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ABSTRACT
Although integration of HIV andmaternal health services is recommended
by the World Health Organization, evidence to guide implementation is
limited. We describe facility-level implementation of policies for
integrating HIV care within maternal health services and explore
experiences of service users and providers in rural Tanzania (Ifakara),
South Africa (uMkhanyakude) and Malawi (Karonga). Policy in all
countries included HIV testing during antenatal care (ANC), same-day
antiretroviral therapy (ART) initiation for HIV-positive pregnant women,
and postpartum referral to ART clinics, between six weeks (Malawi,
South Africa) and two years after delivery (Tanzania). All facilities offered
HIV testing within ANC, most commonly during the first visit. Although
most women were comfortable with HIV testing, some felt that opting
out would lead to sub-standard services. Some facilities conducted
group post-test counselling for HIV-negative women, raising concerns
of unintended HIV status disclosure. ART initiation was offered on the
same day, the same room as an HIV diagnosis in >90% of facilities.
Women’s worries around postpartum referral included having unknown
providers, insufficient privacy and queues. Adoption and
implementation of policies on integrated HIV and maternal health
services varied across settings. Patients’ experiences of these policies
may influence uptake and retention in care.
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Background

Since 2013, initiating pregnant and postpartum women onto life-long antiretroviral treatment
(ART) regardless of their immune status (Option B+) has been considered the cornerstone for
the prevention of mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT) programmes in sub-Saharan African
(Kim et al., 2015). The widespread implementation of Option B+ has dramatically impacted on
treatment uptake and improved outcomes for mothers and HIV exposed infants. By 2018, in
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sub-Saharan Africa the proportion of HIV-infected pregnant women on ART was 92%, up from
only 49% in 2010, and vertical transmission rates had reduced to less than 9%, down from 18%
in 2010 (UNAIDS, 2019). However, the scale-up of Option B+ has contributed to increased
demands for treatment initiation on already stretched health systems. Growing numbers of
women on ART have subsequently increased health workers’ workloads, reduced time and space
available for consultations and perpetuated supply chain challenges for drugs and commodities,
potentially impacting on service quality (Sprague et al., 2011).

HIV service integration has been proposed as a solution to address some of the health systems
challenges associated with growing client numbers, by streamlining service delivery and promoting
efficiency through task-sharing (Church et al., 2015). Integrated HIV services have improved reten-
tion rates through various mechanisms, including by reducing the number of clinic visits during the
pregnancy and postnatal periods (Joseph Davey et al., 2016; World Health Organization, 2006b),
thereby better addressing client needs, leading to greater client satisfaction (Sweeney et al.,
2012). In addition, taking the focus away from HIV and placing it on maternal and child health,
integrated services can potentially reduce HIV-related stigma (Church et al., 2013). Furthermore,
a systematic review found that integration of HIV services was broadly cost effective in sub-Saharan
African settings (Sweeney et al., 2012).

The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends that antiretroviral therapy (ART) should
be initiated and maintained in all eligible pregnant and postpartum women and infants in maternal
and child healthcare settings, and the women should be referred to ongoing HIV care including
ART (Fowkes et al., 2016; World Health Organization, 2010, 2015a). Although this is a strong rec-
ommendation with some suggestion that it may promote adherence to ART, there is limited evi-
dence for how this integration should take place in practice (Consolidated guidelines on the use
of antiretroviral drugs for treating and preventing HIV infection, 2016; World Health Organization,
2006a). Specifically, contextual implementation research is needed to explore how long women
should stay in maternal health clinics before referral to routine ART clinics and how referrals
should take place.

Furthermore, there are limited data on how different countries have adopted WHO guidance on
service integration within their national policies, and how these policies have been implemented at
the heath facility level, and experienced by service users (Jones et al., 2019). In this study, we aimed
to investigate differences in the adoption and implementation of policies guiding the integration of
HIV and maternal health services in three African countries, and to explore women’s and health
worker’s experiences and perceptions of these integrated service models.

Methods

Setting

This analysis draws on data from the study for Strengthening Health Systems for the Application of
Policy to Enable Universal Test and Treat (SHAPE UTT), conducted in three health and demo-
graphic surveillance sites (HDSS) in Ifakara (Tanzania), Karonga (Malawi) and uMkhanyakude
(South Africa) between 2017 and 2019, with the aim of assessing the health systems impacts of
Option B+. The key characteristics of the three study settings are shown in Table 1.

Data collection

We analysed data from three sources: national HIV policy reviews, health facility surveys and in-
depth interviews conducted with health workers, women receiving HIV services during and after
their pregnancy and HIV-negative pregnant women who received ANC.
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Policy review

A review of WHO guidance and national policies published between 2015 and 2017 was conducted,
covering HIV testing and treatment, PMTCT and ANC provision. Policy documents related with
HIV and ANC were retrieved online or in person from the relevant offices in each of the countries.
All guidance pertaining to the delivery of HIV services for pregnant women within maternal health
services was extracted and collated in an Excel spreadsheet. Policy guidance was summarised in
terms of content and year of adoption, and then compiled into three indicators which captured
when, where and how the delivery of HIV testing, ART initiation and ongoing HIV care for preg-
nant and postpartum women were stipulated in national policy. A comparative analysis was con-
ducted to identify similarities and differences between WHO recommendations and each
country’s policies as well as across each of the three countries.

Health facility survey

Surveys were conducted in 33 health facilities serving the populations of three rural HDSS in Ifa-
kara, Tanzania (n = 11), Karonga, Malawi (n = 5), and uMkhanyakude, South Africa (n = 17)
between October 2017 and September 2018. The questionnaire included four modules which cov-
ered the delivery of services for HIV testing, PMTCT, ART and ANC and has been described pre-
viously (Ambia et al., 2017; Church et al., 2015; Jones et al., 2019). The content was informed by the
WHO service availability and readiness assessment (SARA) (World Health Organization, 2015b)

Table 1. Health facility and in-depth interview participant’s characteristics.

Country Malawi Tanzania South Africa
TotalHDSS site Karonga Ifakara uMkhanyakude

Facility survey
Total number of facilities 5 11 17 33
Facility type

Dispensary/small clinic 0 2 10 12
Large clinic/small health centre 3 4 7 14
Large health centre/sub-district hospital 2 3 0 5
District hospital 0 1 0 1
Referral hospital 0 1 0 1

Ownership
Government 3 9 17 29
Faith based 2 1 0 3
Private 0 1 0 1

Indepth Interviews
Total number of facilities 3 3 3 9
Service users
PMTCT B± service users: HIV positive pregnant and
postpartum women

5 8 8 21

ANC users: HIV negative pregnant women 5 4 6 15
HIV routine service users: HIV positive postpartum
women graduated from PMTCT

7 4 6 17

PMTCT lost to follow up: HIV positive pregnant and
postpartum women disengaged from treatment

5 2 6 13

Total number of service users from all groups 22 18 26 66
Health workers
HTS counsellor 1 0 0 1
Nurse-midwife technician 3 4 0 7
HIV diagnostic assistant 1 0 0 1
Expert client 2 0 0 2
Professional nurse 0 1 5 6
Enrolled nurse 0 0 1 1
Nurse Assistant 0 2 0 2
Total of health workers all cadre 7 7 6 20
TOTAL FOR ALL INTERVIEWS 29 25 32 86
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and aligned with the information collected for the policy review. The questionnaires were con-
ducted face-to-face in English by a trained fieldworker with staff in charge at each facility.

Health facility survey data were entered centrally into MS SQL server (Microsoft Corp, Red-
mond, USA) and analysed using Stata v13. Variables describing when, where and how, service
delivery occurred for HIV testing, ART initiation and routine HIV care for pregnant and postpar-
tum women were extracted for analysis, matching the selected policy indicators. Descriptive stat-
istics were used to show the proportion of facilities implementing each policy relating to MNCH
and HIV service integration per site.

In-depth Interviews

In-depth interviews were conducted with 15 women receiving ANC, 21 PMTCT users who were
still in their pregnancy or postpartum period, 13 women who had disengaged from care, 17 HIV
positive women who had initiated ART during PMTCT and had already transferred to routine
ART clinics, 20 health workers providing PMTCT and ART services (Table 1). Two criteria were
used to sample facilities: firstly, by facility level and secondly by distance from the district centre.
Three facilities per site were then selected to include one hospital, one health centre from a remote
area of the HDSS, and one health centre from a more urbanised area close to district headquarters.
Service users and health workers were recruited from these sites for the in-depth interviews.

Sampling frames were drawn up from the PMTCT and ART registers and women attending on
the days allocated to data collection were approached and invited to take part in the study. Data
collection continued until data saturation was reached. Women who had disengaged from care
were contacted by phone by health workers as they would have been through routine programme
tracing. During these calls, women were informed about the study and invited to participate.

Data were collected by trained fieldworkers in the local vernacular and lasted approximately 45–
90 min. Interviews were conducted in a private location and covered women’s experiences of their
first ANC visit and the HIV testing process. For women living with HIV, the interviews also covered
their experiences of treatment initiation and referral to routine care, postpartum HIV care pro-
vision, and where appropriate, reasons for care disengagement. Interviews with health workers cov-
ered their experiences of offering HIV care and maternal health services in their facilities, the
training they had received and any challenges they faced.

Debriefings were held after each interview between field workers and the study coordinator, with
weekly tele-conferences between the lead researchers to discuss similarities and differences in the
emerging findings across the three sites. Interview summaries were written in English by the inter-
viewers and shared with other researchers to guide the weekly discussions.

Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed and translated to English. Data were coded with
the aid of Nvivo 11 (Ifakara, Karonga) and manually (uMkhanyakude), initially according to broad
thematic areas covered in the topic guides to ensure comparability, and then allowing for inductive
sub-coding, led by the content of the data in each site. The lead researcher in each site kept detailed
analytical memos during the coding and analysis process which were discussed during the weekly
calls and shared to aid further comparative analysis which was led by the first author. The lead
researchers were all locally-recruited social scientists with extensive experience in conducting com-
munity-based health research.

Ethics

Prior to the interviews, participants were provided with an information sheet that described the
study aim and objectives, and were encouraged to ask questions. Written consent was sought
from each participant who accepted to participate in the study. All data were kept in a data
encrypted shared folder which was password protected only accessible to the lead researcher in
each site. Ethical approval was obtained from the University of KwaZulu-Natal Biomedical
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Research Committee, South Africa (BE400/14), the National Institute of Medical Research, Tanza-
nia (NIMR/HQ/R.8a/Vol. IX/2579), Ifakara Health Institute Tanzania (IHI/IRB/NO:14-2017), the
National Health Sciences Research Committee, Malawi (17/07/1861) and from the London School
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, UK (#13536).

Results

Policy review

WHO guidance on the provision of HIV services for pregnant and postpartum women has included
a recommendation for opt-out HIV testing at ANC since 2007 (World Health Organization, 2007).
Furthermore same-day ART treatment initiation in maternal, new-born and child health (MNCH)
settings has been included since 2013. The timing of subsequent linkage to routine ART clinics
during pregnancy or following the postpartum period is not specified, with guidance stating that
in generalised epidemic settings, ART should be provided to pregnant and postpartum women
and infants in the maternal and child health-care settings, with linkage and referral to ongoing
HIV care and ART services when appropriate. This is stated as a ‘strong recommendation’ despite
weak evidence (Consolidated guidelines on the use of antiretroviral drugs for treating and preventing
HIV infection, 2016).

All countries adopted a policy on opt-out HIV testing for pregnant and postpartum women in
ANC, with no variation on the timing for the first test. However, in South Africa, the policy stipu-
lated that HIV testing should take place at every ANC visit as well as at delivery. For ART initiation,
the most recent policy in all three countries indicated that pregnant women should initiate treat-
ment through the Option B+ strategy, with variation in terms of the amount of detail provided
(Table 2). In Tanzania and South Africa, the national policy specified that ART should be initiated
within the maternal, neonatal and child health (MNCH) setting, whereas the location of treatment
initiation was not explicitly mentioned in Malawian national policy. Finally, differences were
observed in the policies for the referral of postpartum women from the MNCH setting to routine
ART clinics. In Tanzania, postpartum women living with HIV are linked to routine care and treat-
ment from MNCH settings at two years post-delivery, while in South Africa, policy stipulates that
the referral should occur 18 months post-delivery, and no specific timeframe was indicated in the
Malawian policy documents (Table 2 and Figure 1).

Policy implementation, provider and user experiences

HIV testing services
All the facilities in each of the sites offered opt-out HIV testing to women attending ANC, with the
majority (>90%) of facilities offering HIV testing services on the same day as ANC (Figure 2). In
uMkhanyakude, all facilities reported offering HIV testing in the same room as ANC, and in Kar-
onga and Ifakara, all facilities reported offering HIV testing in the same room or in the same build-
ing as ANC (Figure 2).

There was variation in the timing of the HIV testing offered during the pregnancy and postpar-
tum period. Whilst >90% of facilities across all sites offered HIV testing during the first ANC visit,
facilities in uMkhanyakude reported an additional six time points throughout the pregnancy and
postpartum period when HIV testing was offered for women who had previously tested negative,
while those in Karonga reported four different time points (Figure 3).

The interview data suggested that some ANC users reported feeling comfortable with receiving
these HIV tests and cited their appreciation for the health education sessions and the pre-test
counselling.

I felt good, normal as it was not my first time to undergo the test, I have already had one previously. ANC user,
Ifakara.
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Table 2. Three countries policy analysis on pregnant or postpartum HIV testing, treatment initiation and referral to adult ART clinics.

Indicators WHO Tanzania Malawi South Africa

Testing PITC for women should be considered a
routine component of the package of
care in all antenatal, childbirth,
postpartum and paediatric care settings

All pregnant women and their partners
(unless known to be HIV positive) should
be counselled and tested for HIV during
their first ANC visit

Review HIV testing page in health
passport on admission… Provide new
HIV test for all women, who are: Not
already known to be HIV positive;
Never tested or tested negative any
time in the past, even if this result is
from the last trimester’ Remind
patients during pre-test education
(group or individual) that they can
decline HIV testing without any ‘fear of
punishment’ by the health worker

All pregnant women should retest for HIV
at the time of the diagnosis of
pregnancy, every visit during
pregnancy, at delivery, and every three
months during breastfeeding. Pregnant
women should be tested as early as
possible in each pregnancy.

Date and
source

ART guideline 2016 NMHIVAIDS2017 MIG 2016 National HIV counselling and Testing policy
2016

Treatment
initiation

ART should be initiated in all pregnant
and breastfeeding women living with
HIV at any CD4 cell count and continued
lifelong and HIV treatment should be
given on same day as ANC services

Care and treatment services for pregnant
and breastfeeding women living with
HIV should be provided in RCH settings
or by referral when care and treatment
services cannot be provided in RCH
clinics. Lifelong ART is recommended for
all HIV-positive pregnant and
breastfeeding women regardless of their
CD4 count or WHO clinical stage or
gestational age

All women attending antenatal care
(both first-time attendees and women
attending follow up visits) should be
given routine information about HIV
testing and the PMTCT programme’.
‘All pregnant women should retest for
HIV at the time of the diagnosis of
pregnancy, every visit during
pregnancy, at delivery, and every three
months during breastfeeding

Initiate lifelong ART in all pregnant or
breastfeeding women on the same day
of diagnosis regardless of CD4 count

Date and
source

ART guideline 2015 NMHIVAIDS2017 MIG 2016 NCGPMTCT 2015

Transfer to
routine HIV
care

Strongly recommends establishing
referral systems to facilitate
decentralisation and linkage of care but
does not give specifics on procedures.
Clear guidance should be given as to
when HIV-positive pregnant women
referred to ART clinic.

Standard of care, mother-child follow-up
in RCH will continue until the child
attains the age of 2 years.

Not specified Women who are put on at FDC (TDF+3TC
(FTC)+EFV) in their pregnancy should
be monitored and managed, where
possible, by the same provider in the
same facility through the antenatal and
postnatal periods until the end of
breastfeeding (18 months). They should
then be referred to appropriate services
to continue lifelong ART as part of the
general adult ART population.

Date and
source

ART guideline 2016 NMHIVAIDS2017 NCGPMTCT 2015
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I think it’s a good rule because it helps couple to have an opportunity of testing together for HIV. ANC user
Karonga.

However, this was not the case for all participants, with a number of pregnant and postpartum
women reporting negative experiences of HIV testing services within ANC. Some women
reported feeling like they had no option to opt out of the testing offer, and resented the

Figure 1. HIV care cascade indicators for pregnant and postpartum women; black squares denote the policy detail aligns with the
specification listed.

Figure 2. When and where HIV testing services were offered in relation to MNCH as reported from 5 facilities in Karonga, 11 in
Ifakara and 14 in uMkhanyakude.
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harsh language used by providers if they questioning their options. Others feared they would
receive a substandard service if they did not comply with the test, even when they did not feel
ready to undergo it, with some (primarily participants in the South African setting) suggesting
that they had been threatened to be excluded from further care if they did not learn their HIV
status.

Yes, I was hurt as I was there for something else, not what they told me. They [the provider] said it’s a rule, so
they force you to go and do it [test for HIV] if you are pregnant. They don’t ask you nicely to go and get tested,
and if that does not happen you won’t get assisted any further with regards to antenatal care, and you also need
to think about how are you going to give birth. (ANC user uMkhanyakude)

Some health workers also referred to the compulsory nature of the HIV testing service that was
offered in ANC, acknowledging that:

Sometimes you find that someone is crying, because… it is compulsory to do HIV testing if the mother is
pregnant. (Provider Karonga)

Although many providers reported that pre-test counselling was conducted, commonly in a group
format, some women reported not having received any pre-test counselling before they underwent
an HIV test. Furthermore, some women expressed displeasure at the group format of pre-test coun-
selling. Some felt this format provided inadequate privacy to discuss sensitive issues, and some were
worried that asking questions may lead other women in the group to make assumptions about their
HIV risks or status. Many women also felt that the pre-test counselling sessions were rushed, further
limiting any opportunities to ask questions about HIV testing or HIV risks during pregnancy.

Because there were a lot of people in a group, and there was queue, so there was not enough time to ask ques-
tions. (ANC user Ifakara)

No, there wasn’t any counselling, probably because a lot of people were waiting to be tested and besides that,
the time was approaching 12 o’clock and the doctor might have been rushing for lunch. (ANC user Karonga)

In addition, some women and providers in Ifakara expressed concern over the format of post-test
counselling, which was often conducted in groups to save time, but only for HIV-negative women,

Figure 3. Timing of HIV test in relation to pregnancy care as reported from 5 facilities in Karonga, 11 in Ifakara and 14 in
uMkhanyakude.
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prompting a fear that if someone was HIV positive, their status may be inadvertently disclosed by
their need for individual post-test counselling.

We are supposed to attend to the pregnant mothers who attend for the first time… If we find all are HIV
negative, we provide result in a group to save time. (Provider Ifakara)

If the results happen to be negative for all, they will disclose the results openly to all at the same time. If anyone
were found to be HIV positive, then they will disclose privately to one by one. I thank God that in our group
we all had negative results but what if it was otherwise, like amongst us two or three peoples were infected, it
would have portrayed a bad image and we would be doubting amongst us who had been infected. (ANC user
Ifakara)

Integration of ART treatment initiation and other services for women
In all settings, >90% of facilities offered ART treatment on the same day as ANC consultations, and
>90% of facilities offered ART in the same room as ANC. In addition to ART, facilities also offered a
range of other services to women attending ANC, although these were not always provided within
the MNCH clinics: 100% of facilities in Ifakara and Karonga and 70% of facilities in uMkhanyakude
also provided infant HIV care, and over 80% of all facilities across all sites offered family planning
services. 60% of facilities in Karonga offered breastfeeding support, while none offered this service
in Ifakara and uMkhanyakude. Home-based care was offered to women living with HIV in all facili-
ties in Ifakara, but in only 5% of facilities in uMkhanyakude and none in Karonga. Over 80% of
facilities in Ifakara reported having people living with HIV (PLHIV) support groups, whilst
these were available in only 40% of facilities in Karonga and less than 20% of facilities in uMkha-
nyakude. Food package services were more commonly offered in Karonga (60% of facilities), than
Ifakara (8% of facilities) and uMkhanyakude (15% of facilities) (Figure 4).

Being able to collect ART at MNCH clinics was viewed positively by service users and service
providers alike. Providers reported that the integration of these services saved time for themselves
as well as for their patients, and could also be less stigmatising for some women living with HIV.

PMTCT and MNCH in the same location, I see it as a good thing, because a woman is getting all the
services. When she wants to go, she goes for good. Not to finish here and go there and there. Others get hungry,
they may see us as troubling and wasting their time. But, when they enter here (ANC room), they get folic acid,
and ARV and she puts the stuff in her pocket and goes. So, the confidentiality will be maintained. (Provider
Ifakara)

Figure 4. Additional services offered within an integrated PMTCT and MNCH service as reported from 5 facilities in Karonga, 11 in
Ifakara and 14 in uMkhanyakude.
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However, some women in uMkhanyakude found integrated services confusing, as they did not
know what services to expect.

I don’t understand what is going on, because we wait in the same queue until we get inside, and I also don’t
understand that sometimes there’s a woman with the baby at the front, followed by a pregnant one, and there’s
one with a baby again. (ANC user uMkhanyakude)

Referral and linkage to ART care
Notable differences were reported across the three sites in the timing of referral to routine ART
clinics for postpartum women following the delivery of their baby. In Ifakara, over 80% of facilities
transferred women two years after delivery, with the others referring as soon as a woman received
an HIV diagnosis. The timing of referral varied across facilities in Karonga, with 60% referring to
ART clinics following an HIV diagnosis during ANC, 20% referring after delivery, and 20% refer-
ring 6 weeks after delivery. Similarly, in uMkhanyakude, 17% of facilities reported transferring
women during ANC, or as soon as they started ART, 5% reported referring women to routine
ART clinics shortly after delivery, 40% referred two years after delivery, 29% reported that the refer-
ral occurred after women had finished breastfeeding and 5% reported that they never transferred
the patients (Figure 5). In all settings, the majority of facilities reported to conduct checks to see
if a woman had successfully transferred; this ranged from 100% of facilities in Karonga, 91% in Ifa-
kara and 75% in uMkhanyakude (Figure 6).

Some providers in Ifakara and Karonga reported resistance when referring women from PMTCT
to routine ART clinics, and some women also expressed concerns over the transfer process. Whilst
the timing of transfer varied across and within sites, concerns cited by service users and providers in
Karonga and Ifakara were similar, and included fears that their HIV status would be deduced in
routine ART clinics where services were no longer integrated, as well as worries about long queues,
and building rapport with a new provider.

I felt ashamed because people were looking at me entering in a room showing that I will get drugs hence they
knew my HIV positive status. (ANC user Karonga)

The problem is to reveal a secret like this to a person, it requires courage. If another person knows your situ-
ation [status] like this, even if she/he will keep the secret to herself, you will still feel uncomfortable. (ANC user
Ifakara)

Figure 5. Timing of transfer to routine ART care and checks carried out to ensure transfer has taken place as reported from 5
facilities in Karonga, 11 in Ifakara and 14 in uMkhanyakude.
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Providers recognised women’s concerns around privacy and confidentiality, with some recognising
that transferring women to routine ART clinics before they felt ready or without addressing their
concerns could contribute to some women disengaging from care.

Most of these women continue receiving treatment, but obviously a handful of them may not continue
because they will be still in denial, and they are comfortable receiving their medicine from here [MNCH
clinics] because this place is somehow discreet. But as soon as they leave this place to go that side [ART clinic],
they don’t feel comfortable. Some of them then decide to quit treatment and then it becomes our job to follow
them up. (Provider Karonga)

When they were receiving treatment from this department, it was difficult for anybody to know that they are
HIV positive. So when you tell them to go that side [ART clinic], there is some kind of resistance. (Provider
Ifakara)

One health worker reported the drastic action that women might go to in order to continue acces-
sing HIV services in the context of MNCH, rather than transfer to routine ART clinics:

Transferring the patient from this department to routine HIV care, is difficult as she refuses to be transferred,
so we get piled up with patients, and if you force her to move, they sometimes get pregnant again, despite their
current child still being young. (Provider Ifakara)

This reluctance was not widely reported by respondents in uMkhanyakude, where women reported
receiving the same treatment before and after transfer, and were not as concerned about this
process.

I don’t know but what I can say is that I still have not seen any change here at the clinic as I have delivered now.
everything is still the same even now, meaning that if I am at the clinic, I still get the service that I need. (ANC
user uMkhanyakude)

Discussion

This mixed methods case study highlighted differences and similarities in the implementation of
HIV policies for pregnant and postpartum women in rural settings in three countries. Overall,
the facilities in each country closely followed the national policy for the integration of HIV services

Figure 6. Facilities reporting to conduct checks to see if a woman has successfully transferred from PMTCT to routine ART care as
reported from 5 facilities in Karonga, 11 in Ifakara and 14 in uMkhanyakude.
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within MNCH in their given country. Policy guiding ART initiation within ANC was similar in all
countries and subsequently meant the facilities also had similar implementation of ‘same day’
initiation of ART and provision in the same room or building as ANC. However, the policy review
highlighted key differences across the countries which manifested in differences in the frequency of
HIV testing and the time of transfer for routine care. The in-depth interviews highlighted that
despite impressive efforts to integrate HIV care and treatment within MNCH, various unintended
consequences impacted on women’s experiences of care. Some women reported feeling forced into
testing, confused over what service they were and should be receiving and exhibited resistance to
transferring their HIV care out of ANC to routine HIV care post-delivery.

The study found that implementation of HIV testing policies to all pregnant women during
their first ANC visit was near universal, although the way in which the testing process took
place varied. Group counselling was permitted in national policy in all countries and report-
edly helped to address some health systems constraints in terms of a lack of personnel and
inadequate infrastructure, perpetuated by the requirement to conduct multiple HIV tests at
the same time as offering comprehensive ANC. However, in some instances providers also
used the same approach to provide negative results in a group setting. This increased anxiety
and is inconsistent with the ‘confidentiality’ required within WHO’s ‘5Cs’ approach to HIV
testing (World Health Organisation (WHO), 2013). In line with other studies, our findings
call for increased efforts to balance the need to conduct HIV tests for multiple pregnant
women during a busy ANC clinic with that of each women’s individual needs to reflect,
process and prepare for a potentially HIV positive result (McLean et al., 2017; Ngangue
et al., 2017).

WHO recommends re-testing HIV-negative pregnant women in settings with HIV preva-
lence >5%, with a first test during the first ANC consultation and a second test during the
third trimester. Catch-up testing is proposed during labour or delivery or in the postpartum
period or if the first test or rested are missed or delayed (World Health Organization,
2019). The decision as to how often testing should occur during pregnancy presents a
trade-off between reducing missed opportunities to diagnose new cases and the costs of
using limited public health resources on unnecessary testing (Drake et al., 2019). We found
variations in when and how often facilities undertook re-testing across our study settings,
with Ifakara having fewer testing time-points than uMkhanyakude. It is possible that the
cost burden to conduct retesting during pregnancy and the postpartum period has led to
these differences between the WHO recommendation (World Health Organization, 2019)
and national policy and subsequent implementation.

The differences in policy implementation within the three sites could in part be influenced by the
differences in how the policy guidance is phrased. The guidance in Malawi and South Africa per-
taining to when postpartum women living with HIV should transfer to routine HIV care was less
explicit than in Tanzania. This potentially led to more flexibility at the facility level, enabling room
to tailor services to the needs of women and moving care towards a more patient-cantered care
approach (World Health Organization, 2017). It is possible that the flexibility on when women
can transfer in South Africa led to less resistance over this process, with women transferring
when they were ready rather than when they had to. However, the same was not seen in Karonga,
where despite women being given more options as to when to transfer, and the way in which
PMTCT care is embedded within all HIV care, resistance to receiving HIV care in routine vis a
vis ANC was noted. Our study findings resonate with others in similar settings which suggest
that as well as flexibility in deciding when transfers should take place, the perceived quality of
the service they are being transferred to, and stigma perpetuated resistance (Clouse et al., 2014; Pel-
lowski et al., 2020; T. K. Phillips et al., 2020). We support others in suggesting that overall quality
improvements and supportive transfer processes could serve to address this resistance (Srivasta
et al., 2018).
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Other studies have reported a need to consider the individual characteristics of women and tailor
transfer procedures according to their needs (T. K. Phillips et al., 2018). Pregnant and postpartum
women who discover their HIV status for the first time at ANC face extra challenges. In addition to
their recent introduction to ART care they may also face, for example a lack of partner support,
worry of child’s HIV status (McLean et al., 2017) and fears for their own health and safety during
their delivery (T. K. Phillips et al., 2018; T. Phillips et al., 2015). Our study supports the growing
evidence that differentiated service delivery mechanisms for the continued delivery of ART could
be rolled out to include postpartum women who need to transfer out of PMTCT (Srivasta et al.,
2018; World Health Organization, 2017). Additional qualitative research is needed to understand
if such options would be attractive to this population and quantitatively to assess the potential effec-
tiveness of such strategies on patient retention and treatment outcomes. As increasing numbers of
people are initiated onto lifelong ART, countries must continue to develop context specific and
flexible models of differentiated care to meet local needs.

To our knowledge this is the first mixed methods study to explore the implementation of policies
on the integration of HIV care into routine pregnancy and postpartum care. The findings provided
an in-depth case study of the continuum fromWHO recommendations to adoption in national pol-
icy, through to facility-level implementation, and explored the experiences of service providers and
users in three African settings with generalised HIV epidemics.

However, various limitations should be considered when interpreting the study findings.
Firstly, the study was conducted in a small sample of health facilities serving the populations
of HDSS sites in each country, and should not be considered as nationally representative (Slay-
maker et al., 2014). However, no additional services were being offered within these facilities as
part of the HDSS and all these facilities operated under typical national directives, and thus
the implementation of policies and the experiences of users and providers should be fairly
typical of what would occur in other rural areas. Secondly, the completion of the survey by
facility managers may have introduced a reporting bias, leading to an over-optimistic picture
of service delivery. Whilst in person observations on the day by the trained field workers were
conducted, this would not confirm the real availability or existence of the service at other
times. However, our triangulation with the in-depth interviews from both the provider and
the client perspective provided opportunities to deepen our understanding of processes and
delivery. Thirdly the timing of the facility surveys differed between countries, making some
interpretations challenging.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the adoption and implementation of policies on integrated HIV and MNCH services
was similar across the three settings in terms of the location of HIV testing, but varied in terms of
when and how women were transferred into routine ART care after their pregnancy. Flexibility
within policies and health systems strengthening to reduce pressures on health workers may enable
a more patient-centered approach to service delivery. Enabling women to choose when and how to
receive their post-pregnancy HIV care may serve to reduce resistance to change and ultimately pro-
mote improved retention in long-term ART care.
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