
Correspondence

e272 www.thelancet.com/hiv   Vol 5   June 2018

Authors’ reply 
We thank Bob Leahy for bringing 
the wording we used on the risks 
of transmission in people with 
suppressed plasma viral load to 
the attention of the readership. 
We agree with Anthony Fauci’s 
interpretation that people “who take 
ART daily as prescribed and achieve 
and maintain an undetectable viral 
load have effectively no risk of 
sexually transmitting the virus to an 

Language used to 
convey HIV infection 
risk is important

The recent Comment by Jens Lundgren 
and Andrew Phillips1 raises important 
issues about how we convey risk of 
HIV transmission to those who need 
to know about it: an audience that 
includes medical practitioners but also 
their patients, people living with HIV 
conditioned to think they present a 
risk to their sexual partners. Yet the 
science tells us otherwise.

The authors say of HIV treatment 
“Antiretroviral drugs can prevent 
sexual transmission of HIV. If 
used consistently as pre-exposure 
prophylaxis (PrEP) by uninfected 
people, the risk of becoming infected is 
substantially reduced. And when used 
effectively by people already infected, 
the risk of onward transmission is 
very low, even for condomless sex 
acts. In populations extensively and 
repeatedly tested for HIV, and when 
antiretroviral therapy (ART) is initiated 
immediately on testing positive, 
transmission risk seems to decrease.”

That language is problematic. 
“Very low” is only right in that 
you cannot prove something will 
not happen. We have to be more 
cognisant of expressing that in ways 
people can relate, in ways that reflect 
that we have seen zero cases of HIV 
transmission through sex when one 
partner is positive but has a sustained 
undetectable viral load, the other 
negative, in a series of larger scale 
trials.

I think it is possible to speak in a way 
that is consistent with the science but 
more helpful.

The CDC, for example, uses this 
language: “People who take ART 
daily as prescribed and achieve and 
maintain an undetectable viral 
load have effectively no risk of 
sexually transmitting the virus to 
an HIV-negative partner.”2 Anthony 
Fauci, Director of NIAID, NIH, said 
at the 2017 US Conference on AIDS 

“the science really does validate 
that U=U (Undetectable equals 
Untransmittable)”.3 The Editorial 
in this journal in November4 gets it 
right: “The fact that people infected 
with HIV who are virally suppressed 
cannot sexually transmit the virus to 
others is now accepted in the HIV/AIDS 
community as a result of accumulating 
evidence since the early 2000s.”

It is not just semantics but rather 
a recognition that precise use of 
language is important. Suggesting 
that those living with HIV with 
undetectable viral loads pose an 
unproven but slight risk to others 
unnecessarily stigmatises millions. 
It perpetuates myths that exist 
even within the ranks of medical 
practitioners. Thus, the article cries 
out for further commentary, given the 
potential to mislead, to confuse, and 
even to create legal problems for those 
living with HIV.
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HIV-negative partner”, and we agree 
that this better conveys the risk to a 
broad audience than the wording we 
used in the article.
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