Comments from the Horizons Program, Population Council on the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, as requested by the Department of Health and Human Services, International Subcommittee of the Presidential Advisory Council on HIV/AIDS.

The importance of operations research in the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief.

We welcome the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief.  It provides a groundbreaking opportunity to significantly affect the HIV/AIDS pandemic for millions of people.  The funds provided through the President’s Plan can be used by national HIV/AIDS Control Programs along with countless nongovernmental, community, and faith-based organizations to expand the response to the epidemic through prevention, care, support, and treatment programs.

We also welcome this opportunity to contribute to the strategic planning process by offering our experiences in developing, analyzing and disseminating ‘best practices’ in these critically important programs.  

The United States must provide more than funds to maintain this extraordinary level of leadership to the international campaign against HIV/AIDS. Equally important is directing those funds and resources to program solutions that have been proven effective. This ensures that resources are used in the most productive manner, with the best possible health outcomes for the investment. 

Careful monitoring and evaluation of programs helps individual programs measure whether they are meeting their immediate goals. But more fundamental to assessing what works and what doesn’t in fighting HIV/AIDS is programmatic or operations research that provides real and immediate guidance to policymakers and program managers. 

Operations research is by definition practical, field-based, and programmatic.  It seeks to answer practical questions of immediate relevance to program managers and policymakers, solving the significant organizational, behavioral, and logistical problems that stand in the way of implementing and expanding effective programs.   The ongoing strategic planning for the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief offers a unique opportunity to ensure that much-needed operations or programmatic research is funded under the Plan.

Operations research, long used in business and public health applications, is an especially valuable tool in the response to a disease as complex as HIV/AIDS because it reveals the multiple underlying factors that can either facilitate or hinder effective programming, whether the goal is to improve very large national efforts or smaller efforts that affect a single village.   Whatever their size, programs almost always involve not only service delivery but also planning and coordination, as well as the involvement of communities and individuals living with the disease. Many programs also include behavior change components using communication strategies to promote safer behaviors, or complex logistics systems to distribute anti-retrovirals and other medicines, or training for clinic staff and volunteers, or programming to reduce stigma and discrimination, and much more. Every one of these functions is complex in and of itself, and operations research can help guide and direct the allocation of resources and the effective implementation of programs.

The history of HIV/AIDS programs resembles in many ways that of other public health programs: large numbers of successful pilot programs offer promise, but few examples of large-scale, nation-wide implementation actually deliver on that promise.  And many attempts to implement what we know to be successful elsewhere fail when those programs are introduced in other cultural settings, or in settings where the resource base is different.  Operations research provides the means to turn this around, as it provides policy makers, program managers, and administrators with the information needed to improve or scale up existing programs, and to plan new interventions.  It provides practical solutions to problem situations and it offers viable alternatives to unsatisfactory programs.  It does this by diagnosing and evaluating the problems of programs and by comparing one service delivery approach with another in terms of impact, cost-effectiveness, quality and client acceptability.

Operations research is thus an essential tool to guide the implementation of programs and the application of policies.  It focuses on day-to-day activities or “operations” of programs.  It investigates problems affecting these operations and it offers solutions.  

Some examples of how applied, operations research makes a difference in program planning and implementation follow.  

Prevention of mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT).  In the United States, mother-to-child transmission is almost nonexistent, but every day in the developing world 2,000 babies and newborn infants are infected with HIV. Short course antiretroviral therapy is now available in developing countries to help prevent mother-to-child transmission, but in order to receive the drugs, women must undergo HIV counseling and testing, pick up her results, and be identified as HIV-positive.  Infant feeding counseling is also given to help women practice safer infant feeding practices. Where such programs exist, very few women have taken advantage of them. These services have been integrated into existing but weak health infrastructure systems. Operations research conducted in Zambia and Kenya documented acceptability, operational barriers, costs, and the impact of pilot PMTCT services. Materials developed for operations research were adopted in these countries’ scale-up process, including needs assessment materials and a training curriculum.
Orphans and affected families. The HIV/AIDS epidemic is leaving in its wake a huge number of orphans, overwhelming existing support systems.  Operations research was used to test and develop an approach to improve the chances of successful survival and social integration of Ugandan orphans.  The program involves families early, before parents die, in planning for their children’s future. Because of operations research, will writing, memory books, succession planning, and identification of guardians now are accepted as a best practice in many programs.

Reaching youth.  Young people, particularly young girls, are highly vulnerable to HIV infection.  Operations research has shown us how to reduce high-risk behaviors among youth.  

· Operations research identified a program that increased safe behaviors among youth by involving them in caring for people living with HIV/AIDS. The Catholic Church is scaling up this program in Zambia. 

· Operations research identified ways to bring more youth in to VCT services to  increase their adoption of safe behaviors.  This program is now being replicated throughout Uganda.

· Operations research assisted the national implementation of school-based prevention programs in South Africa by identifying ways to increase support for abstinence and safe behaviors.

Treatment with highly active antiretroviral therapy (HAART) has the potential to alleviate the suffering of millions of people, and by treating parents HAART can greatly improve the survival and future of millions more: children born to HIV-positive mothers.  While we know that HAART works, but operations research is needed to inform managers how to ensure high levels of adherence to treatment regimens, how to involve successfully communities and people living with HIV/AIDS in treatment programs to increase their acceptance and to promote adherence, how to ensure the logistics are in place to provide for an un-interrupted supply of anti-retroviral drugs, and how to measure the cost of such programs.

Ending stigma and discrimination. Health facilities throughout the world provide critically important care and support to millions of people with HIV-related disease. Yet, many of these facilities are perceived to stigmatize and discriminate against people living with HIV/AIDS (PLHA). In India, operations research developed and tested an approach to making hospitals more ‘PLHA-friendly’, an approach now being implemented throughout the country by the National AIDS Control Organization, while the use and adaptation of this approach in sub-Saharan Africa is the subject of a new operations research study.  

There are many more examples of the value of operations research in informing policy makers, program managers and international donors in best practices for improving HIV/AIDS service delivery and prevention programs.  

We encourage the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief to allocate funds under the Plan for operations research, to ensure that the United States’ leadership in the campaign against the HIV/AIDS epidemic results in optimal use of the available resources while maximizing the health impact of international program efforts.
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