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ABSTRACT
Background: Uncertainties persist regarding virological and clinical outcomes of people with HIV (PWH) across
different HIV-RNA levels, particularly among those presenting with very high viral loads. We aimed to assess time to
virological suppression (VS) and clinical outcomes among PWH initiating their first ART according to baseline HIV-
RNA strata and advanced HIV disease (AHD) status.
Methods: We included all ART-naïve PWH enrolled in the ICONA cohort between 2018 and 2024 who initiated an
integrase inhibitor–based regimen. Individuals with acute/recent HIV infection (negative test <12 months before
enrolment) were excluded. Baseline HIV-RNA was stratified as <100,000, 100,000–499,999, and ≥500,000
copies/mL. AHD was defined as CD4 <200 cells/mm³ and/or AIDS. Baseline characteristics were summarized
according to AHD status. Kaplan–Meier curves were used to estimate time to (1) first VS (HIV-RNA <50 copies/mL)
and (2) a composite clinical endpoint (new AIDS events, major cardiovascular events, cancer, or death), according to
HIV-RNA strata and AHD status. Cox regression models assessed the effect of AHD within each HIV-RNA stratum on
virological and clinical outcomes, adjusting for sex assigned at birth, age, laboratory assay, mode of HIV acquisition,
and country of origin.
Results: A total of 3,798 PWH were included, of whom 1,582 had AHD (539 [34.1%] with AIDS defining
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conditions). Compared with those without AHD, individuals with AHD were older (45 [IQR 36–55] vs 38 [30–49]
years, p<0.001) and more frequently presented with HIV-RNA ≥500,000 copies/mL (41.2% vs 13.6%, p<0.001).
Median CD4 count was 64 cells/mm³ (IQR 28–136) in PWH with AHD versus 424 cells/mm³ (IQR 313–581) in
those without AHD (p<0.001) (Table 1).
Overall, PWH with AHD achieved VS more slowly than those without AHD. The longest time to VS was observed
among PWH with HIV-RNA ≥500,000 copies/mL, particularly in those with AHD, who achieved VS after a median
of 7.1 months (95% CI 6.6–7.8), compared with 5.8 months (95% CI 5.1–6.6) in those without AHD. The
corresponding probabilities of VS at 12 and 24 months were 70.1% vs 77.2% and 87.4% vs 90.4%, respectively
(Figure 1A,B,C and 2).
After adjustment, PWH with AHD had a consistently lower likelihood of achieving VS across all HIV-RNA strata
(<100,000 copies/mL: aHR 0.85 [95% CI 0.75–0.96]; 100,000–499,999: aHR 0.85 [95% CI 0.75–0.96];
≥500,000: aHR 0.84 [95% CI 0.72–0.98]). After adjustment, PWH with AHD showed a progressively higher risk of
the composite clinical endpoint with increasing HIV-RNA levels: <100,000 copies/mL aHR 4.70 (95% CI 3.07–
7.21); 100,000–499,999 aHR 5.23 (95% CI 2.82–9.69); and ≥500,000 aHR 6.15 (95% CI 2.99–12.63).
Conclusion: PWH with AHD had a consistently lower probability of achieving virological suppression, regardless of
baseline HIV-RNA levels. Moreover, the risk of adverse clinical outcomes among individuals with AHD increased
progressively with higher HIV-RNA levels at ART initiation.
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