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Making Sense of Lab Values

• Doctors Use Lab Tests to Monitor Your Health
• Lab tests:

– Detect the presence of disease-causing organisms 
• (e.g. bacteria, viruses, parasites) that may be related to HIV

– Tell when to treat, how to treat, and if treatment is 
working

– Identify the development of side effects related to 
treatment

– Detect other infections and problems associated with HIV 
infection
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Step 2: lab timeline

Your Treatment Timeline

Tests you may take at baseline

Baseline tests
 Complete blood count (CBC)
 CD4 T-cell count and %
 Drug resistance testing
 HIV viral load test

 Chemistry panel
 Liver function tests
 Kidney function tests
 Hepatitis A, B, and C
 Toxoplasma IgG
 Cytomegalovirus

Other tests (not using blood):
 STD screening
 Pap smear (women/men)
 Chest X-ray
 Tuberculosis test
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• Viral load test shows the amount of HIV RNA in your 
blood and tells you how active the virus is in your 
body.  Higher numbers mean you have more virus in 
your body.

• Opportunistic infections are illnesses caused by 
different organisms, some of which do not usually 
cause disease in people with a normal immune 
system.  Opportunistic infections of the lungs, brain, 
eyes, and other organs can develop in people with 
HIV infection.
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Labs (3-4 months)
• CBC values

– Red blood cell count
• Cells that carry oxygen

– White blood cell count
• (different types) make up the 

immune system-fight infection
• CD4

– One of the white blood cells 
(Lymphocyte) that tell other white 
blood cells to attack HIV

• Drug resistance testing
– Genotype (done as needed)

• HIV infection within 2 years of 
diagnosis –resistance profile

• Viral load
• Chemistry panel

– Liver function
– Kidney function

– Lipid profile
• Fasting – 1 yearly

• Blood sugar
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Lab values

One of the most commonly used blood tests

Examines blood components including red and 
white blood cells

Blood components are made in bone marrow, 
which can be
affected by HIV/AIDS and antiretroviral agents
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• CD4 is a WBC called Lymphocyte
– Counts the number of CD4 T-cells

• Normal CD4 count (helper T-cell count)
– 600-1500 cells/mm3 is normal for healthy adults
– Children’s counts are much higher

• Less than 200 cause increased risk of opportunistic infections. Lower the 
CD4 drops, the more risk

• CD4%
– More consistency than a single measurement
– Less than 30% means some level of immunodeficiency (weakened 

immune system)
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What about ups and downs?

• CD4 T-cell counts can vary according to:
– Type of test

– Time of day

– Current or recent
infection

– Stress

– Fatigue
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CD4 (%) Percentage

• CD4 accounts for 30%-60% of all the immune cells

• Usually does not vary as much as the actual CD4 
measurement

• Some providers might consider starting antiretroviral therapy 
when the CD4% is <15-17 even if CD4 remains > 350 copies
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Liver function tests

• Most HIV medications are processed
through the liver

• Conditions that affect your liver can
also affect your meds

• Tests used to monitor liver
function are:
– ALT, also known as SGPT
– AST, also known as SGOT
– Bilirubin
– Alkaline phosphatase
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Kidney function test
• HIV can cause kidney damage

– So can diabetes and cardiovascular disease

• Many HIV meds are cleared from the body by the 
kidneys

• In people with reduced kidney function, the doses of 
some HIV meds may need to be adjusted

• Tests for kidney function include:
– Blood Urea Nitrogen (BUN) 
– Creatinine
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• HIV, and some HIV meds, can increase lipid levels

• People with high levels of LDL cholesterol and triglycerides
are at a greater risk for:
– Cardiovascular (heart) disease
– Heart attack
– Stroke

• Factors that can increase the risk of elevated lipids include:
– Family history of cardiovascular disease
– High blood pressure
– Smoking

• Things you can do to decrease the
risk include:
– Eat healthy
– Exercise
– Quit smoking
– Appropriate lipid-lowering drugs
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• Cholesterol - Types of fat in the blood
– Triglycerides - <150 (related to amount of sugar intake)
– Cholesterol - <200

• LDL (lethal) – bad cholesterol <100
• HDL (healthy) – good cholesterol >60

– Abnormal ranges put one at risk for cardiovascular events and 
pancreatitis  Many HIV medications effect cholesterol
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In closing

• Understanding your labs enables you to play an active and 
proactive role in your health care

• Use your new knowledge of lab tests and lab values to be a 
partner with your doctor 

• Live smarter, healthier and happier by being in control
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