
Faculty: Humanities  
 
Department/Unit: Adolescent Accelerators Research Hub, Centre for Social Science Research  
 
Title of the Impact Case Study/Project: Supporting adolescents living with HIV in Eastern and 
Southern Africa survive and thrive  
 
Project leader/team: A/Prof Elona Toska, Prof Lucie Cluver (UCT/ Oxford), Dr-to-be Siyanai Zhou 
(UCT), Dr William Rudgard (Oxford/ UCT), A/Prof Rebecca Hodes (now at UP), Dr Beth Vale, Dr 
Roxanna Haghighat (Oxford, Harvard), Dr-to-be Nontokozo Langwenya (Oxford/ UCT), Dr Jane Kelly 
(UCT), Asst Prof Lesley Gittings (Western U. UCT).  
 
Summary of the impact: (Including who or what has benefited, been influenced, or acted upon.)  
Eastern and Southern African countries are home to nearly 1.5 million adolescents and young people 
living with HIV. As this cohort of adolescents and young people transitioned from childhood to young 
adulthood, our research – spearheaded by the Mzantsi Wakho cohort study – contributed to several key 
areas: (i) understanding of the unique needs of adolescents and young people living with HIV, (ii) social 
and economic support to improve multi-domain well-being for adolescents living with HIV, 
contributing to WHO and UNICEF technical briefs, (iii) adolescent mothers living with HIV, and (iv) 
adolescent and youth friendly services. The evidence from this research has directly contributed to 
international and regional guidance by the World Health Organization and UNICEF, training and skill-
building for over 2,000 peer and clinic-based healthcare providers via the network of Paediatric 
Adolescent Treatment for Africa in 12 countries, and programming supported by the Elizabeth Glaser 
Pediatric AIDS Foundation in Lesotho and Kenya. The Mzantsi Wakho study – and the lead researchers 
(Prof Lucie Cluver, A/Prof Rebecca Hodes, A/Prof Elona Toska) was awarded UCT’s Social 
Responsiveness Award in 2019. Underpinning academic work: (Either research or teaching. Conducted 
by which Department or Unit?) Nearly 50 peer-reviewed publications by the research team have 
contributed to each thematic area. The publications report on findings from longitudinal analyses of 
over 5,000 interviews between 2013-2018 among adolescents and young people living with HIV in the 
Eastern Cape of South Africa. Qualitative participatory research with teen advisory groups in the 
Eastern and Western Cape informed the study design, but also highlighted how adolescents and young 
people navigated the COVID-19 pandemic. • Understanding unique needs of adolescents and young 
people living with HIV, shed light on their reproductive aspirations (Toska et al 2019), mental health 
needs (Cluver et al 2023), disclosure of HIV status (Toska et al. 2015), schooling (Toska et al 2017), 
and ART outcomes (Cluver et al 2016, Zhou et al 2022 & 2023). • Adolescent mothers living with HIV. 
As adolescents in the Mzantsi Wakho cohort were transitioning to young adulthood, a growing 
proportion became parents. The rich data from the multiple wave study provided first-time insights on 
the lives of young mothers living with HIV (Toska et al 2020, Toska et al 2022, Laurenzi et al 2023, 
etc), contributing to an advocacy movement, including work by the Coalition for Children Affected by 
HIV/AIDS and UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa Region).  
Strong linkages between this work and the research team’s HIV prevention research have foregrounded 
the need for HIV-naïve services for adolescents and young people who do not want to be defined by 
their HIV status. • Provisions improving multi-domain well-being for adolescents and young people 
living with HIV. In addition to highlight the unique needs, the research also investigated which 
provisions may support adolescents and young people experience better outcomes in terms of physical 
(Cluver et al. 2016, 2017), mental health (Cluver et al. 2023, Steventon-Roberts et al 2022, 2023), 
education (Toska et al. 2017, Jochim et al 2020), sexual and reproductive health (Toska et al 2017, etc.).  
 
Adolescent and youth friendly services. The research has contributed to a growing body of qualitative 
(lead: Dr Jane Kelly, Dr Rebecca Hodes, Dr Beth Vale) and quantitative research (leads: Toska, Zhou, 
Cluver) on which dimensions of services need to be responsive to adolescents (and how) to improve 
HIV- related outcomes among adolescents living with HIV, including adolescent mothers (Toska, Zhou, 
et al. 2024).  
 



Navigating pandemics. Although the COVID-19 pandemic directly increased morbidity among older 
people, the service and social disruptions the pandemic and our response caused in terms of mental 
health, support structures (Gittings et al 2021) and access to services (Gittings et al 2022).  
 
Narrative description of the impact: (A detailed narrative explaining the nature of the impact in terms 
of difference made, the sector of society which stood to benefit from the impact, the reach and 
significance of the impact, over what period the impact occurred, and how the impact arose as a result 
of academic work at the submitting university.)  
 
The multi-method research with adolescents and young people living with HIV led by the Centre for 
Social Science Research has contributed to the improved health and wellbeing of adolescents and young 
people in South Africa, Eastern and Southern Africa, and globally. In recognition of this body of 
evidence, A/Prof Toska was invited as an early career guest editor for a special issue of the Journal of 
the International AIDS Society in 2020 on Shifting paradigms: holistic and empowering approaches for 
adolescent HIV.  
 
In South Africa, the research team co-led the drafting of the 2017 South African National Adolescent 
and Youth Policy (Hodes, Cluver, Toska), with A/Prof Toska lecturing and training at the annual 
Adolescent and Youth Health Policy Course hosted by the Desmond Tutu Health (HIV) Foundation 
annually. The research team collaborated with the Human Science Research Council to write the report 
“Being ALHIV: What do we know about adolescents living with HIV in South Africa” launched at the 
2020 International AIDS Conference. Presentations and workshops with local government stakeholders 
and working groups in the Eastern Cape have ensured that findings remain relevant, contextual and 
future research is responsive to emerging gaps.  
 
Regionally, the research team collaborated with UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa to develop a 
series of briefs on the above research findings to inform programming for adolescents and young people 
living with HIV, especially adolescent mothers, in multiple countries, specifically South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, and Botswana. The research also contributed to regional guidance documents from the UN 
Population Fund (UNFPA) on improving adolescent and youth-friendly services (2019), a UNFPA 
technical brief on comprehensive sexuality education for adolescents and young people living with HIV, 
and arts-based cartoons for education and peer support for adolescents and young people living with 
HIV to advocate on Undetectable=Untransmittable, an advocacy movement for stigma reduction for 
people living with HIV (see links to materials below). In partnership with the Paediatric Adolescent 
Treatment for Africa, an NGO which supports clinic-community teams from more than 250 facilities in 
23 African countries, the CSSR team has shared research findings through presentations, skill-building 
sessions and satellites in Maseru (Lesotho) and East London (South Africa) since 2013.  
 
Internationally, the Mzantsi Wakho team is included in several high-level panels, for example the 
recent UNAIDS target setting for people living with HIV (see support materials) and has contributed to 
reports on HIV-sensitive social protection for adolescents and young people (via the Interagency Task 
Team on HIV and social protection), and increased advocacy for adolescent mothers affected by and 
living with HIV (see WHO/ UNICEF briefs below). In recognition of these collaborations, Dr Winnie 
Byanyima, the Executive Director of UNAIDS and an Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
Mrs Anne Githuku-Shongwe, Director, UNAIDS Regional Support Team for Eastern and Southern 
Africa, and Ms Eva Kiwango, the UNAIDS Country Director the visited the CSSR Adolescent 
Accelerators Research Hub to discuss future collaboration. Toska’s and Zhou’s most recent publication 
was spotlighted in the HIV/AIDS information hub AIDSmap 
https://www.aidsmap.com/news/apr2024/adolescent-mothers-hiv-south-africa-have-poorer-hiv-
outcomes-non-mothers-studyfinds. In 2023, Toska, Zhou and Cluver gave nearly a dozen invited talks 
to funders, academic groups (in addition to conferences) including the US Centres for Disease Control 
and Prevention, USAID’s Global Health Prevention Team, Columbia University’s Grand Rounds, the 
Adolescent HIV Implementation Science Initiative (AHI[SA]2) to name a few.  
 



Evidence and sources to corroborate the impact: (For examples of evidence see Section 5 of the 
Guidance Note. For quantitative evidence please use publicly available figures as far as possible, with 
references. For testimonials by sources external to the submitting university (which may be appended 
to the impact case study) please provide details on how the sources can be contacted for audit purposes.)  
• UNICEF Evidence into Practice series of evidence briefs and synthesis report: Translating evidence 
into practice | UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa. See additional letter of support.  
• United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) ESARO. (2023). Comprehensive Sexuality Education for 
Young People Living with HIV: Evidence-based Technical and Programmatic Guidance • World Health 
Organization and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). (2021). Safeguarding the future: 
giving priority to the needs of adolescent and young mothers living with HIV. Geneva. 
https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/10111/file/AYM-TechnicalBrief-WHO-UNICEF-Dec-2021.pdf  
• UNICEF ESARO. (2020). Addressing the needs of adolescent and young mothers affected by HIV in 
Eastern and Southern Africa. https://www.childrenandaids.org/sites/default/files/2020-10/UNICEF-
ESA-YoungMothers-HIV-Report-2020.pdf  
• UNICEF Innocenti. Beyond Masks: Societal impacts of COVID-19 and accelerated solutions for 
children and adolescents. (2020). Innocenti Research Report. https://www.unicef-
irc.org/publications/1149-beyond-masks-societal-impacts-ofcovid-19-and-accelerated-solutions-for-
children-and-adolescents.html  
• UNICEF & WHO. (2020). Prioritizing the Continuity of Services for Adolescents Living with HIV 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic. http://childrenandaids.org/sites/default/files/2020- 
06/Prioritizing%20the%20continuity%20of%20services%20for%20adolescents%20liv 
ing%20with%20HIV%20during%20the%20COVID-19%20pandemic.pdf  
• Paediatric Adolescent Treatment for Africa. (2020). Evidence Brief: Caring during COVID-19: 
Supporting mental health among vulnerable adolescents and young people. PATA: Cape Town, South 
Africa. http://teampata.org/portfolio/evidence-brief- caring-during-covid-19-supporting-mental-health-
among-vulnerable-adolescents-andyoung-people/  
• Elizabeth Glaser Paediatric AIDS Foundation. (2020). Adolescent and Youth Transition of Care 
Toolkit. Supported by the New Horizons Collaborative. https://www.pedaids.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/06/new-horizons-adolecent-toolkitv3.pdf  
• UNFPA. (2019). Regional Guidance: Strengthening Competency-Based Education on Adolescent 
Health in Pre- and In-Service Training for Health-Care Providers. UNFPA Eastern and Southern African 
Regional Officers: Johannesburg, South Africa.  
• National Department of Health. 2017. National Adolescent and Youth Healthy Polic. (Contribution: 
co-author, evidence review lead)  
• Gittings, L., Toska E, Hodes R, Cluver L, Zungu N, Govender K, Chademana KE, Gutiérrez VE. 
(2016). Research report: Resourcing Resilience - The case for social protection for adherence and HIV-
related outcomes in children and adolescents in Eastern and Southern Africa. Regional inter-agency 
task team on children affected by AIDS in Eastern and Southern Africa (RIATT-ESA). Johannesburg, 
South Africa. Any other information considered relevant: See Publication list attached. Several 
researchers have completed postgraduate studies as part of the Mzantsi Wakho cohort, including Beth 
Vale (PhD, Oxford), Lesley Gittings (PhD, UCT), Roxanna Haghighat (PhD, Oxford), Quintin Van 
Staden (MSocSci, UCT), Sasheenie Moodley (PhD, Oxford), Chuma Busakhwe (MSocSci, UCT), 
Siyanai Zhou (PhD, UCT, 
 
 
 
 


