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 Health Care Professionals

Answers about HIV 
vaccine research

 Why should health care professionals 
care about HIV vaccine research?
As more and more individuals consider participating in 
preventive HIV vaccine trials, it is increasingly important 
that health care professionals be well informed so they 
are able to answer questions accurately or make referrals 
to experts who can. Experience tells us that the most 
common questions include:  

•  Will I get HIV from vaccines being tested? NO.  
Participants cannot get HIV from vaccines being tested 
because they are man-made and do not contain the 
HIV virus. 

•  Will an investigational vaccine make someone test 
positive for HIV antibodies, and what does that really 
mean? Some investigational vaccines may be strong 
enough to cause an antibody response detectable on 
standard HIV tests.  These tests measure the body’s 
antibody response to HIV, and do not directly measure 
HIV itself.  Therefore, having a false-positive antibody 
test for HIV after vaccination is not unexpected.  It does 
not mean the participant is infected.  Trial sites are able 
to perform specialized tests to prove that a person is 
not HIV infected.

•  How do I know if I am going to get a vaccine or a 
placebo? Some volunteers are given a placebo (inactive 
substance) so that scientists can tell if there is a 
difference between those who get the study vaccine 
and those who do not.  Neither the volunteers nor 
the doctors and scientists know who gets the study 
vaccine and who gets the placebo until after the trial is 
completed, which makes the trial ‘double-blinded.’ 

•  Can I talk to my doctor or friends and family fi rst, and 
what questions should I ask? Prospective participants 
are encouraged to discuss their interest with family and 
friends, health care providers, and others whom they 
trust.  With the individual’s permission, trial site staff can 

also talk to these people to help answer their questions.  
People are encouraged to ask questions that help them 
to understand more clearly the risks and benefi ts of 
participation, and what their responsibilities as a trial 
participant will be.

Health care professionals are often the fi rst point of 
contact when it comes to someone learning about HIV 
vaccine trials. Their knowledge level and attitude can 
have a tremendous impact on whether individuals are 
supportive of HIV vaccine research and those who 
volunteer in vaccine trials.

Health care professionals are valuable assets in their 
respective communities, especially those health care 
providers who work with people who are most impacted 
by HIV:  African Americans, Hispanics, Men who have 
Sex with Men (MSM), and women. The only way to 
know if a vaccine will work in all communities is to 
have all communities involved in the research. Health 
care professionals must take an active role in raising 
awareness about the hope and promise of HIV preventive 
vaccines across diverse communities and populations. 

 What is a vaccine?
A vaccine “teaches” the immune system to 
recognize and defend against a virus (such as 
HIV), bacteria or other disease-causing agent.

Why do we need a preventive 
HIV vaccine? 
•  There is NO cure for AIDS.  While the availability of 

anti-retroviral therapy has had a dramatic impact by 
decreasing AIDS-related deaths in this country, these 
treatment regimens are complex, costly and can cause 
serious side effects.  In addition, patients can develop 
drug resistance.

•  Like smallpox and polio vaccines, a preventive HIV 
vaccine could help save millions of lives.

 According to a national survey conducted by the 
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases 
(NIAID), health care professionals are valued as 
trusted sources of information regarding HIV vaccine 
studies. African Americans, Hispanics and MSM 
ranked health care professionals third or higher as 
a trusted source of information about HIV vaccines.


