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Three reasons why CATIE supports U=U for sexual transmission
By Camille Arkell
CATIE recently endorsed the Consensus Statement of the Prevention Access Campaign, celebrating the fact that
“undetectable equals untransmittable.” This revolutionary statement, pushed forward by a dedicated group of
people living with HIV, has prompted CATIE to reﬂect on our sexual HIV prevention messaging.
The research on treatment as prevention has been slowly accumulating for many years. As an evidence-based
organization, CATIE now recognizes that the evidence on undetectable viral load has reached a point where we are
compelled to take our messaging a step further. We can comfortably say that when a person taking antiretroviral
treatment has an ongoing undetectable viral load and is engaged in care, they do not transmit HIV to their sexual
partners.
This is why we decided to sign on to U=U:

1. The science supports it (and the scientists do too)!
We have learned so much about the beneﬁts of starting HIV treatment early. We now know that people who start
treatment as soon as possible after becoming HIV positive can live long, healthy lives, and are less likely to develop
HIV-related conditions or other serious health issues.
We also know that taking treatment to maintain an undetectable viral load has signiﬁcant prevention beneﬁts. In July
2016, two large studies (PARTNER and HPTN 052) published ﬁnal results showing that not a single HIV
transmission occurred between serodiscordant sexual partners when the person living with HIV was on treatment
and had an undetectable viral load.
The Prevention Access Campaign was quick to turn this new evidence into a simple and meaningful message (U=U).
Researchers from all the major studies endorsed this message. As Dr. Myron Cohen (the principal investigator of
HPTN 052) stated: “we now have 10,000 person years (of follow-up) with zero transmissions from people who are
suppressed.” So why have others, CATIE included, been slower to accept this game-changing language?
The idea of “zero risk” is uncomfortable to many because it is impossible for research to ever conclude that a risk is
zero. Statistically, we cannot rule out that a very small risk may exist, no matter what the data show us. However,
focusing on the possibility of a very rare event can also be misleading. In this case, a large body of evidence is telling
us that people with undetectable viral loads do not transmit HIV, and in research jargon we say that the risk is
negligible (meaning insigniﬁcant or not worth considering).
But what does negligible mean to the average person? It certainly does not convey the excitement that people living
with HIV are feeling about this amazing news. Negligible may be an accurate word but it is not a suitable message. If
the risk is negligible then we must be willing to accept that it is not important.

2. People living with HIV need to hear this message
It is important for people living with HIV to hear this message so they can be conﬁdent in their ability to have healthy
sex lives. People living with HIV continue to face stigma that aﬀects their lives in many ways. By continuing to focus
on a risk that is negligible, we do nothing to combat HIV-related stigma. The U=U message can reduce HIV stigma
by removing the fear that people living with HIV are “infectious” and “risky” sex partners.

3. U=U is a smart HIV prevention message
HIV-negative people need to know that an HIV-positive person who is on treatment and engaged in care, and
maintains an undetectable viral load, is a very safe sexual partner because their HIV is diagnosed and the virus is
controlled. This is counter to what prevention messaging said for years, where the HIV-negative partners of people
living with HIV were considered to be at highest risk. We now know that the majority of HIV transmissions come
from people who are living with HIV and don’t know it (the undiagnosed). This paradigm shift requires us to take up
new messages that clearly communicate where the risk actually lies – not with HIV-diagnosed people who have and
maintain undetectable viral loads.
We need to ensure that our HIV prevention messages help, rather than harm, the people to whom we are speaking.
With a little creativity and boldness, these messages can be meaningful to the communities we serve while remaining
strongly grounded in the science.

This article was originally published in the
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Resources
Risk of sexual transmission of HIV from a person living with HIV who has an undetectable viral load: Messaging
Primer & Consensus Statement – Prevention Access Campaign
CATIE statement on the use of antiretroviral treatment (ART) and an undetectable viral load to prevent the sexual
transmission of HIV
Undetectable viral load and HIV sexual transmission
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Disclaimer
Decisions about particular medical treatments should always be made in consultation with a qualiﬁed medical
practitioner knowledgeable about HIV- and hepatitis C-related illness and the treatments in question.
CATIE provides information resources to help people living with HIV and/or hepatitis C 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 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.
CATIE endeavours to provide the most up-to-date and accurate information at the time of publication. However,
information changes and users are encouraged to ensure they have the most current information. Users relying
solely on this information do so entirely at their own risk. Neither CATIE nor any of its partners or funders, 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. Any opinions expressed herein or in any article or publication accessed
or published or provided by CATIE may not reﬂect the policies or opinions of CATIE or any partners or funders.
Information on safer drug use is presented as a public health service to help people make healthier choices to
reduce the spread of HIV, viral hepatitis and other infections. It is not intended to encourage or promote the use or
possession of illegal drugs.
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