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Links for Life Integrates  
Programming for Food Security, 
Nutrition and HIV/AIDS

Lessons Learned:
Knowledge sharing through “learning •	
communities” is the key component to integrating 
programs that can affect change.
Success depends on participants having the •	
mechanisms to regularly explore ideas, think 
together and share relevant knowledge across 
local, regional and national boundaries.
A program dependent on volunteers is challenged •	
by inconsistent levels of participation.
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The epidemics of HIV, hunger and poverty are 
inextricably linked. Throughout Africa, these singularly 
threatening assaults have converged to form a perfect 
storm that affects the lives and livelihoods of individuals 
and inhibits families and communities from taking care 
of their most vulnerable members. 

Good nutrition has been called the key to positively living with 
the HIV virus. When malnutrition prevails, the immune system is 
weakened and susceptibility to infections increases. 

“Although antiretroviral therapy (ART) is becoming increasingly 
available, treatment can fail when patients are nutritionally 
compromised,” say Gwenelyn O’Donnell-Blake, food security 
technical officer at Project Concern International (PCI). “Without 
nutritious food to complete treatment, patients are often too ill to 
successfully start ART. And, once on treatment, interruptions due 
to hunger contribute to treatment failure and drug resistance.” 

To promote learning and advocacy around integrated HIV and 
food/nutrition security (FNS) programming, PCI and its many 
nongovernmental organization (NGO) partners initiated Links for 
Life, a multi-faceted development program. 

Communities of Practice 
Links for Life was conceived at the Africa Forum 2006, a gathering 
of NGOs and international health and development organizations 
from across the continent. A total of 220 practitioners from 16 
countries attended this hands-on, skills-building conference that 
focused on sharing up-to-date knowledge in integrated HIV and 
FNS programming. 

In June 2006, groups of practitioners that attended the Africa 
Forum started meeting to continue sharing their experiences with 
integrated programming in their own countries. Without formal 
support and funding for these meetings, efforts toward continuous 
sharing were short-lived. These efforts, however, led to the Links 
for Life Communities of Practice (CoPs), which is currently being 
piloted in Ethiopia and Malawi. 
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These two CoPs, also known as “learning communities,” promote 
organizational learning and help identify emerging practices in HIV 
and FNS programming in Ethiopia and Malawi. Led by experienced 
facilitators hired by Links for Life, CoP members from NGOs, 
government and academic institutions working in HIV and FNS 
programming meet to share their programmatic experiences and to 
document what they are learning from being part of the CoP. 

One of the first steps toward establishing the Ethiopia and 
Malawi CoPs was to set up the Steering Committee to oversee 
the communities’ inception and nurture their development. 
The committee first convened for a strategic planning session in 
September 2007 via a teleconference led by O’Donnell-Blake. The 
committee developed the concept, put together a fundraising plan 
and formulated a timeline for the initiative. Steering Committee 
members include international NGOs and academic and research 
institutions that work in HIV, food and nutrition security and 
are also committed to promoting “integrated” HIV and FNS 
programming. (A full list of Steering Committee members appears 
near the end of this article.) Partners spent the next few months 
securing funds to support the CoPs. 

By April 2008, the Links for Life CoPs were up and running. 
Practitioners attended regular meetings and learning events where 
they decided on criteria for identifying promising practices in 
integrated programming and set out to review some of their own 
projects, as well as projects implemented by nonmembers. They 
interviewed project staff and beneficiaries and reviewed monitoring 
data to assess whether projects were sustainable, exhibited social 
acceptance by their community, were cost effective, empowered 
beneficiaries, addressed the underlying causes of poverty and met 
other specific criteria set by CoP members. 

“The most beneficial aspect of the CoPs is being able to gather 
technical implementers from the same country to look at what is 
working well,” says Tina Lloren of Save the Children Federation. 
“[The CoPs have] strengthened the collaboration among in-
country networks. Equally important, the lessons learned will be 
shared at the Africa Forum 2009, thus spreading the wealth of 
knowledge beyond the countries’ borders.” 

What Is a Community of Practice (CoP)?
A community of practice (CoP) is a group of people who 
share a concern, set of problems or passion for a topic, 
and deepen their knowledge and expertise by interacting 
and learning from one another on an ongoing basis. CoPs 
can be formal or informal, related to a career or a personal 
interest or hobby. 

Natalie Campbell, (former) technical advisor at CARE 
USA, uses a group of pregnant women as an example of 
a CoP. These women get together on a regular basis; they 
share their thoughts, ideas, complaints, joys and, just as 
importantly, the lessons they have learned to help them 
cope with this nine-month period of their lives. These 
women are unknowingly engaging in an informal CoP. 

More formal versions of CoPs are used by major 
international organizations to propagate learning. For 
example, over the past decade, industry leaders such as 
Chrysler, McKinsey & Co., the World Bank and others 
have relied on CoPs to stimulate innovation, develop 
social capital and nurture emerging knowledge.

An important distinction must be made between CoPs 
and working groups or task forces. The latter two are 
brought together by obligation to an employer to create 
a product or meet a goal. CoP participants, on the other 
hand, take part voluntarily. They share and learn because 
they are passionate about the topic at hand, and it helps 
them to improve their abilities around their practice 
or discipline, whether it be career-oriented or simply 
a personal interest. They are self-motivated to attend 
meetings, take part in discussions and share their own 
knowledge and skills. 

Since participation is voluntary, it is crucial that CoP 
meetings be engaging and fun for participants. CoP 
members must see value in being part of the group and 
understand the relevance of their participation and that of 
their peers. Only with dedicated members, strong internal 
leadership and a spirit of sharing knowledge, will a CoP be 
successful and sustainable.
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Bringing It All Together
For these CoPs to be successful, participants need mechanisms to 
explore ideas, think together and share relevant knowledge. This 
took collaboration at global, regional and country levels. 

About 45 organizations are involved with Links for Life, globally 
as Steering Committee members and locally as CoP participants. 
Organizations not only provide financial support, but also facilitate 
their CoP member participation by allowing their staff to attend 
meetings, engage in CoP-related activities and host CoP meetings 
on a rotating basis. 

To ensure CoP member participation and to guide the formation 
of the groups, PCI and the Steering Committee hired a country 
coordinator for each of the two countries. These individuals are 
skilled facilitators and are dedicated to sharing and documenting 
knowledge in integrated HIV and FNS programming.
 
During the early stage of developing the CoPs in Malawi and 
Ethiopia, the CoP coordinators devoted significant energy to 
securing commitments from CoP participants in each country. 
Since participation is voluntary, the program relies on its perceived 
value to each and every member and his or her organization. 
Initially, country coordinators had a hard time getting participants 
on board. 

“The biggest challenge for Save the Children has been finding 
consistent and dedicated staff to give the CoP the time it needs and 
deserves,” said Lloren. 

Success Follows Reconciling Challenges
Natalie Campbell, then technical advisor at CARE USA, traveled 
to Ethiopia and met with both country coordinators in July 2008. 
She cofacilitated a learning event for members where, as part of 
an exercise, participants asked themselves why they attended CoP 
meetings. Without an obvious product to produce, as they were 
accustomed to, participants did not immediately see the value 
of CoP membership. For many, the answer to this question has 
evolved over time. 

“It’s important that the country coordinators are passionate and 
people-oriented,” says Campbell. “And, they need to be dedicated 
to their “domain” — the CoP term for the topic or theme that 
brings members together.” 

Because a tradition or culture of sharing knowledge across agencies, 
especially between those who compete for similar funding and 
prestige does not automatically exist, trust between CoP members 
initially posed a challenge. Over time, however, meetings and 
learning events used participatory learning tools and methods 
to create an environment that built trust and facilitated sharing 
and collaborative learning. This has gone a long way toward 
encouraging members to engage and invest in the CoP. Participants 
have articulated tangible and intangible benefits to belonging to 
their CoP. 

To bolster trust, each meeting begins with one organization sharing 
its recent programming successes, as well as challenges. Participants 
are encouraged to bring specific issues to the group for peer-assist 
exercises in which members brainstorm ideas to help others with 
specific problems. When members see that their peers have valuable 
solutions, they are more inclined to continue participating.

Ethiopia CoP’s monthly meeting

Links for Life CoP Steering Committee
Current Steering Committee members include Academy for Educational Development, ACDI/VOCA, Action Against Hunger, Africare, 
Association of Nutrition Service Agencies, CARE USA, Catholic Relief Services, Christian Relief and Development Association, Concern 
Worldwide, Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research, Family AIDS Care Trust, Friends of WFP, The George Washington 
University, Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition, Global Food and Nutrition, GTZ, Helen Keller International, Kalusha Foundation, 
Land O’Lakes, Mercy Corps, Nzinga International, Oxfam, PATH, Project Concern International, Save the Children, UNDP, USAID, U.S. 
Department of State, World Vision, and the World Food Program. 
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Another challenge to establishing and sustaining CoPs involved 
relying exclusively on electronic communication. Since broadband 
Internet access is inconsistent at best, coordinators have learned 
to rely on handwritten communication and text messaging via 
cell phones to remind participants of meetings and convey other 
urgent messages. Additionally, Yahoo!® Groups were established as 
an online discussion forum and repository for meeting minutes, 
photos, CoP reports, calendar of events and other documents of 
interest to members. 

Process not Product
Early successes are evident, but a healthy CoP is a process, not 
a product. Before success can be claimed, members will have to 
continue to nurture and cultivate their learning communities. A 
future challenge will be how to sustain and grow CoPs long-term. 
Convincing organizations that learning requires resources and does 
not happen spontaneously will be tough. Money is also needed to 
support logistics of meetings, learning events and field-site visits, as 
well as salaries for coordinators and other support staff. Partnership 
and teamwork across and between all members is required for 
sustained success. 

When it comes to coordination of the many partners brought 
together for this project, Campbell gives credit where it’s due, “I 
have to give PCI, including O’Donnell-Blake, credit for being 
persistent and keeping everyone organized.” 

Campbell notes that a project leader cannot be a passive person. 
He or she must be able to motivate people and convince donors 
that this multi-organizational learning initiative is worth funding. 
“Without salaried coordinators in Malawi and Ethiopia, we 
could not have achieved what we have,” Campbell says. “Internal 
leadership is crucial for any collaborative programmatic effort, 
especially for CoPs that bring individuals and organizations from 
diverse backgrounds together.” 

The promising practices identified by the Malawi and Ethiopia 
CoPs were showcased at Africa Forum 2009: Sharing Integrated 
Solutions to HIV and Food/Nutrition Insecurity in June 2009. 
CoP members will also facilitate sessions, for other practitioners, on 
lessons learned from starting their own CoP. It is hoped that their 
achievements will encourage other practitioners to use this unique 
platform — the community of practice — to promote learning in 
more aspects of HIV and FNS programming across Africa. 

By Ashley Mastandrea

Kara Greenblott of Nzinga International and Gwenelyn O’Donnell-
Blake of Project Concern International contributed to this article.

Ethiopia CoP members engage in  
small-group work.




