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What are T cells? 
 T cells are cells that are part of your body's immune system. The immune 

system helps your body to fight off diseases. Without an immune system, you 

would get sick very easily from germs around you such as bacteria and fungi. T 

cells are also called CD4 cells. 

 

What are T4 (CD4) cells? 
 T4 cells are a subset of your body's T cells. They help keep your immune 

system strong and your body healthy. 

 
What is a T4 (CD4) count? 

 The T4 (CD4) count is a blood test that measures the number of T4 (CD4) cells 

in your blood. It tells you how healthy your immune system is and how much 

damage the HIV virus has done to your immune system. As disease progresses, 

your T4 (CD4) count will become lower. 

 On average, a healthy person has over 500 T4 (CD4) cells in every microlitre 

(0.001 litre) of blood. However, your T4 (CD4) count may vary even during the 

same day, and may change as a result of many factors, including other 

infections you have at the moment, your stress level, recent immunizations, etc. 

Therefore, you need to have a few T4 (CD4) counts done over time to get a 

better sense of how healthy your immune system is. 
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 The T4 (CD4) count also comes as a percentage. The average percentage of 

T4 (CD4) cell count in a person with healthy immune system is over 30%. 

 
What is the relationship between HIV and my T4 (CD4) cells? 

 HIV is the virus that many believe to be the cause of AIDS. When the HIV virus 

enters your body, it must enter a cell to live and reproduce. A favourite type of 

cell in your body that the HIV virus likes to attack is the T4 (CD4) cell. 

 When the HIV virus enters your T4 (CD4) cells and reproduces, your T4 (CD4) 

cells will die. 

 As the amount of HIV (viral load) in your body increases, the amount of T4 

(CD4) cells will decrease. 

 When your T4 (CD4) cells become low, your body is less able to fight off 

infections. You will have a higher risk of getting sick. 

 

What can I do to help increase my T4 (CD4) count? 
 HIV treatments and medications can help reduce the HIV virus and increase 

your T4 (CD4) cells. Having good nutrition, adequate rest and controlling your 

stress will also help your body become healthier. 

 
When should I start HIV medications? 

 When your T4 (CD4) count is somewhere between 350 and 200 cells, you may 

want to start taking HIV medications. 

 When your T4 (CD4) count is below 200 or 20%, your chance of getting other 

infections and diseases will greatly increase. If you have not started treatment 

by that time, you should definitely consider starting then. 

 
What is the difference between T4 (CD4) count and viral load? 

 The T4 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. 
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 The T4 (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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Disclaimer: The Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE) and Africans in Partnership Against AIDS 
(APAA) in good faith provide 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 
or APAA, however, is not to be considered medical advice. We do not recommend or advocate particular treatments 
and we urge users to consult as broad a range of sources as possible. We strongly urge users 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 or APAA. Users relying on this information do so entirely at their own risk. Neither CATIE, nor APAA, nor 
Health 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 or APAA are solely those of the authors and do not reflect 
the policies or opinions of CATIE or APAA, or the official policy of the Minister of Health Canada. 
 
Copyright: This Fact Sheet is made available through a collaboration between Africans in Partnership Against AIDS 
(APAA), Asian Community AIDS Services (ACAS) and the Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE).  
Original content developed by ACAS, 2001. Translation into Swahili and Hausa by APAA, 2004.  
 
 
 
 
 

This information is also available in 
Chinese, Tagalog and Vietnamese 
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