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3.1 Introduction 

 

The practice of qualitative research has, as Denzin and Lincoln (2003: 1) described it, ―a 

long, distinguished, and sometimes anguished history in the human disciplines‖. The 

anguish they ascribe, in part, to the colonial antecedence of the early qualitative 

researchers who were ―colonists long before they were anthropologists‖ (Denzin & 

Lincoln 2003: 2). They refer to, what can only be summarised as the white male gaze of 

the anthropologist working in an alien setting, well meaning, misguided and somewhat 

distant from the culture it surveys. In today‘s post-colonial era, some of these extreme 

and exploitative differences are greatly reduced. However, the importance of empathy 

with integration into the lives of the people and subject being researched are still issues of 

significance. While ―there is no way to stuff a real-live person between the two covers of 

a text‖ (Denzin as cited in Schmitt, 1993: 130 and Silverman 2004:129), it is important 

for the researcher to create an intimacy and empathy with the participants
28

 in order to 

capture the essence of the phenomenon being investigated.  

 

I make the above point to contextualise my own gaze in the study. I have, variously, 

worked with the United Nations system since the early 1990s, directly within it since 

2001 and very specifically in the milieu being researched since January of 2003. I 

personally know the participants as colleagues and some as friends. I share an element of 

trust with the participants of the study and believe that my gaze is that of an insider to 

both the organisation and the subject of the study. It is however unrealistic to assume a 

complete absence of power dynamics or negation of prior knowledge and familiarity with 

the organisational environment and history. Though my responsibilities in the 

organisation are more professional than administrative, my position as a senior member 

                                                 
28

 I use the words ‗interviewee‘ and ‗participant‘ interchangeably in this study to refer to the participants of 

the qualitative research whom I interviewed and observed as my primary source of data. 
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of the team may have influenced the participants‘ approach to the interview. It is possible 

that they may have been either more reticent to answer some questions or more vocal in 

venting their anxieties. Some of the interviewees were also at my level in the organisation 

and a few senior. Having quoted sections of interviews at length, in following chapters, I 

have left the reader to judge any power dynamics implicit in my relationship with the 

participants. 

 

As a result of being an insider, to the social setting and subject matter, it is expected that 

this study will be richer for the inclusion of subjective and interpretive insights. Drawing 

on my intimate knowledge of the milieu, I chose the subject of the research, invited the 

participants (many of whom I knew personally prior to the interview), raised questions, 

analysed the findings and crafted the thesis. Strauss and Corbin (1998: 43) point out that 

researchers these days understand the impossibility and, if I may add, limitation of a 

disconnected objectivity. I am, however, cognisant of the desirability to balance a 

nuanced connectedness and sensitivity towards the subject matter and participants in the 

study with a critical distance. The important interposition is to prevent the encroachment 

of extreme subjectivity into the matter. With this caveat in place, I underline the 

importance of my own gaze both as a close colleague of many of the participants and an 

insider to the mindset of a person who has intimately encountered the vicissitudes of 

living with a life threatening illness. Apart from the relevance of my personal testimony 

vis-à-vis the study, it is important for me to carefully locate and contextualise my 

experience in a manner that I hope will have wider implications in the overall response to 

HIV and AIDS, specifically in the workplace. 

 

 

3.2 Methodological approach 

 

This study is exploratory in nature and designed to understand what I conjecture to be the 

dichotomy between policy and implementation of HIV and AIDS policies. I have 

attempted to capture 22 individual stories, perspectives and emotional considerations. In 

general the findings have been structured to do justice to the rich material captured. As 
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such, the testimonies are quoted in detail to give the reader a sense of, not just the issues 

in question, but also the emotional landscape in which they play themselves out. The 

study captures both the experiences of living with the virus and managing the virus in the 

United Nations workplace from the lenses of both staff and managers. I have been 

mindful of Puttergill‘s (2008: 159) caution that research should not merely be a ―passive 

description, mirroring experiences‖, leaving the voices of the participant to stand alone 

without interpretations and annotations. I have attempted to highlight and provide 

commentary on the quotes in the data analysis, draw conclusions in the summary and 

provide recommendations for the way forward. 

 

The primary method of research in this thesis has been Participant Interviews (PI). 

However, the study also has an element of Participant Observation (PO) since the 

researcher seeks to make sense of the personal testimony of participants and the manner 

in which these testimonies interact with one another through active participation and 

continued observation. In this sense, the trajectory of the research goes beyond the 

classical case study that might assume a single-minded focus on distance and objectivity. 

It does so by bringing the researcher into the framework of the analysis, since the content 

and context of the study is ―profoundly linked to the individual history of the [participant 

observer]‖ (Silverman 2004: 17). As Silverman proceeds to point out, the narrative 

approach ensures that the researcher is ―not unfairly remove[d]‖ from the text when his or 

her experience is relevant to the study. It is with this in mind that I have made it a point to 

ensure that the voice of the participant is duly represented in the findings of the study, 

despite the length of some of the quotes. 

 

Crucial in framing the context, PO as a concept comes with many definitions that 

coalesce to give it meaning. John van Maanen (1996 cited in Genzuk 1999) described it 

as a method where a ―single investigator‖ lives with the subject, as a participant of the 

study, for a year or more and where the investigator stimulates the findings partly as 

participant and partly as observer. My presence in the organisation and research fulfils 

both criteria. 
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Marvin Harris and Orna Johnson (cited in Genzuk 1999) describe the concept of 

Participant Observation as ―a portrait of a people‖, while David Fetterman (1998 as cited 

in Genzuk 1999) describes it as ―the art and science of describing a group or culture‖. 

The emerging point is that PO is a legitimate social research instrument of investigation 

that provides an intimate and involved experience for the investigator.  

 

The PO based approach supplements the primary data gathering method of interviews by 

offering this study the spontaneity of realism. I was able to listen, observe and review 

behaviour and opinions as they unfolded. As an insider to the organisation it was natural 

for me to discuss issues related to AIDS and the workplace providing this study with the 

advantages of a more natural and instinctive exchange with participants. PO, as an 

approach, also affords the advantages of a syllogistic and discovery-driven approach that 

is not bound by the rigours of proving assumptions and hypotheses. Such an approach 

would come with its blinkers of vested interest. 

 

The participant observer, however, is not without his or her dilemma. In a seminal work 

titled, The Vulnerable Observer: Anthropology that breaks your heart, Ruth Behar (1996: 

2) ponders the quintessential quandary of the participant observer when she deliberates 

the complexity of drawing a line between the empathetic participant and the dispassionate 

observer. Behar (ibid.) is trapped in the trauma of indecision when, 

 

… as a storyteller opens her heart to a story listener, re-counting hurts that cut 

deep and raw into the gullies of the self, do you, the observer, stay behind the lens 

of the camera, switch on the tape recorder, keep pen in hand? Are there limits – of 

respect, piety, pathos – that should not be crossed, even to leave a record? But if 

you can‘t stop the horror, shouldn‘t you at least document it? 

 

Behar‘s final question in the above quotation firmed my resolve that this study should in 

the long run be both, the stories of the people in the UN work space, as they negotiate the 

complexity of living with and in the context of the epidemic, and the stimulus for a more 

proactive and uniform implementation of the HIV and AIDS policy in the workplace. It is 

to retain the purity of the voices of the participants that I have quoted many of them 

extensively in the findings; the purpose is to table their stories in their words and not the 
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researcher‘s paraphrasing thereof. I have done so to enhance the authenticity of my 

presentation and the reader‘s empathy for the participants and HIV-related issues they 

deal with in the workplace.  

 

The findings in this study come together as a montage constituted of different 

perspectives and testimonials on the staff‘s experiences with the organisation‘s HIV and 

AIDS policy and its implementation. As Denzin and Lincoln describe it, in a  

montage, several different images are superimposed onto one another to create a 

picture. In a sense, montage is like pentimento, in which something that has been 

painted out of a picture (an image the painter ―repented,‖ or denied) becomes 

visible again, creating something new. What is new is what had been obscured by 

a previous image (Denzin & Lincoln 2003: 6). 

 

As evidenced in the next chapter, the study is a montage which uses the testimonials of 

participants to ―create a clearly defined sense of urgency and complexity‖ (Denzin & 

Lincoln 2003: 7).  Interpretations of these varied images emerging from the testimonials, 

as also the insights and reflections generated from being a participant observer facilitate 

the development of the larger tale of the montage. 

 

 

3.3 Data collection format  

 

The primary sources of data were 22 personal in-depth Participant Interviews. In going 

about the interviews, this researcher used a variety of commonly used enquiry-techniques 

outlined by Murray Thomas (2003: 63-66): ―loose-question[s], tight-question[s], 

converging-question[s], and response guided‖ questions.  

 

The data collection approach has been primarily response-driven resulting in interviews 

of both differing length and questions. However, the questions used have been both open-

ended and closed in nature, coming together in what Holstein and Gubrium have referred 

to as active interview. The active interview technique has been used as a tool during data 

collection, because in this kind of interview the interviewee is an active producer of 

meaning, thereby enriching my own analysis of the interviews. In more traditional 
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models of interviewing, the interviewee is perceived as the source of information, 

material and emotions.  

 

In the active interview method, the interviewee participates in ―a concerted project for 

producing meaning‖ (Holstein & Gubrium 1997: 121 as cited in Gray 2003: 95). 

Interpretation has not been dictated. The aim was to provide an environment conducive to 

the production of the range and complexity of meanings that address relevant issues‖ 

(Gray 2003: 95) in this study. The varied lengths of interview and the differing 

trajectories of each conversation is an indicator that the meaning construction process did 

not adopt the conventional process of the interviewer asking x number of questions and 

recording the related responses in an entirely pre-determined fashion. As an employee of 

the organisation and insider to the United Nations system, I set out for the interviews with 

the perception that it was unlikely I would be able to operate as wall-paper, an unnoticed 

presence for the participant. This made the dialogue ―unavoidably interactional and 

constructive – in a word … active‖ (Holstein & Gubrium cited in Silverman 2004: 143). I 

was careful, though, not to lead people into offering me what they might have thought I 

wanted to hear. By constantly prodding, I gave interviewees sufficient opportunity to 

reflect, talk and reaffirm their views and arguments. This was a conscious strategy 

intended to counteract the subjective influence of my ‗insiderness‘ and the interviewees 

knowledge of me and my beliefs.  

 

I chose to go with personal in-depth interviews rather than the other valid qualitative 

technique, focus group discussions, for basic reasons. I used a researcher‘s discretion to 

opt out of focus group interviews, because I would have been able to cover a lot less 

ground in terms of depth and diversity of issues had I opted for focus group interviews. 

Whilst a large group of people might have resulted in multiple and diverse opinions on 

each issue,  the opportunity to explore a particular opinion in some depth would have 

been weakened. In addition focus group interviews would have yielded more considered 

rather than spontaneous responses from participants, owing to exposure to alternate views 

and so leading to a tendency to contextualise and modify responses. As some of the 

interviewees were known to be living with the virus, I was able to provide confidentiality 
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and even the freedom to discuss cases that might involve colleagues. Focus group 

discussions, even with skilled moderators facilitating the dialogue, risk compromising 

confidentiality and sacrificing personal-control over the interview. 

 

 

3.4 Interview sample 

 

The sample selected permitted an overview of discourses on the topic, as the participants 

came from one umbrella organisation, the United Nations. The participants in the study 

were thus stakeholders in a coherent universe. 

 

The selection of participants was based on pre-selected criteria: 

 

Geographical proximity: All participants were available in the geographically 

contiguous cities of Johannesburg and Pretoria in the Gauteng province of South Africa. 

They were all, directly or indirectly, working with the United Nations system selected for 

the study. (One participant living with the virus lost her job with the organisation. I 

tracked her down at a satellite township of Pretoria, and obtained both her consent and 

her testimony). 

 

Accessibility: The availability for interviews on HIV and AIDS related research required 

more than mere geographical accessibility. Suitable participants had to be located and 

their consent obtained. All participants volunteered for the interview. They were 

informed that it was for a thesis on the implementation of HIV and AIDS policy in the 

United Nations workplace and that their past or present engagement with the United 

Nations workplace and the HIV and AIDS policy made them ideally suited candidates for 

the study. They were assured that confidentiality would be maintained and that their 

names would not be disclosed in the study. They all agreed to participate in face-to-face 

depth interviews.  
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Sample size: At the time, the office in which the study is located had approximately 80 

personnel (with various contracts ranging from regular to temporary) employed in 

workplace, 22 of whom agreed to participate. This constituted 27.5% of the work force 

making it a robust sample.   

 

The sampling of 22 participants was representative
29

 and non-random. It represented men 

(ten participants) and women (twelve participants) in roughly equal proportions, 

management (including senior management), professional (advisory positions without 

administrative responsibilities) and non-management. The representation included both 

permanently contracted staff and temporary staff members and constituted the consensual 

representation of staff openly living with the virus. The remaining staff members among 

the interviewees were either unaware of their status or sero-negative. I sought and 

obtained permission to undertake the study from the required level of authority in the 

organisation. 

 

The findings, in keeping with the trend in qualitative studies, are not intended to be 

generalisable, though, as Thomas (2003: 88) argues, researchers are sometimes not 

content with restricting their interpretations to the finite pool of their study and feel the 

urge to extrapolate the findings to a larger universe. For example, one may carry out a 

research study among matriculates at Crawford College in Pretoria, but attempt to apply 

the conclusions to the larger universe of all students graduating from the matriculate 

batch of all schools in the province of Gauteng. While some international development 

organisations may have similar experiences, the findings of this study may not be 

uniform across all institutions. From a personal standpoint, I both feel the urge to 

extrapolate the findings of the study and understand the severe limitations of doing so. 

My hope therefore is that the findings become relevant to contexts beyond the case study, 

and that they stimulate a larger and more representative study. 

 

 

                                                 
29

 I use the term representative, not in a statistical sense, but to mean that I sought to ensure diversity 

(gender, functional, contractual) with the overall objective of obtaining a width and depth of thought and 

opinion on the subject matter. 
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3.5 Data collection method and fieldwork practice 

 

According to Marshall and Rossman (cited in Babbie 2001: 278), in a field research the 

researcher can approach the participants in various ways. The interviewer could be a ―full 

participant‖ immersed in the environment going about the same activities as the 

participants on a daily basis. Davis (cited in Babbie 2001: 279) refers to this approach as 

―the Convert‖ or a researcher ―going native‖. In my case, I was a native to the milieu 

even prior to the study and continued to be so throughout the tenure of the study. At the 

other end of the spectrum the interviewer could be a ―complete observer‖ delinking from 

any involvement in the activities of the subject. Davis (ibid.) referred to this as ―the 

Martian‖, implying complete alienation to the environment. Since Marshall and Rossman 

(1995) view the approaches on a continuum, according to them, the interviewer could 

feature anywhere on the scale of the continuum, adopting a mix of approaches. 

 

As the participants were known to me and knew of me, I approached them as a colleague 

and complete insider to their activities. Though I clarified to all participants that the 

interviews were not official but directed towards an academic outcome, it is important to 

reflexively acknowledge, once again, that I may not have been able to fully distance 

myself from my official position as a senior professional in the organisation. This is a 

crucial submission since it is possible that some participants may have intentionally used 

the interviews to voice general frustrations with UN personnel policies and their 

implementation to someone they may perceive as having access to senior management. In 

Davis‘s terminology, I approached them as a ―native‖, which naturally came with its own 

equations of power. It was relatively easy for me to access participants for the study and 

they were comfortable discussing the issues of HIV in the workplace with a colleague. 

Given the complex nature of the subject matter, I ensured first that I had obtained their 

consent for the interview. The consent is recorded on tape at the beginning of all the 

interviews and transcribed in the MS Word format. I secondly, ensured that I had secured 

their availability for the interviews and scheduled them for an interview at a mutually 

convenient time. Further, I made sure that I had provided them with a brief of the 
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objective and outline of the initiative, so that they could feel comfortable with the 

process. 

 

 

3.6 Interview approach  

 

According to Steiner Kvale (cited in Babbie 2001: 292) the interviewer is faced with the 

option of approaching the participant either as a ―miner‖ or as a ―traveler‖. As a ―miner‖ 

the researcher approaches the interview with the assumption that the participant has 

specific information and it is the assumed task of the interviewer to drill deep in order 

access the information. As a ‗traveler‘, by contrast, the researcher sets out with a clean 

slate. Interviewers are not pre-determined but encountered in passing and the 

conversations are entirely open-ended with the participants telling their own story. I set 

out for each interview with a clear agenda and yet I maintained flexibility in my 

exploration. This guided, yet exploratory, dialogue enabled me to ensure that I did not 

miss out on an unanticipated and relevant line of thought. I attempted to mix open-ended 

questions with focused inquiries and follow-up questions. I attempted to guide the 

conversation to stay within the ambit of the subject matter, using a loosely structured 

interview guide which covered my broad information and data needs. The interview 

guide, available in the annexure to the thesis, was clustered into categories and sub-

categories to facilitate a non-linear line of inquiry. The categories were also flexible and 

designed to accommodate emerging lines of thought as I carried out the interviews using 

a generative approach to the inquiry. 

 

Interviews may simulate a ―normal conversation‖ (Babbie 2001: 292-293). Comforting as 

that is for both the interviewer and the interviewee, it is important for the interviewer to 

remain alert to the possibility of the conversation meandering into irrelevant and 

counterproductive terrains.  It is expedient in such situations to retain the comfort and 

casual flow of conversation while redirecting it to specific areas of inquiry in the event of 

the conversation straying. Like the ―aikido master‖ (Babbie 2001: 292), the interviewer 
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should be careful not to counter the participant but merely pick up on an aspect of the 

conversation and use it to redirect the conversation back on track.  

 

John and Lyn Lofland (cited in Babbie 2001: 293) have a solution to this. They suggest 

the interviewer assume the persona of the ―socially acceptable incompetent‖, a well-

meaning and interested person who is unaware of the situation as it stands and needs it to 

be explained. It was, however, neither feasible nor realistic for me to assume the persona 

of the ―socially acceptable incompetent‖, in the light of the fact that I was known to be a 

staff member of the organisation and, in many cases, a direct colleague of the 

participants. I engaged them in a guided conversation, interfacing with them on a largely 

listening and enquiring role.   

 

I approached the interviews with a few broad areas of inquiry and allowed space for 

active listening. The interview lengths were not pre-determined thereby permitting a 

dialogic approach. Each interview took between one and a half to three hours. Since I 

was acquainted with the participants, I was viewed as an insider and common stakeholder 

of the policies in question. This enabled me to maintain a non-judgemental space for the 

interview.  

 

 

3.7 Interview setting 

 

The interviews were conducted in the privacy of an office and recorded using a 

dictaphone (with the permission of the interviewee). The office had a glass panel which 

permitted visual sighting from the outside corridor but the door was kept shut, to prevent 

the conversation from being heard from the outside. A person approaching the room 

would have been seen before he or she reached the door. Four participants opted to be 

interviewed away from the office. They were interviewed in a residential lounge, with a 

glass door which was kept shut. None of the doors, either in the office or the lounge, were 

ever locked at the time of the interview. The participants were advised that they could 
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conclude the interview at any stage they chose to, without the need to give the researcher 

a reason for doing so. 

 

We sat together at a round table, on two separate and identical chairs. The purpose was to 

avoid the potentially negative consequences of power seating that comes from 

rectangular seating arrangements or higher and more comfortable seating for the 

interviewer. The air-conditioning was calibrated for comfort and tea was offered. One 

participant had to be ferried to the interview venue from the office and dropped back and 

another participant was reimbursed for transport to and from the interview location.  

 

As the recordings and transcripts will validate, I was careful not to register any 

judgemental reactions to the participant responses. I attempted to use my familiarity with 

the participants and knowledge of the culture of the workspace to enable spontaneity in 

dialogue. Comfort with the interviewer and the environment to candid dialogue and open 

testimonies. 

 

While the interview guide was pre-planned, it was used largely as a guideline for 

discussion and expression, rather than a rigid sequence of questions.  

 

As already noted, the interviews were recorded on a digital Dictaphone. This was then 

handed over to an independent and professional transcription organisation which 

transcribed the interviews and provided the outputs on A4 size sheets in double-spacing 

format.  

 

 

3.8 Key research questions 

 

The key research questions the study explores can be distilled down to two basic areas of 

inquiry: 
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1. How do personnel in a local office of a large Human Rights based bureaucracy 

perceive and experience the implementation of HIV and AIDS policy in the workplace? 

The findings attempt to distinguish between the perceptions of management and 

staff in relation to the organisation‘s HIV and AIDS policies. It investigates 

management perceptions of performance and prioritisation vis-à-vis macro-

performance outcomes and staff health, wellbeing and sustainability. 

The findings also interrogate the perceptions of staff vis-à-vis the implementation 

of HIV and AIDS policy in the workplace and their feelings of being stigmatised 

and discriminated.  

 

2. How does the Human Rights based bureaucracy, as exemplified by this South Africa 

case study, implement the HIV and AIDS policy in its workplace? 

The study attempts to understand how the bureaucracy in question, operates in 

practice. It investigates the extent to which ideal-typical depictions of efficiency 

and commitment to the rulebook are subscribed to and implemented across the 

board. 

 

 

3.9 Data construction and analysis 

 

According to Thomas (2003: 81), the analysis of any research project comprises two 

stages: ―the descriptive and the interpretive‖. This study integrates both stages. In an 

effort to keep the richness of the participant‘s views intact, I have quoted relevant 

sections of their testimonials extensively in the descriptive section of the analysis. In the 

interpretive sections, I have attempted to explore the stories of the participants and look 

deeper into the intentions and drivers of the participants‘ views and actions.  

 

There was a temptation, in the study, to determine ―causation‖ and to understand why 

things happen the way they do and what the implications are. I have however refrained 

from looking into the crystal ball and attempting any predictive analysis. I neither had the 

material to do justice to that nor was it germane to my study. I have focused my efforts 
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on facilitating a deeper understanding of the situation as it stands and enabling managers 

and staff of organisations, who read the study or sections of it, to turn the lens towards 

themselves. The larger objective is to enable managers and staff to review their views and 

actions and if pertinent evaluate what, if anything, they would do differently. 

 

To facilitate easy access, relevant sections of the interviews focussed on key-concept 

clusters based on the areas of inquiry. Driven by my experience in working on AIDS and 

having been employed with the organisation since 2001, I used my knowledge and 

experience of the subject to pre-determine some areas of inquiry. These concepts were 

structured into the broad interview schedule and used to stimulate discussions. Other 

concepts inserted themselves into the conversations through the feedback of participants. 

The broad clusters of concepts are highlighted in the appendix of this study. 

 

For the expediency of analysis, I shall not be using the cluster of key-concepts (outlined 

in detail in the appendix) to structure the presentation of findings. The cluster-of-concepts 

enabled me to structure my thoughts ahead of the interviews, but were not designed to 

facilitate reporting. However, the concepts have been used in the analysis. The findings, 

tabled in the following chapter, will be structured around themes discussed in the 

literature review and emerging in the interviews. They will also attempt to capture, in a 

rich tapestry of stories, the elements introduced in the cluster of key-concepts. 

 

 

3.10 Ethical considerations 

 

Bringing Paul Cozby‘s (1985: 207) opinion into my position on ethical issues, I would 

propound that advancement in the field of science has resulted in outputs both positive 

and negative. Nuclear science, for example, has beneficial outputs in medical sciences 

and destructive outputs in the area of military armaments. In the same way, laser science 

has guided surgeons to precision life-saving surgery, but also facilitated the development 

of bombs that are often used for the destruction of infrastructure and human lives. 

Similarly, research injudiciously carried out in the field of social sciences could trigger 
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problems of a socio-psychological nature. For example, the breach of confidentiality of 

people living with the virus could precipitate the traumas of stigma and discrimination. It 

is therefore vitally important to anticipate and cater for the maintenance of strict ethical 

standards, in order to protect the participants of researches in the social sciences. This 

caution is crucial, since the striving for meaning could risk infringement of the 

participants‘ Human Rights. 

 

Ethical issues in an HIV and AIDS linked study are a given, particularly one which 

contains conversations with people living with the virus. Like in any other area of inquiry 

but more so, considerations of Human Rights and well-being automatically emerge. 

Many ethical considerations naturally appear in different areas of both this chapter and 

the chapter on the findings. I have, however, attempted to collate a few of the ethical 

considerations of this study and bring them together under this sub-section. 

 

Informed consent: I ensured that the participant was given an accurate brief of the 

intentions and objective of the study. This was provided both at the time of soliciting the 

brief and further recorded on dictaphone at the outset of all interviews (as noted earlier). 

They appear in the transcript at the beginning of every interview. All interviews were 

based on a ―clear and fair agreement with the research participant‖ (Cozby 1985: 198). 

Participation was voluntary and participants had the flexibility to decline the interview or 

change their mind at any stage and were reassured that their true names would not be 

used in the study to protect privacy. 

 

Stress Mitigation: All interviewees were, as already stated, informed at the outset that 

they had the ―freedom to decline to participate in or to withdraw from the research at any 

time‖ (Cozby 1985: 198). The setting, as noted, was arranged for comfortable interaction 

through the use of relaxed and equitable seating arrangements. As a colleague who was 

(to varied degrees of closeness) acquainted with the participants, I was able to keep an 

instinctive track on the comfort and stress meter with the objective of detecting and 

eliminating any ―undesirable consequences for the participant‖ (Cozby 1985: 199). 
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Protection of Confidentiality: The study paid due respect to the Right of Privacy for all, 

coded under Section 14 of the Bill of Rights. The Right provides for a person living with 

the virus to, ―… keep that information to yourself‖ (Barrett-Grant et al. 2001:83). To 

protect the confidentiality rights of participants their names have been changed and 

specific biographical details avoided.  To my knowledge the identities of the participants 

were available only to the primary supervisor and me.  

 

The premise of confidentiality is a paramount feature of the study. The study will be 

available in the University library and accessible to the staff and students of the 

University of Pretoria. Prudence exercised in the wider dissemination of the study will 

add an additional filter to enable confidentiality and prevent misuse of the material. 

 

For reasons of confidentiality the names and contact details of the interviewees will not 

be placed in the public domain and will be retained with the researcher and supervisor. 

The use of pseudonyms to identify participants anticipates and rectifies the problem of 

resorting to the dehumanising option of giving them alphabetic references. Pseudonyms 

enable us to relate to the participants as people. The functional and psychographic 

profiles of each participant have been outlined and placed in an annexure of the thesis. 

 

The nom de guerre for each participant has been selected randomly and follows no 

similarity to the original name, except the gender. Though all participants did not belong 

to one homogeneous religious or race group, the researcher has been careful not to 

register the participant‘s racial and religious origin. As such, one religion (in this case 

Christianity) was chosen and pseudonyms generated based on the chosen religion
30

. This 

approach is vital to strengthening the issue of confidentiality, outlined earlier in this 

chapter. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30

 I chose Christian pseudonyms because Christianity is the most practiced religion in the province and 

country in which the study is located. I do so to protect the identity of participants by giving them a generic 

set of names. 
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3.11 Conclusion 

 

This chapter establishes the importance of a qualitative, subjective study. It outlines the 

use of active interview techniques strengthened by reflection and the use of a montage of 

narratives of staff members both living with the virus and in the context of it, in the 

workplace of an international development organisation. With respect to the sensitive 

nature of the study, the chapter registers the efforts of the researcher in establishing 

confidentiality of content, procedural ethics and participant comfort in the interviewing 

process. Vitally, this chapter sets the framework for the following one, by elaborating on 

the key-questions guiding this study and its approach to acquiring an in-depth 

understanding and meaningful data. Particular attention has been paid to the researcher‘s 

insiderness and the implications of this for the study: familiarity creates the conditions for 

potentially richer interpretive insights but efforts have to be made to ensure that undue 

influences and power dynamics are kept in check. Trust, sensitivity and empathetic 

participation were essential elements steering the interviews and defining the construction 

of the montage of testimonials. 

 

The strength of the methodology of this piece of research lies in the complete immersion 

of the researcher in the subject matter and milieu of the study. The intimacy of the 

researcher with the subject matter and the time spent with participants enables a deeper 

understanding of the culture of the organisation. Its limitation, arguably, lies in what Ann 

Gray (2003:15) refers to as the representativeness of the study in ―scale and breadth‖. 

Since the study focuses on ―specific examples‖, in a specific organisation, at a specific 

point in time, it cannot easily lend itself to general claims.  

 

As already suggested, I believe the relevance of the study will lie in its ability to serve as 

a pilot and inspiration for larger and broader research on the subject. I also hope that it 

will provide a platform for introspection among managers and staff of international 

development organisations the world over. 
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4.1 Introduction 

 

While the literature review has been about theoretical constructs and conceptual models 

for analyses, the findings are about human beings and the manner in which they 

experience HIV and AIDS policy implementation in the micro-context of their work lives 

in an international development agency in South Africa. Simultaneously, the analysis and 

reflections in this section also demonstrate management responses, as agents of policy 

implementation. As explained in the previous chapter, my situation as an insider in the 

organisation and the use of the PO based approach has facilitated intimacy of 

conversation and spontaneity of participant response stimulating lengthy dialogue, 

relevant aspects of which have been embedded in this section. The effort has been to 

interrogate and elicit the nuances of participants‘ views adding to the authenticity of the 

study 

 

This section attempts to bring to the research findings the ―vulnerable‖ (Behar 1996) gaze 

of an observer placing himself (in this case the researcher) in the shoes of the subject. 

Clifford Geertz articulated a similar sentiment when he wrote, ―You don‘t exactly 

penetrate another culture...You put yourself in its way and it bodies forth and enmeshes 

you‖ (cited in Behar 1996: 5). As a researcher, I am fortunate to have been embedded in 

the milieu of the study and to being one with its people and policies. My endeavour has 

been to balance observational intimacy with critical distance in my narration and analysis 

of the complex testimony of people living with the virus and managing it in a large 

international development organisation, the United Nations. 

 

I have maintained an exploratory style in the presentation of the findings, without 

attempting to cast it in the mould of a single argument at the outset. The findings are 

developed in separate sub-sections and argued in relation to conceptual models that I 

have examined in the literature review.  

Chapter 4 - Rubric of the argument: Analysis and reflection 
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I have consciously quoted the testimonials at length for a number of reasons. First, it is 

crucial in a qualitative study to capture the voices of the participants rather than depend 

on second-hand paraphrases of actual conversations. Related to the importance of 

presenting the authentic voices of the participants is the issue of validity. With extensive 

presentation of the content of the conversations, it is possible to better monitor the 

veracity and plausibility of my interpretations of these conversations. Many of the issues 

presented in the findings could be potentially contentious, as they place the decisions and 

actions of specific colleagues under scrutiny. It is, therefore, critically important to 

present detailed verbatim accounts to ensure fairness of representation.  

 

As a researcher revisiting the transcripts retrospectively, the extensive quotations enabled 

me to dwell in the moment in which the thoughts were expressed and be one with the 

journey that the participants made through their testimonials. An insider to the 

organisation and part of the milieu of the study I was sensitive to the testimonials, 

empathising with participants‘ views at one level and partaking in the construction of 

meaning at another level. As the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh urged, one 

must be careful not ―to sacrifice the journey for the sake of the arrival‖ (cited in Behar 

1996: 161). The ―journey‖ in the context of this thesis is the observation of participants 

through detailed one-on-one interviews, resulting in the expression of emotions and 

experiences of the participants as they opened themselves up to lend substance to the 

study. The ―arrival‖, is the reflection and analysis of the data in the form of findings. I 

have, in the data analysis and presentation of the findings, attempted to do justice to both 

the journey and the arrival through the authentic and in-depth presentation of the 

testimonials. The testimonials and their analysis have, subsequently, been organised by 

me under sub-heads that summarise the emerging thought. The testimonials presented are 

sometimes lightly edited for readability. 

 

I conclude the section on the findings of the study, by bringing together the various 

findings in a single thread of argument by revisiting the research questions outlined 

earlier in the study. The findings are presented below. 
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4.2 Manifestation of policy: Emerging dichotomies 

 

The significance of any finding pertaining to the contradiction between HIV policy and 

its implementation, in international development organisations such as the United 

Nations, is rooted in Gewirth‘s concept of universality and practicability. He argued (as 

detailed in the literature review) that it is not a matter of all rights holders having the 

same right at the same time and to the same degree of immediacy. Nor is it a matter of 

duty bearers fulfilling all rights at all times to the fullest extent of the need. It is, as 

Gewirth (1982: 65) states, a matter of principle that everybody has the right to be 

universally ―treated in the appropriate way‖ when the need arises and those in authority 

have the duty to act in accordance with the right, within the constraints of feasibility and 

cost, when they have the ability to do so. 

 

The analysis and qualitative interviews establish a tension between policy and practice. 

The directive of the UN Personnel Policy on HIV and AIDS and the manner of its 

implementation in the workplace is not consistent. There are clear written regulations and 

policies related to HIV and AIDS. These policies and guidelines, endorsed by the 

Secretary General of the United Nations, are designed to guide managers in their 

engagement with HIV in the workplace. However, despite the rule based operations of 

bureaucracies, the written rules are far from sacrosanct. As one of the interviewees, 

Lydia, observed, ―The implementation of the policy … does not reflect fully the spirit in 

which the policy was intended when it was introduced‖. 

 

The United Nations Personnel Policy on HIV/AIDS specifically mandates the protection 

of personnel, specifically stating that,  

 

Persons in the workplace affected by, or perceived to be affected by HIV/AIDS, 

must be protected from stigmatization and discrimination by co-workers, unions, 

employers or clients (United Nations ST/SGB/2003/18).  

 

This is further corroborated by the United Nation‘s Secretary General in his Bulletin 

dated 1 December 2003. In it he publicly and unequivocally states that,  
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―The United Nations is committed to providing a supportive workplace for its 

employees, regardless of their HIV status. To achieve this, we must have an 

environment that promotes compassion and understanding and rejects 

discrimination and fear‖ (United Nations ST/SGB/2003/18).  

 

Despite the published policies and public articulations of the United Nations, the 

implementation of HIV policy in various units and organisations of the UN system in 

South Africa remains inconsistent. This is illustrated below in some of the testimonies 

gathered in the field research. 

 

Among the interviewees for the study was Maud, a former employee, who is understood 

to have lost her job following her detection as a person living with the virus. The case, as 

articulated by the employee, demonstrates evidence of discrimination, fear of stigma and 

a lack of transparency in the recruitment process. Despite working in an organisation 

which promotes both compassion and understanding with the overall objective of 

rejecting discrimination and fear, Maud felt constrained to discuss her HIV status with 

either peers or superiors in the organisation while she was employed there. This is what 

she had to say on the subject: 

 

MAUD: [When] I started [in the year] 2000, I was not aware that I was positive, I 

only found out in 2001 but since …. they were not treating them [people living 

with the virus] that good, so I felt that I could not tell them that [I was HIV 

positive], that is why I was unable to talk to anyone about it. 

 

SHIVAJI:   [anyone] in the organisation? 

 

MAUD:   Yes. 

 

The following segment of Maud‘s account outlines the manner in which HIV is 

sometimes dealt with in the organisation. 

 

MAUD: … they were trying to restructure the organisation.  So all our posts were 

restructured, we had to apply again; I do not know what they called it. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Re-profiling? 
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MAUD:   Yes, re-profiling. In the re-profiling you had to apply again for your 

post and the other posts in case you do not get your post.  We all went for those 

interviews.  Fortunate[ly] for me I got the HR [Human Resources] Assistant post, 

but at the time I was the Admin. Assistant and I was working with Mr B
31

 as his 

secretary/PA - assistant.  Okay.  I apply and I did not get that one that I was 

working on but I was able to get the HR Assistant post. 

 I qualified and got the highest marks for the HR [post].No one was close to me, 

so they gave me that position but then I was only due to start in 2002 in February 

… as an HR assistant.  At that time there was no registry clerk, there was no 

travel assistant, so I ... had to do those three posts until they were filled so that I 

can move to my other post.  

Okay, I signed the contract … and they said I am only going to qualify if my 

medical examination was going to come and it will be according to their standards 

…. 

  

[It is important to at this juncture of Maud‘s testimony to briefly invoke the UN HIV 

policy to enable the reader to compare the principles of the policy with the unfolding 

testimony. The policy states that,  

 

 HIV infection does not, in itself, constitute a lack of fitness to work. 

 There will be no HIV screening of candidates for recruitment. 

 AIDS will be treated in the same manner as any other medical condition in 

considering medical classification (United Nations ST/SGB/2003/18)]. 

 

MAUD (continues): Okay, I went for the first test but then it was not clear. That is 

when there were other tests which they could not be clear on, so it was sent to [HQ - 

Headquarters] Medical, I do not know what they call it, and it came back and they 

said I had to do other tests.  I went three times to the doctor ...  Dr A [name withheld 

for reasons of confidentiality]. And the last time when I went to him…that was when 

I found out that I was ... HIV positive.  Maybe that is why my medical things were 

not that much clear... He said: no, do not worry; it will not affect you because they do 

not have a right to, like, not give you this because they have already given it to you.  

It is just for them to know how to treat you and blah, blah, blah.  Okay, I was able to, 

you know, talk to him confidently because he told me I should not worry about it. 

 

Okay, we talked about it and then he wrote that I had TB at the time, but I was not 

that much sick, but it was on me, the TB, and I was taken to him in fact.  Okay, Dr A 

told me that he will write a letter, a motivation.  Okay. 

 

                                                 
31

  Name withheld for reasons of confidentiality 
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It went to [HQ], when it came back, that is when, I do not know what, the standards 

that they used, but I got something that, I got a [medical] standard what was low, so 

they said they could not give me the post any more because I do not qualify because 

of the medical examination. 

 

And the other thing they said: I worked for more than six months; at the 

[organisation] they said the policy…that they use…a person cannot work for more 

than six months before getting the clear medical examination.  I worked for more than 

six months; they would not give me the salary, so I could not continue for the seventh 

month.  Even though they gave me a 1 year contract, I could not continue, that is what 

they told me.  And that is when they gave me a copy of that policy, just showing me 

that I could not work for more than six months.  But before I did not know about it.  

They only gave it when the six months was over and I could not contest it. 

 

It is clear from the testimony above that Maud was neither empowered with clear and 

complete knowledge of the policies governing her case nor with the decision-making 

process followed by the organisation in evaluating and managing her case. She was 

selectively exposed to organisational rules without being provided a comprehensive 

picture of the process and decisions of the organisation vis-à-vis policy for the re-

recruitment of qualified staff members. For instance, they told her that she could not 

work for more than six months without a medical clearance. Yet they did not tell her 

what the medical condition was and why it did not qualify her for continuation in the post 

she was selected for and already serving successfully. The manipulation of rules evident 

in Maud‘s case is corroborated in the testimony of another interviewee. Lydia tells us 

about a haemophilia colleague living with the virus. 

 

LYDIA: And discrimination, when it happens, is mainly …through acts of 

omission not through acts of commission.  And there are also rules which have 

not gone through the …evolution that is …critical for the workplace wellness 

programme policy to be completely implemented and …efficient. For example, 

while there is … a rule that says that employees will not be discriminated on the 

basis of their status, at the same time there is also a rule that...asks the employee 

to certify that the employee is in mental and physical health well enough to carry 

out his or her duties. Now these two points are contradictory at a point in time 

when…a positive person falls ill.  Because at that point in time the person may 

not be in a position to carry out his or her duties to the full extent possible and 

over a period of time.  It is not a short thing.  It is not like two days or three days, 

it might be for a longer period of time.  So it has happened within the organisation 

that a particular employee, while that employee was hired by the organisation 

with full knowledge of the employee‘s positive status, but the employee was not 
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given a better contract because, the awarding of that contract required the 

employee to attest to the fact that the employee was in full physical and mental 

health. Now this employee was a haemophiliac and therefore could not certify to 

that and so the employee did not get that contract.  Now this is clearly a situation 

where there are confusing legalities and … personnel employment rules … have 

not been sorted out because this person was HIV positive, essentially because he 

or she was a haemophiliac and so the organisation hired him knowing it [the 

status of the person] but at the same time the organisation penalised this person, 

not because this person was positive, but [because] the person had another illness 

[which was] responsible for the person‘s… positive status. So it is a very 

confused thing.  And the organisation has not worked it through… However, 

because … smoothening the process and clarifying these laws or rules, takes a 

period of time, this particular person was penalised and therefore the short answer 

is that this person was discriminated against.  

 

It is important to point out at this juncture that Lydia‘s testimony suggests a tension 

between the perceived need for efficiency and the humane treatment of staff members. 

My understanding is that the organisation‘s assessment of the case is not always 

consistent with the policy and the selective use of HIV and other policies are sometimes 

used to obstruct and hinder the implementation of policy. A lack of transparency is one of 

the tools of control and manipulation. Much of the testimony reviewed above 

demonstrates that staff members, in contravention of Gewirth‘s principle of universality 

and practicability, are denied both the right to transparent information and the right to be 

treated appropriately when detected to be living with the virus. 

 

All the testimonies were not about job loss on account of HIV. Leon, for instance, 

retained his job and was put on medical coverage. However, even when the staff member 

is retained on a temporary fixed term contract and medically covered for HIV treatment, 

as in the case of Leon, he/she loses both salary and medical coverage for two weeks 

every year. This two week break is designed to interrupt the continuity of the contract. 

While the rule may have been incorporated to safe guard the organisation from labour 

disputes, it compromises the staff‘s medical coverage and also his means of livelihood. 

The interruption in pay could prove risky to the health of the staff member, who needs to 

maintain continuity of treatment. According to the testimony:  
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LEON: … So you can see that if something bad happens, or if I commit an act 

whereby… [I do] not get along with the condition, I might be asked to leave or 

the office might not … give me contracts again because I am working on a TFT 

[Temporary Fixed Term] basis, which is a …. temporary staff.  So my contract is 

being renewed every year.  My … contract means that I work for eleven months 

and then I break for two weeks and then the office might decide if they do need 

me in the office, they should renew my contract. That is what is keeping me 

unstable because this time, towards the end of my contract, I just stress up 

wanting to know… if my performance was better. Will I be able to get 

recommendation that my contract be renewed?  

 

SHIVAJI:   And those two weeks [when the staff member is required to take a 

break between contracts] … you do not get paid? 

 

LEON:   I do not get paid for … those two weeks. I am not covered because I do 

not have a contract ….  I have to make sure that I have the medication that can 

take me during the two weeks until I come back to the office you know, and there 

is never that I can see that my contract is renewable, you know, there is no way I 

am seeing that it is going to be renewed.  It is a temporary fixed term contract. 

 

The Temporary Fixed Term (TFT) mode of contract for local staff that Leon is employed 

on is designed for organisational convenience. It covers the staff member‘s medical bills 

while in service. However, it does not do so after the staff member retires from the 

organisation. This, in an organisation which has other modes of contract that cover staff 

members, who have completed a mandatory number of years of service, to medical 

benefits on retirement. I believe that this lack of a level playing field fosters vulnerability 

among staff living with the virus and risks manipulation by managers running the 

organisation and implementing HIV policy. 

 

One of the fundamental principles of the ‗Policy on HIV/AIDS in the workplace‘ is the 

importance of maintaining the confidentiality of tests and test results. The policy states 

that  

―[s]pecific procedures must be developed by United Nations bodies to maintain 

confidentiality with respect to negative as well as positive results from an HIV 

test, including whether such a test has been taken. Only the person tested has the 

right to release information concerning his or her HIV Status‖ (United Nations 

ST/SGB/2003/18 2003: 4).  
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The principle of confidentiality needs to be backed with careful implementation within 

organisations to prevent the kind of leaks evident in the testimony of Caitlin: 

 

SHIVAJI:   Do you know of any cases, and I do not need names, anywhere in the 

system, where people who are living with the virus have been disadvantaged in 

any way by a particular decision?  

 

CAITLIN: Well, the one is that someone‘s contract was under review for renewal 

and that person had to go for a medical.  That person knew that he was HIV 

positive and then the medical came back …, and I cannot remember exactly the 

details, but reflecting that that person would need to go for an HIV test and the 

person said well I am living with HIV. So not a problem and it came back from 

the head quarter office that that person‘s contract should not be renewed.  The 

person subsequently fought and the contract was renewed and so I think that did 

happen. When people do medicals they are not supposed to be checked for HIV 

but in fact they are tested and the reason that we know that is that the tests were 

sent to someone else‘s desk who then … told. 

 

Caitlin‘s testimony alludes to the influence of headquarter offices (located outside the 

country) in the decision making of local managers. The participant was not at the level of 

the organisation where she was likely to know for sure that such was the case or indeed if 

that was the reason given. However, it draws attention to staff perceptions of the 

management‘s ability to manipulate a situation. Her testimony also makes reference to 

the power of human agency both in the management attempt to rescind the person‘s 

contract and the person‘s empowered actions to fight successfully for a contract renewal. 

Caitlin‘s person stands out in contrast to Maud who timidly accepts the situation and 

moves on. 

 

In an earlier study (Bhattacharya 2003) undertaken by the researcher in the same 

organisation, it was found that  

[t]his is not the only occasion when managers have demonstrated a disinclination 

to invest in sero-positive staff.  Judith was fully qualified for a six month 

international training programme in Eastern Europe, but someone else was sent in 

her place. Someone with fewer qualifications, but whose sero-status was 

presumed to be negative, prompting Judith to say, ‗I do not have a future in the 

department‘.  Judith felt that her presence in the department was, in her own 

words, a ‗politically correct‘ gesture, but a gesture nevertheless. She said in the 

interview, ‗… they never thought that I would give them more than what they 
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were expecting from me‘. The overwhelming feeling was one of being under-

valued: ‗There is a career path, but then I think my status could be an obstacle‘ 

(Bhattacharya 2003: 94).  

 

Using the Rawlsian approach, I would opine that a person living with the virus in the 

organisation should receive equal treatment with those living either sero-negative or 

living un-detected (either to themselves or to the work community at large). Secondly, if 

there is to be a differential treatment, (since Rawls‘s principle works in tandem with the 

principle of equality) the differential treatment should, ethically, be a positive one, 

instituted to redress any unfair imbalances. As Rawls (cited in Kelly 2003: 65) illustrates,  

 

if men, say, have greater basic rights and greater opportunities than women, these 

inequalities can be justified only it they are to the advantage of women and 

acceptable from their point of view.  

 

Using these principles as yardsticks of organisational performance and managerial 

interventions, the study finds that the basic rights of those living with the virus are not 

protected uniformly, as the examples provided by Maud, Leon and Caitlin illustrate.  

 

Transgressions of policy implementation are not necessarily just about job losses or 

access to expensive medication and treatment; they sometimes take the form of poor 

information exchange or strategically designed contracts. An efficient information 

exchange program would result in enlightened staff members who know their rights and 

responsibilities. In the United Nations HIV Policy launched by the Secretary General in 

2003, Kofi Annan stated that,  

 

The programmes will continue to ensure that … United Nations staff and their 

families will have access to information about treatment and support, including 

how and where to obtain voluntary confidential counselling and testing, and 

antiretroviral drugs (United Nations ST/SGB/2003/18 2003:1-5).  

 

Yet, staff members, even those who presumably work in the area of HIV and AIDS like 

Seamus and Lorenzo, had this to say,  

 

SEAMUS: Even though we are in the HIV/AIDS group in a major international 

development organisation, I have always been quite surprised at how little we 
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have been made aware of the HIV/AIDS policies that exist in the organisation.  I 

do not think that I have necessarily been as productive as I could have been in 

terms of seeking out what exactly the policy is and in what ways … it cater[s] to 

the needs of staff. But certainly in no way has it been something that is prominent 

or on display in terms of activities, in terms of programmes that are very real …. 

that allow staff members every day, or at least even once in a while, to think that 

this is obviously a workplace policy that keeps our needs in mind. I think part of 

that has to do with us being an organisation in a bit of flux and many of those 

policies are in the process of being in force now and I think especially in the area 

of workplace policy.  In the last couple of months there has been a shift but in 

general, in terms of the policy, I feel like it is something that exists on paper that 

has not really filtered into the day to day practice of workers. 

 

And Lorenzo, a senior and experienced HIV and AIDS Project staff member, wasn‘t even 

aware of a concerted HIV and AIDS Policy in the workplace. He had this to say: 

 

SHIVAJI:   As far as HIV and AIDS policies are concerned, are you aware of the 

existence of an HIV and AIDS policy in your organisation?  How much of it has 

been implemented and what are your opinions on the policy itself and the 

implementation? 

 

LORENZO:   I am not sure whether there is a specific [name of organisation] 

policy but I know there is a policy which may have been adopted or subscribed to 

by the Agency.  The degree of implementation really is, I believe very mixed. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Would you elaborate on that? 

 

LORENZO:   Or very limited. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Would you elaborate on that too? 

 

LORENZO:   Except the recent work that colleagues have started, really I do not 

think there was any workplace policy that was being implemented in practice.  At 

the [office] at the [another office] for instance, they used to have condom 

programmes and the like. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay just to go back to your reference to the recent workplace 

programme activity, were you present at the intervention and what, what was your 

basic takeout on it, what do you think the strength of that programme was? 

 

LORENZO:   The approach was very good, particularly to people who may not 

have know well about HIV AIDS the transmission and the prevention 

mechanisms and factors that predispose people to susceptibility of infection, the 

simplicity I think was very good. 
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SHIVAJI:   Tell me, what was the turnout like for the programme? 

 

LORENZO:   It was very well attended by both by staff and management also. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay and now is that the general trend?  Do all HIV and AIDS related 

programmes have the same turnout? There was a sensitisation workshop 

sometime back, was there a difference in the turnout? 

 

LORENZO:   I do not really remember the earlier event. 

 

Lorenzo also makes a claim of organisational inability and lack of foresight as a possible 

impediment to policy implementation. This is his argument: 

 

SHIVAJI:   And what is your opinion on this separation of contract for people 

doing similar work in the same workspace? 

 

LORENZO:   I think there should be very good reasons for issuing different types 

of contracts.  The span of the work differs as the skill requirements differ and the 

institution needs flexibility to change the staff profile depending on its needs. 

Because of that and I think the institutions should retain some such flexibility.  

But even if it brings them [employees] for a shorter term, I think the benefits can 

be across the board.  You bring a person for three months, let him have health 

insurance, let him access the services that the rest of the staff access. The financial 

implications may not be that significant, but when the contract ends, the benefits 

will also cease to exist. 

 

SHIVAJI:   How, why does the organisation do that? 

 

LORENZO:   Sincerely, it may not have been thought through very carefully.  I 

think the goodwill does exist on the part of the organisations, but it may not have 

been thought very carefully and of course the implications are very small.  If you 

have a consultant he picks a condom or two every other day, just like everybody 

else, it will not be significant, but the problem from the point of the staff is once 

the contract ceases to exist, those benefits will not exist. If you put him on ARVs 

and the contract comes to an end at the end of three months, you cease to give him 

ARVs and you generate ARV resistant. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So it is a Catch-22 situation? 

 

LORENZO:   Ja, ja, well for that matter, most organisational staff including us, 

are contractual staff.  If anyone of us is on ARV it stops being available to us 

when we finish our contract and I do not think it is available for us out there.  It 

could generate a resistant-type of epidemic with HIV. 
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SHIVAJI:   Which links back to your point that they have not thought ... 

(intervenes) 

 

LORENZO:  Ja, I think it has not been thought through really.   

 

 

Seamus and Lorenzo (quoted above), are project staff member working in the area of 

HIV and AIDS. Their assignment requires them to be intimately aware of the HIV and 

AIDS policy. Their inconsistent understanding of the HIV policy begs the question, 

―How does the organisation propose to successfully disseminate a policy when even the 

insiders to the policy do not know about it or feel compelled to know about it?‖ 

Lorenzo‘s commentary also leads us to the understanding that it is important for 

managers and the organisation to think through the policy and its implementation at 

different levels in order to address the complexities articulated by Lorenzo. 

 

Patricia (quoted below) was, on the other hand, an administrative staff member who 

worked closely with the implementation of organisational policies and staff contracts. As 

is evident in the conversation below, Patricia too had a similar, but more strident, 

perspective from her vantage point of being an administrative staff member who interacts 

with various categories of staff members. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Tell me are you aware that your organisation has an HIV and AIDS 

policy? 

 

PATRICIA:   I am aware that it does yes. Do you want me to elaborate? 

SHIVAJI:   Yes absolutely. 

 

PATRICIA:   I am aware that it does have an HIV AIDS policy. I do not 

particularly see its effects; I do not see its relevance in a lot of instances and quite 

frankly rarely see its implementation. 

 

SHIVAJI:   As a person who is involved closely with the administration and the 

management of the organisation you are seeing its implementation or the lack of it 

at close quarters. Now is the policy uniformly applicable to all people who work 

under this roof from security to cleaning to all the staff, different levels contracts? 

 

PATRICIA:   Well NO!!! Most certainly NOT!!! I do not see that. I do not find 

that it does encompass everybody that (not to go into such legal speak) but people 

that do contracts or sub-contracts, it does not all cover that. It covers, most 
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certainly, a very select few people. The organisation, well I have issues, a lot of 

issues with the organisation. But the organisation differentiates. It categorises its 

people and it will cover a certain category of its people. Whether it does that for 

business reasons, to cut down on costs, to be more cost effective, I do not know. 

But you know I do fail to see the relevance between its being a humanitarian 

organisation and the fact that it does not treat its own contracted staff or sub-

contracted staff in a humane fashion. 

 

To cover a wider cross section of staff, I broached the question of knowledge and 

information regarding the policies to Nancy who performs a largely secretarial function 

supporting programmes managed by advisors. She had this to say in corroboration of 

Seamus and Patricia‘s view: 

 

SHIVAJI:   Are you aware of an HIV and AIDS policy within the workplace? 

 

NANCY:   Yes, I am. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay, would you know what has been implemented and how much? 

What are some of the things that are important, but are not implemented?  What 

are some of the things that are important, but are not even in the policy? 

 

NANCY:   I know about the policy, but probably not in the detail … it should be. 

But I know that in UN organisations there are the right documents with enough of 

the policy talk, but it is not really effective in how it is implemented.  If you look 

at the different grades that people are put in, the type of contract determines what 

kind of coverage you get.  So if you look at it like that it [the HIV Policy] does 

not take on the oneness of a disease that knows no grade, no rank … If I have the 

disease and I am on an SSA [a short term agreement, usually under a year, though 

it can and is sometimes extended after a break] for example, I do not get anything 

in terms of coverage. I have to pay my own bills.  I have to go to the doctor 

myself. I sign a contract that tells me that I am not an employee. I am a 

consultant, things like that.  So the policy works insofar as addressing [issues]. 

Obviously it has been studied, you know, and it addresses all the right issues, but 

the organisational structure does not match it. I do not know how to explain it, but 

it does not match.  You have a policy that address[es] all these wonderful things, 

but when you bring it here, like in our office, you bring it, it (indistinct). Those 

that are in better jobs, if I can say that, they have a better deal, so [they] can get 

ill, [and they] are covered, [and their] families are covered [too]. 

 

The United Nations office focussed on in this study outsources select functions such as 

building security and cleaning services to independent private organisations. However, it 

appears that the contracted organisation‘s health and personnel policies on health and 
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HIV do not form a part of the United Nation‘s selection criteria, nor indeed is it regarded 

as its concern. As a result, significant sections of the staff serving at the United Nations 

agencies do not have health care that is as comprehensive as the health care services 

available to their colleagues directly employed by the UN, underscoring the vulnerability 

of contract workers. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Thank you very much … Now tell me are you aware that the United 

Nations has an HIV and AIDS policy in the workplace? 

 

GREG:   Ja, ja, I am. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Now does your organisation, [name of a security organisation 

contracted by the organisation], for which you serve the United Nations, do they 

have a policy on HIV and AIDS? 

 

GREG:   To be honest with you, I have never heard of one. 

 

SHIVAJI:   You have never heard of one? 

 

GREG:   No, never. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay.  Does it have a medical policy like does it cover its staff for 

illness, sickness? 

 

GREG:   No, it does not, it does not. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So, what happens when one of the [Name of the outsourced security 

agency] security staff would fall sick?  What would happen? 

 

GREG:   I have gone through that experience. Because my auntie was working 

there and then she passed away, she was buried on [date]. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Oh this year, I am so sorry. 

 

GREG:   This year. She was sick, but to be honest with you, when she was sick 

we never received anything from the company. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Did they give any of her family members a job to compensate like ... 

(intervenes) 

 

GREG:   Until now, no, even her husband is unemployed. 
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SHIVAJI:   And when she was sick, was she given any kind of compensation 

during the sickness period?  Did she get a salary? 

 

GREG:   No, she got a salary until the time she stopped working where she was 

registered. I think it was for a month then it was us who were carrying over from 

there. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Now, are you aware that the UN medical policy covers its entire staff 

for medical treatment in the case of HIV for HIV treatment and things.  Are you 

aware of that? 

 

GREG:   Ja, ja, ja.   

 

SHIVAJI:   How does it make you feel that you are working in the same work 

space where some staff are getting medical coverage and you are working just as 

hard as everybody else but you do not get the medical?  How does it make you 

feel? 

 

GREG:   It is bad, it is bad, simply bad.  It is simply bad.  It is really bad.  It is 

like we do not know what will happen tomorrow but now you are not even 

covered, then, sometimes it is just a matter of there is nothing you can do about it. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Tell me, why do you think the organisation does not cover for medical 

for its staff, [the name of the security organisation]?  What advantage do they get 

out of it? 

 

GREG:   That one I am not sure because, I cannot tell. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What do you think are the advantages an organisation can get when 

they do not look after their people with medical cover? 

 

GREG:   That one I cannot, I do not know. We have been thinking about this too. 

But we could not come to a conclusion why they do not do that, you see.  That 

one I really cannot. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Do they have other programmes, like, do they train their staff about 

HIV issues, tell them about it, how they can be safe and where they can get 

medical coverage even if the organisation does not give it?  Do they have any 

kind of advisory function for their staff? 

 

GREG:   Ja, maybe to those ones in the offices but not to us. 

 

SHIVAJI: Not people in the field? 

 

GREG:   No. 
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SHIVAJI:   But the largest number of people is in the field. 

 

GREG:   Are in the field, ja.  Because now I am telling you what is happening 

with the ones in the field, and we never even saw one coming.  We read it only in 

the newspapers, we see it on the TV, and now while I am conducting with you 

now, that is [we hear about these things]. But with our organisation, NO!!! 

 

Sandra, who is part of another organisation contracted by the UN, has similar experiences 

of lack of health coverage. 

 

SHIVAJI:   You are employed by [name of organisation contracted by the UN]? 

 

SANDRA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   To do the cleaning? 

 

SANDRA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What do they give you? They give you a salary and do they give you 

any benefits? 

 

SANDRA:   No they just give me a salary. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Do they give you UIF [Unemployment Insurance Fund] and Provident 

Fund and all that? 

 

SANDRA:   No, I only have UIF, some they have Provident Fund but me and 

other staff who are working here, we don‘t have Provident Fund. 

 

SHIVAJI:   But UIF you have? 

 

SANDRA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Why do some of you have Provident Fund some don‘t have Provident 

Fund? 

 

SANDRA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Why is that? 

 

SANDRA:   They ask our Area Manager. He says that he will register the time 

elapsed to do that, so you are free to ask him, okay. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What would happen if you did ask him? 
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SANDRA:   He is not somebody who you can ask if you have got a problem, you 

won‘t ask him anything you are afraid to ask him. 

 

SHIVAJI:   How does he treat the staff, how does he interact with them? 

 

SANDRA:   He is our Area Manager, he is treating us very bad because he won‘t 

even.... for example I was sick on one of the days and I ask him [for permission] 

to go to hospital. [But] he doesn‘t want to hear my story.  He said, ―To be sick is 

your own lookout it is not my fault, don‘t tell me … don‘t go there‖.  Or you can 

choose another day.  I say no, the doctor I have, [has] already give me the day to 

go to hospital.  So then I go to hospital then he take that from my money... more 

than.  So I didn‘t know how to go to him. I was afraid.  I just keep quiet. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What is the rule of your organisation if you are sick, or if any staff is 

sick do they pay the salary or do they deduct the salary of the staff who is sick for 

[name of organisation contracted by UN]? 

 

SANDRA:   For example on September this year I was sick for two weeks then I 

came with letters from the different doctors, my Area Manager again he deducted 

my money for two weeks.  Then I give to … my supervisor these letters and they 

didn‘t pay me anything back, they deduct all my money.  So which means they 

didn‘t pay us. If you are sick they deduct all your money.  So you are forced to 

[attend work]. Whether you are sick [or not], you are forced to come to work 

[when you are] not feeling well, because [if not you are] not getting that money.  

Then if it is deducted you won‘t get it. 

 

SHIVAJI:   And does the UN, the United Nations help you when situations like 

this happen? 

 

SANDRA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Do the people separately help you or does the organisation help you?  

Like do one or two people from the United Nations who know your story help 

you? 

 

SANDRA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Or is it the organisation, that the office sanctions a cheque for you, the 

United Nations? 

 

SANDRA:   No. 

 

SHIVAJI:   The office does not?  Who helps you, the office or the people? 

 

SANDRA:   The people. 
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SHIVAJI:   The people. 

 

SANDRA:   Not the office. Some people are working in the UN and they help me. 

 

SHIVAJI:   They help you? 

 

SANDRA:   But not all of them, just one or two. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay. 

 

SANDRA:   Because I told them the story what is happening and they help me. 

 

The conversation with Sandra reveals an interesting development. We are initially 

exposed to various testimonials pertaining to staff members managing the system who 

have interpreted policy and rules to the disadvantage of people who are ill (Lydia‘s 

example of the haemophiliac colleague) or people living with the virus, such as in 

Maud‘s case outlined earlier. Now we hear from Sandra in her above testimony about 

some staff members who help others from their personal resources, deepening the tacit 

acknowledgement that staff members living with an illness ought to be supported and that 

the UN system didn‘t fulfil this aspect of its mandate. This enigma draws attention to the 

critical issue of human agency. People bring their personal beliefs to the office and both 

interpret and act on and around policy. Where the formal policy does not enjoy 

implementation, a more informal code of ethics operates among staff members. It is 

however noteworthy that the managers themselves (in these cases) did not refer to (in 

their testimonies) or from my observations react to the situations, by either implementing 

the formal policy or joining any informal network of support created by the staff 

members. 

 

Judy has an allegation of double standards as far as the UN is concerned. She feels that, 

 

JUDY:   It is a very strange situation with the UN because I have seen that we are 

ready to support Treatment Action Campaign.  We are ready to support the GIPA 

movement as long as it is talking to somebody else.  In our own internal issues, 

even those we have called as GIPA [workers], we keep on fighting to get them to 

sign it and we actually for me, I would say it is black mail … (interruption) 
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The implication of Judy‘s statement is enormous. According to her the organisation 

advocates for specific rights based policies with its clients in government and civil 

society without the ethical consistency of either practicing these rights based policies 

uniformly in its own workplace or by mandating it for its contractors. 

 

Greg‘s allegations of racism (as evident in his opinions below) have not been directly 

verified with his organisation (contracted by this UN organisation) as it does not form a 

part of the focus of the study. It has been quoted essentially to flag the fact that 

differential privileges among personnel working under one roof creates dissonances 

among those who feel that the organisational policies short-change select employees in 

terms of benefits. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So then why do you think that your organisation does not follow that 

policy, since there are so many advantages? 

 

GREG:   [From] my point of view you can find that in some instances they can be 

doing it to other people, you understand.  The way I know my company but I am 

sore to discuss it with you because they are seeing like racists.  You can find that 

some of the people they are covered. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Even in the field staff? 

 

GREG:   No, mostly within the organisation. But this thing is within the umbrella 

organisation. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Some are covered, some are not. 

 

GREG:   Ja, some are covered. 

 

SHIVAJI:   On what basis? 

 

GREG:   Colour, colour details a lot. 

 

SHIVAJI:   But then in a country where the government talks about complete 

equality and insists on complete equality, how are they able to get away with 

something like that? 

 

GREG:   No, not to our company and sometimes it is many things, we just keep it 

under [the] carpet and keep quiet. But some of the things are not done straight. 

That is why I am not even quite sure.  Sometimes even this covering, you find that 
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they are covering.  For instance like this study thing, you know, we have a, we are 

supposed to have an advantage of taking your financed to go and study, but it is 

only to the Whites who are getting that opportunity.  I have to pop up money from 

my pocket.  But when you check it, you find that it is there, and there is some 

money, we are supposed to go to school but they are not giving us [the 

opportunity]. 

So sometimes we happen not to ask if you are losing the job, you understand, 

those kind of things. 

 

Gewirth‘s view that ―persons refrain from coercing or harming one another but also that 

they help one another‖ brings the spotlight clearly on the organisation and managers in 

my study. Another view that does so is Rawls‘s ‗Difference Principle‘ (Kelly 2003: 61-

66). Rawls unpacks the difference principle as a ―principle of distributive justice‖ where 

the ―least advantaged… share with other citizens the basic equal liberties and fair 

opportunities but have the least income and wealth‖ (Kelly 2003: 64). As such, according 

to Rawls (ibid.), any inequality is acceptable only if it effectively contributes to the 

welfare of those least advantaged. He articulates some key criteria and preconditions. 

Rawls clearly believes that the principle is, 

 

subordinate to both the first principle of justice (guaranteeing the equal basic 

liberties) and the principle of fair equality of opportunity. It works in tandem with 

these two prior principles and it is always to be applied within background 

institutions in which those principles are satisfied (Rawls as cited in Kelly 2003: 

61).  

 

Both Gewirth and Rawls‘s views (outlined above) are relevant to my study on two 

counts:  

 

First, because they underline the mandate of the managers in international development 

organisations such as the United Nations with the responsibility of providing staff with 

the basic rights of equality of liberty and opportunity. As such a person living with the 

virus in the organisation should receive equal treatment with those living either sero-

positive or living un-detected (either to themselves or to the work community at large). 

Greg and Sandra both serve within the United Nations compound, much as any other 

United Nations staff employee but don‘t receive the same sort of coverage as the staff. 

This creates potential dissonance as different colleagues in the same workplace are 
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managed by different terms of employment. It can be argued that since Greg and Sandra 

are not directly employed as United Nations‘ Staff the manager‘s hands are tied on the 

matter of their salary construct and perquisites. However, since the manager is 

responsible for hiring the organisations that provide out-sourced services and for 

assessing their deliverables, the manager can both directly and indirectly influence the 

contractor‘s staffing policy if he or she believes it is does not conform to the ethical 

beliefs of the United Nations system. The difference between the policies of the UN and 

those of its contractors highlights both limitations and possibilities for the organisation in 

its workplace HIV policy implementation. 

 

Second, if there is to be a differential treatment, (since Rawls‘s principle works in tandem 

with the principle of equality) it needs to be affirmative in nature, instituted to correct 

unfair imbalances and restore equity. As Rawls (2003: 65) illustrates, if men in society 

are historically advantaged and have greater rights and opportunities than women, any 

inequalities can be only be justified if they are to the advantage of women and viewed by 

them as an advantage. This holds true in the case of potential affirmative action in the 

context of those living with the virus in the workspace. Rawls and Gewirth‘s principles 

serve effectively to analyse the performance of the organisation and the actions of 

managers who are authorised to represent the organisation‘s best interest.  

 

The findings in this sub-section, entitled, ‗Manifestation of policy: Emerging 

dichotomies‘ suggests a subtle and usually indirect discrimination of staff members living 

with the virus. This discrimination undermines the mandated implementation of HIV and 

AIDS policy in the organisation. Thus, far from being mechanical tools of policy 

implementation, the sociological perspective as expounded by Ness and Brechin (1988), 

emphasises that organisations are live collectives that often reflect dichotomies, 

contradictions and discrimination in practice. Subsequent sub-sections go deeper into the 

manifestations of this discrimination and attempt to explore some of the reasons for it. 
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4.3 Perceptions and expressions of power 

 

This sub-section of the findings deliberates on two aspects of power; the perceptions that 

smudge the efficacy of policy, and the expressions of power that determine policy 

implementation or the lack of it. 

 

In order to assess the merits of the argument in this section, it is important to outline the 

Weberian power hierarchies of a bureaucracy. First, the ―decision-making authority‖ 

directly relates to the ―task responsibility‖ assigned to individuals in the organisation. 

Secondly, ―each lower office in the hierarchy is under the control and supervision of a 

higher office‖ (Jones 1995: 113-119). This organisation of reporting structures and 

authority clearly exists at the United Nations, the international development organisation 

under observation. However, Weber‘s description of the rule book as an absolute truth 

(what Weber [1978: 975] calls, ―calculable rules‖ ) and that generates one clear 

interpretation that guides decisions and actions in a particular direction, does not apply in 

this case study. On the surface of things the rule book does appear to rule. The rule in the 

context of this study is the stated HIV/AIDS policy which comes with the endorsement of 

the organisation‘s senior-most executive authority, the Secretary General. However, the 

implementation of the policy often fails to conform to principles enshrined in the HIV 

Policy. From testimonies gathered, the dichotomy in implementation seems to be related 

to the judgments, decisions and interpretations of managers and senior staff and not to 

inefficiency. In fact, it is my observation that the subversion of the policy, as evidenced 

in the interviews, requires knowledge of a broad range of organisational rules and a 

degree of efficiency in its execution. Some rules appear to clash with the manager or 

decision-maker‘s beliefs, views or self-interest, resulting in them rationalising their 

actions and decisions of non-compliance through an interpretation of the rules. Some of 

the decisions and actions taken by the managers and on their behalf may be determined 

by what Weber (1978: 975) extrapolates to be ―purely personal … elements‖. 

 

As Max Weber states in Economy and Society (Weber 1968; 1978: 926), ―The structure 

of every legal order directly influences the distribution of power, economic or otherwise, 
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within its respective community‖. In the ―legal order‖ of a bureaucracy, power and 

authority are divided across different entities such as operations managers, heads of 

office, human resources and headquarters as also into specialist functions like medical 

officers and medical boards. It is sometimes difficult to locate the source and reason for 

the manipulation of a situation, particularly if the person or persons do not wish to be 

visible in their actions. This works well in the manager‘s favour, if the manager is 

circumventing a prescribed policy and does not wish to draw attention to his or her 

actions. 

 

I have already outlined Maud‘s case in some detail in the previous sub-section. It is 

however necessary to invoke Maud‘s case once again to illustrate the observations made 

in the two earlier paragraphs. First, that decision maker‘s circumvent stated policy using 

multiple interpretations. Second, the specific point and level of management at which the 

decision is being made is not always evident to the staff member. In Maud‘s case, the 

medical body that carried out the tests indicated unfitness without taking a clear position 

on the action that needed to be taken. Doctor A, who was in touch with the selected 

employee reassured her but did not take a clear position and moved the decision to the 

organisation‘s HQ and medical board. The HQ board stated that Maud was unfit to work, 

but did not inform Maud of the ―standards that they used‖ (to use Maud‘s words) to make 

the decision. The holders of power within the international development organisation 

further manipulated the situation when they kept Maud working for six months without 

giving her any indication that she would not be allowed to complete her contracted one 

year tenure. During these six months (a safe window for the management, when they 

employed incumbent without making any long term commitments to her), Maud filled in 

for three unoccupied portfolios. She was also asked to train the person who eventually 

replaced her, without being informed that she was doing so. After all this, it seemed 

reasonable for the organisation to tell Maud that her medical examinations deemed her 

unfit to work and that she would not be allowed to complete the term of the contract she 

was selected for. A section of the conversation with Maud is quoted below: 

 

SHIVAJI:   But did they explain what the medical problem was and how that 

medical problem, if it was not related to HIV… would affect your work? 
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MAUD:   No, they did not really explain. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Like there are other staff members who have had TB, they do not 

necessarily lose their job for TB. 

 

MAUD:   No, no. 

 

SHIVAJI:   With medication you are treated, you are okay. 

 

MAUD:   Yes, you are okay. 

 

SHIVAJI:   The people with cholesterol problems, they have their medication, 

their cholesterol comes down and they continue their work. 

 

MAUD:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So did they explain the medical reasons to you? 

 

MAUD:   No, they did not, no. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Did they give you any compensation? 

 

MAUD:   No …. and they even told me that I should not worry about coming 

back to work because they felt that I was not too strong to come to work.  Maybe 

that is when they were preparing to get someone for the post I was on, because 

they were able to fill up those three posts and they already got someone, because 

there was a lady who I was training at the HR, but I thought they were training her 

for [an]other [job], [in] an[other] agency. Because, when I was training her they 

did not exactly tell me that she was going to work in my office …   

 

SHIVAJI:   She is now holding your post? 

 

MAUD:   Yes, she is.   

 

The lack of transparency in the decision-making of senior managers and the manipulative 

exercise of power evidenced in Maud‘s case is anecdotally corroborated by another 

interviewee, Phillip. A senior manager in the same organisation, Phillip said with 

reference to another incident known to him,  

I have seen one case … where … somebody fell sick and then there was this 

desperate attempt to come up with a reason … to come up with a performance 

issue that never was documented before. 
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This instance is a clear indication of management‘s efforts at manipulation. Wrong 

(2002: 28) notes that,  

―If … the power holder fails to make explicit certain actions he [or she] induces 

… he [or she] has manipulated the power subject in addition to exercising other 

forms of power over him [or her]‖.  

 

In both Phillip‘s testimony and Maud‘s this manipulation is in clear evidence. 

 

The above testimonies suggest that decision-makers within large international 

development organisations manage situations not only by the letter of the policy, but also 

by their own individual perceptions. It also suggests that policy making requires 

interpretations which are in turn open to conflicting commitments and competing 

demands. Managers interpret HIV policies to resolve emerging situations in consonance 

with their own judgment. In the case of Maud this interpretation would be that persons 

living with the virus are ill-equipped to effectively take on a post in the organisation. 

When there is a mismatch between the statement of policy and their own views, 

managers find other policies and approaches to resolve the situation as they see fit. This 

finding is corroborated by both Phillip and Maud‘s testimony. Phillip talks of managers 

potentially trying, post facto, to construct performance criteria to remove staff from their 

posts. Maud talks of separation on grounds of an unexplained lack of fitness. This, at a 

time when she had covered up for three vacant posts and unknown to herself trained the 

person who was being groomed to replace her.  

 

As can be seen in Maud‘s case, a person living with the virus cannot be dismissed 

specifically on those grounds. Yet their appointments, inexplicably, fail to materialise. So 

successful have been the managers in Maud‘s case that there are other colleagues in the 

system who are not even aware of such a development. Jack (a policy specialist and 

senior to Maud, though not a part of senior-management) and Gordon (at a comparable 

level to Maud with the responsibilities of a support-staff function), were colleagues of 

Maud in the same organisation, and have no knowledge of her case. Some of the time it 

gets across to staff members through the network of rumours, such as in Caitlin‘s 

testimony where she heard about a case from a source that violated the basic code of 
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confidentiality. As Caitlin (quoted earlier in greater detail) stated it, ―the reason that we 

know that is that the tests were sent to someone else‘s desk who then … told‖. 

Maud and Phillip‘s testimonies suggest that discrimination does exist, though there is no 

evidence (as Jack and Gordon‘s testimonies below suggest) of discrimination being 

universal in the system. This indicates that the rule book (in this case the HIV workplace 

policy) is not absolute, but open to the interpretation of select managers. 

 

SHIVAJI: Have you known of any case in your organisation where a person who 

is living with the virus has been denied a job or has been discovered as living with 

the virus and has been asked to leave? 

 

JACK: No, not really. No. In my working experience with the organisation, I did 

not hear about anybody who has been fired because of being ill, no this thing is 

not existing. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Do you know of any cases within the system where, and you do not 

have to take names, you can just tell me about the basic situation.  Do you know 

of any cases where a person who is living with virus and is known to be living 

with the virus, who has been dismissed from his or her job?  

 

GORDON:   No, no. 

 

SHIVAJI:   No? 

 

GORDON: Not, at all 

 

Yet others, such as Patricia, Caitlin and Lydia, are aware of this and other cases.  

Patricia believes that HIV related discrimination exists in the organisation and this 

discrimination is covered-up with rationalisations and a lack of transparency. In the quote 

below, Patricia provides an explanation for what she sees as a clear case of discrimination 

and lack of transparency:  

 

PATRICIA: … Okay I am not too in-depth with what happens at recruitment. But 

I have a feeling; I mean I have seen some cases and I have a feeling, that the 

organisation does [discriminate]. You know that there is a compulsory medical 

examination for anybody who is on an SSA of nine months or longer even, which 

means everybody. Unless you are an SSA of less than that, I am not sure about the 

actual SSA period of time but here for example even service contract holders have 

to go through this compulsory medical examination.  
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I also know that they test you for HIV/AIDS even though they claim not to, I 

know that for a fact also, and I say that on record, I know that for a fact. They test 

you for HIV. 

 

SHIVAJI: What do they do with that information because they are not supposed 

to? 

 

PATRICIA:   Well I have yet to see… like I said, I have yet to know of somebody 

who is infected with HIV who is a fixed terms contract. I know there are several 

people in the organisation who have HIV, who I know are on SSA [contracts] or 

at the most service contracts. I have yet to see one, on a fixed terms contract. In 

fact point someone out to me who is HIV infected with a fixed term contract and 

quite frankly, I will FALL DOWN DEAD. So you can read between the lines 

there. 

 

Another emerging feature that drives this manipulation by managers is self-interest and 

personal ego. This feature appears to supersede the mandates of development in the 

actions of some managers. The conversation (below) with Mona highlights this point. 

 

MONA:  My experience so far has been that the organisation that I am working 

for focuses on things for as long as the person who had the passion for a 

programme is still there and most programmes go on for three, four years, five 

years. Once it is done and another person comes everything changes and there is 

no continuity in the development that would have been started. Of course I could 

be biased because I personally like some of the people that I have worked with. 

But … when the people that have the passion for it [a program] go, it [the 

program] also goes. Then it ceases to be development because development must 

continue. So if every year a new focus starts why not continue with the same one, 

improve it if it needs to.  

 

SHIVAJI:   Why do you think it is like this? 

 

MONA:   I think again it is power, I think it is the struggle for power. 

  

SHIVAJI:   So in a bureaucracy how does it work? Are you saying that one comes 

into an organisation or department and then establishes one‘s power by changing 

the programmes? 

 

MONA:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Elaborate on that? 

 

MONA:   Also maybe the person comes in with new brooms which are supposed 

to [be] sweeping much cleaner. So the person thinks I am coming with something 

new. Whereas, something new starts people from the beginning all the time, 
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instead of continuing. We mentioned also about donors, some donors prescribe 

what they want. We can only support you if you are doing this and that. Then it 

limits the way people think, the way people want to develop because they have to 

develop [grow in their careers] in a certain way. 

 

 

Mona‘s opinion that managers are driven more by self interest and ego than by the need 

for programmatic continuity appears to have manifested itself in the organisation on a 

much larger and more significant canvas. While the example I am about to quote is not 

directly linked to the implementation of HIV Policy in the workplace, it is related to one 

entity‘s global HIV programmatic strategy. Moreover, it sheds light on both the mindset 

of managers who lead programs and the level of emphasis the organisation places on 

programmatic continuity. Across a five-year period (2001-2006) one entity of the 

organisation completely changed its strategic focus on HIV following the departure of 

one global head of HIV and the recruitment of another. 

To illustrate, the three focus areas of this particular entity changed from: 

 

Focus 1: Leadership and capacity development. Promoting leadership at all levels, 

and developing the capacity of governments, civil society, development partners, 

communities and individuals to effectively respond to the epidemic. 

 

Focus 2: Development planning, implementation and HIV/AIDS response. 

Strengthening development planning and systems to comprehensively address 

HIV/AIDS at national, district and community levels.  

 

Focus 3: Advocacy and Communication. Generating a society-wide response that 

is gender-sensitive and respectful of the rights of people living with HIV/AIDS 

through advocacy and communication. 

 

…to three new focus areas, namely: 

 

Focus 1: HIV/AIDS and Human Development: In order to support countries to 

mitigate the impact of HIV/AIDS on human development, [promote] multi-sector 

responses that mainstream HIV/AIDS into national development plans, sector 

programmes and decentralized plans. 

 

Focus 2: Governance of HIV/AIDS Responses: [Support] harmonization and 

alignment of [the] system and donor assistance to national AIDS authorities, and 

provides implementation support for the three ones principles for coordination of 

national AIDS responses.  
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Focus 3: Human Rights, Gender dimensions of HIV/AIDS: [Support] countries in 

creating an enabling human rights environment to protect the rights of people 

living with HIV/AIDS, women and vulnerable populations. 

 

An analysis of focus areas of the two consecutive global HIV strategies (led by 

consecutive incumbents) signals the following changes. The first focus area of the old 

strategy was eliminated in the later strategy. The second focus area was modified and 

incorporated as the first focus area of the later strategy. The third focus area was 

essentially only re-phrased in the new strategy. A whole new focus area was included in 

the form of the second focus area in the new strategy.  

The analysis begs the questions: Would the strategies have changed if the earlier 

incumbent to the job continued to manage the portfolio? Was five years enough for a 

global strategy on HIV and AIDS to unfold completely and successfully before a change 

was necessary? Why was it necessary for some focus areas to be merely rephrased in the 

later strategy? Was the old strategy researched and found lacking before it was changed? 

Was it a case of self-interest and personal legacy?  

 

The above questions are important as they stimulate introspection and lead staff members 

like Mona to observe that when senior management move from their assignments the 

programmes they are passionately committed to also leave with them. The ignominy of it 

is that development programmes are enriched through commitment and continuity. This 

appears to be missing in the system. This leads the researcher to conclude that the 

implementation of HIV Policy in large IDOs depends and progresses to the extent of the 

manager‘s individual knowledge, capacities, personal opinions and committed presence.  

 

It is crucial at this point to highlight the fact that as a staff member within the system, the 

researcher reports to higher officials and also has staff members reporting to him. He has 

had both positive and negative experiences in the exercise of power, in the course of his 

duty. As a result, he would have personal views on the perceptions and expressions of 

power within the organisation. It is therefore possible that his position within the 

organisation would influence his analysis and acceptance of Mona‘s view that when 

senior management move from their assignments the programmes they support often 
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leave with them. Within the context of that cognition the researcher has attempted to be 

as circumspect as possible in his analysis and presentation. 

 

Both Lydia and Judy further corroborate the observation that the level of implementation 

of HIV policy is also a factor of the manager‘s inclination and capacity. 

 

SHIVAJI: But in a development organisation where …the principle of human 

rights…is an important aspect. Surely…the managers…should, if anything, err on 

the side of care regarding their staff? 

 

LYDIA: It is about efficiency and …resource management.  So, as I have said 

before, if you were to ask people you know in plain terms about their support of 

HIV positive people in the workplace, they will, almost to the last person, answer 

in the positive that they do support this principle. However, when it comes to 

understanding what that support implies in terms of delivering their work 

programmes…that understanding is not well developed….. Also, because this 

policy is new…the understanding of it is patchy. People who work on HIV have a 

better understanding of it than say people who work on areas which are quite 

removed from it. For example people who are working in food security.   

 

Judy echoed a sentiment similar to Lydia‘s in her testimony below. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Tell me about the policy itself. How much of it is simply exact or do 

you think it is open to interpretation by different managers? …  So how much is 

the implementation about the rule itself and how much is it the interpretation of 

the manager who decides which way to go on it? 

 

JUDY:   Normally, if you check all writers on organisational behaviour, they tell 

you that rules and laws are there to suit the people so that you can get the best out 

of them. But in the UN depending again, on the openness of the manager or the 

friendliness, or whatever the case is.  You find that they are either open to 

discussion and looking at how to use that rule to favour the people or some use it 

as punitive and something to lock people up with.  

Again, there is no consistency.  There is no consistency at all and I am sure you 

have seen it as well in your career with the UN.  Sometimes you, depending on 

how you are, you can use a rule to help develop your staff or help them access or 

help so that the organisation gets more, or you can use it as a tool for exclusion. It 

depends on the openness of the manager. 

And yet the common practice normally is that the law or the rule should be used 

in the best way possible, to avoid anarchy and all these things that are counter-

productive.  But also to suit the staff so that the staff can give the best he [or she] 

can to the organisation. 

 

 
 
 



 

 132 

SHIVAJI:   Can you give me some example without using names, general 

examples to elaborate on your observation because it is a very interesting and 

important point you make? 

 

JUDY:   Yes.  Let us say for example, what I can give.  Let say leave.  I am taking 

something that is very politically acceptable.  Leave normally you know, we have 

different types of leave and some people will tell you family leave is how many 

days again, two ... (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI: … and half days per month. 

 

JUDY:   Per month.  That is sick leave.  I think family leave is a maximum of two 

days per month not exceeding seven days per year, okay.  So we have a case of a 

lady whose husband is sick regularly.  So she had to go [home often], you know 

he sometimes gets into a serious state and sometimes even [requires medical] 

evacuation [to a location that provides the necessary facilities] and things like 

that. So they exhaust their leave okay.   

If you are a very closed person, you then say that is it.  You have finished your 

leave, your annual leave is finished, your sick leave, your family leave is finished.  

That is it.  There is nothing we can do for you so next time he is sick get a relative 

or somebody to take care of him. 

Another person would say okay, since you have yourself sick leave or 2.5 days 

per month for all the 12 months, let us look at how we could use that sick leave to 

accommodate that position.  Which is not exactly what the law says or the rule 

says but because you have seen that it is for the betterment of the staff member 

and to appease the insecurity that may raise around this whole sick leave thing, 

you can adopt that. 

And in any case, whether you do that or not, if [as a supervisor] you say, ‗That is 

it. We are finished with you‖. What is the person going to say? She is going to 

say, ‗Okay‘ and start lying to you.  Two days and a half a month I tell you I am 

sick and you start losing on the trust, on the faithfulness and eventually you will 

even start guessing that she is not actually sick and you lose trust as well.  So that 

can end in a breach of trust between staff member and manager which could have 

been easily avoided by just working around the rule to make it suitable for [the 

staff member]... 

But I do not know if that is a good example. 

 

SHIVAJI:   And tell me, this actually leads us to another issue of power.  What is 

the power structure in the thing?  Is it hierarchical or is it flat? 

 

JUDY:   In the bureaucratic ... (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   Because all these things are exercised through interventions of 

power... 

 

JUDY:   Yes. 
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SHIVAJI:   Power decisions at different levels.  Is it hierarchical or is it a flat 

structure? 

 

JUDY:   Normally it is hierarchical in a true bureaucratic organisation but then in 

the UN, the other thing is, it is not that.  Across the ranks you can be P4 

programme officer and yet the Admin P4 or P3 officer gives you a hard time and 

yet he is not your immediate [supervisor]. It is because of the type of authority 

that has been given to him.  What he thinks or she thinks is the type of authority 

that she has or he has upon your life, can give you a hard time. 

So it is not 100% vertical which normally it should be in a bureaucratic 

organisation. 

 

SHIVAJI:   It is interesting.  And what do they use? How do they exercise the 

power there?  [I understand that the] power comes from the portfolio that they 

have but how do they exercise it? 

 

JUDY: ...that is mainly for the whole Admin- HR thing.  Because of the rules they 

think that it is just theirs. Yes, they use that [the rules] as a power, as an authority 

tool. 

 

I dwell on Judy‘s testimonial on general issues such as sick leave and the hierarchical 

nature of the bureaucracy as they are linked to HIV and the management of illness. 

 

Mabel adds an additional dimension to Lydia and Judy‘s observation that a lack of 

inclination and capacity among managers inhibits policy implementation. She observes 

(debatably) that a lack of local managers at the highest level of the organisation in the 

country results in the management‘s disconnection with the deeper needs of a country. 

 

SHIVAJI:   In your organisation the number one and two heads of the 

organisation are all foreigners, they are not South Africans. Is there an advantage 

in that or is that a problem? 

 

MABEL:   There is a problem.  Because they are foreigners they might not know 

exactly what is happening in our country.  So I think that if the Number 1 can be 

the foreigner and the Number 2 be a local manager that would be fine, he will 

understand what is happening in the country. 

 

Regarding Mabel‘s testimony above, it is important to point out that while there is logic 

to her implication that local managers may understand a country better than managers 
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foreign to the local environment, there is no validation that such an observation is true 

and absolute. 

 

Foucault (1979) depicted power as ―pervading all social relations‖ in the form of a micro-

political system which exercises itself ―from innumerable points… Power is everywhere, 

not because it embraces everything but because it comes from everywhere‖. This 

assertion, of Foucault‘s, that power is not centralized, occasionally deepens the challenge 

of locating the source and origin of a particular action. In Judy‘s testimony, below, a 

colleague seems to react to this amorphous all pervading pressure which seems to 

originate from no specific quarter but is generically labelled as organisational. Judy feels 

the exercise of power without specifically being able to locate or identify the source of 

origin. Yet it is restricting enough to silence the bold, the outspoken and even important 

globally influential personalities. 

 

JUDY: You find that people who … had very strong positions about things, after 

a few years in the UN actually we see it even on each one of us.  After a few years 

in the UN you feel this stuff is going down. So that active ingredient, we are 

losing it.  Maybe because if he talks too much, who knows, maybe he wants to 

renew his contract.  Maybe they do not even realise it themselves.   

I discussed with one of the GIPA persons who is with the [name of organisation] 

office somewhere, and he is someone who impressed me you know.  He had 

really strong positions and was people-orientated. But now, you know, he can 

barely express what he thinks. So I … think we want them to advocate and make 

noise when they talk to governments and all the other stakeholders but when they 

come back home, they must keep quiet…. 

I heard with great shock, I do not know if you know, maybe you will take the 

name off [from the interview]... (Intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   Yes of course. 

 

JUDY:   Do you know she has resigned. 

 

SHIVAJI:   She has actually resigned? 

 

JUDY:   She has resigned, because she cannot cope anymore. Somebody that is a 

global world figure, the [organisation] somehow manages to shut them up … 
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Judy suggests in her testimony above that there is a powerful tension between conscience 

and self preservation, often resulting in either silence or an exit from the organisation. 

She alludes to the hegemony of management. 

 

As Featherstone et al. (1991: 66) point out, the capability of predominant entities to 

―reproduce themselves, and to legitimise this reproduction‖, depends on their capacity to 

determine what a community, society or group of people hold as legitimate. The finding 

of the present thesis is a more complex one. Dominant groups exercise a subtle 

hegemony. But, while the management appears to circumvent the mandates of the policy 

it does so without redefining it. It merely finds an alternate arrangement to work around 

it. The distinction that the microcosm of this society (the organisation) holds continues to 

be defined by the framework of the HIV policy. The manipulation protects the manager 

from having to come into direct conflict with the policy. A transparent process and direct 

confrontation of the policy would have resulted in, either the re-enforcement of the 

organisations policy or a re-definition of it. But by manipulating the outcome and 

obfuscating the process, the management of the unit has defied its principles without 

attempting to re-define it. Phillip, a senior manager in the organisation acknowledges a 

similar experience of managers controlling though manipulation and obfuscation:  

  

SHIVAJI:   But it is interesting because at one level one‘s cholesterol levels or 

uric acid levels do not really bother the organisation. As long as you are 

competent for the job you get some kind of medical category and you continue 

your job and it [the organisation] goes back on nothing. Yet when it comes to HIV 

and AIDS, I am aware of situations where people‘s contracts have not been 

extended after they have been detected living with the virus. And, because the 

rules of the organisation do not permit discrimination on that ground, the whole 

case just hung, it was being thrown around various departments, in head office 

and country office, bouncing around the place without actually taking a decision. 

So nobody can be caught for not having done anything, yet nothing happened and 

that was not about the job. 

 

PHILLIP:   No I think there are definitely cases where, not just for HIV and AIDS 

but also for other issues. The way the organisation, or the way certain managers 

choose to handle a situation is by letting it drag on. I do believe from what I have 

seen that there are two scenarios like that. Where there is a person who for one 

reason or another has a performance issue. Then on top of that there is one of 

these other elements and that then almost becomes, it becomes maybe the drop 
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that makes the barrel run over. Which is obviously not acceptable but there are 

other issues as well and this is almost used as the final straw.  

However nobody dares to openly say it, so either it is being left hanging or 

suddenly all kinds of other issues are being pulled out of the drawer. If for 

example medical condition or HIV AIDS would not have entered the picture, 

nobody would have bothered to look at it. Because everybody would have seen 

that at least standard or acceptable behaviour or performance was practiced.  

Then there is the other case where there is no previous history, so it is not really 

that there is a performance issue that you could pinpoint, either in the abstract or 

going in comparison to others. Then the only thing that comes in is medical 

condition, HIV AIDS, something like that. Then there is an attempt to construct a 

performance issue, which is objectively known there. I have seen one case of the 

latter where there was really a case where somebody fell sick, then there was this 

desperate attempt to come up with a reason to come up with a performance issue 

that never was documented before.  

Is the organisation equipped to detect this? Unfortunately, I am afraid, in nine out 

of ten cases not, if the person is not willing to really pursue it. Particularly in 

cases with medical conditions. Most of these people have bigger problems and are 

feeling not necessarily either safe or physically ready to actually pursue this 

through the regular channels of justice which as in most [a particular group of] 

organisations are long and arduous and success often depends more on your 

stamina than on the merits of your case.  

So yes I think in terms of internal justice [name of organisation] and a lot of [a 

particular group of] organisations have a long way to go. My personal working 

thesis would be that [a particular group of] organisations are not all equally 

effective, particularly about issues like HIV AIDS. The reason being that there are 

quite a number of international organisations who are headquartered in central 

Europe, who have no field presence. So by definition their exposure and the 

chances of their staff being affected is probably much lower than for example an 

organisation like [the name of the organisation] which has very, very vast field 

representation and very, very vast representation from various nationalities. So it 

would be interesting to see whether or not an organisation that technically 

speaking is much more at risk to its staff being in some way [or the other] affected 

by HIV and AIDS has more advanced policies, less advanced policies, than an 

organisation like the international telecommunication union which is stationed in 

Geneva, largely staffed by people from industrialised countries. 

So it would be interesting to compare that. Who is more aware of these issues? I 

would not be surprised if organisations where quote, unquote, less danger in being 

exposed to risks of staff who in having been exposed in some way or [other] to 

HIV AIDS issues, have actually better policies. Even if there is a case it is going 

to be less risk to them so they can afford more inclusive policies. They can afford 

to be more aware and so on and so forth. While in an organisation like ours where 

there are estimates that 10% of our staff could be HIV positive [or] could be HIV 

AIDS affected in some way or [other].  

So that is a huge number for us. This is not peanuts, so just from the view of the 

corporate organisation could we actually afford it if all these people would 
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suddenly step up and say, I am affected, what is the organisation going to do for 

me and my family? So it is just out of these sheer demographic differences almost 

and staffing that I would be very interested in seeing how other [a particular group 

of] organisations respond to this because their staff make up is very different and 

their situation is very, very different. 

 

Caitlin‘s testimony outlines how the power equations play out in the context of the 

bureaucracy and how managers and supervisors use bureaucratic inertia to their 

advantage: 

 

SHIVAJI:   And so you are saying the people are not testing or engaging with 

workplace programmes? 

 

CAITLIN:   Ja.  And a lot of it is based on how people think they are going to be 

treated by their colleagues, possibly senior colleagues but my sense is more the 

person that you share your desk or your office with, the person in the open plan 

office environment who you engage with, how they are going to be perceiving and 

responding to you. 

 

SHIVAJI:   And how does the bureaucratic structure in which you are housed 

interact with this, either precipitating the problem or facilitating a solution? What 

are the characteristics of the bureaucracy and how does it interface with the policy 

implementation aspect? 

 

CAITLIN:   I do not know if I am maybe able to say, but my sense is that there is 

quite a lot of concern around confidentiality. The way we apply for anything in 

the system that is linked to medical insurance schemes is not necessarily 

confidential and so people are worried that because of HIV, someone will say 

something to somebody else and then it will get around the office.  But I do not 

know if that is specific to the organisation, I think that is just specific to the 

human [being living with] HIV. 

 

SHIVAJI:   And as far as specifically this organisation is concerned, the 

bureaucratic structure, how does the bureaucratic structure itself pan out as an 

inhibitor and / or a facilitator? 

 

CAITLIN:  I have to say I do not know because I have not experienced it.   

 

SHIVAJI:  Okay, what are the characteristics of the bureaucracy that you are 

housed in for the last three years? 

 

CAITLIN:   Well I try and avoid the bureaucracy as much as possible so I do not 

see myself as getting tangled in the web too much but ...(intervenes) 
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SHIVAJI:   But you have to work through contracts … 

 

CAITLIN:   Ja, it is a very slow process that is also based on whether someone 

feels like doing something for you or not. So I think it actually is an inhibitor in 

making people believe that they can be comfortable with the systems that are in 

place.  So I know that if I am not, if I do not speak the right kind of language or 

say the right words at a particular time, it might have a negative result on me 

getting my payments in time.  So, if someone is very desperate for something and 

they are not sucking up to the right extent then they could effectively be blocked 

from getting whatever kind of support the system is offering.  Whether it be 

payments back from medical, medical costs spent that they owed or, I mean and 

that would have obviously quite a significant effect on someone who is either ill 

or taking care of a family. 

 

I have italicised a section of Caitlin‘s testimonial above to draw attention to a similar 

mindset that I developed when I was diagnosed with cancer. I started responding to what 

I perceived to be the opinion of colleagues who engaged with a person living with a life 

threatening illness. It was my fear that colleagues might be inclined to write me off as a 

person who would soon prove unproductive and drop out of the system all together and 

therefore unworthy of additional responsibilities. As a result of this I was inclined to 

tailor my actions and responses to demonstrate heightened mental and physical health and 

energy. If for example in the past I developed a fever I would report sick from work until 

I recovered. After being diagnosed with cancer, I would push myself to attend office 

despite fevers and other ailments which I would dismiss as minor and inconsequential. It 

must be said that I had no evidence to validate my perception of my colleague‘s opinions 

in the matter of people living with a life threatening ailment, but they, nevertheless, 

appeared real to me and caused me to act on my assumptions. 

 

Mona (who is openly living with the virus) has a more positive opinion of the 

organisation‘s implementation of HIV Policy. Mona‘s testimony yields the following 

insight: 

 

SHIVAJI:   When you say rights based and you used the words protection of 

employees and employers what specifically are the elements of an employee and 

specifically the elements of an employer that need to be protected in this situation, 

in an HIV policy? 

 

 
 
 



 

 139 

MONA:   I will start with the employee. The employee would be protected from 

being fired…after being tested. So the recruitment would be based on what skills 

and capabilities the employee has, not on the status, on the negative or positive 

status. The recruitment would then not be biased towards those that are living 

with HIV. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Do you think as far as an employee is concerned in your organisation 

this particular right is protected? 

 

MONA:   I think it is protected. It is largely protected though there could be some 

loopholes in terms of people cynically not doing things, not coming out to really 

say it is about HIV. That might not mention that the problem could be HIV. But 

by and large this is kept. 

 

According to Mona, while ―loopholes‖ were present in the policy and some managers did 

exploit these ―loopholes‖, the system ―by and large‖ worked in favour of those living 

with the virus. 

 

These contrasting opinions on the level of policy implementation in one unified 

organisational system underline my point that the demarcation between policy and 

implementation are smudged by the actions of managers and staff. The findings of this 

section contradict the allegations of critics of bureaucracy, such as Merton (Thompson & 

McHugh 1990: 176), who states that ―standardization and predictability could easily 

degenerate into rigidity and defensive behavior, a kind of ‗trained incapacity‘ resistant to 

innovation‖. Contrary to Merton‘s view, it is my observation that denying Maud her right 

of employment after her technical selection to the job took a great deal of flexibility and 

ingenuity of interpretation, which was far from rigid or resistant to innovation. As such, 

my findings disagree with Weberian typification of the rule book exercising absolute 

power in bureaucracies (see Weber, 1968). In the context of this study the policy on HIV 

(the rule book) is not the final authority that decides the outcome of a situation. 

 

It is important to state, that the reasons for the lack of implementation of the HIV policy 

are not germane to the study. The effort is not to find precise management motive for the 

dichotomy between policy and practice. In the final analysis it is immaterial whether the 

reasons are related to priorities or prejudices, to capacity or resource constraints. The fact 
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is that policies are not being implemented fully in bureaucratic systems which ideally 

(according to Weberian logic) have been driven by the letter of the law or policy. 

Bureaucracies appear to be changing with the times and the principles outlined by Weber 

seem to be evolving with changes in the environment. 

 

In the literature review I suggest viewing Geras‘s (1998: 28) insight from an action-

oriented position, where we as human beings in a society, as colleagues in a workplace 

commit to a contract of mutual empathy, in which we have the responsibility to 

empathize and support those around us in need, to the best of our ability. I have suggested 

that this empathy would create a momentum for positive social change, as articulated in 

the United Nations Charter and (in the context of this study) address some of the 

drawbacks of the gap between policy and practice emerging in the presentation of the 

research findings. In conversation, Mona, who works in the area of HIV, senses a level of 

indifference and calls for mutual empathy as, what she believes, is an effective way 

forward. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What makes people in bureaucracies and international development 

organisations like yours feel that in the face of such an epidemic it is okay to go 

slow. You used the word ‗cultural‘ earlier, what is this culture manifested in? 

Why is it manifested in this fashion? 

 

MONA:   I do not know how I could explain it but all I know that things are very 

slow and decisions take time and actions take even more time. I do not know how. 

Do you want an example? 

 

SHIVAJI:   Yes. 

 

MONA:   Well the example that I have given is happening in my organisation at 

the moment where there is a process that must be taken before … we can have 

anonymous testing.  The other slow things are not so much the organisation for 

example when people fill in their forms to the medical service provider, it is 

supposed to be paid in three days.  But it depends in which country you are in, if 

there is no DHL and it goes by a slow post, then by the time it goes to France and 

comes back it can even take three weeks instead of the three days that the service 

provider promised. So sometimes it is not also the organisation but the country 

that the organisation is functioning in.  

 

SHIVAJI:   To go back to the people, now in the organisation, to go back to the 

organisation. Do the managers and the people, do they themselves go slow on the 
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process, do they feel that this is something that I can deal with tomorrow or next 

week. Or do they clear it quickly? 

 

MONA:   I think people go slow and the reason being that it is again about how 

touched you have been and how serious[ly] one looks at the epidemic.  

 

SHIVAJI:   Do you find them taking it seriously? 

 

MONA:   Some yes, others not. 

 

SHIVAJI:   If you were to divide it what is the majority? 

 

MONA:   In my organisation I think it is 40 and 60. Forty for quick response and 

60 for slower response. 

 

SHIVAJI:   This 40% that respond quickly; how do they respond, how much do 

they try to push, what they try to do? Are they able to beat the system, are they 

able to speed this up? Like what if the difference between a manager who would 

push things fast and a manager who would push things slow how much time does 

it take for the whole process to turn around in each case. If you have examples 

could you share it? 

 

MONA:   If only managers who push things would be the kind of people that are 

one with the employees [and] who would feel exactly the same punch that the 

employees are going through in terms of HIV. If there is anything that is 

happening, or say for example a workshop, if managers that are quick and would 

want to see things move, they together with their employees with the people that 

they are working with. Things move faster then when they dedicate themselves on 

paper and they encourage on paper and they themselves are not there. Because 

then it shows that oh okay it is really for you it is not for me and there are a lot of 

managers that I have seen in the organisation that are good on paper. [But] they 

themselves do not make that effort to be part and parcel. Because, for me, in the 

end they are also employees.  

 

Jack is a senior advisor in the organisation. His work requires him to think and analyze 

processes and strategic situations related to HIV. He was somewhat uncomfortable with 

exploring some of the power hierarchy issues that govern the organisation, yet he was 

clear that it was a top down unilateral structure which could benefit from some 

decentralization and flatness in the structure: 

 

SHIVAJI:   What is the power distribution in the organisation, is it a flat structure 

with a horizontal distribution of power or is it hierarchically distributed? 
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JACK:   Oh you know, you know this whole power…. I did not see any power - 

any flat power - it does not exist. I think that the people are hierarchical and… 

(intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   And what is the basis of that hierarchy, is it rank and position? What 

drives the power structure? 

 

JACK:   First it is the structure and then the personality… and the people fit in the 

structure and then the individuality, depending on their way of managing their 

leadership to influence, but first it is your structure that is important. 

 

SHIVAJI:   And how does this particular vertical structure of hierarchy, how does 

that either inhibit or facilitate the implementation of policy within the 

organisation? 

 

JACK:   Really I did not think about that …. I have no response to that… I do not 

have any response to that. I need to go slow, I cannot respond to that. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay, if you want to see one particular change in the organisation that 

would help implement the policies faster and better and more efficiently?  What 

would that change that you want to see be. What is the advice you will give the 

organisation to make that change? 

 

JACK:   To make the change to speed-up … (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   Policy implementation.  What can the organisation do that will 

facilitate better policy implementation? 

 

JACK:   No I think one of the steps should be a wider decentralisation, because 

we have to match the structure with the working environment.  Secondly, there 

should be a kind of decentralisation to [bring] the management … closer to the 

people and to improve and influence the climate of exchanging ideas, of planning, 

of doing things together and taking decisions.  This kind of management is more 

democratic in the decision-making. I think decentralisation and the democratic 

decision-making should be very, very good move for change of policies. 

 

As evidenced in the above testimonial from Jack there is, in the organisation, a clear and 

distinct hierarchy which exercises power. Even an experienced and senior person such as 

Jack feels too intimidated to respond to a query on the facilitative and inhibitive use of 

power within the organisation. His response is to request the interviewer to ―go slow‖. 

This enables one to understand why staff members such as Maud did not attempt to 

exercise a more aggressive line of intervention on her hiring process and merely gave up 

after trying for a while. Caitlin too refers to system inhibitors that, as suggested in the 
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literature survey, serve in the final analysis to constrain both exchanges between the 

different categories of staff and policy implementation in the internal workplace.  

 

Leon, Caitlin and Maud‘s testimonials seem to indicate that in some cases managers self-

interest drives their actions to the point to which they may appear insensitive and 

uncaring about the consequences of their decisions and actions. Their testimonials invoke 

Geras‘s (1998) theory of the contract of mutual indifference which Geras propounded as 

a consequence of personally experiencing the actions of people in Nazi Germany as they 

watched injustice unfold in their presence without either taking any preventive or even 

palliative action. What horrified Geras was the peoples‘ ability to go back to their homes 

and lead normal lives. Similarly in Maud‘s, Caitlin‘s and Leon‘s cases one cannot escape 

the conclusion that the personal agenda‘s of managers may render them insensitive to the 

plight of people over whom they hold dominion. In the final chapter of the study, the 

researcher will attempt to suggest recommendations that shift the mindsets of managers 

and personnel from a state of mutual indifference to one of mutual empathy. 

 

 

4.4 Trust in the policy: A leap of faith 

 

It is my submission, that being a normative body and an unbiased arbiter demands of the 

United Nations system a consistency of values and positions in areas of policy 

development and implementation, not just externally (with its clients, the nation states) 

but internally (within its own system) too. My findings focus on internal consistencies 

and contradictions by bringing the HIV and AIDS policy and its implementation under 

the microscope. It further seeks to understand the consensuses and conflicts, the 

disagreements and negotiations, the breakdowns and breakthroughs that fuel the dynamic 

social exchanges that in turn drive the implementation of HIV and AIDS policy. In my 

opinion the effective implementation of an HIV policy in the United Nations workplace, 

requires two characteristics. First, an efficient, empathetic and committed management 

and organisational implementation capacity and second, the trust and faith of the 

employees for whom the policies are made. In this section, the study explores the mindset 
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of the employee vis-à-vis the HIV and AIDS Policy as it affects the lives and conditions 

of employment of staff members. It is apparent from some of the testimonies that lack of 

transparency and in some cases the lack of capacity has resulted in a certain tentativeness 

and insecurity among staff members. In the case of Leon, despite the fact that he is 

medically covered by the organisation during his working life, he is unclear of the extent 

and implication of the terms of his coverage and unhappy with what he understands of it. 

The conversation that ensued was as follows: 

 

SHIVAJI:   And after retirement, will you continue to get your medical?  

 

LEON: Well!!... I have not discussed with the organisation yet.  I did not reach 

that point if I go away on retirement, what will happen.  I have not discussed that.  

It is that situation whereby I have to get another job. At the moment I do not have 

a guarantee that [the name of the organisation] will continue, supplying me 

medication or if I had to [leave or], if it comes to a situation whereby I feel I 

cannot go to work normally, (inaudible) allow me. But at the moment, I am doing 

fine, I am coming to work like any other person, you know and the office always 

promises that as long as I am within the organisation, I will be covered. That is 

the promise that they will always keep. 

 

SHIVAJI: But are you saying that they do not cover you after you retire?  

 

LEON: I am not saying that they said they do not cover me. I do not have the 

information. I do not know what will happen at the moment.  I do not have the 

information at what will happen if I go, or if I decide that, look guys, I feel I am 

unable to come to work anymore, no I (inaudible) cover and if I had to stay home. 

 

SHIVAJI: What is your salary level now?  

 

LEON: In terms of?  

 

SHIVAJI: The amount that you get, take home.  

 

LEON: I am taking home R5 000.  

 

SHIVAJI: And that is not enough to cover for medical and food and rent and 

everything?  

 

LEON: Well you know, with money we always want more.  I can say it is not 

enough to cover for all that because as an HIV positive person you know, you 

always have to eat healthy food, fresh vegetables every day you know, fresh fruit 

and vegetables, fruit juices, they come at a cost, transport, accommodation and 

everything else.  

 
 
 



 

 145 

 

SHIVAJI: But if you buy vitamins and things, they will take 80% of your 

[expenses]? 

 

LEON: Well it is not the vitamin; the vitamin medication is not part of the 

prescription.  

 

SHIVAJI: Is that so? 

 

LEON: Yes, they are not part of the prescription.  I have to go and buy them with 

my own money and I cannot claim anything back.  

 

SHIVAJI: You cannot claim on vitamin though for HIV vitamin is a minimum 

requirement.  

 

LEON: Well, you know with my medical aid, the office is only covering the 

antiretroviral only.  

 

SHIVAJI: And when you had pneumonia and TB they covered that.  

 

LEON: They covered that.  You know, the policy says that when you are 

hospitalised in whatever condition that you are, you are covered 100% but if you 

are an outpatient and you go for treatment, then they cover this 80% and you have 

to deliver 20% out of your pocket.  So this is the situation, it is a condition and it 

has been there ... (intervenes).  

 

SHIVAJI: Do you have an SSA contract? 

 

LEON: No, it is a temporary fixed contract.  

 

SHIVAJI: Temporary fixed contract for eleven months.  

 

LEON: Yes  

 

SHIVAJI: Then two weeks break and then again eleven months.  

 

LEON: Eleven months. 

 

SHIVAJI: And those two weeks, you do not get paid for.  

 

LEON: I do not get paid for and like I was told by my [supervisor], in those two 

weeks I am not covered because I do not have a contract, so in that two weeks 

break, I am not covered.  I have to make sure that I have the medication that can 

take me during the two weeks until I come back to the office you know, and there 

is never that I can see that my contract is renewable, you know, there is no way I 
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am seeing that it is going to be renewed.  It is a temporary fixed term.  It is called 

a temporary fixed term contract. 

 

Similarly, in the case of Gordon there is a partial and unclear comprehension of his 

medical coverage: 

 

SHIVAJI: Does your contract provide full medical coverage? 

 

GORDON: No. 

 

SHIVAJI: What does it provide? 

 

GORDON: My medical aid, I do not think I have one because they told me I have 

to pay a certain amount of money and then I have to pay the whole medical…and 

then they will refund me, pay me something like 80%. So I have never used my 

medical aid. 

 

SHIVAJI: So when you do have a medical [expense], what do you do? 

 

GORDON: When I do have? 

 

SHIVAJI: Say if you have a medical expense where you have to spend R500, you 

have to pay R500 anyway… 

 

GORDON: Ja. 

 

SHIVAJI: …but you do not put the bill in and recover the money? 

 

GORDON: No. 

 

SHIVAJI: Why not? 

 

GORDON: I do not know, you know ... (Shivaji intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   There must be something about the system which is not comfortable, 

which is why you are not putting in [medical] bills [for recovery]?  

 

GORDON: Because it seems it is a wrong process and then I am not sure if ever I 

am covered. 

 

SHIVAJI: Ja, but the others whom I have spoken to, were on medical cover, they 

are also on Service Contract. So, is there something in the system which makes 

you feel uncomfortable or difficult to actually [approach with medical issues], 

because, see even if you are healthy there are children who are falling sick and 

you know, sickness is something that we all face. 
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GORDON: No there is nothing that makes me [uncomfortable], it is just because 

of my contract, the type of contract that I have is the one that makes me ...(Shivaji 

intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI: Not claiming. 

 

GORDON: Ja‖. 

 

It is pertinent to observe (from the above testimony) the degree to which Gordon has 

accepted the ―type of contract‖ he is on, as absolute and unquestionable. So much so that 

he is not uncomfortable at being denied medical support for himself and his family.  

 

In the case of another employee, the experience was different. Maud lost her job when 

her status was detected by decision makers in the organisation. Maud‘s experience in her 

words:  

MAUD: So I worked for more than six months, they would not give me the 

salary, so I could not continue for the seventh month.  Even though they gave me 

a year contract, I could not continue, that is what they told me.  And that is when 

they gave me a copy of that policy, just showing me that I could not work for 

more than six months. But, before [the situation came to a head] I did not know 

about it. They only gave it when the six months was over and I could not contest 

it. 

 

Leon and Maud‘s cases ended very differently, one retained his job and received 

coverage while the other lost her job and medical coverage at a time when she needed it 

most. Common, however, in both Leon‘s and Maud‘s experience was the circumstance of 

non-transparency. In neither case was there any clarity to the staff member of either 

operational process or managerial motive. 

 

Even where policies are in place, cases are sometimes managed by personnel who do not 

match up to the expectations of the policy. As a ‗Confidential Report‘ (dated 17 

December 2006) on the capacity of the IDO‘s Official Staff Physician and Sister stated,  

 

I felt that, generally most of the staff members were extremely [un]comfortable 

with the [organisation‘s] physician and sister but special reference was made to 

the [organisation‘s doctor] in terms of confidentiality around HIV and AIDS. I 
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actually had two HIV+ Staff Members who confided in me and they testified that 

confidentiality had been [breached] and they suffered a lot of stigma. 

The Staff Members I am referring to are seemingly managing to keep their heads 

above water but they are concerned and would like what happened to them not to 

be repeated to any of the staff members in future. 

 

Despite a stated policy on HIV, there is an acute and sometimes stridently articulated lack 

of faith in its implementation in the organisation. In her testimony below Patricia is 

unequivocal in her opinion that the organisation screens staff for HIV and uses the 

information to determine who they will hire and for how long. It is her impression that on 

the issue of contractual commitment, the most that the organisation would do for a staff 

member living with the virus is give him or her short term contracts.  

 

SHIVAJI: So …how does a transparent organisation... (Patricia intervenes) 

 

PATRICIA: …Transparent in quotation marks, underlined in bold. 

 

SHIVAJI:   How does an organisation like this actually get by with that, they are 

not supposed to check for HIV... (Patricia intervenes). 

 

PATRICIA:   You know when they do your blood check, obviously a full test, as 

well as showing what your platelet count and your white blood cell counts and 

blah, blah. From there they can easily see whether you are HIV positive or not. 

 

SHIVAJI:   That is true. 

 

PATRICIA:   So they have not got a line there which says HIV test, positive or 

negative you understand. There is nothing you can take them to court for if you 

had the jurisdiction, which you do not.  

 

SHIVAJI: But do they flunk people for ... (Patricia intervenes) 

 

PATRICIA: Please!!! We are not talking about a stupid organisation either. There 

will be other reasons for perhaps not hiring but like I said this is my experience. I 

do not know, do you know of anybody with HIV who is on a fixed terms 

contract? 

 

SHIVAJI:   Who did not contract it after? 

 

PATRICIA:   Well yes you know. I know of a few who are, but they are on 

SSA‘s. Most they are on SC‘s. SC is a renewable one [contract]…I mean 

anything can happen, funds can run out, you know what I mean. Funds may 

regenerate after a few months but yes funds can run out for the programme, then 
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obviously it states on the contract that well it is renewable based on fund 

availability. That is what they always say, that is what is always said…there is no 

obligation for the organisation to provide any sort of assistance. You will read in 

the regulation of SSA‘s and SC‘s, people they put on short contracts, for any type 

of support whatsoever.  

 

 

The fact that Patricia‘s statement, ―I do not know, do you know of anybody with HIV 

who is on a fixed terms contract?‖ is not true is not as germane to the thesis as the fact 

that it is her impression. It suggests fears of stigma, discrimination and lack of 

confidentiality. The result of the emerging stigma and discrimination is a lack of 

confidence in the implementation of the HIV policy.  

 

To addresses such fears as Patricia‘s, in May 2006, the organisation carried out a VCCT 

& HIV/AIDS Medical Management Programme which included Voluntary Confidential 

Counselling and Testing. Despite promotion of the event in the form of posters on doors 

and elevators, emails from senior managers, only 52.5% of staff attended. Further, while 

the initiative was also open to family and friends, only 2 spouses attended. Even if one 

were to take into account that a section of staff were either on leave or away from the 

office on work, the number of staff members choosing to stay away would have been 

significant. The cases quoted above illustrate the fears and concerns that motivated 

almost half the staff to stay away (Lifeworks: 2006: 2). 

 

The HIV epidemic in the region is snowballing epidemiologically, manifesting itself 

across families, communities and corporations. Issues such as stigma and discrimination 

are not unique to any one society or corporation. Enhancing the delivery of the HIV 

policy and increasing the trust of the staff in it, will require a greater degree of democracy 

from a bureaucratic system intrinsically designed to be hierarchical. Viewed from the 

lens of Warren Bennis, this may not be an easy task. ―[D]emocracy‖ according to Bennis 

(1993: 19)  

is a nice way of life for nice people, despite its manifold inconveniences — a kind 

of expensive and inefficient luxury, like owning a large medieval castle. Feelings 

about it are for the most part affectionate, even respectful, but a little impatient.  
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It is therefore critical for the bureaucracy to modify itself to address the epidemic and to 

bring staff and management closer together in response to the epidemic. This will require 

what Bennis (1993: 8) refers to as  

the secondary tasks of (1) maintaining the internal system and coordinating the 

‗human side of enterprise‘ – a process of mutual compliance [mediating the 

differing goals of management and staff] here called reciprocity and (2) adapting 

to and shaping the external environment [with a focus on a rapidly proliferating 

epidemic] – called adaptability. 

 

Evident in the testimonies of staff members past and present and in the statement of 

policy is the concern for the effects of stigma and discrimination. It is not just a fear of 

stigmatization resulting in management discrimination but also self-discrimination and 

the discrimination of colleagues and peers. As stated in an earlier study undertaken by the 

researcher, ―One important observation pertaining to this disqualification of PLWHA 

from ―full social acceptance‖ is that human relationships are based on perceptions, not 

always on facts‖ (Bhattacharya 2003:40). In the words of Caitlin, one of the interviewees 

for the study: 

 

CAITLIN:   I think that, depending on the contracts of an individual living with 

HIV, there is a level of insecurity so if someone is on a contract that is short term 

[and] that is up for review, they might be reluctant to reveal their status. I do not 

know that someone on a longer term contract or a more stable contract would 

have that same level of concern, but they might.  I also think that there is a lot of 

fear around disclosing your status because of what peers are going to be saying 

and it seems to be that that is more of a fear than a fear of disclosing to a superior 

but again, that is just my perception. I think the thing that holds people back from 

testing and from disclosing their status is how their friends at work are going to 

treat them afterwards.  I think that is more of an immediate concern [and] what 

your boss is going to say about it would come two steps behind. 

  

Caitlin‘s testimony reflects an awareness that the stress of perceptions related to HIV and 

AIDS weigh heavy on the minds of staff members. As Goffman (1961) observes at a 

more theoretical level, the yard stick that the marginalised individuals measure 

themselves by is one they incorporate from the ―wider society‖. This yard stick tends to 

render marginalised individuals ―intimately alive‖ to what they perceive as others‘ views 

of their failing. This perception causes them to agree that they fall short of what really 

ought to be. Further, as a result of these perceptions, shame becomes a ―central 
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possibility‖, arising from the individual‘s perception of their ―attributes as being a 

defiling thing to possess‖, and one they could well do without. The bottom line of this 

whole process is ―self-hate‖ and ―self-derogation‖ engineered within the marginalised 

person. 

 

Sarah in her testimony underlines the consequences of colleagues testing for their HIV 

status without the opportunities of receiving treatment. She felt that some colleagues 

might be ―scared‖ to expose themselves to the possibility of testing positive if they were 

unsure of receiving treatment: 

 

SARAH: I think I will just speak about the medical things. 

 

SHIVAJI: Okay. 

 

SARAH: If they can involve those who don‘t have medical aid, I think it would 

be better. Because even after you get tested then you know that you are safe or 

otherwise. If you get tested and then at the end of the day you don‘t get the 

treatment it will be difficult.  That is why maybe sometimes people get scared to 

go and get tested, rather dying without even knowing whether they are sick 

because of HIV or not.  Because after you find out that you have got HIV you 

start thinking more. 

 

Despite its mandate as a development organisation founded on the principles of the 

Human Rights Charter, Sarah‘s testimony suggests that sections of the management are 

no different from the 61% of respondents in a study on the manifestations of HIV and 

AIDS related stigma and discrimination in Ethiopia, Tanzania and Zambia, who said they 

would reject a trader or merchant with HIV (Nylablade et al 2003: 32). 

 

Lydia (quoted below) however makes a countering point to Sarah‘s, she feels that people 

living with the virus are not necessarily ―disempowered‖ and suggests that if the policies 

were adequately implemented employees living with the virus could do so openly, 

productively and with dignity. 

 

LYDIA: In terms of the fact that HIV positive people begin the process 

disempowered, I am not entirely in agreement with this statement.  For one…the 

fact that the policy exists, legitimises…people who are positive.  So in that sense 

they are not really beginning the process disempowered because the fact that the 
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policy exists, empowers them. [The HIV policies] recognises them [people living 

with the virus] and it gives them dignity and it gives them the power to speak and 

to act…I do not believe that people by virtue of being positive are being 

discriminated.  They are being discriminated because the policy is not being 

implemented efficiently and in its full spirit. And the policy is not being 

implemented efficiently and in its full spirit because the larger organisation is 

ignorant of all of the issues that need to be addressed for the policy to be 

implemented properly. 

 

 

The HIV policy is a generic statement of intent with guidelines for management actions. 

It is left to the organisations and managers in the field to implement these policies, within 

the guidelines, to the fullest extent of their vision. The policy, as Lydia suggests above, is 

significant because it ―legitimises‖ people living with the virus and is as such potentially 

empowering. Consistently, though, the hierarchical structure impedes performance and 

debilitates action and trust (Ness & Brechin, 1988). The social relevance of this is huge 

because not only is an organisation such as the United Nations measured by its visibility 

and intervention in the international arena but also through its moral integrity in 

upholding the values of the individual societies (and communities) that it seeks to serve 

(See Aldrich, 2001).   

 

 

4.5 Organisational preparedness: Struggling to keep up with a galloping epidemic 

 

An important subtext of the analysis is the fact that senior managers and decision makers 

within international development organisations are usually international staff members 

who are routinely transferred to other assignments in other countries. This transient 

status, of senior staff members at the United Nations who are posted on rotational 

assignments, would imply that, ―top managers [could] lack much of the knowledge‖ 

(Donaldson 2001: 37) of local conditions, needs and sensitivities that need to advise their 

decisions. The findings are nuanced with regard to staff and management orientation and 

on structural efficiencies as they relate to the implementation of policy.  
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This sub-section of the findings is a lengthy one, since the research probes issues of 

management orientation and structural efficiencies to get to the basis of the decisions and 

actions of managers and staff, namely the beliefs and information they hold vis-à-vis the 

HIV and AIDS epidemic and the policies that they implement and experience within the 

reciprocally inter-reliant structure of a bureaucracy. 

 

The manager‘s insight into management practices and strategies of engagement goes a 

long way towards determining organisational preparedness to deliver on the 

implementation of policy. Below is a part of the conversation with a very senior member 

of the organisation in the country. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Let me try to get into the mind of the bureaucrat. 

 

SHAUN:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   When I come to you for a sanction that is urgent and I push you to 

push the system to give it to me, can you stick your neck out more than mine to 

give me that [sanction] so that I can do it [the project]? 

 

SHAUN:   Yes. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So for me then the ground is connected.  Ten years later I am sitting 

on your head in New York and I am not giving you the same sanctions that I am 

advocating to you for today.  Why?  I am trying to get into the head of the 

bureaucrat. 

 

SHAUN:   Yes.  The bureaucrat is an individual - to start with.  The bureaucrat is 

a mentality, the bureaucrat is a system and the bureaucrat is an accumulation of 

things done in a certain way that, so the bureaucrat is these various things in 

people. Sometimes it is difficult to pin him down, it down, them down and these 

things down and therefore make the changes I would need to make happen. 

Now when the bureaucrat is a person, the bureaucrat dances to what they perceive 

as the changing tunes.  Sometimes the tunes are really changing and so they 

modify their dance step.  Sometimes the tunes are not changing and they still 

think that it might and they modify their dance step… because they think they 

want to pre-empt … the tune change.  

And so you see the bureaucrat is a person who wants very much to dance to the 

external tunes and not dance sufficiently to the internal tunes that should come 

from them as people. These internal tunes establish consistencies that make one 

more principled.  We are all a combination of principles because of what we 

believe in, but also try to obey what the system has for us. So the more one is 
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NOT listening (if one is not listening to enough of good internal tunes that guide 

the person) the person then basically shuffles a lot because they are trying to 

imagine … what … tune to dance to. Sometimes you can hear two or three 

different tunes and you lose your dance step because you really do not know 

which tune to dance to. , And so the bureaucrats you find [when] new, you then 

begin to think are complete different individuals.  Year one and then year two, 

and you wonder: but isn‘t that the same guy who.... [laughing]. 

If people can learn to listen to internal tunes and voices that is the principle by 

which [people] do their work of leadership, their work of managing and their 

work of delivering results and so on. External tunes often have to be checked 

against the internal consistency…..  

 

SHIVAJI:   What are some of those distracting external tunes? 

 

SHAUN:   There are those that come from surprise (indistinct) quarters, so the 

persons begin to say, Oops!!! Maybe this is what X person would like to hear, like 

to see, like to have.  And so … there are lots of people who have very sleepless 

nights guessing what kinds of tunes he is going to be singing. Is it a tango, is it the 

cha-cha, is it this?  …. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Ready to change and make the cha-cha look like a tango? 

 

SHAUN:   Yes.  So that is one from those who are supervising.  The other tunes 

come from the peers, colleagues. Colleagues do have extraordinary influence on 

people who are in search of external tunes.  These colleagues exert pressure on 

the system tunes by what they say, what they ask, and what they rumour around. 

So people again who do not have enough internal strong values and tunes to guide 

them, very quickly, will be out searching for people to hear, to ask and get 

questions: what do you think about this? What do you think is the best thing? So 

people placed in that situation start giving them the personal (indistinct) into this 

thing because they think, if X person said this and X person knows Y person who 

is related to the new Administrator [global head of the organisation] then maybe 

I‘d better dance closer to that tune because this might be the defining tune in six 

months to come or three months to come. 

And then the other external tunes, that is a more understandable situation.  They 

come from the system itself. I have met good people so far somewhere along the 

line, and I [have] also [met people who] leave some scars. The rate at which 

people can deal with scars differs…. Some people can make scars disappear 

quickly and some people may not be able to make scars disappear easily and 

therefore, as the saying goes: when you have been bitten by a snake once, when 

you see a worm you will run. I mean you will run as fast as you can. [Laughter]. 

You do not want to stay by because it could have been a snake.  You do not have 

the time to see whether it is really a snake or just a worm, you just remember and 

you want to disappear away as fast as you can. 

So if the system has quite often sometimes wrongly handled good people in a bad 

way, that can leave scars and make the people then, for survival purposes want to 

 
 
 



 

 155 

dance or in search of what (indistinct) the external tune to dance to. So, not that 

people are bad themselves, but they are sort of suffering from what the system has 

put them through, has caused them.  So these are some of the ... (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   So that means in essence, therefore what I am seeing is that the 

politics of an action is more important than the product of the action itself, which 

is why people are looking for the tune long before someone starts playing it? 

 

SHAUN:   Okay.  Yes, depending on whom, yes, that can certainly be said and I 

would not disagree with that.  But that is applicable depending on who is judging.  

There are people to whom the politics or the action definitely, the politics of the 

action, the politics of the approach weighs fairly heavily, it is rated very highly, it 

is very important and therefore the product of the action and the timeliness of the 

product of the action become probably not as important to some people.  They 

would never say so, never going to be caught on record as implying so, but you 

can then picture (indistinct) everything … about their approaches. 

So they ask the questions in organisation where that (indistinct). There are also 

situations in the organisation where the value of action, of good action, of timely 

action which cardinally we will define as effective action leading to good 

results… had not been adopted as the driving force on a day to day basis by 

people.  

 

In the section quoted above, Shaun (a senior manager in the organisation) candidly 

accepts that the politics of managers taking particular decisions ―weighs fairly heavy‖ on 

the organisation. These decisions, often taken for reasons of political and programmatic 

expediency, in turn determine the course of action these managers direct for the 

organisation, corroborating the criticality of human agency. An important point to take 

note of is the view that managers would never accept that they are driven by the politics 

of an action over the spirit and letter of the policy they are charged to implement. Shaun 

is clear that the actions of managers depend on the managers themselves. In his opinion 

the actions of different managers in similar situations would differ from person to person.  

 

In the subsequent testimonial Shaun dwells on the question of arousing the organisation 

and the managers, who are driven by the politics of their actions rather than the letter of 

the policy, into responding more constructively to the epidemic in the workplace, when 

he enquires: 

 

SHAUN: How do we prick the organisation‘s soul so that it hurts and so that the 

organisation fears in the way … people who are infected fear and worry? 
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And this is probably going to be the one challenge that we need to find an entry 

point of something, because the challenge that you would find in organisations, 

international ones, but given at a level of organisations at the country level, 

whether it be the ministry of Education, the Ministry of the private sector and so 

on and so forth.  If one can find where to prick those organisations souls, and steer 

them with the fears that the normal person infected, or as a person infected fears.  

The normal worries, the normal agony. 

And on the pandemic we need to be able to do that.  We have grown up in 

systems to be complacent because we keep looking as we are. We should start by 

helping other people move out of trouble.  That trouble today could be poverty, 

yesterday was poverty, today is HIV/AIDS and so on.  We need to be able to 

define the organisations and systems involved in the HIV/AIDS. You can prick 

and you find that the organisation does have a soul. Now, if one moves from that 

sort of philosophical visioning to say, in pragmatic terms, how does one do that, 

how does one prick an organisation‘s soul? How does one find if the organisation 

has a soul that can be made attentive to the pandemic?  How does one then view 

an organisation with a soul so that its level of empathy with the pandemic and its 

effects can be much dreaded?  

Those are the things that probably shape the next horizon of work for all of us 

who are involved in promoting (indistinct) to combat the pandemic. How do you 

prick an organisation‘s soul, if one exists? The kind of sensitisation that we do 

with outside groups or country level groups, it is easier to handle because these 

groups are sort of willing buyers and consumer…. But there needs to be a ground 

level sensitisation upwards, towards the corporate levels of the organisation. 

 

I have quoted the conversation with Shaun extensively, as he has an intimate knowledge 

of the bureaucracy and the nature of the bureaucrat.  In the above quote he outlines the 

rigidities of the bureaucratic mind when he argues that ―the bureaucrat is an accumulation 

of things done in a certain way‖.  

 

Yet, in the same testimony Shaun goes on to highlight the flexibility and judgemental 

aspect of the bureaucrat‘s personality and scope of operation when he asserts the view 

that, ―the bureaucrat[s] dance… to what they perceive as … changing tunes‖ with the 

clear ability and flexibility to ―modify their dance steps‖ when the need arises. This 

brings to the management equation the aspect of human agency, which serves as a 

corrective to Weber‘s description of the bureaucratic machine and the impossibility of 

individual managerial initiative to circumvent official routines or reconstruct habitual 

activities (Weber, 1946; 1968) 
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In the above discussion with Shaun the role of human agency is quite clear and the course 

of action charted by managers in the implementation of policy differs from person to 

person. However, it begs the question, ―What is the role of the organisation in this 

equation?‖ Clearly the inclination of select managers to play in synchronicity with the 

―politics‖ of a situation and to ―modify their dance steps‖ to maintain stride with what 

they perceive as the ―changing tunes‖ within the bureaucracy directs our attention to the 

environment within the organisation…an environment that may induce such views, 

decisions and actions from select managers. 

 

SHIVAJI:   But are we putting progressive managers in place?  Are we looking at 

it?  Are we picking up the signals? 

 

SHAUN:   Some of the signals have been picked up but probably not by enough 

people and not with enough speed. Sometimes the damage is done because of the 

slowness by which the system picks up the signals that things are not moving 

well.  It is not an easy issue because the organisation has a whole range of 

different individuals and styles.  There have been various attempts to have 

leadership and a managerial training programme in the [organisation].  The last 

corporate organised training that was run for quite a number of years came to an 

end in, I think 1996 or 1997. For about five to seven years there was training of 

managers at the middle to senior levels that was organised, and that did help. 

But for a big organisation like this, it … has to be a running programme because it 

allows people to come in and go through the kind of self examination in a 

corporate training environment, which forces them to understand the impact of 

their own actions. Some of which may be parochially [narrowly restricted in 

scope] defined, some of which may be good, but it allows for regular examination 

and benefiting from discussion and exchanging ideas in a training environment. 

A number of [managers] have been a facilitator on one of those [training 

sessions], participated in the first one and then facilitated one or two and I think 

we need to go more in that direction. 

The other thing which …. is also important is the pressure that the [organisation] 

is going to face more and more from the third world countries, from the 

developing countries, the partners. And so the [organisation] is going to be 

expected to shape up and deliver more and better than that expectation, when it 

begins to come as it is coming now from the development countries is going to be 

a powerful defining force and wholly show the relevance of the [organisation]. 

 

The conversation with Shaun demonstrates the veiled and metaphoric approach to 

answering questions. A question pertaining to the duplicity of perspective is 

acknowledged only through the metaphor of tunes, dancing, music and inner voices. But 

it seems clear that both the knowledge and the motivation to implement HIV policies are 

 
 
 



 

 158 

low, despite their stated mandate. Shaun also gives the impression of management jobs 

being driven by fear and leaving scars that make professions less spontaneous. None of 

these features are good indications of preparedness to execute HIV policies in the 

organisation as it may inhibit bold actions.  

 

On the subject of preparedness, Seamus and Dean take the view that conflicting 

commitments and constraints at the financial and human resources level have been partly 

responsible for the ineffective implementation of the HIV and AIDS Workplace Policy, 

leaving, what Seamus refers to as, ―a huge void‖. 

 

SHIVAJI: To what do you attribute this lack of engagement from the institution‘s 

side, I am more interested in what the institution is doing or not doing towards 

making this particular policy visible? 

 

 

SEAMUS: Now the other area where I think there is a huge void is in terms of 

human resources.  The workplace programme has not been a priority at all at the 

[name of the organisation].  And human resources insofar as getting contracts 

signed, insofar as administrative details - certainly, when it comes to publicising 

the HIV/AIDS in the workplace policy - I feel like that has been a void and 

continues to be one, actually. 

 

Dean‘s testimonial was as follows: 

SHIVAJI:   Okay.  To get back to HIV and AIDS and medical coverage issue, 

why is it that organisations which pay salaries like that, do not want to go into 

medical coverage?  Why do you think organisations resist it? 

 

DEAN:   I am not really sure but I think it is very costly.  Because I know most of 

the companies are paying 50% of it [medical expenses] and I mean these days if 

you go private you can say R2 000 for a family of three.  I mean if they had to pay 

out 50% of it, it is R1 000 from there.  I think that is where the story comes from.  

They, I do not know if they do not want to or if they do not think there is enough 

money in the company to do something, I do not know.  It is actually very strange 

because [name of organisation] is a very, very big company. 

 

Rosa corroborates Dean‘s and Seamus‘s thought with the observation that it is always 

tougher to practice a principle than preach it and the organisation appears better at 

preaching. 
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SHIVAJI:   We are in the midst of an epidemic that has been around for over two 

decades and the [Name of the organisation] and other development organisations 

have been in forefront of trying to support its clients, other governments on HIV 

and AIDS. 

How is it in international development organisation whose prime mandate is 

Human Rights and Development, that we should, with all good intentions, still be 

lagging so far behind [in our implementation of workplace HIV programmes]? 

 

ROSA:   I think internalising something is much more difficult than just 

preaching.  So we are good at pointing fingers and starting new things and trying 

to facilitate the process with others, without feeling [or] looking into their own 

situation.  This is not only for HIV; this is for any other too.   

 

While it is important in this study not to brush the implications of duplicity and fear 

under the carpet, it is simultaneously critical to keep in mind the fact that the above quote 

is a single person‘s opinion, albeit a senior and globally experienced staff member. It is 

also vital to take into consideration the fact that the sample size of managers in one 

organisation is not large enough to table their views as global, universal and all 

encompassing in the system. However, various conversations among the interviewees do 

corroborate Shaun‘s opinion. Like for example Phillip, when he states, ―…my confidence 

in the implementation of the policy is not too high‖ or Patricia, when she says, ―In fact 

point someone out to me who is HIV infected with a fixed term contract and, quite 

frankly, I will fall down dead‖ or Mona who feels that once a person moves on from his 

or her assignment, ―another person comes, everything changes and there is no continuity 

in the development that would have been started‖ by the previous incumbent of the job. 

 

Phillip, quoted below, is (as already stated) a senior officer of the organisation. His 

experience while similar to Shaun‘s in some respects is nuanced in its differences. He 

feels that his experience at the headquarters in New York was positive. He also feels 

policies were well implemented there and any violation would have been unacceptable to 

senior managers. He however agrees with Shaun in the view that the policies are not fully 

implemented in the office in which the study is located and accepts the possibility that the 

implementation of HIV and AIDS policies may be weak in other offices out in the field. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Are you aware of an HIV and AIDS policy in your workplace? 
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PHILLIP:   Yes.  

 

SHIVAJI:   To what extent do you feel that the policy is fully implemented? 

 

PHILLIP:   I think the problem is that we have a lot of different locations in [the 

organisation] therefore the degree of implementation of any of the policies is it is 

going to be very much dependent on these localities. The two duty stations that I 

have been in, for a long period of time, I see very big differences. In New York I 

think there was a fairly high degree of awareness, there were a lot of 

communications that was sent out. My general impression there is that the policy 

is being communicated and that any violations of the policies would not be 

acceptable to senior managers. In my current duty station I am less convinced. 

While I think on the surface there is a lot of stuff happening that speaks to the 

spirit of the policy in terms of making it visible, making it understood, the people 

have certain rights. That they have access to drugs, to treatment and tests and so 

on, that all of that is in place. There is some underlying aspect that I feel is 

missing here.  

 

It is kind of being put in place as an order, not as a live conviction. So I see these 

two differences just between these two duty stations, which leads me to believe 

that in other duty stations it has probably got to be even worse. That 

implementation of the policy like so many other policies that we have in [the 

organisation] might be even more spotty. So my confidence in the implementation 

of the policy is not too high. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What would you ascribe that to? So that means, from what you are 

saying, the policy is not a mandate that is complete in itself but it is left to the 

interpretation of managers as it flows out? 

 

PHILLIP:   I think there are two big differences, one is I think the policy very 

much tries to do two things. One is putting in place certain regulations and rules 

on how within the [organisation] workplace HIV and AIDS issues need to be 

addressed. In as much as they affect staff, in as much as they affect our office 

environment, in as much as they affect our work … and how we are expected to 

react as international civil servants, to discrimination issues, to issues of HIV 

AIDS.   

 

So I think there is this one prong in the policy that very much tries to put very cut 

and dry rules and regulations in place that are standards for human resources in 

particular on non discrimination, on access to treatment and so on and so forth. 

There is a second element in the policy. Which to me looks much more like an 

awareness in trying to promote culture change. By definition that is not a 

mandatory element, it is almost an appeal to staff that as part of a larger family 

within the [organisation] that is separate from the culture and the environment that 

they might feel themselves in, in their everyday life.  
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There is a separate identity that needs to be adhered to as sub standards that 

although in your country certain issues might be acceptable in terms of behaviour, 

there might be certain laws in place when you step into the office environment 

there is a different code of conduct almost that has to apply. But this is an attempt 

at promoting culture change, it is therefore very much left to country offices to 

implement that because they will face various degrees and levels of complication 

vis-à-vis taboos in the offices in terms of sexual behaviour.  

So there is one element that I feel is very much trying to do this establishment of 

rules and procedures, norms and those are enforceable. While the second part of 

the policies are not enforceable and therefore it is very much left up to individuals 

and individual country office environment to foster that kind of an environment. 

 

SHIVAJI:   How have you found managers and decision makers at these country 

offices interpreting these policies? They could go biased towards rights based 

perspectives; some could go by the rule of the books in some cases. Personal 

prejudices might come into play and decide how to interpret it. So how do you 

find the managers by and large interpreting the policies? 

 

PHILLIP:   There are three offices in particular that I have worked in for a long 

period of time. Two were in New York [and] one was obviously here in South 

Africa. The feeling I got in New York was that managers first and foremost were 

extremely supportive, not just as a letter of the law. Which was almost a no 

nonsense issue for them. The fact that you could not discriminate against a person 

based on the HIV status was not even worth a thought to them. This was 

something that was completely clear to them. But they actually I felt very much 

went the extra mile in trying to create an office environment where people would 

feel comfortable approaching a manager and saying look I have a problem.  

I have a problem with my health, I have a problem with a family member and I 

believe that in those two cases the managers would have done anything within 

their power to accommodate such a person. In my current office environment I am 

sure that people would try to adhere to the letter of the law but I do not think they 

would go necessarily an extra step. It is a very different culture here from what I 

have seen in my other two offices. To a certain extent what it requires is a certain 

team spirit. You are able to free up a person because there is a common 

understanding that there will be others who are part of the team who will chip in, 

who will take over certain functions that otherwise would be that persons 

responsibilities. Here I do not think we have that. 

 

For two reasons, one is in a lot of functions there is only one person. If that person 

is not here, is not able to perform the function is not going to get done. Second we 

do not have this kind of team spirit here yet. This might be partially due to the fact 

that we are a young entity and the people still have more allegiance and more in 

common with the original units or teams than they necessarily have as an office 

team [here]. So I am not convinced in how far it would work here if somebody 

who actually knows [his/her status] would go to a manager and say, look I have a 
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health problem and I need to take care of this and I can only work part time. I do 

not think this would fly. 

 

Phillip‘s opinion that the organisation lacks ―team spirit‖ both corroborates and explains 

Shaun‘s view that managers dance to their perceptions of changing tunes in the 

organisational environment. Boris (quoted below) corroborates Phillip and Shaun‘s 

sentiment by highlighting the thought that managers do not have the necessary incentive 

to step up to the plate and implement the HIV and AIDS policy. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What kind of incentive would managers need to, to put it up on the 

agenda priorities? 

 

BORIS:   For me again there are two things.  One would be that managers would 

need to generate the kind of commitment that says that HIV/AIDS is a different 

kind of epidemic; it is a complex epidemic that should be explored in its entirety, 

including access to treatment.  That has not been done.  That is one.  Two, I think 

that in this organisation, after talking to a few people, I have just realised that 

people do not want to put emphasis on HIV/AIDS because HIV/AIDS is, [an 

illness people stigmatise and avoid engaging]. 

 

Why do you not leave it for people to talk and deal with it just like any other 

[illness]? When somebody has a heart disease or diabetes or whatever, he [or she] 

is not singled out, so I have spoken to a few people where people are still 

grappling with why the need, the why of making HIV AIDS treatment high on the 

agenda.  I do not think [the issues have] been firmly discussed and understood.  

Again the whole idea of the amount of impact of HIV/AIDS on the organisation, 

has not been well documented.  It has not been well argued and it is not seen [as 

important], so why do we have to you know? I have always held the view that 

unless there is a very compelling evidence given to people who outline some of 

these policies [no progress on the policy implementation front can be envisaged]. 

Whatever has been advocated for outside [the organisation] in the work we do, 

needs also to be advocated for and unless that is done (intervenes)... 

 

SHIVAJI:   It is not done enough? 

 

BORIS:   I do not think so.  I do not think it is done enough.  I [do not] think that 

there has been compelling evidence, studies or some basic analysis within the 

organisation to compel us to do it.  I have not seen it. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What will your clients, the governments that you advise, say if they 

knew that the same advice that has been given to them, is not fully implemented 

in the adviser‘s [own] organisation? 
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BORIS:   Oh, that is exactly a part of the dilemma we face.  What I usually do is 

that I give [our organisation] as an example. I let people know that it is not an 

easy task because in my own organisation I do not think if we had done enough. 

We have written out a policy very well, yet we would still have 30, 40, 50% of 

our people saying they would not want to work with people who are infected with 

HIV. If we had done enough we would not have our own staff who are not on any 

treatment, you know. We would not be seeing people at country level dying 

because of fear of the other people even knowing that they are positive. 

 

Focusing purely on the organisational management in an attempt to assess organisational 

preparedness undermines the influences of emergent social groups within divisions of the 

organisation, in other words, the strength and potentialities of staff networks within the 

office. When the rhythm of organisational systems face new challenges, in rapidly 

transforming international environments, they should be encouraged to struggle through 

their dilemmas, to adapt, and to harmonise the demands of the external environment with 

that of the internal challenges (Keidel, 1994; Perrow, 1970). Gwen talks about the staff 

members mobilizing around a person living with HIV in the organisation, whom the 

organisation itself felt constrained to help: 

 

SHIVAJI:   And the system does not gear itself to help them? 

 

GWEN:   No. Because … we have even some people who will be sick, who want 

to go to the doctors every day for check up and they cannot afford to go to the 

doctors.  So you know that is when people chip in and contribute so that the 

person can go to the doctor and get better treatment. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So, you are saying that, the staff members rally around and raise 

money for this but the organisation does not. 

 

GWEN:   Yes.  No. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Could you give me an example? 

  

GWEN:   Any way, I am not going to ... (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   Take names... 

 

GWEN:   Ja, but anyway we have actually contributed for one person who was 

sick the other time. The person actually [could not] stand and she could not even 

afford [treatment].  And the situation was bad that you know she could not go for 

[treatment]. Of course she could go to the government hospitals, but at that stage 
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it was a bit late for her to go to the government hospital or stand in the cue 

because of the situation. 

 

So we decided to contribute and raise some funds.  In fact one person actually 

volunteered and took the person to the hospital and the next visit they wanted 

some money.  She did not have money so we had to contribute and buy the drugs 

as well. 

 

SHIVAJI:   For an HIV related issue? 

 

GWEN:   Ja, and by then we did not even know so if the organisation had set 

itself right then, and we had all these visitors centre at our workplace, it was going 

to be of assistance.   

 

And we had one situation where this person, the other person was even bitter, you 

know, really needed some counselling but you know it takes time for one to open 

up until they are confident with someone. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Can you tell me about any situation that you have been involved in 

directly where you had a similar problem and the organisation has not stepped out 

to help. 

 

GWEN:   Ja, like this particular case. 

 

SHIVAJI:   You were involved? 

 

GWEN:   Ja, I was involved in contributing and... 

 

SHIVAJI:   And how many people contributed, how many people was the offer 

made to and how many contributed? 

 

GWEN:   You know it was actually the people who are just close to each other.  

We did not want to do it because we did not know how the other people would 

feel, you know if you go and ask for a donation.  So we just say to those who are 

just close by let us just assist each other. 

 

Rather than a tendency viewed as oppositional to management apathy, some see the 

emergence of networks as a crucial systemic response, that is, as social action forging 

opportunities for self-organisation and co-operation, rather than competition or 

subordination (as might be the norm in most large scale organisations) (Stacey, 1996). 

The conversation below with Phillip on staff networks of support yields an intriguing 

contradiction between the generosity of personal intervention vis-à-vis and the detached 

distance of official action. 
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SHIVAJI:   In some of my conversations with people I have interviewed, I have 

seen that there is a certain community support network that informally kicks in 

among individual staff members who may back people up and support them in 

situations of crisis. Where when they have come to the larger more formal 

organisation that kind of sensitivity and support does not exist. Are you aware of 

such a phenomenon? And if it exists then why would it be so? This is a 

development organisation with a development and rights based mandate, yet some 

of the sensitivities that you see in individual people, you do not see in them once 

they...(intervenes) 

 

PHILLIP:   Once they step into their official functions? 

 

SHIVAJI:   Yes. Yet their function is not selling soaps and tooth pastes, their 

function is human development? 

 

PHILLIP:   I have seen it not necessarily related to HIV AIDS issues. But 

definitely to other policy areas where people have formed in their minds a 

distinction between … how they would as an individual respond to a certain 

situation versus what they are going to do in their official capacity. 

Why would that be so? The only thing that comes to my mind right off the top of 

my head is an old proverb, where you sit is where you stand. People tend to take 

on convictions based on the responsibilities that they are put into regardless of 

what their personal convictions are. They suddenly take on a lower rank vis-a-vis 

what they perceive to be the important considerations of their function or of their 

job. 

 

I do not think it is a good explanation and I do not know why people would do it 

and to what extent people are doing it, but if they are doing it I think it is to a 

large extent it is also a question of insecurity. People do not necessarily feel that 

they can take a strong stand on an issue unless they feel that your organisation is 

backing them up. So for example [people avoid] reporting sexual harassment, 

unless they feel firmly secure that the organisation is going to back them up. To 

file a claim regardless of what the merits of the case are, but that you have rights 

to get this reviewed without any further judgment on you as a person filing this 

claim… then you are not going do it. I think it is very similar to reporting a case 

of HIV AIDS.  

 

Unless people feel that their organisation would support them institutionally. Also 

recognise that it is important that staff support people living with the virus or who 

are affected in some way or shaped by HIV AIDS, then they would not do it. I 

think that is an area where we are very weak; this in general would be called 

social courage. We are not an organisation with social courage. It is not 

something that is very strong with our values and I think that is exactly what you 

need.  
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This [social courage] creates more obligations for the organisation to actually 

recognise a problem; the organisation is not going to do it by itself. It is usually 

because there is a core group of people who push this issue and show that there is 

a moral obligation of the organisation through their individual actions. Again I 

think the only cases where we have gone that route was because others outside of 

the system have done it before us. It is not because we ourselves have done it. 

 

Phillip‘s perspective on the importance of social courage within an organisation is a 

critical opinion to review. Phillip feels that the social courage to recognise problems and 

make changes is an important characteristic for a rights based organisation such as the 

United Nations. He is also clear in his opinion that the cast of characters who would drive 

this courage are individuals with commitment. To my mind this commitment or social 

courage is a factor of orientation and can be instilled in the system and among managers 

and staff through suitably focussed interventions. 

 

One organisational inhibitor to the staff‘s ability to mobilize is the absence of staff 

morale and a belief that staff members matter to the organisation. Morale is particularly 

important in a development organisation like the UN, where staff members are its 

greatest asset. Judy, a staff member with 7-8 years experience in the organisation and the 

experience of having worked both in a Human Resources function and as an HIV and 

AIDS specialist had the following to say: 

 

SHIVAJI: how aware are you of the HIV and AIDS policy that the organisation 

has? 

 

JUDY:   I have read it but not really owned it as such.  I have read it out of 

curiosity because of my former background in HR and also because of my studies, 

but not owned it because I have seen it is exclusive.  It does not include me that 

much because of the type of contract I have.  So I did not really get time to 

familiarise myself with it because I know it is not very useful to me. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So tell me, about this contract issue, since you bring up the issue of 

the contract, let us deal with that.  There are different sets of people doing similar 

work but with different contracts. Okay. 

Now, why is it necessary for the organisation to have two different people doing 

similar work for the same duration of the day, same duration in the month and 

year to get a different contract?  How does it help the organisation?  What are 

[they] thinking? 
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JUDY:   For me I think … it is not a very well informed decision and I see it as a 

flaw in the HR management and if one counts even the side effects of that, I think 

it will cost much more than having aligned and proper contracts and same rights 

amongst the staff.   

So I do not think the organisation takes time to really look at itself and look at the 

rules that they have; how it is affecting delivery and how it is affecting the whole 

organisational behaviour of the staff. It is, in one part negligence, in another part I 

think is also lack of knowledge and lack of proper study of the impact of the 

difference in contracts. 

I do not agree that it is maybe serving anything to the organisation.  I think rather 

it takes something away from the organisation. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Okay fine.  And tell me what, I mean why, what in the culture of the 

organisation, or the structure of the bureaucracy of the organisation that you are 

in? What is it that is leading to this perspective [that] you are calling a short 

sighted perspective?  What is leading to that? 

 

JUDY:   It is two things.  First of all because it is a bureaucratic organisation but 

it has become too heavy.  Normally bureaucratic organisations are very well 

structured and most of the time rules and procedures are really entrenched in the 

culture of the organisation but in our organisation I think it has become heavy and 

there is something of a distance because the HR is not as decentralised as it 

should be.  There are those who make policies and rules who are sitting in one 

place and those who are implementing them are sitting here.  I assume the person 

seated somewhere in Denmark ... does not know what I am feeling [seated here] 

with my [short term] service contract. Yet the person who is, [on an] SSA 

[contract], and the person who is managing [that] SSA contract has no power [to] 

change the policy directing [them]. 

So, there is a problem of physical distance and a problem of lack of empowerment 

of the decentralised body … to … give informed decisions.  So I think for me, that 

is what I think because it is unlike bureaucratic organisations.  Because normally 

bureaucratic organisations are some of the best in terms of rules and policies and 

things like that but that we are not having that in [this organisation].  Yet we are a 

bureaucratic organisation in other, all other types of aspects of ... (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   And what do you think is the [reason] for the organisation‘s lack of 

evolution up the bureaucratic structure and what do you ascribe it to? 

 

JUDY:   You find that most of our HR managers at least at a decentralised level 

are still [the] very old school type of HR managers... 

If I may give an example, actually when I started in the [organisation] I was very 

attracted by HR as a field so I entered that.  And at the same time I was doing the 

work but studying as well.  So I wanted to apply what I was studying as HR 

cutting edge technology into my [work and met with] terrible resistance. I had to 

quit on HR.  That is how I left the HR because I did not agree with how... 
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One of the last things that made me leave the field was that I was advocating for a 

staff development component of the HR that would go hand in hand with the 

appraisal component and I have done the needs assessment, I had checked, 

interviewed staff, done the profile of staff and looked at it and did the proposal 

that was rejected and the reason being that the HR manager at that time could not 

understand what I was talking about. 

So most of the time in the [organisation] people get to where they get just because 

of the many years they have spent in the field. Maybe this person does not even 

have the qualifications that are needed to be there.  Today HR managers in other 

companies, especially like in [the] corporate [world], you find that there are 

people that are very well thought of and who are keeping updates of how the field 

is moving and because that they have known now that the asset of an organisation 

is people versus anything else, they invest in that field and [in this organisation it] 

is not the same. 

You find that actually people move into the administration and HR field for I do 

not know, maybe I do not want to be insulting but in the way it is the most secure 

and easier and more routine type of field, most of the time.  And so that you find 

that you have people who are not innovative enough to look at how to empower 

the [organisation].  That is why we miss, for me I am convinced that productivity 

we have could be much, much better just by the changing of the HR consideration 

of the [organisation]. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So you do not think that people are at the top of the agenda.  

 

JUDY:   For me I do not think people are the top of the agenda.  Actually, the 

people in the [organisation] are at the bottom of the agenda.  I think everything 

else is at the top. First of all there is pleasing the donor, second pleasing our 

stakeholders, third, pleasing all forces that are pulling left, right and centre but 

the people in the [organisation] are at the bottom.  That I think, I do not know if I 

am mistaken, but the few years that I have spent in this organisation, I have seen 

that it is not an organisation that takes care of its people. 

 

Yes, we have the best, some of the best salaries.  That is not the issue.  We have 

maybe some of the best, even work in terms of content and the agenda, but then 

the well being of the staff goes beyond that.  I think the well being of the staff is 

about management showing its staff that it cares and that is not in the UN. 

 

Judy implies that both inertia and vested interest drive management actions when she 

refers to a ―heavy‖ bureaucracy where senior personnel are un-innovative and overtly 

focussed on ―pleasing the donor‖ rather than empowering their own staff. Mona concurs, 

but also finds the organisation ill-equipped to fully implement the policy, despite the 

presence of select committed individuals. Thus, Donaldson‘s (2001) argument that the 

mechanics of  (centralised, bureaucratically dense) organisations are overwhelming, is 
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relevant here – at particular historical moments such a structure and its concomitant 

culture becomes psychologically debilitating for subordinates, creating dependence and 

distress. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So you work across [Name of Organisation] offices implementing the 

programme. Now what do you see or find by way of organisational coping 

mechanism to deal with an epidemic of this sort, because it has now reached a 

level where [it has] start[ed]… affecting our workplace and environment around 

us? How do you find the organisation coping with it? What shocks do they appear 

to feel and how do they cope with it? 

 

MONA:   The first shock that I see is that they are losing manpower, human 

resources, people are dying and people are getting sick. People are not able to 

cope with what they need to do and some are stressed. I see that in some countries 

even the supervisors themselves get too stressed and there is nothing in place so 

far to deal with stress related to HIV and AIDS bereavement. If you lose three 

employees in your offices in one year it is already too much for one supervisor.  

I think there are also, I have experienced country offices which have become 

bankrupt and would have to ask for extra money from the head office, because 

they have been giving money to temporary services, temporary employees 

because their own employees are sick. There is a need to start multi-skilling 

people. To also start helping the employees to understand why it should be that 

they should multi-skill. I know that there are also companies that have come to a 

stage where people are working a few days a week so that they cover for the 

other. So, and in a bureaucratic set up, maybe that would take ages to happen.  

 

SHIVAJI:   What skills do they need? 

 

MONA:   Multi-skilled person. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Oh multi-skilled person.  

 

MONA:   One who can do this and the other.  

 

SHIVAJI:   Just quickly give me an idea of the various levels of hierarchy that a 

particular approval has to go through before a contract is finalised or a bill is paid. 

Just to get a sense of the hierarchies and on an average what kind of time it takes? 

 

MONA:   Well I can talk of a renewal of an SSA contract. My contract almost 

took three months to be renewed and personally as a person living with HIV I felt 

like I am being let down by [the] organisation. If they still needed my services, I 

felt like then they should have been quick. I did get supervisors, who had empathy 

to the whole situation, but again I did not feel then that it was one man‘s problem 

to have to make me be there.   

 
 
 



 

 170 

I just felt that this is a bureaucracy that is taking a lot of time. If I were to die, I 

could have died because then I was in hospital, there was no money and all those 

things. Contracts should not take too much time to be renewed. That is another 

process that I know has been experienced not only by me but by other people also 

and not only by people living with HIV but by people that are just employees who 

are also negative.  

But, especially in my case, I feel sometimes I am not walking the talk, because I 

work for an organisation which preaches access to treatment [yet] the 

organisation is not even giving me access to treatment. 

 

Mona‘s predicament in this testimonial was that, as a professional working to help 

implement the policy in the workplace she had to represent and explain the organisation‘s 

policy and position on HIV issues such as access to treatment. Her quandary lay in the 

fact that she herself was a short term contract holder for about three years with no access 

to medical aid and has had to rely on the personal financial support of select colleagues.  

 

MONA (continues): Again this is where again the individual supervisor comes in, 

because I have had supervisors who have come in on their own personal basis. 

One [supervisor] actually said, ‗Okay we [shall] add so much to your salary so 

that we cover medical expenses‘. This is not policy, it was somebody who just 

thought, if the situation is like this then the best thing to do is [attempt to respond 

to it in whatever way possible]. I have had supervisors who would say how are 

you feeling? What do you need? And would be there for me in terms of saying 

financially I can be there.  

I have had supervisors who would give me time to heal so and again this was 

NOT organisation [al policy]. It was individuals and my experience has been even 

with the individual employees who are not supervisors, whatever came from as a 

response to my situation was more individual than it was organisational. 

I think there is need for an organisational approach to HIV. For me if it was 

linked to this programme then there would be a data base, so and so is not well. 

As an organisation this is what we do. That did not seem to be there except again 

from individual people that would say, ―What can I do for you?‖ And for me for 

any organisation to have productive people, I did find one supervisor who treated 

HIV as a business issue. For me I thought like the supervisor knows that if this 

person has got to be productive then this person must have 1, 2, 3 done. I was 

conscious of what was going on and the aim was not only for the person to be 

healed but for the person to be able to continue working and be productive for the 

organisation. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So tell me these individuals who have taken these positive steps have 

they had to bend the system and tweak the rules a little and reinterpret it or stretch 

them or even break them to increase their support to the healing, to increase their 

support to the productivity? 
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MONA:   Yes ... they did because what I found was that again it was mostly from 

a personal point of view so they had at times to bend the rules.  

 

SHIVAJI:   So that means the implication would be that the rules themselves are 

not enlightened or broad enough to be able to support his kind of a process... That 

means the rules sound like they have been rigid and cast too tight? 

 

MONA:   Yes… it is not good enough because there was need to bend rules and 

to hide some things and to say them in a certain way in order to make an 

impression on the others [who would] also concede to the decision. 

 

SHIVAJI:   What are some of these rules? 

 

MONA:  I think some of the rules were for example that, depending on the type 

of contract one has, one has to wait for four months before the contract is 

renewed. So one of the supervisors felt like if a person has to wait for that long 

how does the person live in terms of other responsibilities that the person has. 

Rent, just the upkeep of life, so in such a case the supervisor had to use my [HIV] 

status to say this is where we are and from a humanitarian point of please just 

make sure this happens.  

I also think that the organisation employs people that are living with HIV and in 

my case they know my status and I think because they know my status in terms of 

skills the organisation should not feel like they are taking me because I do not 

have a skill but I have HIV. But that if they want me, [they] must make sure [that 

they] train me so that I get the necessary skills to make an impact in the 

organisation. 

 

Mona sees the organisation going through stresses due to HIV at close quarters, from 

staff and colleagues who approach her and confide in her. Much of her own stress is 

heightened by her exposure to the confidential revelations of staff members and 

colleagues. Further, she seems to second guess the organisation on the issue of her own 

job. She is conflicted about whether the organisation has her on board because it truly 

needs her or whether her presence in the organisation is a token one (because she is only 

given short term assignments with no permanence or contractual stability). Mona is alive 

to the possibility that she is on board to establish respect and openness towards people 

living with the virus and to give the impression of a comprehensive implementation of 

the HIV and AIDS policy in the workplace. Nonetheless, she also refers to the 

humaneness and caring demonstrated by select supervisors, who have attempted to make 

allowances within the system to accommodate her needs as a person living with the virus. 
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If one reviews Mona‘s testimony (above) alongside Maud‘s testimony (earlier) one views 

two different types of managers in the same organisation. One interpreted the rule book 

to support Mona while the other‘s interpretation of the rule book cost Maud her job. 

These contrasting testimonies underscore my fundamental finding, that the extent to 

which the HIV policy is implemented in the workplace relates more to the interpretations 

and decisions of managers than to the dictates of policy.  

 

MONA: That is one example I can give. The other examples I can give of also 

people that are living with HIV in terms again of contracts. While one feels that I 

have not been discriminated and I have an input, I have something to add to the 

workplace. A lot of people that are living with HIV have felt used and a lot have 

never felt open enough to disclose their status in the workplace because of not 

being sure about the confidentiality.  

Of not being sure about stigma and of not been sure about how they would be 

treated. Hence it sounds like confidentiality is there when in fact it is more about 

people being afraid to air their views around HIV. I have, in my work I have 

counselled very high profile people that would talk freely to me about their status 

or about what is going on in terms of HIV in their homes. [And others who] 

would not be free, [who] would … stigmatise me because they do not want to be 

seen talking to me in the open because everybody they know would suspect that 

perhaps it is about their status that we are talking about. That type of stigma I 

have felt in this organisation and in the other organisations I have worked in 

where people stigmatise themselves more than they are stigmatised... So I think 

that the environment in the organisation has a lot to be improved in terms of 

simply living and let live.  

 

Caitlin believes that the system is not equipped to deliver due to a regressive spiral 

triggered by a monolithic system, lack of accountability and employee apathy: 

 

SHIVAJI:   And to what do you attribute this slow system?  Is it the system or is it 

the people? 

 

CAITLIN:   I think it is just such a huge system.  It is just so big.  I do think the 

new systems they have got in place have the ability to move things very quickly 

but I think it is still the people who operate the system who can make things quite 

sluggish no matter how efficient your system is, no matter what ... (intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   So what do you think ... (intervenes) 

 

CAITLIN:   I think that you can still have people who think, I have got twenty 

things to do and this really is not a priority … 
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SHIVAJI:   So is that the structure that is inhibiting or is it the people that are 

inhibiting or is it the structure that makes people [act] a certain way that is 

inhibiting?  What is it? 

 

CAITLIN:   I think it could be all three of those at varying degrees but I know that 

it is possible to have a travel authorisation from New York in under 24 hours.  I 

also know that I have had colleagues who struggled for three weeks to get the 

same kind of authorisation.  And I actually did not say anything special to 

anybody to get that authorisation.  So if it is the same system that we are working 

with and the same people, then what is, the variable must be just what that person 

decided to do or not do on a particular day. 

 

SHIVAJI:   So would you say that the people in the system are not really held 

accountable which is why they can be ... (intervenes)? 

 

CAITLIN:   Absolutely.  No, there is no accountability in the system.  I know that 

for myself. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Elaborate on that please. 

 

CAITLIN:   I mean I just think there is a general lethargy around being precise.  

We are not precise. So even if we say it is a deadline, we do not really treat it as a 

deadline.  It can slide and no one really loses out or we do not perceive anybody 

as losing out because I did not meet my deadline… but actually the organisation 

does lose because we have got such a really bad name amongst caterers and other 

function people that we are basically black-listed.  No one really wants to offer us 

any of their services anymore because we are so late with payments. I think no 

one really wades through the documents that we produce because they are not 

friendly to a normal person, not that we are not normal. 

I do not think that there is enough rigour and we do not maybe draw the dots for 

ourselves about how my work is really going to impact on bringing down the rates 

of infection.  And there is a reluctance to actually hold ourselves accountable for 

that.  We do not really want to be responsible for that.  I mean I have had 

discussions with colleagues where there is a reluctance to say that this 

programmatic input is going to lead to this kind of output which will have this 

result in bringing down HIV/AIDS or in helping a country with its response to 

HIV/AIDS which ultimately will lead to a decreasing in infections. 

So there is that level of responsibility and then I think in terms of the bureaucracy, 

just the functioning of bureaucracy as well there is no [accountability]. I do not 

think people, the same person who got me my travel authorisation in 24 hours; I 

do not think anyone has said anything to that person for taking three weeks to get 

another colleague‘s travel authorisation.  I do not think that there is that level of 

[accountability]. I mean you do not want it to be like a school system either, but I 

just feel that there is no [accountability]. I think caring is such a vicious cycle  

when you care about something and then know that no one else is supporting you 

in that caring whether it be in the HIV team or in gender or the environment.  I 
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am sure they all experience exactly the same kind of thing of low levels of input 

and then not seeing that you are supported by the bureaucracy. 

And the programme staffs are also not drawing those dots.  We should be feeding 

back to that finance person and say, ‗Hey man, do you realise that what you did 

was so valuable because it resulted in X, Y and Z?‘ 

Ja, it is really a pity because I think that if we were functioning more as a coherent 

system and not as request and demand and then erratic supply, it might actually be 

quite different.  Maybe we see our supply and demand too internally like I am 

demanding this from you and you supply me with this.  Whereas it actually is not 

what it is… 

 

Judy on the other hand, quoted below, believes that the organisation, while ill-equipped 

to deliver, can actually deliver ―if they are forced to…‖  

 

SHIVAJI:   And could we go to another area? How is the organisation geared to 

deal with uncertainties and change because HIV and AIDS is a pandemic that is 

rapidly flowing through the thing?  So is the organisation‘s own bureaucracy and 

structure trying to deal with this, or is it just business-as-usual? 

 

JUDY:   I think there is a lot of goodwill at the high level to see things change.  A 

lot is spoken about even changing the contracts so that people can access 

especially along these areas of HIV AIDS, so that people can access you know 

their entitlements that is provided for in the policy.  But the thing is the structure 

is not very flexible to allow that.  With all the goodwill I have seen, I have seen 

managers come and go but to get to real change it is not happening. 

I have heard of change ever since I joined in 2001, and ever since [then] we have 

been talking about contracts.  Since 2001 up to this very moment. Nothing really 

substantial has changed.  The entitlements and the lack of entitlement I had in 

2001 I think they are the very same in 2005.  And it is not that people do not want 

to help. I have seen that at the highest level ... they are really well intentioned but 

the structure is just not flexible enough. 

 

At one level Judy is comforted and encouraged by a perceived ―goodwill‖ among senior 

management staff. At another level she appears disconcerted by what she views as a 

systemic inflexibility that pervades the organization resulting in a lack of any ―real‖ or 

lasting change. 

 

SHIVAJI:   Why is that? 

 

JUDY: ... I think I guess it is because of the rules and the regulations that are just 

too old. 
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SHIVAJI:   So how do you think an organisation like this will deal with the whole 

epidemic flowing over it where people are dying, getting sick, not coming to 

work?  How will they deal with that? 

 

JUDY:   For me what I think if we are all really concerned about this.  We love 

the organisation... we are concerned about ourselves and about our people as well.  

I think it has to come from bottom up... I think there has to be a consciousness 

[among] staff about their own entitlements and it has to be demanded... 

(intervenes) 

 

SHIVAJI:   And do you think the organisation has ears to listen to a bottom up 

request? 

 

JUDY:   If they are forced to.  Because they cannot live without [their staff], the 

[organisation] is about people, more than any other organisation. You know, so 

if they are forced to they will. 

 

Judy‘s testimony underlines the importance of human agency. Given her perception of 

the transience of management personnel, she believes it is important for a proactive drive 

to ―come from bottom up‖ with staff demanding their ―rights and entitlements‖.  

 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

 

While the situation vis-à-vis the implementation of the HIV and AIDS policy in the 

workplace at the UN cannot be labelled as, to use Kant‘s descriptor, a complete 

―euthanasia of reason‖ (as quoted by Zizek 2008: 89), one must admit there is a ―strange 

[if somewhat inconsistent] logic at work‖ (Zizek 2008: 93) guiding some of the decisions 

of managers. But before I unpack the logic I would like to set it up as Zizek did using 

Freud. ―The joke evoked by Freud in order to render the strange logic of dreams gives us 

a useful gloss on the strange logic at work here: (1) I never borrowed a kettle from you; 

(2) I returned it to you unbroken; (3) the kettle was already broken when I got it from 

you. Such an enumeration of inconsistent arguments, of course, confirms by negation 

what it endeavours to deny – that I returned your kettle broken‖ (Zizek 2008: 93). Getting 

back to the decisions and actions of a manager at the United Nations; (1) The UN HIV 

Policy states that people living with the virus are entitled to the job they are fit to carry 
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out and will not be discriminated on account of their sero-status; (2) Maud lost her job at 

a United Nations agency (which she successfully held) when she was detected to be 

living with the virus; (3) Maud didn‘t really lose her job, her contract (for no explicable 

reason) was never renewed and one day another person (whom Maud trained) was 

recruited for the job. So, the very principles the manager at the UN stood committed to 

uphold was contradicted by the action the manager took, leaving this study with the 

understanding that, a gap between the stated commitments to rights based HIV and AIDS 

policy and its implementation in a large international development organisation that is the 

United Nations system, clearly exists. The acknowledgement of this gap highlights the 

contradictory and ineffective management responses to HIV and AIDS policy 

implementations, and the heightened discontent and counter-organisation of staff on the 

one hand. On the other hand it underlines the possibilities of building social courage, 

trust and sensitivity within a historically monolithic bureaucracy. 

 

The literature survey (of this thesis) drew attention to understandings of the workings of 

bureaucracies – they can be defined in terms of how they address predefined goals, 

administrative agendas and formal generalised rules (amongst other attributes). 

Furthermore, as Weber (1946, 1968) alluded, the intra-organisational roles that define 

authority and purpose are established on the basis of ―technical competence‖ rather than 

other less scientific factors. Implicit in the classical and contemporary analysis of 

organisational management are tensions between representations of the conforming and 

agentic behaviours of bureaucratic managers. A greater part of the literature places 

emphasis on the structural and objective constraints that leave managers, as Weber (1946; 

1968) argues, ‗chained to routines‘. He suggests further, and in a positive spirit, that the 

fate of people who rely on the organisation depend upon the ―correct functioning‖ of its 

systems in capitalist society. The literature review reveals that whilst excellent Human 

rights based policy has come into being, the volatile global climate in which the UN 

operates tends to make ―correct functioning‖ or socialisation of social justice mandates 

(Rawls; Gewirth) extremely difficult. The voices in this chapter point to the 

circumventing of managerial obligations and thus the necessity for some realignment of 

organisational goals with effective management response. Organisations, as Thompson 
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and McHugh (1990) indicate have grown in complexity, yet their need to survive and 

transcend fragmentation remains impervious. The HIV and AIDS epidemic ought to drive 

greater structural and agentic revision, as the managers in this case themselves suggest.  

 

Maud provides a first person account of her experience of working at the organisation. 

Nevertheless, it is an account from her perspective and is not fully verified by seeking 

accounts from other actors involved in the incidents, whose understandings and 

rationalisations do not constitute a part of the investigation. This is of course also the case 

with all the other testimonies such as Lydia‘s and Caitlin‘s. This it is a particularly 

important acknowledgement to make since my position that bureaucracies are not run 

purely by the rule book strongly hinges around Maud‘s testimonial. In defence of its use 

in the thesis, I would state that I was as staff member exposed to some elements of the 

case, even if peripherally.  My knowledge of the case would not stand up to the cast iron 

needs of legal scrutiny. However, I do believe there are enough facts on the ground to 

merit its use as a testimonial. Similarly, Greg‘s allegation of racism has not been 

independently verified and I have qualified it as such at the juncture of its use. Besides, 

the purpose of using the quote was to flag the differential privileges among personnel 

working within one office, not to make a point on racism which does not form a part of 

the scope of the study. It is my submission, therefore, that while the facts themselves are 

important, people‘s impressions and opinions strongly influence their actions and need to 

be explored. 
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5.1 Introduction 

 

The findings, take a position on whether the perspectives of Human Rights to which the 

caretakers of the organisation are contractually committed actually influence their belief 

systems and actions. Examining this proposition is a complex task. An attempt at 

justifying such concepts as ‗reasons‘ and ‗beliefs‘ are likely to be, at best, ―plausible and 

useful‖ (Raz 2002: 15) but difficult to prove empirically. Nevertheless, an attempt is 

made to address them through the use of distinctions and by inference from the findings 

of the research. 

 

Further, the findings attempt to understand managers as predominantly ‗rational‘ decision 

makers (motivated by their role as productive agents); as opposed to being predominantly 

‗reasonable‘ decision makers, driven by the motivations of equality and ―fair 

cooperation‖ (Rawls 1993: 52). It is important to be aware that in the practical world, the 

two concepts are not mutually exclusive. 

 

 

5.2 Reflections on the rule book: Synergies and departures evidenced in the study 

 

The study investigates the key questions in the context of Arendt‘s view that bureaucracy 

is a ―rule of Nobody‖. She rationalises her point with the observation that,  

―in a fully developed bureaucracy there is nobody left with whom to argue, to 

whom one can present grievances, on whom the pressures of power can be 

exerted‖ (Arendt as cited in Wrong 1997: 251).  

 

5 – Substantive findings and thoughts on implementation: 

Dichotomy between policy and practice 
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While it is true that some of the voices in my research did not have a person to ―argue‖ 

with, or one to ―present grievances‖ to, it was not for the same reason that Arendt 

implies. According to her the rule-book takes precedence and control rather than 

individuals. The findings of this study, however, demonstrate that human agency uses its 

resources and ingenuity (to varying degrees of success), to interpret and manage the rules 

and policies of bureaucratic structure. 

 

The above argument is consistent with the finding that the rule book that guides and 

determines policy implementation is only as exact as the managers and staff members 

who interpret and implement them make them out to be. Thus, based on the assumption 

that individuals differ in background and perspectives, it is my syllogistic conclusion that 

similar rules would be implemented differently in different organisations based on the 

person who is in charge or the persons who are at the receiving end of policy decisions.  

As Karl Marx (Gubrium & Holstein cited in Denzin & Lincoln 2003: 215) would have it, 

people (in this case both the managers and staff) are inclined to construct their own world 

as they see it, though not entirely on or in their own terms and, I add, with differing 

results. While this study is designed to explore the dichotomy between stated HIV 

policies and its implementation in the workplace of a specific United Nations 

organisation, the findings cannot be validly extrapolated across all UN and Bretton 

Woods Institutions globally. While one study (ILO/AIDS 2004) quoted in this thesis 

suggests that (in Africa at least) the situation may be similar, the findings cannot be 

universalized on the strength of this one study alone. That would need to be the task of a 

larger global initiative undertaken in the future. 

 

The testimony of staff members, at all levels of the organisation, ingeminate the view that 

the realisation of the HIV and AIDS policy within UN agencies is incomplete. Lydia, one 

of the participants in the research, sums it up in her statement, ―The implementation of 

the [HIV and AIDS] policy … does not reflect fully the spirit in which the policy was 

intended when it was introduced‖. Lydia‘s observation is a significant one, in the light of 

a few factors: 
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First, according to the UNAIDS publication, ‗Living in a world with HIV and AIDS‘ 

(UNAIDS/04.27E 2004: 46) a significant 5% of UN employees are estimated to be living 

with the virus, yet the organisational commitment to allocating budgets for 

implementation for the implementation of the HIV and AIDS policy is still low. In this 

study, participants Maud, Patricia, Caitlin, Lydia and Leon all testify to either being 

discriminated or witnessing the experience of the discrimination of others firsthand, 

validating the finding presented in the ILO Progress Report 2004 that 32% of staff are not 

confident that their status will be kept confidential. Also, the United Nations agencies are 

rights based organisations, purportedly subscribing to Gewirth‘s (1982: 65) fundamental 

assertion that equity is a  

―matter of everyone‘s having, as a matter of principle, the right to be treated in the 

appropriate way when he [or she] has the need, and the duty to act in accord with 

the right when the circumstances arise… and he [or she] has the ability to do 

so…‖. 

 

Further, the rule book which, according to Weber (1946; 1968; 1978) and various 

sociologists and political scientists since, is thought to play a key role in determining the 

path of a bureaucracy is not the sole determining factor when it comes to the 

implementation of HIV and AIDS Policy in the workplace at the United Nations Agency 

where the study was located. The rule, in this case the HIV/AIDS policy, carries the 

endorsement of the organisation‘s senior most executive authority, the Secretary General. 

However, the implementation of the policy often fails to conform to principles enshrined 

in the HIV Policy, signalling that there is often a disjuncture between rhetoric and 

practice, between policy position and administrative action. From testimonies gathered, 

the dichotomy in implementation seems to be related to the judgments, decisions and 

interpretations of managers and senior staff and not to inefficiency. For example, in 

Maud‘s case the management kept her in the dark about the impending outcome of her 

contract extension case and ensured that she had trained a person before they removed 

her from the workplace. It is my observation that the subversion of the policy, as 

evidenced in the interviews, required knowledge of a broad range of organisational rules 

and a degree of efficiency in its execution. Some rules appear to clash with the manager 

or decision maker‘s beliefs, views or self interest, resulting in them rationalising their 
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actions and decisions through an interpretation of the rules. Some of these actions are 

driven by ―purely personal… elements‖ (Weber 1978: 975). 

 

Maud, Leon and Mona‘s personal experiences of feeling stigmatised and discriminated 

along with Caitlin, Phillip and Lydia‘s second hand narrations of observed discrimination 

indicates (to different degrees)  what Norman Geras refers to as ―the contract of mutual 

indifference‖ (Geras 1998: 28). As suggested in the literature review, we, (and in this 

statement I also wear the hat of a United Nations staff member) should view Geras‘s 

insight from an action-oriented position, where we as human beings in a society, as 

colleagues in a workplace commit to a contract of mutual empathy, in which we have the 

responsibility to empathise and support those around us in need, to the best of our ability. 

I have suggested that this empathy would create a momentum for positive social change, 

as articulated in the United Nations Charter and (in the context of this study) address 

some of the drawbacks of the gap between policy and practice emerging in the 

presentation of the research findings.  

 

It would be pertinent at this juncture to introduce my personal experience to the analysis 

of the study, as an insider to both the content and context of the study.  On the 13
th

 of 

March 2008, about two weeks after the submission of the 1
st
 composite draft of my 

thesis, doctors discovered a carcinogenic tumour in my appendix. I went through a series 

of surgeries all of which were successful in removing the cancer from the body. As I 

write this section, I am undergoing a six-month intervention of chemo-therapy, 

prescribed as a treatment for cancer and a prophylactic against recurrence. Yet, despite 

the prognosis being good this medical episode in my life has influenced my perspective 

vis-à-vis living with a potentially life threatening illness in the workplace. For instance, I 

now fear that I may be viewed as a person with a potentially life threatening illness who 

would, in the medium or long term, be ineffective as a staff member. I further fear that 

this may prejudice the organisation and decision makers into subtly denying me a fast 

track career in the organisation leading to my concern that this mindset may affect my 

career ambitions at the UN. It would be fair to state that I have had no evidence that these 

fears and concerns of mine are real or founded in fact. My colleagues and supervisors 
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have been nothing short of considerate and supportive. I had colleagues from South 

Africa and senior colleagues from my head quarters in New York visiting me through my 

convalescence and recovery from surgery. I have been told that despite work 

considerations my health was a priority and that I should take whatever time I needed to 

nurture myself to good health. Yet, despite the positive prognosis of my recovery and the 

overt generosity of colleagues, I fear that a covert and subtle prejudice from colleagues, 

may affect my career in the organisation. This fear of mine is in no uncertain terms linked 

to the experiences of some of my participants in this research. Maud lost her job and was 

never told why, Leon‘s medical coverage is limited, and Mona has felt the effects of 

stigma. My head was reeling with questions, ―Were Leon, Mona and Maud‘s experience 

evidence of prejudice against people living with a life-threatening illness? Was I to be 

another victim of this? Should I be concerned? Did I need to mount an extraordinary 

effort within the workplace to protect my career and inoculate myself against what I 

feared may be a prejudiced view of people living with a potentially life-threatening 

ailment?‖
32

  I came to the conclusion (invalid as it may seem in hindsight) that I had to 

act on my fears as real concerns. This is what I did. I returned to work as soon as I 

possibly could and took every opportunity both verbally and in writing to reassure 

colleagues and superiors that I was well, recovered and back at work 100%. I pushed 

myself hard to take on more work and deliver on and ahead of deadlines. I made every 

effort to establish that the cancer was in the past and irrelevant to my performance in the 

present. 

 

The situation described above reminded me of a conversation I once had with a colleague 

living with the virus. She had mentioned that, as a person living with HIV, she felt that 

some colleagues while overtly supportive tended to write her off as a terminal health case 

and therefore not likely to be a long term investment in the organisation. As a reaction to 

this she tended to over-correct by pushing herself to the limit and taking on more work 

than she would normally have done, with the sole purpose of establishing her presence 

                                                 
32

 The point of these reflections is not to imply that the stigma endured by AIDS-affected people in 

organisations is similar in nature to organisational attitudes towards cancer affliction. Fears of prejudice 

and exclusion do coincide however and this realisation allowed me to empathetically connect with affected 

staff and better understand their responses in the aftermath of being diagnosed as living with a life 

threatening ailment.  
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and proving her competence. In the same way, I was, as a result of my medical situation, 

attempting to establish competence in a manner I would not have done six months back. 

 

My personal experience of living through a potentially life-threatening health condition, 

corroborates and underlines my view, in this study, that HIV and AIDS policies and 

indeed other health policies for life-threatening aliments (within large international 

development organisations mandated by the Charter of Human Rights and equity), are 

only as effective as the men and women who implement and live by them determine them 

to be. In order for the implementation to be effective, it is necessary for staff members at 

all levels to be engaged collectively in the response. Given the understanding that there is 

an epidemic in our society and citizens are living and dying with the virus, it is crucial for 

Human Rights based bureaucracies to reconstruct themselves and espouse change, rather 

than baulk from it, in order to effectively ―identify and solve problems almost before they 

have names‖ (Bennis 1993: xii).  

 

Even the compelling rigidity of the bureaucracy‘s commitment to being governed by the 

rulebook cannot render HIV policies fully implemented unless those that live by their 

codes take concerted action to make them so. The concerted action to fully implement 

HIV policies in the workplace is rendered more complex in the light of the fact that 

perception leading to stigmatisation and marginalisation in the workplace is not just a 

factor of stigmatising another living with HIV, but also a factor of self-stigmatisation by 

those living with a life-threatening medical condition.  

 

Organisations are neither static in their characteristics nor stationary in time and the 

United Nations too will evolve as time goes by. As the administrative machinery 

contends with and responds to new and urgent demands, conflicting agendas and 

contradictions, the actions of some key decision-makers will be questioned and the 

organisation as a whole might be compelled to embrace change and embed a stronger 

Human Rights consciousness within its internal context. In these moments of change, 

articulations of managerial agency, and whether actions are structured to drive or subvert 

HIV policies, would be significant (Bennis, 1993; Thompson & McHugh, 1990). This 
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study is a snapshot of a United Nations agency as I see it struggle to reconcile its stated 

mandate to implement a Human Rights based HIV and AIDS policy with the 

contradictory actions of some of its managers and the consequent stresses undergone by 

some of its staff dealing with real, potential and perceived stigmatisation and 

discrimination. A more caring institutional environment in which managers actively 

implement policies and remain consistently accountable to staff would require some 

disruption of the routinisation of organisational life (Giddens, 1984) – in which managers 

are sometimes indifferent and subordinates deferent. It is also important to understand 

that the limitation of the ‘rule book’ lies in the fact that, while it can articulate 

organisational principles and define courses of action, it cannot legislate the good 

judgement of managers. It is this understanding that has not been captured in Weber’s 

analysis of bureaucracies and their modus operandi. 

 

The findings of this study offer a myriad experiences; each experience comes with its 

own set of organisational implications and learning. I have attempted to lay them out 

within the structure of the findings. Being a qualitative study I sought to combine 

analysis with empathy for both the subject matter and the participants of the interview 

process. As a direct and in some cases indirect colleague to many of the participants I am 

also cognisant of the potential seepage of my own preconceptions. As such I have 

attempted to quote many of the participants in detail to enable the reader to hear the 

multiple layers of voices and discern the contrasting meanings emanating from the 

commentaries.  

 

The findings are diverse and eclectic in nature and the pieces stand out individually even 

as they hang together in one rich tapestry. As a researcher and active presence in the 

milieu of the study I hope that the thesis will have use for, not just academics but also, 

managers in the workplace. The United Nations is an organisation whose mandates and 

principles I respect and subscribe to wholeheartedly. It is also an organisation that I have 

been a part of for many years prior to the study and hope to continue being so for many 

years into the future. I hope that the study and its findings will in the future empower 

managers and staff alike to demonstrate the ―social courage‖ Phillip refers to and to turn 
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the lens towards themselves and their workplace, and create an environment conducive to 

a just and principled implementation of the HIV and AIDS policy. 

 

 

5.3 Key sociological insights 

 

This sub-section attempts to consolidate the key sociological insights in the context of the 

central questions underlying this study. Since the responses to the two questions are 

closely entwined, the following paragraphs (though separated) attempt to bring the 

insights together in one integrated and composite response. 

 

1. How do personnel in a local office of a large Human Rights based bureaucracy 

perceive and experience the implementation of HIV and AIDS policy in the workplace? 

 

There is a strong sense among a number of staff members that the implementation 

of the workplace HIV and AIDS policy is both ineffective and inequitable. The 

general narrative seems to be that HIV positive staff members are discriminated 

against, stigmatised and involuntarily dismissed. Within the accumulating 

subjective accounts merging into organisational discourse one discerns the 

fundamental contradiction of policy and practice in the Human Rights based case 

study. In an era when South Africa‘s defence of social justice is celebrated 

throughout the world, the ‗organisational citizens‘ talked about themselves as 

having no rights in the micro-domain of the workplace - of experiencing 

discomfort about revealing their statuses, particularly if their contracts were under 

consideration for renewal, and of not being treated impartially.  The ignominy of 

the matter lies in the fact that the international development organisation (despite 

being a humanitarian concern) has not demonstrated its ability to 

comprehensively practice its own rights based policies. For instance, there is 

inadequate information-dissemination on HIV-related rights of staff members and 

those employed in the workplace, staff members have experienced job-losses 
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having contracted the virus and others are struggling to gain access and 

reimbursement for medical treatment.  

 

While staff perspective of the Human Rights based organisation‘s internal 

practices conjure up a largely negative collective-discourse, an informal and 

positive ‗code of ethics‘ appears to have emerged among staff members 

themselves. Testimonies reveal that staff support one another and those among 

them who are living with the virus. At the workplace-level staff  have formed an 

informal community of sustenance and commitment which rallies to sustain those 

afflicted and affected, assisting them with personally mobilised resources and 

information.  

 

The responsibility for implementation and the burden of incomplete 

implementation is separately located in the power-hierarchy of international 

development organisations. Managers have the responsibility for implementation 

but do not seem to face the potential consequences of non-action or insufficient 

action.  Staff members, however, seem to carry the burden of ineffectively 

implemented policies, making the price of inadequacy unequal and skewed. On 

the one hand, the price the manager pays, at worst, is a transfer to another post or 

a golden handshake (which, in its ignominy, serves as an exit-dowry). On the 

other hand, staff members at lower levels of the organisation, and with temporary 

contractual arrangements, can expect termination papers or annulment of time-

bound contracts.  This makes it convenient for managers to act rationally in their 

own interest without carrying the burden of being reasonable in the larger interest 

of the organisation. 

 

The managers function within the system as operational chameleons. Managers 

(in the study) seem to overtly espouse and advocate for principles governing the 

HIV and AIDS policy. Yet, they are occasionally known to act on a separate and 

concealed set of views, values and decisions; thereby dancing to the tune they 

perceive to hear even when it contradicts the organisation‘s stated views, values 
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and policy mandates. One can therefore conclude that contrary to Weber and 

Bennis‘s understanding, bureaucratic structures and procedures though rigid and 

mandatory are only de jure drivers of policy implementation. The de facto drivers 

are the managers. It appears that the higher one travels up the ladder of authority 

the more one exhibits demonstrable evidence of mutual apathy. However, at 

lower levels of staff hierarchy there is mutual empathy and sharing, such as the 

fund-raising efforts of staff members to support those living with the virus and 

financially constrained by the consequence by it. It is interesting to note that while 

staff members are determined and active in their empathy; they are 

simultaneously in passive acceptance of the inefficiencies of policy-

implementation, viewing it as a fait accompli. This finding underlines my 

fundamental premise that human agency and ingenuity supersedes organisational 

structure and the rigour of organisational policies and rules.  

 

I further posit that the discretionary power of managers is not only the key driver 

of policy implementation, but it also affects the organisational and management 

credibility of institutions. To bridge this disengagement between the perspectives 

of managers and staff, a more empowering and participatory process may be 

called for to facilitate efficient implementation. In the South African tradition, the 

collective mobilisation of people around causes has always ignited larger changes. 

This may yet be a key vehicle for creating the impetus for shifting managerial 

indifference. ―Change‖, as one participant suggested, must ―come from the 

bottom up‖. 

 

The following section, entitled The road ahead seeks to address this issue by 

suggesting ways in which the capacity and perspective gap can be bridged.  

 

2. How does the Human Rights based bureaucracy, as exemplified by this South Africa 

case study implement the HIV and AIDS policy in its workplace? 
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An important finding of the study is that implementation of internal policy is 

sometimes thwarted by the interfacing of ‗officialdom‘ and ‗personal dynamics‘, 

such as: personal mandate driven managers in charge of implementing HIV and 

AIDS policy; systems of mandate setting, monitoring and implementation made 

inefficient by a ―heavy‖ bureaucracy and   over-centralisation, a lack of 

transparency and rigidity in management approach recurrently destabilised by a 

high top-management turnover. 

 

The bureaucratic structure of the present-day international development 

organisation is an evolved version of Weber‘s bureaucracy (1946). It does not 

replicate the characteristics of the model in its entirety; these organisations exist 

within their own unique environment and are subject to variations over time. 

These variations, in turn, drive exogenous changes and impact on internal 

organisational systems, policy making and implementation, and individual ethics. 

In Weber‘s classical formulation experts function at ‗full capacity‘, and are 

committed and loyal to the organisation which serves as moral and legitimate 

authority. In the contemporary competitive, rapidly paced international 

development arena managers might display loyalty but do not operate at full 

capacity in meeting their obligations (Scott, 2003). Temporal rhythms, subversive 

management practices and the vibrancy and imperfections (Powell & DiMaggio, 

1991) of the international arena imply that a Human Rights based bureaucracy 

could find itself facing immense difficulty when attempting to implement policy 

consistently and credibly. This study finds, however, that lapses of policy 

implementation are more closely aligned with managerial manipulation and 

ingenuity rather than organic processes associated with increasing organisational 

specialisation and complexity. Thus, the gap between policy and implementation 

necessitates a more careful scrutiny of managerial agency and commitments, than 

Weber envisaged, as well as the socialisation of a non-instrumental adherence to 

Human Rights and respect for people‘s dignities within the international 

development organisation (Risse, Ropp & Sikkink, 1999).  
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 5.4 The road ahead: Thoughts on better implementing the mandate and principle of 

the United Nations HIV and AIDS policy 

 

One of the participants, Lydia, provided me with the insight that underpins my 

recommendations for the way forward. She was clear that managers were not necessarily 

setting out with the objective of being maliciously and wilfully discriminatory towards 

those living with the virus. None of my conversations with managers or even staff 

members in this study conclusively yielded such an observation. As Lydia pointed out in 

her interview, 

 

… the [HIV] policy is not being implemented efficiently and in its full spirit 

because the larger organisation is ignorant of all of the issues that need to be 

addressed for the policy to be implemented properly. 

 

Lydia‘s observation begs the question, ―What would remove the managers‘ and staff‘s 

ignorance of ―the issues that need to be addressed‖? What would enlighten them, not just 

to the rule of law or the text of the policy, but to the reality and principle that the policy is 

founded on? What would alert them to the reality that living with the virus is not 

necessarily a death sentence and that those living with the virus are capable of the same 

level of productivity as those living free of it…. the reality that stigma and discrimination 

can induce those living with the virus into self-stigmatisation and push them into 

concealing or ignoring their status to their own and the organisation‘s detriment? 

What would inculcate in them the values and principles on which, not just the AIDS 

policies but the raison d’être of the United Nations is founded…the principle that Human 

Rights are universal, inalienable and indivisible? Most significantly, what role does the 

organisation play in bringing parity to the dichotomy between the HIV and AIDS policy 

and the actions of managers? Clearly the organisation has both the mandate and the 

responsibility to manage the environment within the organisation and to induce reality 

based and principles driven views, decisions and actions from managers, in the larger 

interest of ensuring an efficient and equitable implementation of policy. 
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In my observations on Phillip‘s testimonial on social courage, I mentioned that ―social 

courage is a factor of orientation and can be instilled in the system and among managers 

and staff through suitably focussed interventions‖. As such, the United Nations would 

benefit immensely from assigning all managers and staff to an orientation exercise that 

includes such elements as an HIV competency test, information exchange process, 

counselling exercise, policy orientation and implementation session and more 

innovatively a period of consciously experiencing the reality of living with the virus. This 

I believe would help address an issue raised by Shaun, a senior manager in the 

organisation, when he claimed that the ―politics of the approach weighs fairly heavy‖ on 

select managers rendering the ―product of the action and the timeliness of the product‖ 

less significant. It is my opinion that the competency testing, information exchange and 

counselling would help bring all managers up to speed with the policies of the 

organisation and most significantly, appreciate the rationale behind the HIV and AIDS 

policy. 

 

Below, is a brief elaboration of the initiatives
33

 suggested in the paragraph above: 

 

The competency test would enable the organisation to determine the gaps in knowledge 

and the emotional and psychological needs of managers and staff as they deal with HIV 

in the workplace. 

 

The information exchange process would provide a learning process for managers and 

staff on the facts of the virus in both its bio-medical context as also its socio-economic 

and cultural context in society and the workplace. 

  

A counselling session could be a crucial part of the orientation exercise as mere 

information exchange may be inadequate for staff members and managers who have 

strong pre-conceived notions and misconception about the virus and those living with it. 

                                                 
33

 While some of these initiatives (such as the competency test, information exchange and counselling 

sessions) have been sporadically practiced elsewhere in the organisation, they have not been brought 

together as one consistent and institutionalised intervention mandated for staff and managers. 
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Counselling could open their mind to the new information they receive and set them up 

better for the next session on policy and implementation.  

 

Policy orientation and implementation sessions could enable the staff and managers to 

understand the policy and how they could best implement it. They would get a sense of 

what the United Nations HIV and AIDS policy is, what it mandates for the staff and 

managers and how a full and comprehensive implementation of the policy is not just a 

Human Rights necessity but could increase productivity in the workplace. This, I believe, 

could go a long way towards addressing Caitlin‘s concern that, ―if we [the United 

Nations] were functioning more as a coherent system and not as request and demand and 

then erratic supply, it might actually be quite different‖. 

 

Experiencing the reality of living with the virus may require more innovation. It could 

begin with a motivational speech followed by an open conversation and question and 

answer session with a counsellor living with the virus. If feasible it may also help to 

select certain staff members and managers to work in close proximity with a staff 

member known to be living with the virus. This is a more feasible option in countries like 

South Africa, Lesotho, Botswana and Swaziland among many others, where the epidemic 

is more generalised and larger numbers of staff members may be openly living with the 

virus.  

 

It may also be feasible for an organisation, like the United Nations, which works across 

geographical borders and linguistic categories to establish a growing roster of roving 

AIDS Ambassadors.  Such a roster would comprise United Nations staff members with 

requisite organisation-relevant-skills (such as management, finance, secretarial or any of 

a host of others) and the additional qualification of living openly with the virus. These 

roving ambassadors could be empowered further with counselling skills and sent out to 

United Nations offices across the globe to work with other staff and management teams. 

Over and above their contribution as professional accountants, contract specialists or 

secretaries, they could take on the additional task of mainstreaming HIV in the 

workplace. The initiative would provide a process of experiential learning, empowering 

 
 
 



 

 192 

fellow staff members with knowledge about the virus and living with it. It could serve the 

purpose of normalising staff perceptions of the virus and make them comfortable with the 

idea of working alongside a person living competently and productively with the virus, 

through the sheer experience of doing so. 

  

I am aware that the United Nations often has to rush staff members with specific skills to 

country offices to temporarily fill in skill shortage situations while they are selecting a 

suitable staff member for the job. These situations could naturally and seamlessly provide 

an opportunity to mobilise the skilled roving ambassadors to country offices temporarily, 

if a skill match can be established. 

 

I am also aware of such staff members in the system, already equipped to perform such 

functions. One of them is a colleague, who of her own volition has been a friend and 

mentor to me, not just as an adviser on work related issues pertaining to HIV, but more 

recently from the psychological and lifestyle perspectives to deal with the personal reality 

of being faced with a life threatening ailment. This person, from my experience, is 

already equipped to take on such an assignment. 

 

I believe the significance of the study is substantiated by the fact that the implementation 

of HIV and AIDS policies within the United Nations workplace has been reviewed and 

studied by an insider to the system. At one level it dispels the notion that ―Outsiders, 

rarely experience the UN firsthand‖ (Weiss et al. 2005:1) and need to be content with 

second hand material cobbled together from news pieces and editorial articles, the 

internet and textbooks. At another level the study also dispels the view that the United 

Nations appears be ―more a collection of boring bureaucrats than a creative centre of 

gravity for international problem-solving‖ (ibid.). As a staff member, I argue, that I have 

taken a step towards dispelling the view that the United Nations are staffed by ―boring 

bureaucrats‖  by taking the trouble, late in life, to re-engage with academia to freshen up 

my perspectives as also my research and analytical skills. The study demonstrates that 

staff members of the United Nations are able to objectively review their policy 

implementation and have the support of senior management and the organisation to do so. 
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The significance of the study also lies in the fact that the research and analysis in the 

thesis is designed to induce organisational introspection at the United Nations vis-à-vis 

the HIV and AIDS workplace policy implementation. It is envisaged that this study will 

stimulate a broader and more in-depth study based on larger and more geographically 

dispersed samples, spread across countries with varied HIV prevalence and incidences. It 

is also envisaged that such a study will be carried out by an independent body and funded 

by the United Nations. This I believe will enable validation and enhancement of my 

argument from a larger evidence base across countries and continents, providing more 

recommendations for the way forward for the United Nations. 

 

It would be pertinent to conclude the thesis by revisiting aspects of the United Nations 

Charter that may inspire the organisation that I work for, love and respect, as it takes 

considered steps towards universally and comprehensively implementing the HIV and 

AIDS policy in its own workplace. The effective implementation of the HIV and AIDS 

policy is, to a great extent, a matter of concern and respect for the equality, dignity and 

worth of the human person.
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