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Background
HIV prevalence among MSM in India remains disproportionately high in India—most 
recently measured at 5.1% in provisional 2011 data from the National AIDS Control 
Organisation—as compared with overall national prevalence of 0.3%. India HIV/AIDS 
Alliance in consortium with four other organizations implements the five-year Global 
Fund-supported Pehcha-n program in 17 Indian states to build the capacity of 200 
CBOs to serve as effective HIV prevention partners with the National AIDS Control 
Programme and reach 453,750 MSM, transgenders and hijras using a community-
driven and rights-based approach. Pehcha-n conducted a baseline study to understand 
demographics, behaviour and needs of the target populations. 

Methods
A cross-sectional baseline study interviewed 2,762 MSM, transgenders and hijras 
(MTH) (TG/H: 16%) in 55 districts across 10 states. Active community engagement was 
prioritized in all steps of the study from design to report finalisation. This ensured that 
the research was done with appropriate sensitivity to community issues and needs.

The research instrument was developed using a community-led process, and 
respondents were interviewed by community members known as ‘Community 
Facilitators’ who facilitated access into cruising areas and other places where it might 
not be possible to enter without assistance or guidance. Time and Location Cluster 
Sampling (TLCS) was used to identify these often hard-to-reach and relatively mobile 
populations. Data were analysed using SPSS software. 

Results
Community engagement helped break barriers to reaching MSM, transgender and 
hijra community members for the baseline study. This access permitted insights 
into the current behavioural patterns of the MTH individuals studied and facilitated 
exploration of topics considered sensitive or stigmatising.

Community facilitation offered a number of advantages, as it: 

•	 Supported the development of a responsive research process and contributed to 
the subsequent analysis of data.

•	 Allowed a field investigation process with increased awareness of community 
concerns and perspectives.

•	 Enabled better access to respondents and improved the overall quality and 
accuracy of data collected. 

•	 Helped interviewers ask sensitive questions on topics such as the experience 
of internalised stigma, marital status, disclosure of identity, usage of lubricants, 
sexual reassignment surgery (SRS), and violence.

Conclusions
The information gathered in the baseline provided direction for intervention planning 
and design strategies for Pehchan across India, particularly in states with few HIV 
prevention interventions for MTH communities and little data on their behavior and 
needs.

Community engagement and facilitation is critical during both the design and 
implementation of studies with MSM, transgender and hijra populations. The 
approach impacts the overall quality of research and permits more robust inferences 
to inform program strategy, implementation, and advocacy planning. Reaching 
out to MTH populations is a challenge due to social stigma and the hidden nature 
of their sexual lives. Building on the core values of Pehcha-n, such barriers were 
bridged with active community engagement and facilitation, an approach that has 
informed all aspects of the program.
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