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HIV-2 -- Frequently Asked Questions 
 
What is HIV-2 and how is it different from HIV-1? 
 
HIV-2 is a lentivirus that is in the same family as HIV-1 and Simian Immunodeficiency 
Virus (SIV).   It is 40-60% genetically similar to HIV-1.   Antibodies to HIV-1 and HIV-2 
can cross-react with each other, making it difficult to differentiate between the two viruses 
using conventional HIV tests. However, one antibody assay, Multispot, has been FDA 
approved to differentiate between HIV-1 and HIV-2. 
 
Where is HIV-2 found? 
 
HIV-2 is found predominantly in West Africa, in countries such as Senegal, Mali, Ghana, 
Guinea-Bissau, the Gambia, Niger, Cote d’Ivoire and Liberia.  It has also been found in 
Mozambique and Angola, in southwestern India, Brazil, and in countries with large West 
African immigrant populations such as France and Portugal.  NYC is an immigration 
gateway with a growing population of persons originating in West Africa.   
 
How is HIV-2 spread? 
 
HIV-2 is transmitted in the same way as HIV-1 -- through sexual contact, use of 
contaminated injection equipment or other exposure to blood and body fluids, and from 
mother to child (“vertical” transmission).   Sexual and vertical transmission are much less 
efficient in HIV-2 than HIV-1. 
 
Does HIV-2 cause AIDS? 
 
HIV-2 replicates and evolves more slowly than HIV-1.  In 86-95% of patients followed in 
West Africa and Europe, it does not cause progressive disease.  Patients that develop HIV-
2-associated AIDS have the same signs, symptoms and opportunistic infections that are 
seen in patients with HIV-1 associated AIDS. 
 
When should I suspect HIV-2? 
 
Rule out HIV-2 in any patient with a reactive or indeterminate EIA, and/or a negative or 
indeterminate HIV-1 WB, particularly if the patient is from an HIV-2 endemic area, and/or 
if the patient has already developed signs and symptoms of immunosuppression.  An 
undetectable HIV-1 viral load (VL) does not rule out HIV-2, because commercial VL tests 
do not measure HIV-2 VL.  In fact, an undetectable viral load in a person infected with 
HIV who is not on antiretroviral therapy suggests the possibility of HIV-2 infection. 
 
Does conventional HIV testing include testing for HIV-2? 
 
Most screening EIAs currently in use can detect antibodies to both HIV-1 and HIV-2.  A 
positive screening test is followed by an HIV-1 WB.  At most laboratories, patients who 
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test EIA-positive and HIV-1 WB-positive do not receive further testing unless specifically 
requested by the physician.  This is reasonable given the low known prevalence of HIV-2 
in the US. 
 
How should I interpret a positive EIA with a negative or indeterminate WB? 
 
Many patients who test EIA-positive but indeterminate or negative on HIV-1 WB are 
acutely infected with HIV-1.  Their WB will become positive on repeat testing (generally 
one or two weeks later), and their HIV-1 VL will be detectable and very high.   Patients 
who repeatedly screen EIA positive but WB negative or indeterminate should receive 
testing to rule out HIV-2.   Positive EIA with negative/IND WB, or negative EIA with IND 
WB, is occasionally seen in pregnancy, autoimmune disease, or acute viral (non-HIV) or 
bacterial infection. 
 
What specific tests should be performed to rule out HIV-2? 
 
• Testing should include an HIV-1/HIV-2 Multispot, HIV-2-specific EIA, an HIV-2 WB 

that can detect antibody to HIV-2 envelope glycoproteins, and separate polymerase 
chain reaction (PCR) tests for HIV-1 and HIV-2 DNA.  Definitive diagnosis requires 
detection of virus by DNA PCR, isolation of virus by culture, or genotyping.  

 
Not all commercial laboratories offer these tests.  Clinicians should be especially careful 
about interpreting any WB test for HIV-2.  None is FDA-approved.  Many are based solely 
on a glycoprotein that has significant cross-reactivity with HIV-1.  Positive results from 
this test are not considered diagnostic of HIV-2 by CDC or WHO.   
 
The NYC DOHMH Public Health Laboratory Offers Comprehensive Testing for 
Diagnosis of HIV-2  
 
A comprehensive panel of tests for HIV-2 is available through the NYC DOHMH Public 
Health Laboratory.  The full protocol includes the following assays, in the order presented:  
(1) an HIV-1/2 plus O screening EIA, (2) a standard 3rd generation HIV-1 WB test, (3) a 
Multispot assay (a highly specific antibody-based method for distinguishing between HIV-
1 and HIV-2), (4) an HIV-2-specific EIA, (5) a non-standardized, non-diagnostic HIV-2 
WB, (6) HIV-1 real-time DNA PCR, (7) HIV-2 real-time DNA PCR.  In cases where the 
diagnosis remains equivocal we can arrange for viral culture.   
 
Diagnostic testing for HIV-2 is coordinated by the Public Health Laboratory and the HIV 
Epidemiology and Field Services Program of the DOHMH.  Physicians wishing assistance 
with HIV-2 testing should call either of the following individuals: 
 
Lucia V. Torian, PhD     Robert Pirillo 
Deputy Director     Community Coordinator 
HIV Epidemiology and Field Services Program NYC Public Health Laboratory  
125 Worth Street, CN #44    455 First Avenue 
NY, NY 10016     NY, NY 10010 
212-442-3461/3388     212-447-2881/2864 
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