
New Study Confirms Cannabis 
Improves Immunity in HIV Patients 

S t e v e  E l l i o t t  

HIV patients who test positive for past exposure to cannabis have higher CD4+ and CD8+ counts than those who test 
negative for the herb, according to a study published in the journal Drug and Alcohol Dependence. CD4+ and CD8+ 
cells are a subcategory of white blood cells, assisting in the immune response process. 

 

Positive findings 

The team of scientists from Virginia State University and University of Florida Center for AIDS/HIV Research looked 
at variances in the lymphocyte count among HIV patients whose urinalysis tested positive for THC and those who 
tested negative for THC. They discoveredthat, 

 

After adjusting for demographic and HIV-related covariates, THC-positive patients had significantly higher CD4+ and 
CD8+ counts than their THC-negative counterparts… 

The current findings are in line with previous research, reporting daily marijuana users have higher CD4+ cell counts 
and lower viral load than their non-using and infrequent using counterparts. 

This preliminary study shows THC positive patients having better HIV-related immune levels than their negative 
counterparts, despite not being statistically different on various demographic HIV-related covariates… 

The current findings suggest a potentially beneficial role to marijuana, additional to symptom palliation. – Drug and 
Alcohol Dependence 

 

Back in 2011, another study showed the ability of THC to stave off HIV. Study author Patricia E. Molina performed 
that study on monkeys. 

 

The journal AIDS Research and Human Retroviruses finally published Dr. Molina’s study in 2014, more than three 
years after it was completed. It was largely overlooked by mainstream media, perhaps because THC was already 
well known for treating the “wasting” symptoms of HIV, like nausea and loss of appetite. (This is from whence the 
popular medical marijuana mantra “Munchies Save Lives” arose.) 

Amanda Reiman, California policy manager for the Drug Policy Alliance, was at the conference in 2011 when Dr. 
Molina first presented her results. 

 

It was groundbreaking. Everyone was in awe. – Amanda Reiman 

In the 17-month study, Dr. Molina and her team of Louisiana State University scientists administered concentrated 
THC to 4-to-6-year-old male rhesus monkeys who were SIV-positive (the simian version of HIV), twice daily. 



Examination of intestinal tissue before and after the THC exposure showed large decreases in tissue damage in the 
stomach and a significant increase in the numbers of normal cells. 

The changes that THC produces in the gut are called “microbial translocation.” In the course of HIV infection, one of 
the earliest effects is that the virus quickly spreads through the body and kills a significant number of cells in the gut 
and intestine. This damages the gut in a way that allows HIV to leak through the cell wall of the intestines and into the 
bloodstream. 

 

When THC is introduced into this environment, it activates the CB2 receptors in the intestines to build new, healthy 
bacterial cells blocking the virus from leaking through the cell walls. In other words, it helps the body keep the bad 
stuff inside the intestines, and out of the bloodstream. 

 

HIV kills the cells that protect the intestinal walls; THC helps bring them back. 

 

When we started the study, we thought [THC] was going to increase viral load [the amount of HIV virus that is present 
in the gut]. It adds to the picture and it builds a little bit more information around the potential mechanisms that might 
be playing a role in the modulation of the infection. – Dr. Patricia E. Molina 


