIV viral load can tell you if the medications you are taking are
doing their job in controlling the virus. If you have been taking the same HIV medications for
a long time and your viral load remains detectable, it may mean that the medications are not
working and you should discuss with your physician trying different drugs that may work better.



Decisions about particular medical treatments should always be made in consultation with a qualified
medical practitioner knowledgeable about HIV-related illness and the treatments in question.

The Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE) in good faith provides information
resources to help people living with HIV/AIDS who wish to manage their own health care in partnership with
their care providers. Information accessed through or published or provided by CATIE, however, is not to be
considered medical advice. We do not recommend or advocate particular treatments and we urge users to consult
as broad range of sources as possible. We strongly urge readers to consult with a qualified medical practitioner
prior to undertaking any decision, use or action of a medical nature.

We do not guarantee the accuracy or completeness of any information accessed through or published or provided
by CATIE. Persons relying on this information do so entirely at their own risk. Neither CATIE nor the Public Health
Agency of Canada nor any of their employees, directors, officers or volunteers may be held liable for damages of
any kind that may result from the use or misuse of any such information. The views expressed herein or in any
article or publication accessed or published or provided by CATIE are solely those of the authors and do not reflect
the policies or opinions of CATIE or the views of the Public Health Agency of Canada.

Copyright:This Fact Sheet is made available through a collaboration between Asian Community AIDS Services (ACAS)
and the Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE). Original content developed by ACAS, 2001.

This information is also available in French, Chinese, Tagalog, Vietnamese, Swahili, and other languages at
languages.catie.ca and www.acas.org
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What is the difference between CD4+ (T4) cell count and viral load?

• The CD4+ (T4) cell count and viral load are blood tests that give you information about your
health and how the HIV virus has affected your body, but they tell you different things.

• The CD4+ count tells you how healthy your body’s immune system is. It tells you how much
damage the HIV virus has done to your immune system. It can help warn you about risks of
getting other diseases.

• The viral load tells you how active the HIV virus is in your body. It tells you how fast the
virus is reproducing itself. It can also give you information about whether your HIV
medications are working.
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