
Knowledge for Action in HIV AIDS and STIs
Whole Systems Assessment and Response 

The overarching goal of Whole Systems Assessment and Response (WSAR) is to offer HIV/AIDS policy makers, programme managers and other strategic stakeholders a means of carrying out assessments of the epidemic and response needs in a way that encourages and allows those responsible for HIV programmes to grasp epidemics and their prevention as a ‘system’ of components and interactions with multiple interconnections such that a change in one component impacts the whole system and the element itself through feed back mechanisms. WSAR therefore is as much a means of thinking though prevention issues (conceptual perspective) as it is a practical instrument for taking action (technical resource).  

In order to achieve this goal WSAR brings together three approaches: 
i. rapid assessment and response (RAR) methods  – emphasizing multiple methods /data sources and pragmatism (i.e. time, capacity and resource sensitiveness);
ii. systemic (contextual) analysis – placing intervention programmes within a structural (macro environmental or system-level) context; and 
iii. systems thinking – focusing on linkages and influences between interventions and their wider environment rather than the interventions per se.
By using these, it aims to bring coherence and integration to prevention interventions, establish a logical and evidence-based link between the assessment of an epidemic and the interventions that are subsequently implemented, and meaningfully join up the multiple nodes that exist within the system in terms of levels of intervention, sectors, aspects of programmes (assessment, planning, implementation, M&E) methods of assessment, and actors/stakeholders.  
While the theoretical underpinning of WSAR is relatively straightforward, capturing the concept within an operational framework so that field studies may be carried out is more challenging. Drawing from the analysis of HIV intervention toolkits that was undertaken in the initial phase of the project and the three approaches described above, a workable approach to undertaking a whole systems assessment and response study needs to recognises the necessity of building on a generic platform – one that can be applied to any types of HIV interventions, and at any point in the overall response-environment system. Against this background, the concepts supporting WSAR are framed operationally within a tripod structure consisting of:

i. the programme content,
ii. the programme context, and 
iii. the confluence (or interactions) between content and context. 
The Content-Context-Confluence (3C) framework is further elaborated in the figure below:
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Figure 1: WSAR Content-Context-Confluence (3C) framework 
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Content


The different components of the HIV prevention response and the programme factors (characteristics). Content may also be interpreted to mean programme inputs, outputs and outcomes.
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Context


The structural environment in which interventions are implemented. From the perspective of the overall HIV response, the environment is defined at 4 levels: HIV epidemiological factors, health and development systems,  and general ecologicall factors such as the political, legislative and socio-economic environment. From  the perspective of a subcomponent of the response, the other components of the response programme then represent a 5th level of the environment.











Confluence


The content-context interface which identifies the pathways and mechanisms of interaction between programmes and the environments in which they exist. It describes how contextual factors influence programmes and how programme outcomes in turn alter the contextual environment.
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The development context can be assessed through one of 2 approaches:


i.  the country’s Poverty Reduction 


    Strategy Paper (PRSP), or


ii. MDG indicators 
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