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Willingness to Participate in Preventive HIV Vaccine Trials
among Young IDU: The UFO VAX Study

Jamye L. Ford, Alan Paciorek, BSc., Judith A. Hahn, Ph.D., Kimberly Page Shafer, Ph.D., M.P.H., Paula J. Lum, M.D., M.P.H.
Department of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco

Background
• Young injection drug users (IDUs), par-

ticularly young men who have sex with
men and inject drugs (MSM-IDU), are at
high risk of HIV infection.

• A safe, effective, and affordable vaccine
is the world’s best hope for controlling the
HIV epidemic.

• High-risk drug users in the U.S. are under-
represented in HIV vaccine efficacy trials.

Study Questions
• How much do young IDU in San Francisco

know about preventive HIV vaccine
trials?

• Are young IDU willing to participate in
HIV vaccine trials?

Methods
• Cross-sectional study of young IDU in San

Francisco
– Age under 30 years
– Injecting drug use in last 30 days
– HIV-negative or unknown

• Street-based recruitment, 8/04–2/06

• Structured interview: sociodemographics,
drug use and sexual behavior, knowledge
of HIV vaccine trial concepts, and will-
ingness to participate in an HIV vaccine
trial.

• HIV, HBV, and HCV risk reduction coun-
seling, testing, and referral.

• $10 at time of interview and phlebotomy,
$20 at time of results disclosure (1 week
later).

Outcome:
Knowledge of preventive HIV
vaccine trial concepts
• Eight statements from the HIV Network for

Prevention Trials (HIVNET) about HIV
vaccine trial concepts.

• Participants were asked if they agreed or
disagreed with or were unsure of each
statement.

• Correct answers were provided after
participants responded to all 8 statements.

• A cut-off of 5 or more correct responses
were used in this analysis.

Outcome:
Willingness to participate in an HIV
vaccine trial
• “How willing would you be to join a

study of a vaccine to prevent HIV infec-
tion, if the study were to start tomorrow?”

• Responses measured on a 4-point scale:
– Definitely not
– Probably not
– Probably will
– Definitely will

• Participants answering “probably will” or
“definitely will” were considered willing
to participate in this analysis.

Selected characteristics of young IDU in San Francisco: Associations with
knowledge of HIV vaccine trial concepts and willingness to participate in an
HIV vaccine trial (N=271)

Results
HIV vaccine trial knowledge questions & responses

130 (48)

149 (55)

104 (38 )

56 (21)
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Disagree

N (%)

98 (36)43 (16)8. People in vaccine studies know whether or not they got the 
placebo because only the vaccines cause side effects. 

79 (29)43 (16)7. An HIV vaccine can infect a person with HIV disease.

111 (41)56 (21)6. HIV vaccines will never affect a person's HIV test results.

99 (36)116 (43)5. Participants are told whether they got the HIV vaccine or the 
placebo at the end of HIV vaccine studies. 

71 (26)75 (28)4. Once a large scale HIV vaccine study begins, we can be sure the 
vaccine is completely safe.

175 (65)50 (18)3. Only vaccines known to be at least 50% effective at preventing 
HIV are tested in HIV vaccine studies.

91 (34)120 (44)2. Some participants in HIV vaccine studies will get a real vaccine, 
and some will get a placebo (an inactive substance).

94 (35)142 (52)1. Preventive HIV vaccine studies enroll people who are HIV-positive 
and HIV-negative.
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• Fewer than one-fourth (23%) of respon-

dents correctly answered >5 knowledge
questions about key vaccine trial concepts.

• Participants frequently answered “unsure”
to each of the eight questions (range 29–
64%).

• The question with the largest percentage of
correct answers (55%) and the smallest
percentage of “unsure” responses was “An
HIV vaccine can infect a person with HIV
disease.”

• Most participants (76%) were definitely or probably willing to join
an HIV vaccine trial if it started tomorrow.

Knowledge analysis
• Participants who reported always using condoms were more than

twice as likely as those using condoms inconsistently to correctly
answer > 5 questions about key HIV vaccine trial concepts; OR 2.69
with 95% CI [1.28,5.66].

• HIV vaccine trial knowledge was not associated with with age, sex,
education, recent employment, age at first injection, frequency of
injection, drug of choice, recent borrowing or lending syringes,
condom use, prior HIV testing, or perceived risk of HIV infection.

Willingness analysis
• Willingness to participate in an HIV vaccine trial was not associated

with age, sex, education, recent employment, age at first injection,
frequency of injection, drug of choice, recent borrowing or lending
syringes, condom use, prior HIV testing, or perceived risk of HIV
infection.

• There was no association between knowledge of vaccine trial con-
cepts and willingness to participate in a preventive HIV vaccine trial.

Conclusions
• Young street-recruited IDU in San Francisco

report high HIV-related risk behavior.

• While most young IDU are willing to partici-
pate in HIV vaccine trials, knowledge of key
vaccine trial concepts is extremely low.

• Improving young injectors’ basic understand-
ing of vaccine trials is an essential step to
ensuring their informed consent and partici-
pation in any future clinical trials of an HIV
or HCV vaccine candidate.
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