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Repeat testing of low-level HIV-1 RNA: assay 
performance and implementation in clinical trials
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Objective: Assess the performance of HIV-1 RNA repeat testing of stored samples in
cases of low-level viremia during clinical trials.

Design: Prospective and retrospective analysis of randomized clinical trial samples and
reference standards.

Methods: To evaluate assay variability of the Cobas AmpliPrep/Cobas TaqMan HIV-1
Test, v2.0, three separate sources of samples were utilized: the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) HIV reference standard (assayed using 50 independent measurements at
six viral loads <200 copies/ml), retrospective analysis of four to six aliquots of plasma
samples from four clinical trial participants, and prospective repeat testing of 120
samples from participants in randomized trials with low-level viremia.

Results: The TaqMan assay on the WHO HIV-1 RNA standards at viral loads<200 cop-
copies/ml performed within the expected variability according to assay specifications.
However, standards with low viral loads of 36 and 18 copies/ml reported values of
� 50 copies/ml in 66 and 18% of tests, respectively. In participants treated with
antiretrovirals who had unexpected viremia of 50–200 copies/ml after achieving
<50 copies/ml, retesting of multiple aliquots of stored plasma found <50 copies/ml
in nearly all cases upon retesting (14/15; 93%). Repeat testing was prospectively
implemented in four clinical trials for all samples with virologic rebound of 50–
200 copies/ml (n¼120 samples from 92 participants) from which 42% (50/120) had
a retest result of less than 50 copies/ml and 58% (70/120) retested � 50 copies/ml.

Conclusion: The TaqMan HIV-1 RNA assay shows variability around 50 copies/ml that
affects clinical trial results and may impact clinical practice. In participants with a
history of viral load suppression, unexpected low-level viremia may be because of assay
variability rather than low drug adherence or true virologic failure. Retesting a stored
aliquot of the same sample may differentiate between assay variability and virologic
failure as the source of viremia. This retesting strategy could save time, money, and
anxiety for patients and their providers, as well as decrease follow-up clinic visits
without increasing the risk of virologic failure and resistance development.
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Introduction

Virologic success for HIV-1 treatment is the achievement
and life-long maintenance of undetectable HIV-1 RNA,
often defined as less than 50 copies/ml [1–3]. All
biological assays, including quantification of HIV-1
RNA, show variability in the reported results. Although
virologic failure is defined by HIV treatment guide-
lines as confirmed by HIV-1 RNA greater than
200 copies/ml, considerable uncertainty exists about
the clinical significance of HIV-1 RNA between
50 copies/ml and 200 copies/ml [3]. In clinical practice,
after achieving less than 50 copies/ml, an HIV-1 RNA
value � 50 copies/ml may trigger a follow-up clinic
visit with an additional blood draw, and, if confirmed,
more frequent monitoring of HIV-1 RNA or a change in
antiretroviral regimen. For people living with HIV-1, a
report of being ‘detectable’ may cause substantial anxiety.
In the context of clinical trials of HIV-1 treatment,
primary efficacy endpoints for many studies are based
on the United States Food and Drug Administration
snapshot (US FDA)-defined snapshot algorithm for
the last available and often single viral load result
obtained in the visit window – generally Week 48 for
studies of treatment-naı̈ve participants [4]. In the
simplest interpretation of this analysis, there are three
possible outcomes: HIV-1 RNA less than 50 copies/ml,
� 50 copies/ml, and no data in the window. Current
trials of HIV-1 result in high efficacy rates and the
outcomes of a few participants can influence the
interpretation of antiretroviral efficacy. For example, a
participant with a viral load of 51 copies/ml is classified as
HIV-1 RNA� 50 copies/ml (virologic failure), whereas
another with 49 copies/ml is classified as less than
50 copies/ml (virologic success). In cases of HIV-1 RNA
� 50 copies/ml in clinical trials, current practice is to
perform an unscheduled retest visit after adherence
counseling. If the retest visit viral load is less than
50 copies/ml and is within the visit window, then that last
result is considered the final snapshot result.

Our hypothesis was that for some participants who
achieved an HIV-1 RNA level less than 50 copies/ml on
therapy, subsequent values � 50 copies/ml but less than
200 copies/ml are because of assay variation rather than
true virologic failure. Repeat viral RNA testing of an
aliquot of plasma stored from the original blood draw
could prevent additional follow-up clinic visits and blood
sampling. This is supported by current FDA guidance
that suggests that repeat testing of the same sample with
an initial � 50 copies/ml result may retest as less than
50 copies/ml [5] and eliminate a virologic failure
assessment caused by a variety of reasons, including
assay variability. Here, we present an analysis of assay
variability using reference standards and clinical trial
samples with low-level viremia and report the outcomes
of implementing this strategy prospectively in clinical
trials.

Methods

All HIV-1 RNA quantification results in this report were
obtained with the Cobas AmpliPrep/Cobas TaqMan v2.0
HIV-1 assay [6] (Roche Diagnostics, Indianapolis,
Indiana, USA) and were performed at Covance labora-
tories in Indianapolis, Indiana; Geneva, Switzerland; and
Singapore, Malaysia. The manufacturer’s lower limit of
quantification (LLOQ) and lower limit of detection
(LOD) is 20 copies/ml of HIV-1 RNA. The WHO HIV
2nd International Standard (97/650) for HIV-1 RNA
quantification [7] was diluted in HIV-1 negative
ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA) plasma to cover
the lower range of viral loads of the assay. At each WHO
standard dilution, 50 individual aliquots were frozen and
tested on independent assay runs at the Indianapolis site
(n¼ 20), Geneva site (n¼ 20), and Singapore site
(n¼ 10). The functional sensitivity (LLOQ) was con-
firmed by the lowest concentration that did not exceed a
20% coefficient of variation (CV; results in log10). The
LOD was confirmed by the lowest concentration that
showed 95% positivity (HIV-1 RNA detected).

In an initial assessment, four to six aliquots of plasma
were obtained from four HIV-1 infected participants
(15 samples) enrolled in studies GS-US-141-1475
(NCT02397694) and GS-US-380-1844 (NCT02603120)
[8]. Plasma samples were obtained, divided into aliquots,
frozen on dry ice, and shipped to Covance Central
Laboratories. The first HIV-1 RNA result was obtained
during the course of the study followed by later testing of
HIV-1 RNA from previously unthawed aliquots tested in
parallel. Following the analysis of samples from the initial four
participants, 120 additional samples from 92 participants were
prospectively assessed during the conduct of clinical studies
GS-US-380-1489 (NCT02607930), GS-US-380-1490
(NCT02607956), GS-US-380-1844, and GS-US-380-
1878 (NCT02603107) in which repeat testing was
performed on previously unthawed samples in cases of
HIV-1 RNA 50 – 200copies/ml after achieving less than
50copies/ml. Exact confidence interval (CI) was obtained
using Blaker’s method.

Results and Discussion

To quantify the variability of the TaqMan v2.0 HIV-1
assay at low viral loads, six standards with estimated HIV-1
RNA copy numbers of 142, 71, 36, 18, 9, and 4 copies/
ml were generated by dilution of the WHO 2nd HIV
International Standard. Fifty aliquots of each sample
were analyzed (Fig. 1). Overall, the results fell within
the manufacturer’s specified LLOQ and LOD and the
variability in the results was as expected for a biological
assay. At the two highest HIV-1 RNA standard
concentrations of 142 and 71 copies/ml, 98% of samples
reported HIV-1 RNA values greater than 50 copies/ml.



For the 142 copies/ml standard, the mean value was
180 copies/ml (range 76–372 copies/ml). For the
71 copies/ml standard, the mean value was 99 copies/
ml (range 43–180 copies/ml). Whenever we tested the
standards with estimated HIV-1 RNA levels of 36 and
18 copies/ml, we obtained values of� 50 copies/ml in 66
and 18% of the tests, respectively. At the two lowest
standard concentrations of 9 and 4 copies/ml, 100% of
the samples reported HIV-1 RNA values 50 copies/ml
or less.

If applied to clinical samples, a single HIV-1 RNA
measurement for participants with virologic rebound and
HIV-1 RNA � 200 copies/ml or suppression with a low
viral load set point of less than 10 copies/ml should
provide a clinically correct result (e.g. �50 copies/ml
whenever the real value was greater than 200 copies/ml
or less than 50 copies/ml whenever the patient is
suppressed). However, if the true HIV-1 RNA value is
close to the cut-off of less than 50 copies/ml, a single assay
may frequently result as � 50 copies/ml because of assay
variability and potentially be clinically misleading.

To explore the HIV-1 RNA assay variability near
50 copies/ml in HIV-1 infected and antiretroviral-treated
clinical trial participants, we selected four study
participants with one or more HIV-1 RNA results less
than 50 copies/ml who subsequently had low-level
viremia and had additional stored and previously
unthawed aliquots of frozen plasma available for repeat
testing (Fig. 2a–d). Altogether, in participants having
unexpected viremia� 50 copies/ml, retesting of multiple
aliquots of stored plasma found less than 50 copies/ml in
nearly all cases (14/15 aliquots; 93%).

We implemented a repeat testing algorithm for partici-
pants with prior suppression of HIV-1 RNA less than
50 copies/ml and virologic rebound between 50 and
200 copies/ml. Specifically, one aliquot of stored plasma
was automatically repeat tested by the reference
laboratory. The upper limit of 200 copies/ml for this
repeat testing was based on the AIDS Clinical Trials
Group and the US Department of Health and Human
Services guidelines for defining rebound and trig-
gering participant management decisions [3,9,10] and
protocol-defined resistance testing if HIV-1 RNA is
� 200 copies/ml. The samples were required to have
been stored frozen and not previously thawed because
HIV-1 RNA is stable if properly stored at �70 8C but is
subject to degradation after either long-term storage or
multiple freeze–thaw cycles resulting in incorrect
reporting of a lower viral load [11,12].

The prospective analysis had repeat HIV-1 RNA testing
performed on 120 sample sets from 92 HIV-1 infected
participants from four clinical trials of treatment-naı̈ve or
suppressed switch designs (Fig. 2e). Among these sample
sets, the initial HIV-1 RNA results consisted of 91
samples with HIV-1 RNA of 50–100 copies/ml and 29
samples with 101–200 copies/ml. The repeat results of
HIV-1 RNA less than 50 copies/ml were reported for
50 samples (50/120; 42%; 95% CI 33–51%). Of these 50
samples, the initial HIV-1 RNA was between 50 and
100 copies/ml in all but one sample set (49/50; 98%). Of
those samples with a repeat test result � 50 copies/ml,
87% (61/70) had follow-up data from subsequent visits
and 92% (56/61) resuppressed to HIV-1 RNA less than
50 copies/ml. 5.7% (4/70) of the sample sets were from
three participants who later qualified for resistance
testing; none had emergent drug resistance.

Overall, the results presented here yield useful information
on the variability of results of the Cobas AmpliPrep/Cobas
TaqMan v2.0 HIV-1 assay below 200 copies/ml and
highlight the challenges of achieving and maintaining
a strict clinical endpoint of HIV-1 RNA less than
50 copies/ml. We implemented a repeat HIV-1 RNA-
testing protocol utilizing stored samples from the original
blood draw and found that more than half (54%; 49/91
samples) of samples with 50–100 copies/ml of HIV-1 RNA
repeated as less than 50 copies/ml. These data support the
FDA guidance on repeat testing of the same sample to
distinguish true virologic failures from other reasons of
failure such as assay variability. One limitation of this study is
that most participants were taking an antiretroviral regimen
consisting of an integrase strands transfer inhibitor with a
high barrier to resistance (bictegravir or dolutegravir) in
combination with two nucleos(t)ide reverse transcriptase
inhibitors, thus reducing its generalizability to other
regimens or participant populations. Further discussion of
data variability amongst clinicians, people living with HIV,
and researchers should lead to guidance on how to best
manage low-level rebound.

Fig. 1. HIV-1 RNA results of 50 replicates of each dilution of
the WHO standard tested at three Covance laboratories by
the TaqMan 2.0 assay. The second WHO standard of HIV-1
RNA was diluted and stored in 50 tubes, frozen, shipped as
needed on dry ice, assayed, and results from each measure-
ment are plotted for each dilution. The 50 copies/ml threshold
for participant management decisions is shown in the gray
dotted line. Results were within the expected specifications of
the assay. WHO, World Health Organization.



Fig. 2. HIV-1 RNA repeat testing results for participants on antiretroviral therapy by the TaqMan 2.0 assay. HIV-1 RNA tests and 
retrospective repeat tests from four participants previously naive to antiretroviral therapy (a–c) or suppressed on antiretroviral 
therapy (d). At baseline and weeks 4, 8, 12, 24, 36, and 48, HIV-1 RNA was measured by TaqMan 2.0. Samples representing viral 
load blips or suspected blips were retested from stored aliquots. Repeat results are shown as open symbols and original results are 
shown as filled circles. The clinical cut-off for virologic failure or success is shown at 50 copies/ml (dotted line). (e) Prospective 
HIV-1 RNA repeat testing of 120 samples. The initial HIV-1 RNA result of 50 – 200 copies/ml (x-axis) and repeat test result (y-axis). 
Reference lines at 50 copies/ml for both axes are shown and the dashed line is the 458 line of equality.



Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the participant volunteers, Dawn
Hunt and Covance staff, and the clinical trials staff that
participated in and contributed to the conduct of these
studies.

Conflicts of interest
K.W., W.G., L.W., L.J., M.D.M., H.M., A.P., C.T.-M.,
K.L., J.P., D.P., and E.Q., are current or former employees
and stock holders of Gilead Sciences, Inc. J.E. is an adhoc
consultant for Gilead, Merck, ViiV Healthcare, and
Janssen Pharmaceuticals, and has received grants from
Bristol-Meyers Squibb, Gilead, ViiV, and Janssen. A.L.
and H.R. are current employees of Covance Central
Laboratories.

References

1. European AIDS Clinical Society (EACS). European AIDS Clinical
Society (EACS) Guidelines version 8.2. 2017.

2. World Health Organization (WHO). Consolidated guidelines on
the use of antiretroviral drugs for treating and preventing HIV
infection. Recommendations for a public health approach.
Second edition. 2016.

3. The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS)
Panel on Antiretroviral Guidelines for Adults and Adolescents.
Guidelines for the Use of Antiretroviral Agents in Adults and
Adolescents Living with HIV. Available at: http://www.aidsinfo.
nih.gov/ContentFiles/AdultandAdolescentGL.pdf. Last Updated
17 October 2017.

4. Smith F, Hammerstrom T, Soon G, Zhou S, Chen B, Mai Y, et al.
A meta-analysis to assess the FDA DAVP’s TLOVR algorithm in
HIV submissions. Drug Inform J 2011; 45:291–300.

5. US Department of Health and Human Services, Food and Drug
Administration (FDA), Center for Drug Evaluation and Research
(CDER). Human immunodeficiency virus-1 infection: develop-
ing antiretroviral drugs for treatment. Guidance for industry.
Silver Spring, MD. 2015.

6. COBAS1 AmpliPrep/COBAS1 TaqMan1, Roche Mole-
cular Systems Incorporated. COBAS1 AmpliPrep/COBAS1
TaqMan1 HIV-1 Test, version 2.0 (v2.0). US Prescribing
Information. Branchburg, NJ. Doc Revision 6. 0. Revised: Feb-
ruary 2016.

7. World Health Organigation (WHO). WHO International Stan-
dard HIV-1 RNA, 2nd International Standard NIBSC code: 97/
650. Instructions for use. Version 3.0. Available at: http://
www.nibsc.org/documents/ifu/97-650.pdf. [Accessed 3 April
2008]

8. Sax PE, Pozniak A, Montes ML, Koenig E, DeJesus E, Stellbrink
HJ, et al. Coformulated bictegravir, emtricitabine, and tenofo-
vir alafenamide versus dolutegravir with emtricitabine and
tenofovir alafenamide, for initial treatment of HIV-1 infection
(GS-US-380-1490): a randomised, double-blind, multicentre,
phase 3, non-inferiority trial. Lancet 2017; 390:2073–2082.

9. Ribaudo H, Lennox J, Currier J, Kuritzkes D, Gulick R, Haubrich
R, et al. Virologic failure endpoint definition in clinical trials: is
using HIV-1 RNA threshold [abstract 580]. In: 16th Conference
on Retroviruses and Opportunistic Infections (CROI); Montr�eal,
Quebec, Canada; 2009.

10. Lalama CM, Jennings C, Johnson VA, Coombs RW, McKinnon
JE, Bremer JW, et al. Comparison of three different FDA-
approved plasma HIV-1 RNA assay platforms confirms the
virologic failure endpoint of 200 copies per milliliter despite
improved assay sensitivity. J Clin Microbiol 2015; 53:
2659–2666.

11. Ginocchio CC, Wang XP, Kaplan MH, Mulligan G, Witt D,
Romano JW, et al. Effects of specimen collection, processing,
and storage conditions on stability of human immunodefi-
ciency virus type 1 RNA levels in plasma. J Clin Microbiol
1997; 35:2886–2893.

12. Gessoni G, Barin P, Valverde S, Giacomini A, Di Natale C,
Orlandini E, et al. Biological qualification of blood units:
considerations about the effects of sample’s handling and
storage on stability of nucleic acids. Transfus Apher Sci
2004; 30:197–203.

http://www.aidsinfo.nih.gov/ContentFiles/AdultandAdolescentGL.pdf
http://www.aidsinfo.nih.gov/ContentFiles/AdultandAdolescentGL.pdf
http://www.nibsc.org/documents/ifu/97-650.pdf
http://www.nibsc.org/documents/ifu/97-650.pdf

