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Introduction to the guide to the strategic planning
process for a national response to HIV/AIDS

What is strategic planning?

Strategic planning, as developed in the present guide, defines not only the strategic framework of
the national response, i.e. its fundamental principles, broad strategies, and institutional framework,
but also the intermediate steps that need to be achieved in order to change the current situation into
one that represents the objectives to be reached.

In normativeÑas opposed to strategicÑplanning, activities are planned according to universal
norms that apply to all beneficiaries, irrespective of their conditions or situations. Strategic planning
takes an issueÕs underlying determinants into account, which vary according to the persons con-
cerned (e.g. their social class, religion, culture, gender specificities, etc.) and according to situations
that may alter rapidly over time. Strategic planning means adapting norms to a given or changing
situation. A strategic plan, therefore, includes a normative as well as a strategic dimension.

Why strategic planning?

During the past 15 years, many different approaches have been adopted in an attempt to slow the
spread of HIV and minimize its impact on individuals, families, and society. It is now clear that there
is no simple formula that works for all countries. The most effective national responses are those
designed to meet the specific needs of the country: they attack the particular situations that make
people vulnerable to HIV and its impact, and make use of the particular strengths of the countryÕs
people and institutions.

Governments engaged in development planning must understand the real magnitude of the
HIV/AIDS problem in their country. They also must have an idea of the epidemicÕs likely conse-
quences on individuals and families, and on the societyÕs overall development. On that basis, they
must then decide what importance and priority level they want to attach to actions aimed at reduc-
ing the spread of the HIV and mitigating its impact. This implies focusing on strategies that can
change its course and securing the resources to implement them. It also means that these strategies
will become an integral part of the countryÕs overall development plan.

Strategic planning allows governments as well as planners at a more decentralized level to make
informed decisions so they can change the current situation to their objective. The strategic plan-
ning process proposed here is a flexible tool designed to meet the dual requirement of use at a cen-
tral level as well as at a district and community level. The different options discussed in this guide
should meet the needs of planners at a national level for building a more general, strategic frame-
work for HIV/AIDS action. They should enable field workers from districts and communities to
plan concrete strategic interventions that will contribute to the overall national response.
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Features and strengths of a strategic planning approach

Being situation-specific
When one puts aside any pre-formulated ideas of Òthings-to-doÓ, strategic planning deals with real
situations uncovered through objectively assessing a given country or region, considering the socio-
cultural, economic, religious, and other specificities of the concerned populations.

Getting to the root of the problem
More than any other disease, AIDS has to do with complex behavioural and other determinants. A
strategic approach to planning analyses the main personal, societal, and environmental factors that
underlie behaviours that eventually expose people to HIV infection. By identifying these factors,
planners will be able to focus on those strategies that have the potential to alter the situation.

Anticipating the impact of the epidemic
Young adults are the population category most affected by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Because
HIV/AIDS has much-delayed effects, the current situationÕs impact will not be visible until several
years hence. On the other hand, given the high morbidity and mortality rate among the most active
portion of the population, the impact on families and societies will be profound in most countries,
and severely affect their overall development. Strategic planners do not ignore these long-term
effects, and try to design measures to mitigate them.

Dealing with obstacles
Interventions have often failed, not because they were ill designed or lacked resources, but because
some obstacles, ignored or neglected by planners, prevented the action from achieving its objectives
or even from starting at all. Identifying obstacles is an integral part of any situation analysis, and is
the basis of planning for effective strategies and interventions.

Seizing opportunities
Effective and sustainable action depends heavily on the quality, motivation, and commitment of
human resources, and situations that provide a positive environment for its implementation. The
strategic approach to planning identifies people and opportunities to form the backbone of a future
response, and uses their catalytic effect to influence other interventions. 

Setting priorities
The complexities of HIV sometimes have led governments to attempt planning for all eventualities.
Moreover, donors and other external agencies have frequently added their own agendas to already
unwieldy plans that cover many areas, resulting in generally low implementation rates, poor per-
formance, and overburdening of scarce national staff. A more strategic approach concentrates on
planning in priority areas, through identifying the epidemicÕs most important determinants.
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Governments taking the lead
However expert they are, persons from outside the country should not impose priorities upon
national planners. Effective prioritization implies the concerned communitiesÕ active participation
and good coordination among the key stakeholders. It also means that governments, responsible for
establishing the agenda for social and economic development, must take the lead in the entire pro-
cess. Moreover, only governments can integrate the response to HIV into the framework of their
own development plan.

Learning from experience
For over a decade, the world tried to respond to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Since everything was new
in this difficult period, as much was learned from failures as from successes. Strategic planners want
to draw from the vast pool of experience that was built up during this time, so as not to reinvent the
wheel at every turn. Taking examples from neighbouring countriesÕ experiences or from a compre-
hensive set of Òbest known practicesÓ and adapting them to the countryÕs particular situation will
save time and increase the chances of achieving success.

Planning realistically
An elaborate plan that cannot be put into action is useless. To implement strategies planned in pri-
ority areas requires will, people, skills, materials, and money. Strategists look for realistic and viable
initiatives that exploit the inherent resources of communities affected by the epidemic and that
receive the support of important political, religious, and community leaders. Many communities,
institutions, organizations, and individuals can make valuable contributions to the response to HIV.
If the most critical of these sectors are involved in the planning process, their needs can be consid-
ered, and their capacity for action harnessed.

Assuring resources
Even though national communities, institutions, organizations, and individuals are effectively mobi-
lized, local resources may not be available for all priority actions planned. Planning would not be
strategic without appropriate measures, including advocacy to secure resourcesÑhuman as well as
financial and materialÑto implement all essential actions.

Foreseeing practical management structures
Effectively implementing the actions planned and achieving priority objectives are the primary
goals of the planning activity. Strategic planners will therefore pay particular attention to designing
practical management structures, indicating responsibilities to guarantee that activities materialize,
and establishing partnerships to monitor them.

Providing flexibility
HIV/AIDS evolves in an environment that can change dramatically over a very short period of time:
a drastic change in legislation or a shift in affected population groups can make entire sections of
plans obsolete. The ability to adapt quickly to changing situations and to re-plan and support newly
emerging successful initiatives is a pre-condition for effectiveness. Building flexibility into a plan
and subsequently monitoring situations and responses are essential aspects of strategic planning.
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Getting started on strategic planning for HIV
Much thinking, discussion, past experience with HIV planning, and expertise gathered from strate-
gic planning in other areas have gone into developing draft guidelines on strategic planning for HIV.
Currently, the best means for further learning is implementing the process in the field. However,
since strategic planning reflects a change in habit and attitude for many people and institutions that
have been used to the more normative approach of traditional health planning, an important ques-
tion is how to initiate the process.

Initiation of the process
There are essentially two main entry points for a strategic approach to a planning cycle:

© The government may wish to make an overall assessment of the country’s HIV/AIDS
situation to deal with it more effectively. This is a timely opportunity for implementing
the strategic planning process in all its dimensions—from a thorough situation analy-
sis, to analysing the response, to formulating a strategic plan.

© The country may be in the middle of an ongoing planning cycle. In that case, the gov-
ernment should be advised to take advantage of the steps already taken and to use a
more strategic approach to complete the process.

As a first step, the National AIDS Programme Manager will review the countryÕs situation to deter-
mine where they are with their response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic:

© In which planning or implementation stages are they?

© What has been evaluated and when?

© What are the important upcoming HIV/AIDS-related events? 

A well-documented request should then be put forward to the government through the National
AIDS Commission or equivalent policy-making body, to plan for an adapted strategic planning pro-
cess. This should include timing (when this process or the next step of the process should be initi-
ated) and the adaptation to the specific country situation (which dimensions of the process will be
needed). Adopting strategic planning does not mean that ongoing activities should be disrupted, or
that everything has to begin from scratch. On the contrary, a strategic approach to planning implies
taking advantage of ongoing action and building on it to adjust, re-orient or expand the response.

UNAIDS support
The United Nations agencies gathered in the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS are
keen to contribute to meeting the needs of countries wishing to adopt a more strategic approach to
planning for HIV through a coherent set of means, which include the following:

Guidelines for the strategic planning process
UNAIDS has drafted a four-module guide that can be used by countries that want to get started. The
first rule of a successful strategy is that it must be relevant to the particular situation. The same is
true of the strategic planning process itself. Therefore, it is not possible to write guidelines that can
be followed step by step in every situation or in every country. The UNAIDS draft guidelines aim
to introduce the main concepts of strategic planning, remaining flexible enough so that they can be
adaptable for planning at a national level in the different regions and can serve as a practical assis-
tant for planners at a district or community level.
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To this end, the guidelines contain the following parts:

© the core Strategic Planning Guide consisting of four modules, each handling one
dimension of the strategic planning process, i.e. the situation analysis, the response
analysis, the strategic plan formulation, and the resource mobilization, and including
a detailed bibliography and a glossary;

© a set of background documents including real-life examples, adapted regionally, and
developed by regional networks; and

© a comprehensive set of technical tools and “Best Practices” documents providing
more detailed information on technical issues and on successful responses in a wide
range of areas.

Networks of technical support for planners

Recognizing that the capacity to undertake strategic planning is still limited, UNAIDS is working
to expand regional networks of technical expertise. The institutions and individuals in these net-
works will be made available to support countries embarking on a process of strategic planning for
HIV.

Capacity-building
Like many other externally driven actions, the strategic planning approach has no chance of sur-
viving in the long term unless national and local planners have internalized this method. Hence,
capacity-building of local staff is critical in order for the process to gain the necessary momentum
to affect the national, regional, and global response to HIV/AIDS. As stated above, the regional
networks of technical support will be used for that purpose, but the best way of learning is active
involvement in the real-life exercise.

Monitoring and evaluating the process
Of course, building the boat while sailing has risks that can only be minimized if the process is con-
stantly monitored and regularly evaluated. In this way, it can be improved and fine-tuned for greater
efficiency. A case study protocol is therefore being developed by UNAIDS secretariat in collabora-
tion with its cosponsors, who all agreed to support test runs of the strategic planning process in five
to ten selected countries.







Guide to the strategic planning process for a national response to HIV/AIDS

This guide, comprising four modules plus an introduction, is intended for use by country programmes,
either at a national or decentralized level, other agencies and organizations such as international non-
governmental organizations and donor agencies.

Introduction
Strategic planning, as developed in the present guide, defines not only the strategic framework of the
national response, i.e. its fundamental principles, broad strategies, and institutional framework, but also the
intermediate steps that need to be taken in order to change the current situation into one that 
represents the objectives to be reached.

Module 1. Situation analysis
A situation analysis looks specifically at situations that may be relevant to HIV, the factors that favour 
or impede its spread, and the factors that favour or impede achieving the best possible quality of life for
those living with HIV and for their families. 

Module 2. Response analysis
In analysing the response, countries look at all the relevant initiatives in a priority area, not just those that
are part of the official national programme. Community-organized activities and those organized by pri-
vate companies, academic organizations, and nongovernmental organizations all contribute to the national
response.  

Module 3. Strategic plan formulation
The formulation of a strategic planning process deals with the question of what should be done about the
HIV situation in the country in the future. The plan includes not only a strategic framework but the more
detailed strategies necessary to change the current situation and the successive intermediate steps needed
to reach the stated objectives.

Module 4. Resource mobilization
The resource mobilization module is a useful guide to find out how to acquire the resources needed to carry
out work on HIV/AIDS. It focuses on the steps necessary to assess what resources are currently available
(and how those resources are being used) and how additional resources (and resource partners) can be iden-
tified and accessed. 


