Johns Hopkins Researchers Awarded $85,000 Grant to Study Natural Immune Protection Against HIV
FORT LAUDERDALE, Fla. — Researchers at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine have received an $85,000 grant from The Campbell Foundation of Fort Lauderdale to study why a small number of people can naturally control HIV without medication and how those insights could lead to new ways to reduce HIV-related illness and transmission around the world.
The project is led by Dr. Susan Eshleman, MD, PhD, a professor of pathology at Johns Hopkins and a long-time leader in HIV research. The study focuses on antibodies that appear in some people before they become infected with HIV, which may help their immune systems keep the virus at very low levels after infection.
Although current HIV medications are highly effective, there is still no vaccine that prevents HIV infection, and access to lifelong treatment remains limited in many regions. This research aims to complement existing prevention tools by learning from people whose immune systems already show signs of natural protection.
“The Campbell Foundation is committed to supporting innovative research that has the potential to change how we respond to HIV globally,” said Ken Rapkin, Executive Director of The Campbell Foundation. “By learning from people whose bodies naturally control the virus, this work opens the door to new prevention strategies that could be especially meaningful in communities where access to treatment remains a challenge.”
Most people living with HIV rely on daily medication to suppress the virus. However, a small group known as “HIV controllers” can naturally maintain very low levels of HIV without treatment. These individuals often remain healthier longer and are less likely to transmit the virus to others.
In earlier studies, Dr. Eshleman’s team identified specific HIV-related antibodies present before infection in some controllers. These antibodies were strongly associated with better viral control after infection.
“This finding suggests that anitbodies present prior to HIV infection may help control viral replication,” said Dr. Eshleman. “With this new support from The Campbell Foundation, we can test whether that pattern holds across different populations.”
The grant will support research using stored blood samples from two large, long-running studies:
· A community-based cohort in Uganda, representing the general population in a region with high HIV rates
· A United States cohort of men who have sex with men, one of the populations most affected by HIV in the U.S.
 “Our mission is to advance science that improves lives, especially for people who are underserved or disproportionately affected by HIV. We are proud to support research that combines scientific excellence with the promise of real-world impact, both in the United States and internationally,” said Rapkin.
Researchers will use an advanced laboratory technique called VirScan, which can detect antibodies against thousands of viral targets simultaneously. By comparing people who naturally control HIV with those who do not, the team hopes to identify immune signatures linked to better outcomes.
The study will also examine whether factors such as HIV subtype, sex, age, or route of exposure affect the presence of these protective antibodies.
The long-term goal of the work is to support the development of new vaccines or immune-based strategies that may not prevent HIV infection but could significantly reduce how severe it becomes.
This so-called “wild-to-mild” strategy mirrors how some modern vaccines work, helping the body limit disease, reduce complications and lower transmission risk.
“Even a partial effect could have a major public health impact,” Dr. Eshleman said. “Reducing viral levels after infection could improve quality of life for people living with HIV and help slow the epidemic, especially in areas with limited access to treatment.”
The project will be carried out at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine in collaboration with national and international partners. 
The $85,000 grant from The Campbell Foundation supports personnel, specialized laboratory testing, and data analysis using established U.S. and international HIV research cohorts.
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