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1. INTRODUCTION
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1.1. Rationale

Undetectable = Untransmittable (U=U} is now a cornerstone message in the HIV response:
pecple living with HIV who take antiretroviral therapy (ART) consistently and achieve an
undetectable viral load do not transmit HIV sexually to their partners . Strong svidence of
many years has confirmed that effective ART and sustained undetecizble wiral load
eliminate the risk of sexual transmission and transform HIV into 8 manageable chronic
condition .

UMAIDS states that people living with HIV who are on ART and have an undetectable viral
load “"cannot transmit HIV sexually” 8 conclusion summarized in the global “Undetectable
= Uniransmittable” explainer and subseguent communications. UNAIDS further
emphasizes that this messsge is life-changing for people living with HIV, restoring hope,
intimacy, and the possibility of having children without transmitting HIV

WHO's consolidated HIV guidelines and recent scientific updates also exglicitly endorse the
L=t principle. WHO notes that people living with HIV who achieve and maintain an
undetectable viral load have zero risk of sexually transmitting HIW.

Despite the scientific evidence, awarenses: and understanding of U=U remain uneven
among healthcare providers, and people living with HIV. Misconceptions sbout
transmission persist and contribute to stigma, fear, and unnecessary restrictions on sexual,
reproductive, and family life. At the same time, U=U iz a8 powerful tool to motivate HIV
testing, early treatment initiation, adherence and retention in care, and to advance
human rights and dignity for people living with HIV |,

Together UNAIDS and WHO have issued joint statements with national governments {for
example, in Thailand] explicitly endorsing U=U as a public heslth and human-rights
approach to HIV prevention
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Rwanda has also promoted the U=U message in its HIV response, through a
campaign launched in collaboration with pariners, which rely on pecgple living
with HIV and community-based peer educators to disseminate U=U, especially
among sercdiscordant couples.

Around the world, communities of people living with HIV, civil-society
organizations, and governments have integrated U=U into their HIV responsas:

Global Prevention Access Campaign {PAC): Since 2015, PAC has led the U=U
movement, with more than 1,100 organizations from 100+ countries signing on
as U=l community pariners. They use U=U incampaigns, clinic materials, social
media, and peer support to fight stigma and improve treatment uptake

Canada: Countries such as Canada and others have implemented mass-media
and digital U=U campsigns featuring testimoniss of peopie lving with HIV 1o
normalize undetectable viral load and reduce fear of transmission

Cambodia: Cambodia has developed a national U=U communication strategy,
integrating U=U messages into facility-based counselling, community outreach,
and stigma-reduction efforts

Europe: Many clinics and community organizations globally now use U=U in
adherence  clubs, key-population programmes, serodiscordant couple
counselling, and youth support groups, showing that U=U can strengthen trust
in services and support long-term engagement jncare .

Crawing on these experiences, The U=U guide is thersfore intended to:

* Provide clear, evidence-based informaton on the

science of U=L:

* Standardize how U=U is communicated in clinical,

community, and public-health setfings;

* Supporthealth workers and community actors to

give accurate, non-sGgmatizing counselling; and

Position U=U as an integral part of the strategy to

* zchisve and susiain HIY epidemic control, includ-

ing the 55-35-35 targets and beyond.
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1.2. The Meaning of U=U

U=l stands for “Undetectable = Untransmittable.” It means that when a person living with
HiV takes antiretroviral treatment (ART) correcily and achieves an undstectable viral load
{50 low that it cannot be measured by standard tests), they cannot sexually transmit HIV to
their partners. The undeteciable viral load as per the Rwanda HIV guidelines is defined as VL
results under 20 or 40 copies/ml depending on testing platform used (Roche
COBAS4AR00,/6800 and Abbott m2000sp). It does not mean the virus is fully cleared from the
body or someone is cured from HIV .

1.3. Evidence behind U=U

Studies including HIV Prevention Trials Metwork (HPTNOS2) ; Partners of People on ART — 4
Mew Evaluation of Risks ([PARTMER) ; Opposites Attract ; and PARTNERZ proved that people
living with HIV who taks antiretroviral treatment (ART) and achieve undectable viral load
cannot sexuslly transmit the virus to their partners. These studies followed thousands of
Hiv-serodiscordant couples both heterosexual and same-sex over many years. Even after
more than 160,000 sex acts without condoms or Pre-Exposure prophylaxis (PrEP), not a
single case of HIV transmission occurred when the pariner living with HIV had an
undetectable viral load. This scientific evidence confirms that adherence to HIV treatment
and achieving undetectable viral load is a highly effective way to prevent sexual
transmission.

1.4. The Power of U=U

Li=U is life-changing because it shows that HIV Treatment not only keeps people healthy but
also completely prevents sexusl transmission of HIV. This helps reduce fear stigma, and
discrimination, allowing PLHIV to build relationships, have families, and five full Ifves without
worry of passing on the virus. U=U also encourages people to gat tested, start treatment
early, and stay on treatment, which strengthens both individual health and public heslth
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1.5. U=U: A Tool Against HI'V-related Stigma

U=U challengss the fear and misinformation that have long fueled HIV stigma. By proving that FLHIV who are on treatment and have an
undetectable viral icad cannot pass the virus sexuslly, U=U reassures both individuals and communities that HIV does not maks somsone
"dangercus” or "a threat” This scientific fact dismantles the myths that drive exclusion, fear in relationships, and rejecton in social or
professional settings. It empowers people living with HIV to see themselves as healthy, capable, and fully included members of society.

At the same Time, U=U reduces discrimination by shifting how others view HIV. When families, partners, employers, and communities
understand that HIV cannot be transmitied under effective treatment, thay are less likely to impose harmful restrictions or act with prejudice.
This promiotes acceptance, respect, and dignity for PLHIV. Ulimately, U=U is not only a medical message itis a social justice tool that protects
human rights, encourages openness, and creatas a supportive environment for evaryone affected by HIV.

1.6. PLHIV at the Heart of U=U

It Is very important for PLHIV to lead U=U massaging because they know the reslity of living with the virus better than anyone else. While
PLHIY are the first bearers of U=U message they should play a role in ensuring they adhere to ARVs. When PLHIV share the message that U=
U, it comes with lived experience, trust, and hope. Hearing directly from them helps communities believe the message, reduce fear, and
understand that HIV does not stop someone from living a healthy, full Iife. In Rwanda, PLHIV, peer educators, are already close to the
community. They can explain U=U in simple language, local culture, and everyday examples that people undersiand. Their leadership makes
the message stronger and more relatable, encourages others {0 get tested and start treatment, and halps fight stigms. This is the reason why
RRP+ should be at the center of U=U because the messags becomes more powerful, human, and sasier for everyone to accept

1.7. Sharing the U=U message to save lives

Sharing the U=l message means helping people understand that whan someone living with HIV takes trestment every day and achievas an
undetectable viral load, they cannot pass the virus to their sexual partners. This is not enly about science | but also 3 message that brings
hope, dignity, and empowerment to people. By communicating U=U, we remind communities that HIV treatment saves lives, prevents
transmission, and allows PLHIV to live long, healthy, and fulfilling livas.
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2. ABOUT
THE GUIDE




2.1

Purpose of the Guide

Thne guide aims to help everyone; heslthcare providers, peer
educators, and psople living with HIV (PLHIV) and program
implementers learn together and take action fo promote the
rmessage of Undetectable = Untransmittzble (U=U).

The aims of the gulde are specifically to:
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Introduce the concept of "Undetectable =
Untransmittable{U=U}" to communities, healthcare providers,
peer educators and siakeholders as 2 core message of HIV
prevention and treatment success,

Incresse awareness and understanding of U=U, ensuring that
people living with HIV{PLHIV) and the general public know that
an undetectsble viral load means HIV cannot be sexuslly
transmitted.

Promote adherence to HIV treatment by emphasizing that
taking antiretroviral therapy ([ART) consistently leads fo
undetectable viral load and improved heslth cutcomes.

Ralze awareness on the effectiveness of ART in preventing the
transmission of HIV, reinforcing treatment as both care and
prevention.

Encourage regular viral load monitering to confirm treatment
success, maintain undetectable levels.

2.2. Who should use this guide?

The content of this guide is Intended for all stakeholders involved in
the dissemination and promotion of U=U within the HIV response.

Primarily, healthcare providers will use the guide as they
regularly engage with PLHIV at health facilities and within
communities. They are encouragad 1o integrate U=U messages
into routine education sessions (IEC), both at facility and
community kevels.

Peer educators, Youth ambassadors will also bensfit from the
guide as they facilitate support groups, helping their peers to
correctly and consistently adhare to HIV treatment through the
promotion of U=t

In addition, program managers can draw on the guide when
conducting trainings for diverse populations;, using various
communication channels such as pamphlets, =ocial media
platiorms, and other community outreach tools. Journalists,
social media influencers, radio/TV presenters, and community
media platforms. They may also use this guide to help amplify
U=U messages widely through mass communication channels.

Religious |eaders and teachers can also use the guide as they
play an Important role in reinforcing U=U, helping to reduce
stigma and promote supportive environments.



2.3. How to use this guide

Use this guide to deliver accurate, consistent U=l messages across all levels of HIV response. Mainly, Healthears
providers, peer educators, Youth ambassadors and PLHIV networks, should apply It in consultations, education
sessions, and support groups, while program managers and media platforms can adapt it for trainings and public
communication.

The U=U message should be delivered clearly, simply, and consistently by everyons invalved in HIV response
from heslthcare providers in clinics, to peer educators and PLHIV nebaorks in communities, to program
managers and media platforms at national level. Using local language, relatable examples, and trusted voices
makes the message easier for people to accept and belisve.
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3. Key messages around Undetectable=Untransmittable

This secticn provides key messages to help people communi-
cate effectively about the concept of U=U. These massagss are
designed for use across multiple platforms, including clinic
settings, community meetings, websites, prevention rraterlalc
and social madia

Althou me of the messages may appear similar, each one

mghl:ght: 3 :Isgh;lg different tone, focus, or communication

objective. People are encouraged to use the messages accord-

ing to their intendsd purposs, the needs of the targeted

gudience, and the context of delivery.

= Social media: Use short, simple statemeants with one or
two key points to guickly capture attention

+ (Clinical settings: Us= longer, evidence-based messages
that provide clarity, reassurance, and support patient
understanding.

* Community meetings: Uss Inclusive, mofivational
language that encourages collective understanding and
reduces stigma.

* Websites and prevention materials: lse clear,
informative content that balances scientific accuracy with

gcoessibility.

By applying these key messages appropriately, it is ensured
that U=U is consistently communicated in a way that is
accurate, relatable; and impactiul.

coe
L L)

=Social Media Version (short, attention-grabbing):
"U=U: When HIV is undetectable, it's Untransmittable. Treatment
saves lives and stops transmission.”

=Clinical Setting Version (detailed, supportive):

“If you take your HIV treatment every day at consistent time and
your viral load becomes undetectable, you cannot pass HIV to your
sexual partners. This is known as U=U_ With consistent treatment,
you can stay healthy and protect your loved ones”

» . *Community Meeting Version (inclusive, motivational):

{%.

U=U means that when someone living with HIV takes treatment
and becomes undetectable, they cannot pass the virus to others.
This is a message of hope for families and communities it shows
that treatment works, stigma must end, and together we can stop
HIV

=Website/Prevention Materials Version (balanced, informative):
U=U is a proven scientific fact: when PLHIV take treatment as
prescribed and achieve an undetectable viral load, they do not
transmit the virus sexually. This knowledge helps reduce fear and
stgma, encourages more people to get tested and treated, and
supports healthier, longer lives.

-
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3.1. U=U for everyone

Message 1. Stay Undetectable. Stay
Untransmitioble. U=U: Understand. Use. Uphold

UNDERSTAND | * | am Undetectable if my viral load is < 2C
OR 40 copies/mil and cannot be detected
by standard |laboratory tests.

* An undetectable viral load is certsin when
| comply-and adhere consistently to my
ARVE.

* | am Untransmittable when an
undetectable viral load prevents
the sexual transmission of HIV

* | arm Untransmittable when | uss
LUSE ARV treatment as prevention

* | am Untransmittable when | use ARV
treatment a5 praventdon

UPHOLD
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Message 2: ACT- to stay undetectable and

Untransmitfable.

A Adhere tctreatment by taking your
ART daily as prescribad.

C Check your viral load regularly
{as recommended) at the health facility.

T Trust your care providers and stay engaged
with your health by keeping clinic appeintments
regularly.

| oA




3.2. U=U and women living with HIV

The prevention of sexual transmission of HIV through U=U applies egually to wormmen as it does to everyone else.

When g woman or her sexusl pariner maintains an undstectable viral load, sexusl intimacy can be enjoyed without
fear of HIV transmission.

However, it is Important to recognize that U=U, as currently defined, addresses sexual transmission only.

Pregnancy and childbirth: Research shows that women who begin ART before pregnancy and maintain an
undetectable viral load throughout pregnancy can give birth to healthy, HIV-negative babies.

Breastfeeding: Scientific avidence suggests that the risk of HIV transmission through breastfeeding among women
on ART with undetectable viral load is extremely low . '
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Message 3: T.A.P to protect yourself, your
partner and your baby Test. Adhere. Protect.

T Teskt: Know your HIV status early. Every
woman should get tested before and
during pregnancy so they can start ART
it positive. “U = U starts with knowing
YOHIF 5Tatus

A Adhere: Take your ART every day to reach
and maintain an undetectable viral load
before conception, during pregnancy,
and throughout breastfeeding period.
"Staying adherent keeps you undstectable”

P Protect: When you are undatectable
you protect yourself (you are healthy)
your partner, and your baby
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To better support TAP- Healthcare providers are encouraged to:

Identify women and adolescent girls living with HIV before conception
Ensure linkage to ART and adherence support as soon as possible

Understand pregnancy goals and support safe conception for women living
with HIV and their partners in the ART dlinic

Provide voluntary family planning options at the ART clinic, ideally
or through referrals

Ensure undetectable viral load before conception

Educate women to ensure sustained undetectable viral load
throughout the exposure period

Ensure Prophylaxis during birth and breastfeeding period
shiould continue as recommended
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Message 4. Consistent adherence
protects sexual partners.

* When a woman living with HIV including
femmale zex worker takes her ARVE every day
and achisves an Undeizctable viral load, she
cannot transmit HIV o her sexual pariners
even through sex without a condom.

L E

While U = U stops HIV transmission, other
preventon methods remain essential.
hWessage 5. U = U does not protect against
pregnancy
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Message 5. U = U does not protect
against pregnancy

= U = U prevents HIV transmission but does not prevent
pregrancy

* Women who do not wish to become pregnant should
use family planning methods such as condoms,
Injectables, implants, or pills, depending on personal
choice and counseling from a healthcare provider.
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fessage 6. U = U does not replace
the prevention of mother-to-child
transmission [PMTCT) interventions.

= Byen it 2 mother is undetectable, babies stll naed
prophylaxis (ARV drops or syrup) after birth to ensure
complate protection against HIV.

* Mothers should continue PMTCT follow-up and
adhere to ARV:s while take zll prescribed steps,
including infant prophylaxis, early infant testing, and
safe breastfeeding guidance.
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3.3. U=U in people injecting drugs

Message 7. Undetectable stops HIV
through sex, not through needles.

» Like all other groups, people who inject drugs do not
transmit HIV through sexual activity when their viral
load is undetectable

» MNever share needles, syringes, or any Injecting
equipment with anyone. because while szome
research indicates that having an undetectable viral
load may reduce the risk of HIV transmission through
sharing injection eguipment, there iz not enough
scientific evidence to confirm that the risk s
eliminated.

= Even i your viral load is undetectable and HIV cannot
be passed through sex, sharing injection equipment
can still transmit HIV or other infections such as
hepatits B, hepatifis C.

= To prevent HIV transmission, always use new, sterile
neadles and equipment every time you inject, and
dispoze of them safely after one uze.




3.4. U=U and Men Who have Sex with Men

Message 8. U=U applies equally
to all PLHIV, including MSM

Scientific evidence demonstrates that U=U, which
pravents  sexual transmission of HIV, applies to sl
populations, including MSM. When MSM living with HIV
are diagnosed, initiated on ARVE, and zupporied fo
maintain sustained trestment adherence, they achisve
undetectable wviral load and effectively prevent HIV

transmission to sexual partners, and contribute to efforts
to end HIV transmission




3.5. U=U prevents Stigma and discrimination

Message 9. U = U Ends Stigma
and Promotes Equality

= U =U helps end stigma and discrimination by showing
that PLHIV who are on effective treatment and have
an undetectable viral load are healthy and cannot
transmit HIV to cthers

* The U= U message removes fear and promotes
respect, inclusion, and equality for everyone.




3.6. Understanding the Limits
and Complements of U=U

Message 10. U=U Works, other
Protection measures still matter

* U=U does not protect against othar sexually
transmitied infecticns (5Tls)

= |U=U does not protect against pregnancy
= U=U does not replace the prevention of
motherto-child transmission [PMTCT)

interventions

= U=U complements and does not replace aother
HIV prevention methods

* |t is important to note that U=U is not a cure.
While the virus may not be transmitted fo sex
partners, it is stll present in the body
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3.7. Staying Undetectable Keeps You Healthy and Protects Others

%. Keeping your HIV undetectable helps you live a fong, healthy, and fulfilling life.

b To reach and maintain an undetectable level, take your antiretroviral [ARV) treatment every day exactly as prescribed.

(D) itusually tekes about six moniths of consistent trestment for HIV to become undetectable in your blood

6’ Once your viral load is undetectable and you keep taking your medication as'prascribed, you cannot pass HIV through sex.

| if you stop taking your HIV medicines, your viral load can increass again within ane to two weeks, and you may be abls to
pass HIV to your sexual partners.

O Alway= use condoms correctly and consistently to prevent other sexually transmitted infections OR pregnancy.

3.8. Role of the Health Care Workers

Health care workers play 2 central role in making Undeteciable = Untransmitiable (U=U) a reality in their communities by:
= Encouraging community members to know their HIV status through regular and voluntary testing.
Supporting people living with HIV to stay on treatment and adhere to thair ARVs every day.
Regularly monitoring viral load to ensure people on treatment achieve and maintain undetectable lavels.
Educating PLHIV on the VL results, their meaning in order to motivate them keep their adherence.
Promoting healthy living among people living with HIV, including good nutrition, mental well-being, and positve lifestyles.
Creating an enabling and friendly environment at health facilities where everyone fesls respected, supported, and fres
from stigma and discrimination.
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4. U=U FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

As you share information asbout U=U, you may encounter
guestions that go beyond the basics. The following section
presents a collection of freguently asked guestions and
commion concerns, along with suggested responses. These are
designed to help address doubts, build confidence in U=U, and
dispel myths or misconceptons.

Q1. Promoting U=U is vital, but there is a risk that some may
say they are undetectable when they are not. What steps can
be taken to prevent this and ensure U=U js shared truthfully
and responsibly?

= There iz always a risk that some people may bs unclear
about their current viral load status. For example, 3 person
who once received an undetectable result may assume they
rémain undetactable even if their status has changed. This
highlights the importance of clear messaging on confinual
viral load monitoring and consistent adherence to HIV
treatment in order to stay undetectable.

* |t is important fc remember that maintaining an
undetectable viral load, and using treatment az preventon,
is largely the responsibility of people living with HIV. At the
same time, HIV-negative individuals should feel empowered
io use self-directed prevention methods such as PrEP or
condoms.

= |n the context of index testing, healthcare providers should
be encouraged and trained to share this guidance during
post-iest counseling with HiV-negative partners in Ssro
discordant relationships. Using addifonal preventon
methods does not diminish the value of U=U nor doses it
reduce our strong scienfific confidence in treatment as
preventon.

Q2. Can heafthcare providers recommend condomless sex for
Sero discordant couples when the partner living with HIV has an
undetectable virol lood, the couple is monogamous, and no
other risk factors are present?

= |f 5 couple is in & mutually monogamous relationship and
there iz no sharing of neesdles, the science of U=sU
[Undetectable = Untransmitiable) supports condomless sex
a5 a safe opton. When the partner living with HIV achieves
and consistently maintains an undetectable viral load, they
cannot transmit HiV to their HiV-negative partner during sex

= This recommendation should always be accompanied by
counseling on the imporance of strict medication
adherence to remain undetectable. Couples should also be
reminded that the protective benefit of U=U can disappear
guickly—sometmeas within just a few days—if the partner
living with HIV stops taking their treatment
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Q3. Does U=U also apply to mothers who are breastfeeding?
For breastfesding, the situston is different. Ressarch shows
that when mothers living with HIV are on treatment and
undetectable, the risk of passing HIV to their baby through

breast milk s very low but not zero . A few cases of
transmission have been reported, even when mothers wers
undetectable.

Because of this, the guidelines recommend:

* Daily treatment without interruption the most important
way for mothers to protect themselves and their babies.

= Regular viral load monitoring — to make sure the mother
stays undetectable.

* Routine infant testing —so any infection can be identified and
treated sarly.

* Counseling

Q4. When counseling a client newly initiated on ART, after
how long of consistent treatment and adherence can they be
safely advised thal condomless sex will not transmit HIV?

& person’s viral load is considerad "durably undstectable” when
every viral load test remains undeteciable for at least six
months after the first undetectable result. Most people reach
their first undetectable result within 3—6 months of starting
ART.

This means that, in practice, most individuals need to stay on treatment
for 5—12 months before they can be considered durably undetectable.
At that point, they may be advised that condomless sex dos: not
transmit HIV.

Q5. How can one reach the status of wvndetectable and
Untransmittable?

g.

b.

At least two (2] consecutive viral load results of less than
20copies/ml over a siemonth (6) parind.

Continuing to be on Antiretroviral therapy even after the viral load
is undetectable;

Manitoring of VL as recommended while on treatment

. By sesing a3 health care provider regularly and taking antiretroviral

therapy (ART) as prescribed, nearly everyons with HIV can become
and remain undetectable.

6. When U=U Should not be recommended?

a.

Currently, thers is no sufficient evidence to suggest that suppressed
HIV viral load will prevent HIV from being transmitted when sharing
nesdles by people who inject drugs

. Cases of HIV transmission from breastfeeding have been reported

eyen when the mother's viral lead was undetectable in both blood
and breast milk
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Q7. Does U=U apply to men who have sex with men (M5M)7?

Yes. U=U apgplies equally to all pecple living with HIV, including men who
have sex with men (MS5M). Scientific evidence shows that when a person
living with HIV is on effective antiretroviral therapy (ART) and maintains
an undstectable viral load, they cannot sexually transmit HIV to their

partners regardless of sexual orientation or type of zex (oral, vaginal, or
anal) , .
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5. CONCLUSION

The Undetectable = Untransmittable (U=U) Messaging Guide reinforces
that consistent HIV treatment leading to undetectable viral load notonly
preserves heatth but also prevents sexual tranamission of HIV. It empowers
people living with HIV to live free from stigma and discrimination, while
guiding healthcare providers, peer educators, and communities to
promote adherence, regular wviral load monitoring, and  sccurate
communication. U=U stands as both & scientfic breakthrough and a
message of dignity, equality, and hope in RIV responze
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R.R.P+ ADDRESS

® +250789 287 395 / 1245
® rrp.rwanda@gmail.com
¢ www.rrpplus.org
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