
  

 

HIV VIRAL SUPPRESSION 
 
 

Issue 
 
Although there is no cure for HIV, strict adherence to antiretroviral treatment (ART) – taking HIV 
medicines every day and exactly as prescribed – can reduce the amount of virus in the body to an 
undetectable level. This is called “viral suppression.”i Reaching and maintaining viral suppression is the 
goal of HIV treatment. It is a key factor in improving overall health for people living with HIV (PLWH), and 
a factor that determines long term survival.ii  Viral suppression can also prevent the sexual transmission 
of HIV.iii,iv,v,vi However, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), only around 
half of diagnosed PLWH are virally suppressed.vii  
 

Key Points 
 
Viral Suppression Requires Treatment Access & Adherence   
To reach viral suppression, PLWH must be adherent to ART that effectively combats HIV. Federal HIV 
clinical treatment guidelinesviii emphasize the importance of adherence as a key factor in treatment 
success.ix Studies also demonstrate the cost of non-adherence.x Successful treatment with an 
antiretroviral regimen results in virologic suppression and virtually eliminates secondary HIV transmission 
to others. As a result, it is possible to extrapolate that successful HIV treatment and medical care of each 
infected patient may save health systems expense by preventing further transmission to others. 
Achieving viral suppression – and thereby improving the health and wellness of PLWH – Is the goal of 
HIV treatment.xi  However the importance of maintaining viral suppression over the long term (durable 
viral suppression) must be emphasized. PLWH often face a variety of social, economic, and medical 
challenges that impede access to HIV treatment adherence. Data shows that not all HIV-positive 
individuals on ART are virally suppressed,xii and only about two-thirds of PLWH who achieved viral 
suppression maintained it over time.”xiii This highlights the need to remove barriers to accessing ART in 
order to facilitate viral suppression for PLWH. 
 

Viral Suppression Prevents HIV Transmission 
Effective treatment of HIV and viral suppression can also prevent new transmissions of the virus. When 
PLWH achieve and maintain viral suppression, there is no risk of transmitting HIV to their HIV–negative 
sexual partner.xiv, Preventing additional infections offers significant financial benefit – as studies estimate 
that each HIV positive patient may approach $338,400 in costs to the healthcare system over a lifetime.xv 
 

Undetectable = Untransmittable 
The scientific breakthrough that viral suppression not only improves the health of the individual, but also 
prevents HIV transmission led to the development of an international movement called “U=U” or 
Undetectable = Untransmittable. The federal DHHS, CDC and NIH have endorsed the U=U message, as 
have many state health agencies and regional health departments. xvi,xvii,xviii xix Over 1,000 organizations 
from 102 countries have also endorsed the U=U message internationally.xx  
 
ViiV Healthcare has a long-established track record of proactively supporting numerous public 
campaigns to address HIV stigma, challenge social prejudice, and eliminate discrimination experienced 
by people living with and affected by HIV. We were a founding corporate supporter of the Undetectable 
= Untransmittable (U=U) global campaign, which seeks to champion important evidence-based public 
health messaging.  
 
The U=U campaign reinforces the message that viral suppression can allow PLWH to live their lives, 
encourages PLWH to start and stay on their prescribed medication, and helps to end HIV-related stigma 
at the personal, clinical, and community level.xxi The message of viral suppression and U=U also offers a 
strong public health argument for policies that increase access to treatment, and adherence.  
 

Viral Suppression Will Help End the HIV Epidemic 
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In 2019, the US government announced the “Ending the HIV Epidemic: A Plan for America,” a multi-
agency initiative with the goal of reducing new HIV infections by 90 percent over the next decade.xxii This 
plan proposes to use scientific advances in antiretroviral therapy to treat PLWH and expand proven 
models of effective HIV care and prevention. Viral suppression is one of six HIV indicators the EHE 
initiative is measuring in key jurisdictions – 48 counties and 7 states - as part of this effort.xxiii 
 

Quality Measurement of Viral Suppression  
The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid (CMS), and Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) 
have included HIV measures in their quality program measures.xxiv,xxv,xxvi,xxvii The CMS 2020 Adult Core Set 
includes the HIV measure of HIV Viral Load Suppressionxxviii as an indicator of quality HIV care in 
Medicaid.xxix The HIV Viral Load Suppression quality measure is endorsed by the National Quality Forum 
(NQF).xxx  
 

Conclusion 
 

ViiV Healthcare encourages federal and state policy makers to establish and promote policies that 
support adherence to prescribed HIV therapies so that PLWH may achieve viral suppression and live 
long healthy lives. We also urge adoption of, and reporting of, HIV quality metrics, in addition to 
promotion of the U=U message, in order to prevent new HIV infections, and help end the HIV Epidemic.   
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