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HANDOUT FOUR
CASE STUDY:  ActionAid’s Invisible Women Campaign
A decade ago, AIDS was killing over 3 million people each year in developing countries, undoing many of the development gains of the previous decades. In 2003 ActionAid International made HIV and AIDS a global priority.  
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At first it focussed on treatment, helping to bring about a significant increase in access to antiretrovirals, but by 2006 it had begun to see that women were particularly hard hit by the HIV pandemic. Women accounted for 60 per cent of those living with the virus in Africa, rising to three quarters among younger women. 
This recognition was partly as a result of a strong women’s rights team within ActionAid who asked the right questions, and a number of feminists within the HIV team who also approached the problem through a gender lens. 
Further research by ActionAid and VSO revealed that violence, lack of education and financial dependence on men were making women and girls vulnerable to infection, while discrimination and violence were also stopping them from accessing HIV prevention, treatment, care and support. Delving deeper into the root causes of the problem had revealed the important role of gender relations in the pandemic. 
With the evidence in place, ActionAid International shifted its focus and in 2007 launched Women Won't Wait, a global advocacy coalition aimed at persuading developing country governments and donors to address the intersection of violence against women and HIV.  
Support from senior management to make this shift towards a more women’s rights focussed approach was vital, as was the commitment to networking and building alliances. Women Won't Wait sought to build national campaigns across developing countries, while an international team focussed on influencing donors and international institutions. Under this umbrella, ActionAid UK developed a public campaign named Invisible Women.
Invisible Women called on the UK government to put women and girls at the heart of its new global AIDS strategy.  The power analysis had shown that while there was growing support for women’s rights work within DFID, staff had limited understanding of what exactly they should do.  
Drawing on the research findings, the campaign pressed DFID to fund practical interventions such as safe houses for women fleeing violence and social protection for women and girls caring for relatives with AIDS-related illnesses.  Importantly, it also challenged them to support more strategic work, for example by funding women’s movements in developing countries to campaign for a change attitudes to gender equality and for stronger laws and police who were trained to protect women’s rights.  
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The campaign launched with a World AIDS Day action card centred around three activists from the Women Won’t Wait, all women living with HIV.  The power analysis had suggested that the Secretary of State for International Development was not interested in NGO campaigns, so ActionAid used humour, urging him to be “a modern man” and to “show he cared”.  This initial approach ensured that the campaign grabbed his attention and was used again around Valentine’s Day, when a singing telegram presented him with a giant heart shaped card, featuring ActionAid’s detailed recommendations, both practical and strategic. At a time when DFID were struggling to understand how to do women’s rights work, this enabled ActionAid to get some very tangible recommendations right under the nose of the Minister and senior DFID staff.  Using humour may also have made the issue seem less complex and threatening, in particular to ActionAid’s supporters.
In terms of results, the campaign led to a much higher level of recognition within DFID’s strategy of the particular impacts of HIV on women and girls, with the Secretary of State pledging to put them “at the heart” of the UK’s response.  However, in terms of commitments, DFID focussed on practical steps, particularly support for women carers and scale up of HIV testing and treatment for pregnant women.  
Although this was disappointing to ActionAid, in retrospect it is clear that Invisible Women helped to bridge important gaps in DFID’s thinking on women and girls, moving them from concern to action.  This supported and paved the way for DFID’s progress on other issues such as family planning and forced marriage.  Critically, using a compelling issue – the fact that women were still dying of AIDS in large numbers – the campaign also highlighted the urgent need to deliver on women’s strategic interests and to open up a wider conversation around gender norms and violence against women and girls.  
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