THE POWER OF
KEY-POPULATION-LED
HIV PROGRAMMING
Achievements of the LINKAGES project at a glance
Global Impact
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Populations Affected by HIV (LINKAGES), 2014-2021,
was the first project funded by the U.S. President’s
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) and
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID)
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with HIV (PLHIV). Of those local partners, 60 were KP led.

Policy Impact

Globally, discriminatory laws and cultural norms hinder access to HIV services among KPs. LINKAGES contributed to enabling policy
environments in 23 countries, resulting in immediate improvements in service uptake. In 19 countries, LINKAGES supported the development
of or updates to national KP-specific policies, guidelines, or strategies. The project attained government endorsement of community-led service
delivery strategies introduced by LINKAGES for national scale-up in 21 countries. LINKAGES strengthened national data systems to make them
more inclusive of KP-specific data in 20 countries. Some illustrative examples of LINKAGES’ policy contributions include:
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Progress Through the Cascade

Technical Strategies

cascade by increasing reach to KP individuals most at risk of

community-led, people-centered, data-driven solutions.

acquiring or transmitting HIV, promoting routine HIV testing and

These innovative strategies shaped programming around the

counseling, and actively enrolling those with HIV into care and

needs of and realities faced by KPs, instead of attempting to fit

support interventions that enable them to remain in care.

KPs into traditional HIV programming.

The LINKAGES project enhanced the HIV prevention and care

By strengthening strategic information systems,
LINKAGES enabled country programs to use data
to design, strengthen, and monitor HIV interventions.
In many countries, the project provided national
programs with quality KP-specific data for the first time.
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Lessons And Learning

LINKAGES prioritized generating evidence, sharing learnings,
and empowering country programs through knowledge. In support
of this goal, the project published:
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peer-reviewed
publications
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PrEP became an HIV prevention option for KPs in
some countries for the first time through LINKAGES.
The project advocated for inclusion of PrEP in
national HIV programs and introduced new strategies
to promote PrEP uptake by KPs, such as community-based
distribution and online outreach to those in high-risk networks to
connect them to testing and prevention services.
LINKAGES implemented differentiated ART models
to increase access to treatment among KPs. In several
countries, LINKAGES supported KP-led drop-in centers
to receive the necessary government accreditation
to become community ART sites and expand their clinical service
offerings.
Peer navigation empowered peers and elevated their
roles as part of a case management team to assist
PLHIV in enrolling in and accessing care and treatment
services and supporting clients to overcome barriers to
treatment initiation and adherence.
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LINKAGES launched a portfolio of Going Online
activities in more than 30 countries, using online
and mobile platforms to accelerate meeting HIV
education, prevention, testing, and treatment objectives.
The project pioneered the use of social media influencers to spread
HIV education messages, and introduced an online reservation app
(ORA), which empowers clients to find and book appointments for
HIV services on their own smartphone.
PrEP
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LINKAGES enhanced HIV outcomes among KPs through

global technical resources to
strengthen country programming

LINKAGES developed and operationalized practical
guidance on the integration of violence prevention
and response activities into HIV programs for KPs,
establishing community-led crisis response teams
and training over 4,000 members of law enforcement to protect
and promote KP members’ human rights. This led to more holistic
HIV programming and contributed to an enabling environment for
service uptake.
Through trainings with health care workers in
the project’s Health4All curriculum and the use
of an electronic client feedback system called
LINK, LINKAGES demonstrated that it is possible
to reduce the perpetration of stigma and discrimination against
KP individuals by health care providers, even in settings where KPs
are criminalized.

What’s Next

Despite the progress made in KP programming, KP members and their sexual partners still accounted for 65% of HIV infections worldwide
in 20201. Without ongoing dedicated interventions tailored specifically for KPs, the risk of onward transmission within these populations
will keep epidemic control out of reach. The LINKAGES project was a bold step in addressing the needs of KPs, but the work is not over.
Building on LINKAGES’ successes, the Meeting Targets and Maintaining Epidemic Control (EpiC) project—also funded by PEPFAR through
USAID—is investing in new strategies to address the complex and dynamic challenges of the epidemic among MSM, sex workers, transgender
people, people who use drugs, people in prisons, and other priority populations. The EpiC project is currently working in 33 countries.
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