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Executive summary

Since national broadcasters were first established in the Arab world 
in the mid-twentieth century, the media has always been used as 
a platform for taking or asserting power. Over the last 25 years, 
however, there has been a gradual opening up of that media space, 
first through the advent of satellite broadcasting, and subsequently 
through the explosion of new media. Although this pluralism has 
undoubtedly had a liberalising effect on the political landscape of the 
region, it has also fuelled an increasingly polarised political discourse.

With this wider political context as a backdrop, this briefing 
suggests that national broadcasters may have the potential to 
help to bridge social divides, if they can be reformed to serve the 
interests of the public rather than the state. In addition to their 
extensive infrastructure and reach, these institutions also have a 
cultural standing that enables them to serve diverse audiences with 
programmes tailored to their needs and interests. But in order to 
realise that mission, these organisations will need to reorient their 
programming so that it responds less to government policies and 
more to the needs of citizens. 

Specifically, the briefing suggests that state broadcasters can do this 
by instilling the twin public service values of universality and diversity 
into their programming, underpinned by a clear commitment to 
editorial independence. Formats that enable inclusive dialogue, 
rational debate and clear and trusted information can, at least 
in theory, mitigate conflict by facilitating tolerance, mutual 
understanding and representation. 

The fact that infrastructure exists to deliver public service content 
does not necessarily mean that this infrastructure will be put to 
good use or that the conditions in a country – political, economic, 
social or otherwise – will enable those public service values to be 
realised to their fullest extent. To illustrate this point, the briefing 
explores four countries undergoing political change – Libya, Egypt, 
Lebanon and Tunisia – to examine the opportunities and constraints 
conditioning the national broadcasters’ ability to deliver content 
that enhances universality and diversity.

In Libya, the ability to build an inclusive national broadcaster has 
failed because of factional control and in-fighting between groups, 
resulting in a media marked by bias, defamation and incitement 
on the Libyan airwaves. Until that conflict subsides, this briefing 

argues that the best one can hope for may be to bring in unbiased 
public service content from outside the country’s borders and to 
use that programming to provide basic information for all groups 
and slowly build tolerance over time. 

In the last few years, Egypt has undergone a period of turbulence 
and political instability, much of which has been played out in a 
highly polarised media environment. The country benefits from a 
long-standing national broadcaster with the potential to reach large 
swathes of the country and a programming heritage that has shaped 
the collective imagination of generations. However, its bloated 
bureaucracy, concerns over its editorial independence, inadequate 
regulation, and a narrowing of media and political freedoms places 
real limits on the broadcaster’s ability to play a much-needed social 
cohesion role for its audiences.

Lebanon, which emerged from civil war back in the 1990s, is often 
held up as having the most vibrant private media sector in the region. 
The country also boasts a recently reformed national broadcaster 
with recognised potential to help to bridge the social divides that 
have lingered long after the civil war subsided. But without deeper 
economic and political buy-in from the different political actors who 
make up the Lebanese state, this institution is falling short of  being 
truly innovative in its programming and attracting sustained audiences. 

Tunisia, which is the most democratic of the four countries under 
consideration, has by far the most highly evolved regulatory system. 
The national television station commands significant reach and a 
substantial loyal audience. Although this broadcaster is undergoing 
a process of institutional reform, it still lacks the administrative and 
financial independence that can protect it from government control. 

While the political context across these countries varies enormously, 
all four cases underscore the essential need for institutional reform 
of the media sector if public service values are to be sustained 
in the long run. While it is outside the scope of this briefing to 
address that issue in detail, the briefing concludes with a call for 
audience research that better understands people’s needs, more 
programming aimed at the region’s rising young population, more 
diverse media interventions and greater attention given to the 
political incentives facing actors in these countries to enable them 
to embark on serious reform of their media sectors.
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BBC Media Action, the BBC’s international development charity, 
uses the power of media and communication to support people to 
shape their own lives. Working with broadcasters, governments, 
other organisations and donors, we provide information and 
stimulate positive change in the areas of governance, health, 
resilience and humanitarian response. 

Giving communities access to reliable and actionable health 
information is particularly valuable in countries where there are 
exceptionally few health professionals, for example Sierra Leone. 
As a consequence of the Ebola epidemic, Sierra Leone lost a 
considerable number of its healthcare professionals. About 900 
qualified health workers remain.1 A World Bank report estimated 
that the loss of healthcare workers during the Ebola crisis could 
increase maternal mortality by 74%.2 

As part of the efforts to rebuild and strengthen health systems 
in Sierra Leone, BBC Media Action conducted two studies in 
late 2015 to explore the role that media and communication can 
play in improving health outcomes across communities.

This report presents the insights gained about people’s 
access to health information, decision-making processes and 
communication networks. Previous BBC Media Action research 
has revealed that the most effective health communication 
is two-way, involving audience feedback, discussion and use 
of information.3 BBC Media Action therefore extended the 
research focus to explore the health-seeking and information-
seeking behaviour of participants. 

This report draws on two studies: first, a nationally representative 
quantitative survey, and, second, a qualitative study across three 
locations in Sierra Leone. Data for the nationally representative 

quantitative survey was collected between October and mid-
November 2015 across the country’s 14 districts. In total, 2,500 
Sierra Leoneans were interviewed for the quantitative survey. 
The qualitative study had a strong focus on rural communities 
as these tend to have worse access to health centres and to be 
less wealthy and less educated than urban populations – factors 
that are associated with more negative health outcomes. Focus 
group discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interviews (IDIs) were 
conducted in rural Port Loko, rural Kenema, Western Area Rural 
and Western Area Urban.

The main research findings are:

Radio and mobile phones are the media platforms that 
can reach the most people. BBC Media Action’s research 
found that radio still dominates the media sector in Sierra Leone. 
Sixty-nine per cent of households own a radio, 81% can access it 
somewhere and, of those, 84% listen to it at least once a week. 
However, access to mobile phones has risen rapidly over the last 
decade to outpace access to radio. Eighty-three per cent of Sierra 
Leoneans personally own a mobile phone or can access one 
through a household member. To enable better understanding of 
mobile phones as a new medium, this research study particularly 
looked at the role that mobile phones could play in delivering 
health information.

People are accessing health information. Ninety-five 
per cent of research participants reported accessing health 
information in the previous three months – 93% receiving 
information about Ebola and 43% receiving information about 
pneumonia. Media access – in particular for radio (81%) and 
mobile (83%) – is high. 

Exploring the role of  
communication in community 
health in Sierra Leone
Annabelle Wittels
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There is a strong interest in health information in Sierra 
Leone. Eighty-six per cent of Sierra Leoneans want to receive 
more information on health for themselves and their families. 

People are interested in receiving information on a 
range of health issues. People are particularly interested in 
receiving information on health issues that they already have some 
knowledge of – 29% mentioned that they wanted information on 
malaria and typhoid. This compares with the 11% of people who 
want to receive information on health topics that they currently 
do not know much about. 

People act upon information that enables them to 
address symptoms quickly at home, is cheap to access 
and both cheap and easy to implement. Nine per cent of 
Sierra Leoneans have never used formal healthcare services. 

There are a number of reasons why people do not seek 
formal health providers or access health information. 
The qualitative research revealed a number of factors that 
explain why people do not seek formal health providers or health 
information. These are: 

•	 Seriousness of health issue. If there is a perception that 
a health issue is not acutely life-threatening, people are less 
likely to seek information about it. For example, while 73% 
of people seek help for malaria and typhoid, only around 
15% seek help for symptoms such as headaches, coughs or 
persistent pains. People only tend to actively seek health 
information in emergencies or when faced with a health 
challenge for the first time: for example, during the Ebola 
crisis and when they perceive an illness to be life-threatening, 
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a platform for taking or asserting power. Over the last 25 years, 
however, there has been a gradual opening up of that media space, 
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With this wider political context as a backdrop, this briefing 
suggests that national broadcasters may have the potential to 
help to bridge social divides, if they can be reformed to serve the 
interests of the public rather than the state. In addition to their 
extensive infrastructure and reach, these institutions also have a 
cultural standing that enables them to serve diverse audiences with 
programmes tailored to their needs and interests. But in order to 
realise that mission, these organisations will need to reorient their 
programming so that it responds less to government policies and 
more to the needs of citizens. 

Specifically, the briefing suggests that state broadcasters can do this 
by instilling the twin public service values of universality and diversity 
into their programming, underpinned by a clear commitment to 
editorial independence. Formats that enable inclusive dialogue, 
rational debate and clear and trusted information can, at least 
in theory, mitigate conflict by facilitating tolerance, mutual 
understanding and representation. 

The fact that infrastructure exists to deliver public service content 
does not necessarily mean that this infrastructure will be put to 
good use or that the conditions in a country – political, economic, 
social or otherwise – will enable those public service values to be 
realised to their fullest extent. To illustrate this point, the briefing 
explores four countries undergoing political change – Libya, Egypt, 
Lebanon and Tunisia – to examine the opportunities and constraints 
conditioning the national broadcasters’ ability to deliver content 
that enhances universality and diversity.

In Libya, the ability to build an inclusive national broadcaster has 
failed because of factional control and in-fighting between groups, 
resulting in a media marked by bias, defamation and incitement 
on the Libyan airwaves. Until that conflict subsides, this briefing 

argues that the best one can hope for may be to bring in unbiased 
public service content from outside the country’s borders and to 
use that programming to provide basic information for all groups 
and slowly build tolerance over time. 

In the last few years, Egypt has undergone a period of turbulence 
and political instability, much of which has been played out in a 
highly polarised media environment. The country benefits from a 
long-standing national broadcaster with the potential to reach large 
swathes of the country and a programming heritage that has shaped 
the collective imagination of generations. However, its bloated 
bureaucracy, concerns over its editorial independence, inadequate 
regulation, and a narrowing of media and political freedoms places 
real limits on the broadcaster’s ability to play a much-needed social 
cohesion role for its audiences.

Lebanon, which emerged from civil war back in the 1990s, is often 
held up as having the most vibrant private media sector in the region. 
The country also boasts a recently reformed national broadcaster 
with recognised potential to help to bridge the social divides that 
have lingered long after the civil war subsided. But without deeper 
economic and political buy-in from the different political actors who 
make up the Lebanese state, this institution is falling short of  being 
truly innovative in its programming and attracting sustained audiences. 

Tunisia, which is the most democratic of the four countries under 
consideration, has by far the most highly evolved regulatory system. 
The national television station commands significant reach and a 
substantial loyal audience. Although this broadcaster is undergoing 
a process of institutional reform, it still lacks the administrative and 
financial independence that can protect it from government control. 

While the political context across these countries varies enormously, 
all four cases underscore the essential need for institutional reform 
of the media sector if public service values are to be sustained 
in the long run. While it is outside the scope of this briefing to 
address that issue in detail, the briefing concludes with a call for 
audience research that better understands people’s needs, more 
programming aimed at the region’s rising young population, more 
diverse media interventions and greater attention given to the 
political incentives facing actors in these countries to enable them 
to embark on serious reform of their media sectors.
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through training and tools. Such efforts should first 
help CHWs to fashion their communication in a way that 
encourages greater dialogue and exchange. Second, the 
training could address the demand for more in-depth 
information. Training and  tools for CHWs should build 
confidence in providing information with greater depth and 
breadth.

•	 High levels of trust for nurses and doctors could be 
built on to maximise the credibility of health communication. 
For example, a BBC Media Action intervention in India has 
successfully used mobile phones carried by CHWs to provide 
doctors’ advice to remote communities. Yet it is important 
to acknowledge that Sierra Leoneans draw on both formal 
and informal healthcare providers, including traditional 
healers, traditional birth attendants and unlicensed drug 
peddlers. Communication efforts should bring 
informal providers on board to provide information 
that encourages healthy behaviours and responses to health 
challenges.

•	 Radio and mobile phones, the two media with the highest 
access and ownership figures across Sierra Leone, appear 
best positioned to provide health information. Other 
research suggests that if mobility is compromised, as it was 
during the Ebola crisis, people prefer to receive information 
by radio. 6 While the scheduled revision of Sierra Leone’s 
CHW policy by the MoHS includes plans for a potential 
increase in CHWs per catchment area, it is likely that, for 
the near future, face-to-face communication of health 

information will remain limited because of the small numbers 
of available healthcare workers. A combination of face-
to-face and  mass media to provide health information 
could address both these preferences and the limitations 
that health workers in Sierra Leone face. 

•	 When using mobile phones, information that can 
be delivered via basic phones and is voice-based, not 
requiring reading skills, is more likely to reach across different 
strata of Sierra Leonean society.

•	 Although two-way communication might be easier to achieve 
when face-to-face, mass media in Sierra Leone should build 
on experiences of communication during the Ebola crisis, 
which illustrated7 that bottom-up communication 
facilitates positive behaviour change.

•	 Communication efforts should equip communities 
with actionable information. The findings from this 
study suggest that communities are more likely to implement 
health information if it is easy, cheap and quick to implement. 
This is especially important in the context of preventative 
care, within which community members show less proactive 
behaviours. Providing actionable information could help 
communities to overcome barriers to engage and act upon 
health knowledge. 

The following chapters will explore the main  findings, barriers 
and opportunities in more detail. 

6.	 Focus 1000 (2015) KAP 4: Preliminary Findings. 

7.	 ACAPS (2015) Ebola Outbreak in West Africa: Impact on Health Service Utilisation in Sierra Leone.
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Executive summary

Since national broadcasters were first established in the Arab world 
in the mid-twentieth century, the media has always been used as 
a platform for taking or asserting power. Over the last 25 years, 
however, there has been a gradual opening up of that media space, 
first through the advent of satellite broadcasting, and subsequently 
through the explosion of new media. Although this pluralism has 
undoubtedly had a liberalising effect on the political landscape of the 
region, it has also fuelled an increasingly polarised political discourse.

With this wider political context as a backdrop, this briefing 
suggests that national broadcasters may have the potential to 
help to bridge social divides, if they can be reformed to serve the 
interests of the public rather than the state. In addition to their 
extensive infrastructure and reach, these institutions also have a 
cultural standing that enables them to serve diverse audiences with 
programmes tailored to their needs and interests. But in order to 
realise that mission, these organisations will need to reorient their 
programming so that it responds less to government policies and 
more to the needs of citizens. 

Specifically, the briefing suggests that state broadcasters can do this 
by instilling the twin public service values of universality and diversity 
into their programming, underpinned by a clear commitment to 
editorial independence. Formats that enable inclusive dialogue, 
rational debate and clear and trusted information can, at least 
in theory, mitigate conflict by facilitating tolerance, mutual 
understanding and representation. 

The fact that infrastructure exists to deliver public service content 
does not necessarily mean that this infrastructure will be put to 
good use or that the conditions in a country – political, economic, 
social or otherwise – will enable those public service values to be 
realised to their fullest extent. To illustrate this point, the briefing 
explores four countries undergoing political change – Libya, Egypt, 
Lebanon and Tunisia – to examine the opportunities and constraints 
conditioning the national broadcasters’ ability to deliver content 
that enhances universality and diversity.

In Libya, the ability to build an inclusive national broadcaster has 
failed because of factional control and in-fighting between groups, 
resulting in a media marked by bias, defamation and incitement 
on the Libyan airwaves. Until that conflict subsides, this briefing 

argues that the best one can hope for may be to bring in unbiased 
public service content from outside the country’s borders and to 
use that programming to provide basic information for all groups 
and slowly build tolerance over time. 

In the last few years, Egypt has undergone a period of turbulence 
and political instability, much of which has been played out in a 
highly polarised media environment. The country benefits from a 
long-standing national broadcaster with the potential to reach large 
swathes of the country and a programming heritage that has shaped 
the collective imagination of generations. However, its bloated 
bureaucracy, concerns over its editorial independence, inadequate 
regulation, and a narrowing of media and political freedoms places 
real limits on the broadcaster’s ability to play a much-needed social 
cohesion role for its audiences.

Lebanon, which emerged from civil war back in the 1990s, is often 
held up as having the most vibrant private media sector in the region. 
The country also boasts a recently reformed national broadcaster 
with recognised potential to help to bridge the social divides that 
have lingered long after the civil war subsided. But without deeper 
economic and political buy-in from the different political actors who 
make up the Lebanese state, this institution is falling short of  being 
truly innovative in its programming and attracting sustained audiences. 

Tunisia, which is the most democratic of the four countries under 
consideration, has by far the most highly evolved regulatory system. 
The national television station commands significant reach and a 
substantial loyal audience. Although this broadcaster is undergoing 
a process of institutional reform, it still lacks the administrative and 
financial independence that can protect it from government control. 

While the political context across these countries varies enormously, 
all four cases underscore the essential need for institutional reform 
of the media sector if public service values are to be sustained 
in the long run. While it is outside the scope of this briefing to 
address that issue in detail, the briefing concludes with a call for 
audience research that better understands people’s needs, more 
programming aimed at the region’s rising young population, more 
diverse media interventions and greater attention given to the 
political incentives facing actors in these countries to enable them 
to embark on serious reform of their media sectors.
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Lebanon, which emerged from civil war back in the 1990s, is often 
held up as having the most vibrant private media sector in the region. 
The country also boasts a recently reformed national broadcaster 
with recognised potential to help to bridge the social divides that 
have lingered long after the civil war subsided. But without deeper 
economic and political buy-in from the different political actors who 
make up the Lebanese state, this institution is falling short of being 
truly innovative in its programming and attracting sustained audiences.

Tunisia – which has an embryonic and fragile democratic system – 
has made great strides in reforming its media regulation in recent 
years. The national television station commands significant reach and 
a substantial loyal audience. Although this broadcaster is undergoing 
a process of institutional reform, it still lacks the administrative and 
financial independence that can protect it from government control.

While the political context across these countries varies enormously, 
all four cases underscore the essential need for institutional reform 
of the media sector if public service values are to be sustained 
in the long run. While it is outside the scope of this briefing to 
address that issue in detail, the briefing concludes with a call for 
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