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What is known about MSM in Malawi
Overall HIV landscape
Key populations in HIV transmission
Experiences in developing MSM cohort
Strategies to identify study participants 
The future for MSM in Malawi
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BACKGROUND (HPTN 075)

• HPTN 075 was a one year cohort study 
evaluating the feasibility of HIV prevention 
research among men who have sex with men 
(MSM), at least once in preceeding three 
months.

• Study Area: In sub-Saharan Africa, 4 sites. 
• Scant research has examined HIV testing, 

diagnosis and care among MSM in SSA.
• Papers, CROI, IAS, MSc, etc
• Inform further research & Policy Makers….



Background
• Homosexuality has long existed in Malawi, 

it has existed long enough to have
a word in vernacular: Mathanyula

• Still some denial of its existence 
by several Malawian communities

especially religious groupings

• Homosexuality is criminalized (silence/stigma on it)

• Condoms not allowed in prisons
since same sex intimacy not “expected”



First publicly proclaimed gay couple  attracted a lot 
of media, legal, religious, social discourse

Tiwonge Chimbalanga and Steven Monjeza during one of their court appearance Malawi



Arrests in Malawi, 2010



Having left Malawi in 2011, Tiwonge in RSA 
where “she” feels safer, with less stigmatization



Hate Speeches
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file:///Users/user/Downloads/MALAWI-Factsheet.FIN_.pdf



HIV Prevalence amongst MSM in Malawi
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http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/country/documents/MWI_narrative_report_2015.pdf





http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/country/documents/MWI_narrative_report_2015.pdf

Biological and Behavioral Surveillance Surveys 



HIV/AIDS Landscape in Malawi

• Incidence lower than 20050916 
• Prevalence lower
• Great strides in 

– HTC, PMTCT, ART roll-out

• Slow progress in addressing
– FSW, MSM, Adolescents, young ones

• Need to focus on HIV prevention



Mortality due to AIDS reached a maximum of about 
75,000   in 2005

more than 870,000 of 980,000 now on ART

in Malawi 75,000

Palella et al., Declining Morbidity and Mortality among Patients  with AIDS, NEJM, 1998
Harries et al., Scaling up antiretroviral treatment in resource-poor settings. Lancet. 2006
UNAIDS, Malawi AIDSinfo, Treatment and care, www.UNAIDS.org, 2010

Ref: 

http://www.unaids.org/


Malawi is on the right path 
in several facets, but…..
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Key affected populations in Malawi

• Women and HIV in Malawi
• Young people and HIV in Malawi
• Men who have sex with men 

(MSM) and HIV in Malawi
• Sex workers and HIV in Malawi
• Children, orphans and HIV in 

Malawi



2010 Baseline Survey 

• MSM are mostly young and relatively better 
educated. This could be a reflection of their more 
willingness to respond to the interviews than 
older perhaps less well educated.

• The majority have a slightly higher SES than 
general popn

• Most in a relationship with a female partner as 
well (or married), most likely to be accepted by 
the society and avoid disclosure and stigma.



Some MSM marry women to fit into social norms



Experiences in developing 
the MSM cohort : HPTN - 075

• This study aimed to determine the 
feasibility of recruiting and retaining
men who have sex with men (MSM) in a 
multi-country prospective cohort study 
in preparation for HIV prevention studies 
in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).



• Senior police-man

• Hospital Administrator

• Blantyre city assembly 
representative

• Journalist

• Human rights lawyer

• School head-teacher

• Security of participants

• Institutional access

• The landlord (mayor)

• Fair reporting

• Marginalized population

• Marginalized population

Incorporating key players in society 
on our Protocol Advisory Committee = PAC: Police….



Incorporating key players in society 
on our PAC: Police….



BLANTYRE CRS CAB 

Name Community 
Representation
1. Anne Magola Professional women
2. Levie Mwale Government health workers
3. James Chitonde Internal security (police)
4. Family Kaduka CBOs
5. Francis M’bawa Government health facility committee
6. Perpetua Malitowe Teachers
7. Nicholas Pondeponde Chiefs
8. Francis Chimenya Adolescents/youth
9. McLoud Phiri Former study participants
10. Brian Ligomeka Media
11. Pr George Kukhala FBO (faith based organizations)
12. Dunker Kamba NGOs (Key populations)
13. Confidence Mnthengu Young women
14. Mary Kamwendo Business women

In the process of identifying new members for possible recruitment into the CAB to reflect upcoming 
studies (and to make the number 20).



Practical measures 
to minimize risk to our participants

Identification of the study
• Good and adequate safe meetings with potential ppt
• Studies housed under same roof as HTC and STI 

provision
• Study/service location well communicated to all the 

potential seekers
• Schedule follow up visits sparingly/spread per day 
• One to one contacts with staff at clinic
• Oral (not written) Consenting in 075



Managing risk to participants
>>> HPTN - 075 Risk mitigation plan 

Responsibilities

 Consultations

Monitoring staff/participant interaction



Managing risk to participants
>> Responsibilities

 Ensured that: 
• all study staff and indirect team had a full knowledge of the 

emergency reporting system 

• Potential threats and vulnerabilities are discussed at the 
weekly meetings and how to mitigate them. 

• PAC meetings were held quarterly to review safety concerns 
and emergency procedures, and plans that were in place. 

• Ready to develop and implement plans for addressing 
identified problems if any.



Managing risk to participants
>> Consultations

Ongoing, dynamic engagement with:
• MSM community
• CEDEP bi-monthly and periodically
• HIV treatment centers (QECH, DREAM,….)
• Police
• Chiefs
• Key community gate keepers
• CAB
• PAC



Managing risk to participants
>> Monitoring staff interactions with participants

• Participants were advised to contact the Study 
Coordinator or Clinic Manager if they have concerns 

• A call away was the PI, Clinic Manager, and POW,
>>>> available 24/7

• Random chats with participants on how they are being 
handled at the study clinic 

• Staff signed confidentiality statements at recruitment 
and reminded of the same throughout study progress 
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• Referral system 
Linkages to referral centres such as ART, HTC, STI and 

skin clinics (all within 100 meters of 075 clinic)

• MSM-friendly services 
 Inclusive even to those who didn’t meet inclusion criteria
Must care about the person, not just the participant

• Retention activities
One meeting outside of Blantyre every quarter
Listen to concerns in an informal, non-clinic setting
Peer tracer

Strategies to identify participants:
General best practices



Strategies to identify participants

• Study preparation
• Staff Training
• Referral centers
• Holistic approach service provision

– Key players: CEDEP, MSH, MSF, Pakachere…..

• Safety / social harm reports 



PRE-SCREENING
• On and off-site general meetings
• Waiting area sensitization talks
OPD, ART clinic, Diabetes clinic, etc.

RECRUITEMENT
• Collaboration with CEDEP (peer 

recruiters)
• Former 075 participants
• Snowballing
• Peer outreach worker

Strategies to identify participants



CHALLENGES ANTICIPATED
• MSM are criminalized, but a key population 
• Unstable MSM geographical dynamics

– Residence, employment, phone numbers, relationships

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES BY PARTNERING
• Ensure security for participants: PAC, CAB
• Key MSM and HIV prevention community leaders
• MSH, CEDEP, Pakachere Drop-in staff, MSF clusters 

Strategies to identify participants



Schema of this talk

What is known about MSM in Malawi
Overall HIV landscape
Key populations in HIV transmission
Experiences in developing MSM cohort
Strategies to identify study participants ?
The future for MSM in Malawi





Important steps in progress

• The community aware that arrests, hate 
speech, and mob justice compel MSM to have 
both Male and Female partners in risky 
relationships

• The 2012 moratorium to halt arrests of MSM 
being adhered to (not fully yet)

• A movement to have sections 153 and 156 of 
the Penal code scraped off gaining ground, 
now on pending agenda of parliament

• Prevent HIV transmission !



Thank You
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Thank you

Key players :
o Participants
o Staff
o Stakeholders
o Funders
o Advisors
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