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I. Background  

The Africa Key Population Experts Group is a group of more than thirty five individuals representing 
four key population groups – sex workers, men having sex with men (MSM), people who use drugs 
(PWUD) and transgender people, drawn from sixteen countries across Africa. The members of the 
group were nominated by their peers on the basis of their experience in national and regional-level 
praxis on HIV interventions and policies for key populations, and their expertise in advocacy, 
programme implementation and/or policy design for key populations in Africa. The group was 
established in 2014 with technical and financial support of the HIV, Health, and Development team of 
the United Nations Development Programme’s Regional Centre for Africa (UNDP RSCA) primarily to 
assist the development of regional HIV strategies for key populations by Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs).  

The group conducted two meetings in May and October 2014. In the first meeting of May 2014, the 

group developed a Model Regional Strategic Framework on HIV for Key Populations in Africa. In the 

second meeting held in October 2014 to develop indicators for the Model Framework the group made 

several recommendations including the expansion of its membership to widen geographic coverage 

and representation of each key population group. The group also requested UNDP to continue 

supporting regular regional meetings in order to refine the model strategy and facilitate its roll out at 

regional, national and sub national levels. Accordingly the third meeting of the group was conducted 

from March 10 to 12 2015 in Addis Ababa with financial and technical support from UNDP RSC-A. In 

addition to members of the experts’ group, representatives from the East African Community (EAC), 

the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC), the International Alliance for Vaccine Initiative 

(IAVI) and the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) participated in the meeting. 

Representatives from John Hopkins University, the Kenya AIDS NGOs Consortium (KANCO) and the 

USAID LINKAGES project made online presentations on specific topics.    

II. Objectives of the third Africa Key Population Experts Group meeting  

The overall purpose of the meeting was to develop a methodological approach for key population led 

assessment and analysis on HIV policies, strategies and programmes at regional, national and sub 

national levels. Specifically the meeting was expected to: 

 Document how the Model Regional Strategic Framework is being used by key populations and 

others 

 Enrich the Model Regional Strategic Framework and increase its utilisation by developing a 

standard approach for key population led research and analysis by:  

a. Identifying major information gaps for key population HIV interventions  

b. Defining and agreeing on good practices and guiding principles for key population-led research 

and analysis 

c. Identifying types of information that are best generated by key populations working together 

III. Update on use of the Model Strategic Framework  

The Model Regional Strategic Framework is being put to use at the regional level by RECs such as SADC 

and EAC to inform formulation of their strategies and programmes. It is also being put to use by key 

population organizations as well as other actors at national level to inform various planning, 

implementation and monitoring processes.  Updates provided by the participants showed that the 

framework is being used by key population groups, civil society organizations and the RECs for 

advocacy, national strategy development, designing data collection tools, and conducting monitoring. 
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In particular the framework is serving as a key resource material for engagement of key population 

groups in processes related to the Global Fund to fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria (GF) both at 

national and regional levels. Table one below summarises the main activities where the framework is 

put into use in the different countries and by different organizations.  

Table 1. Use of the Model Regional Strategic Framework at country and regional levels between 

November 2014 and March 2015  

Country/organization Activity 

Uganda/Kenya AIDS NGOs 
Consortium (KANCO), 
Uganda harm Reduction 
Network (UHRN) 

 Development of East African application to the GF on harm 
reduction 

 Input into GF concept note and regional dialogue  

 Input into application for GF no cost extension  

African Council of AIDS 
Service Organizations 
(AfriCASO)  

 Development of a multi country data collection tool used in 
Togo, Cameroon, Senegal, Burundi and Cote d’Ivoire 

Kenya/Hoymas    Development of the Kenya national HIV strategic framework  

 Advocacy for inclusion of Key populations in the GF Country 
Coordinating Mechanism (CCM) 

 Providing inputs to national policy document for key 
populations  

 Analysis on key populations with funding from Family Health 
International (FHI360) 

Nigeria/The Initiative for 
Equal Rights (TIER) 

 Development of GF monitoring and evaluation (M&E) tool for 
key populations  

 Development of state level key population strategic plans for 
inclusion in national plans  

Tanzania/Community Health 
Education Services and 
Advocacy (CHESA), Tanzania 
Network of People who Use 
Drugs (TaNPUD) 

 CHESA strategic plan development  

 National advocacy strategy for key populations  

 National data collection tool for key populations  

 Advocacy against punitive laws 

 Share into sub-committees of the CCM 

Ghana/ Centre for Popular 
Education and Human Rights 
Ghana (CePHERG) 

 Development of a document for establishment of Lesbian Gay 
Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) coalition  

 Advocacy on key population issues at the CCM (female sex 
workers selected as representative and MSM selected as 
alternate) 

Malawi/Centre for 
Development of People 
(CEDEP) 

 Analysis on barriers to service access by Key populations and 
developing standards for service provision to Key populations 

African Sex Workers’ 
Association (ASWA)  

 Development of ARASA-Enda Sante regional concept note for 
GF 

SADC  Justification of key population participation in phase 2 GF 
grant submission  

 Review of SADC HIV and AIDS strategy and development of 
new strategy 2016-2020 

African Men for Sexual 
Health and Rights (AMSHeR) 

 Development of a strategic plan, results framework, and M&E 
for MSM/LGBT in Africa 

UNDP  Support replication of the experts group in other regions 
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IV. Key population led research and analysis – main components and guiding principles  

This session focused on creating a common understanding on the definition and rationale of key 

population-led research and analysis and revolved around (1) main features of current key population-

led research and analysis and (2) principles to guide key population-led research and analysis.  

Participants reviewed the existing situation in terms of key populations’ engagement in research and 

analysis by examining what research projects key populations were involved in, how they were 

involved, how research agenda was set, what partnerships existed, etc. The main points identified 

from the discussion on the engagement of key population in research indicated that: 

 Key population were mostly engaged only as data collectors with little or no involvement in the 

design of research questions or in analysing or disseminating the findings  

 Partnerships between government (local and national) and key population groups were limited  

 in some cases, vulnerability of key populations increased due to research interventions (for 

instance by revealing the identity and location of members of key population groups and 

increasing their risk of violence by police or the community)  

 Key population involved in research derived little benefit or recognition, and  

 Design and implementation of research was often not comprehensive and integrated (for instance 

size estimation studies did not include issues of violence against key populations or service 

provision)  

By further analysing the main features of key population-led research identified in the preceding 

discussion and further examining the opportunities and challenges from the perspective of each key 

population group, participants identified a set of principles that should guide key population-led 

research and analysis. The identified principles were:   

o Key populations should lead and control the complete research process  

o Key populations should identify the right research agenda   

o Research outcomes have to be used for the benefit of key population groups  

o Substantive and effective partnerships should be established and strengthened within and 

between key population groups and others 

o Key populations’ choices regarding their lifestyles and occupations should be respected  

o Potential risks from research interventions should be acknowledged and mitigated  

The table two below summarises the discussion on guiding principles and gives specific guiding 

principles identified by the different key population groups and other participants. 

Table 2. Guiding principles for key population led research and analysis  

 Sex workers MSM  Transgender People who 
inject drugs 

Others1  

Key 
population 
leadership 
and control 

All research on 
sex workers has 
to be led by sex 
workers with 
others playing a 
supportive role 

Meaningful 
engagement of 
key populations 
in every stage of 
research 

Meaningful 
engagement of 
key populations 
in every stage of 
research 

Donor due 
diligence in key 
population 
representation  

 

                                                           
1 This group includes participants from RECs (SADC and EAC), SIDA and UNDP 
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 All research on 
key population 
issues has to 
recognize and 
rely on key 
population 
expertise 

All research on 
key population 
issues has to 
recognize and 
rely on key 
population 
expertise 

 Investment in 
building key 
population 
capacity to 
enhance their 
engagement in 
research  

Sex workers’ 
own ethical 
review 
committee to 
review all sex 
worker related 
research 
proposals – no 
research without 
is sex worker 
leadership 

MSM own 
ethical review 
committee to 
review all sex 
worker related 
research 
proposals – no 
research 
without is sex 
worker 
leadership 

   

Research 
agenda 

Research agenda 
has to be based 
on sex workers 
needs with a 
holistic 
approach 

Research 
agenda has to 
be based on 
MSM needs 
with a holistic 
approach 

 Externally 
driven 
research 
agenda has to 
be sensitive to 
key 
population 
interests and 
needs 

 Research has to 
be holistic  

 Research has to 
be solution 
focused  

 Respect choices 
made by key 
populations – 
for example 
should not 
focus on 
abstinence 

 

Use of 
research 
results 

  Utilization of 
data already 
generated 

 A repository 
of research 
already done 
on key 
population 
related issues 
to inform new 
research 
agenda 

 Utilization of 
data already 
generated 

 A repository 
of research 
already done 
on key 
population 
related issues 
to inform new 
research 
agenda 

 Focus on 
strategic 
information 
needed to 
influence 
policy  

Partnershi
ps  

Partnerships 
should not be 
exploitative – 
should be based 
on mutual 
benefit  

Externally 
driven research 
has to be done 
in genuine 
partnership 
with key 
populations – 
equality in 

Externally 
driven research 
has to be done 
in genuine 
partnership 
with key 
populations – 
equality in 

Power dynamics 
in any 
partnership has 
to be recognized 
and 
acknowledged 
and inequalities 

Equal 
partnership 
between 
academic/rese
arch 
organisations 
and key 
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power and 
decision making 

power and 
decision making 

in power 
mitigated 

population 
organisations  

 Key population-
led research is 
to be done with 
strategic 
partnership 
with other 
agencies – 
choose where 
to engage and 
with whom 

Key population-
led research is 
to be done with 
strategic 
partnership 
with other 
agencies – 
choose where 
to engage and 
with whom 

 Strategic 
alliances have 
to be made 
with 
academics 

Harm 
mitigation 

   Do no harm. 
In case of 
accidental harm 
there has to be 
mechanism for 
redressing harm 
and 
compensation 

 

V. Overview of key population engagement in research and analysis  

Following the session on guiding principles of key population led research four2 presentations were 
made aiming at describing the overall situation of research and analysis around the HIV response for 
key populations in Africa and elsewhere as well as specifically examining the role of key populations 
in the design, implementation and application of research.  
 
The first presentation by Stefan Baral entitled Risks, Vulnerabilities, and Burden of HIV among Key 
Populations in Low and Middle Income Countries provided an up to date analysis on HIV among the 
four key population groups and introduced some concepts around what a research agenda for key 
populations can look like. The presentation also described various research models such as the social-
ecological model, modes of transmission (MoT) studies, and studies on structural determinants of HIV 
risk among key populations and analysed the strengths and limitations of these models in explaining 
the dynamics of the epidemic among key populations. In particular it was indicated how modelling 
modes of transmission studies based on insufficient or incorrect data regarding sexual networks 
among key populations fail to capture the complexities and changes over time of such networks. This 
has often resulted in not understanding or acknowledging the magnitude and nature of the HIV 
epidemics among key populations in many countries, especially in countries with generalised 
epidemics. The presentation recommended that in order to address limitations of these research 
models it is necessary to adapt a combination research model which covers behavioural, biomedical 
and structural interventions using data collected through direct engagement, leadership and 
ownership of key populations.  
 
Going forward the presenter indicated that research on key populations, including key population-led 
research, should focus on the scientific as well as the development agenda. The development agenda 
advocates for evidence-based decisions on the allocation of HIV expenditures as well as respecting, 

                                                           
2 The presentations were made by Stefan Baral from John Hopkins University (JHU), George Owino from International AIDS 

Vaccine Alliance (IAVI) and Kalama Mlewa of Kenya AIDS NGOs Consortium (KANCO) served as the basis for discussion. 
Kevin Osborne and Robyn Dayton from the USAID LINKAGES project.     
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protecting and fulfilling human rights. The scientific agenda on the other hand helps to determine 
epidemiology of HIV and get an in-depth understanding of drivers of the epidemic among key 
populations and identify appropriate HIV prevention strategies and implementation research 
questions.  
 
There were a lot of comments and questions around the presentation, introducing important ideas 
and perspectives that informed later sessions and group discussions. For instance, as described later 
in this report, it provided important inputs into an analysis on how MoT studies may not produce 
reliable result if undertaken without full engagement and ownership of key populations in generating 
and interpreting data regarding their sexual networks.  
 
In the second presentation, George Owino shared the experience of IAVI in engaging and working with 
Key Populations in vaccine and other research undertakings. The presentation focused on how key 
population groups were engaged in the research process including design, implementation, and 
community mobilization to identify potential respondents of the research, producing preliminary 
results, validation and dissemination. The research followed established ethical principles of respect 
for persons, beneficence and justice and engaged key population along the five steps of the process 
(defining the research question; protocol development, recruitment, enrolment and follow up; result 
dissemination). Questions and comments on the second presentation addressed issues around ways 
of identifying Key populations and ensuring their leadership in contexts where they are hidden and 
where there are no formal KEY POPULATION organisations and networks; and also about how far Key 
populations who are involved in vaccine research have ownership of the research product. 
 
Kalama Mlewa of KANCO made the third presentation on meaningful inclusion of people who inject 
drugs in research based on a case study in Kenya. The presentation described how KANCO followed a 
key population led approach in the design and implementation of a research project for people who 
use drugs. Questions and comments on the third presentation included how researchers anticipate 
and mitigate risk associated with the visibility of KEY POPULATION communities during research, data 
management and security, longer term benefits to KEY POPULATION researcher or research assistants 
beyond the duration of the research, including potential employment, extent of drug user’s 
involvement in research and how to attract drug users to become more involved in research.  
 
Kevin Osborne and Robyn Dayton about the LINKAGES Across the Continuum of HIV Services gave last 
presentation of the meeting for Key Populations Affected by HIV project of FHI360. The overall 
objective of the project is to accelerate the ability of governments, key population organizations, and 
private sector providers to plan, deliver and optimize services that reduce HIV transmission among 
MSM, sex workers, people who inject drugs, and transgender people and extend life for those who 
are HIV-positive. The presentation indicated the added value and benefits of adapting a key 
population-led research in the project implementation which include enhancing the opportunity for 
communities to define themselves, achieving better reach, introducing better instruments, building 
more community trust in research findings, and ensuring more appropriate and effective 
dissemination.  

VI. Participatory key population-led research - rationale and methods  

Participants practised a series of participatory methods based on Participatory Learning and Action 
approach (PLA) to explore appropriate methodological approaches that key populations are best 
placed to use in research they lead.  
 
Using the participatory research methods, participants were able to demonstrate that research done 

by key populations can identify and explore crucial information and data that would have been missed 
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by external researchers in the absence of key population involvement and leadership. For example, 

participants used one methodology to unearth a range of information about where and who with 

different categories of key population members have sex. The richness and depth of information 

generated through using this method, even in a practice session within the meeting, demonstrated 

the myths about hotspots and stereotypes regarding sexual partners of Key populations that are often 

generated through conventional Modes of Transmission studies.    

 
Picture 1. ‘Why is it so’ group work on sexual network of a sex worker 

 
In the above hypothetical chart, Beyonce is a sex worker who traditionally will be assumed to only 
meet her clients in certain hotspots but with the involvement and analysis of Key populations in the 
research it becomes clear that Beyonce may have a wider range or clients, sexual partners and social 
and sexual networks which are missed by external researchers using conventional research methods.  

VII. Summary – advantages of participatory key population led research  

The presentations made and the discussions conducted through the participatory methods helped 
participants understand the benefits and advantages of a key population-led research. Key population 
led research and analysis helps to:  

 Ensure that all sub sets of a key population groups are considered when designing 
interventions. For instance PWUD are not necessarily always young single men but could be a 
married woman having a family.  

 Understand and address subtleties about the lives of key population. For instance MSM can 
be discreet or open and they can come from middle class or from low-income groups.  

 Identify the root causes that determine the vulnerability of key population across the sub 
groups. An MSM who comes from an educated middle class background may not be similarly 
affected as a less educated and low income MSM.  

 Understand complex and often misunderstood and unfulfilled identities such as transgender 
people and support them to address their issues such as controlling violence.  

 Move away from conventional approaches and understand the broad dimensions. For 
instance the idea of ‘hot spots’ describes only one space among many where sexual activity 
takes place and does not adequately capture the majority of spaces3 which may be equally 

                                                           
3 The group work revealed that sexual activity takes place in wide ranging spaces including family, market, 
health facilities, places of worship, etc. Often sexual partners are also contacted online. 
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important. The client base of sex workers for instance is usually much wider than it is 
commonly perceived or understood.  

 Explore issues of sexuality that cannot be easily or adequately explored through conventional 
research methods.  

 Distinguish between the actual characteristics and stereotypes of key populations.  

 Examine hidden or not widely known aspects. For instance sex workers may cater for specific 
types of clients such as older people or may serve as sex surrogates.  

 Reach population groups that are difficult to reach. For instance drug use is a long process but 
researchers can only capture at one point in time such as in rehabilitation centres or places of 
detention.  

 Access information on some activities of key population groups that are criminal or otherwise 
sensitive or controversial but still needs to be addressed.  
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VIII. Applying the participatory methods and the guiding principles for key population led research  

On the last day of the meeting participants conducted group work to identify the ways in which the participatory methods and the guiding principles can be 

put to use by key population groups at regional, national and sub national levels. These are summarized and grouped into nine areas ranging from developing 

training to improving service provision as presented in table three.  

Table 3. Suggested ways to apply the participatory methods and guiding principles of key population led research  

Developing 
tools  

Research  Situation 
analysis  

Training  Project design 
and 
implementation  

M&E Advocacy  Documentation 
& 
dissemination  

Service 
provision  

o Research tool 
development 

o Facilitation 
tool  

o Effective 
communicati
on 

o Training 
curriculum 

o Community 
dialogue 

o Analyse and 
evaluate 
projects  

o Data 
collection  

o Resource 
mobilization  

o Needs 
assessment  

o Analysis of 
criminal laws  

o Community level 
research and 
needs 
assessment  

o Identifying hot 
spots and risks  

o Generating 
evidence 

o Mapping of key 
population 
including sub 
groups  

o Surveys and 
assessment 

o Research on 
violence 

o Research in local 
language  

o Understand 
diversity  

o Risk assessment 
o Research design  

o Gaps in 
participatio
n 

o Inform NSPs 
and GF 
concept 
notes 

o Generate 
information 
from social 
networks 

o Context and 
environmen
t of where 
Key 
populations 
live and 
work  

o Risk analysis 
for peer 
workers 

o Sensitization 
of health 
workers and 
policy 
makers 

o Organize 
Focus Group 
discussions 
with 
Transgender 
people to 
increase 
awareness 

o Training 
peer 
educators in 
human 
rights  

o Organizatio
n building 

o Designing 
policy change 
and legal 
reform 
interventions 

o Community 
mobilization 
and 
sensitization 

o Developing 
concept notes   

o Routine 
programme 
management  

o Fund raising 
o Peer led 

community 
interventions 

o Peer 
engagement 

o Organizational 
development 

o Develop 
indicator
s  

o Measure 
results 

o Evaluate 
impact 
on Key 
populati
ons  

o Challengin
g prejudice 
among Key 
population
s 

o Identify 
advocacy 
strategies 

o Access to 
services  

o Meeting 
with 
Ministers 

o Integration 
of services  

o Recording 
personal 
experiences  

o Human rights 
violations  

o Advocacy 
programmes   

o Recording 
incidence of 
violence 
against Key 
populations 

o Dissemination 
of research 
findings  

o Reporting 
data  

o Case studies  

o Psycho 
social 
support 

o Outreach 
programs  

o Contextu
alised 
service 
delivery 

o Focus 
group for 
quality of 
services  



 

12 
Report of the Third Africa Key Population Groups Meeting March 10-12 2015  

o Developing 
ethical guidelines 
for research 

o Assessing quality 
of  service 

and 
identifying 
and 
addressing 
leadership 
gaps 

o Facilitate 
linkages  

o Project 
development 
by Key 
populations  
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IX. Next steps  

At the end of the meeting participants discussed and agreed on a set of activities that need to be 

implemented by the experts group with support from UNDP and other partners in order to continue 

and expand the work of the group at regional level as well as support country level activities based on 

the model framework.  

Table 4: Next steps  

S/n Activity Responsible Time frame 

1 Distil the main points of the model strategic 
framework and produce a position paper for the 
experts group to be used in advocacy and 
communications 

Volunteer 
members of the 
experts group  

 

2 Finalize the French translation of the model 
strategy and share with the experts group 

UNDP March 2015 

3 Support country level training on participatory key 
population led research methods including 
training of trainers if appropriate based on request 
from members of the experts group 

Members of the 
experts group and 
UNDP  

Throughout 2015 

4 Share different materials and events through the 
mailing list 

All  Throughout 2015 

5 Organize a second meeting of the group in 2015 if 
possible in West Africa 

UNDP September 2015 

 


