
USING MAS S MEDI A 

205. Man y healt h educator s ar e attracte d t o th e ide a o f usin g televisio n an d radi o 
for healt h education . Asid e fro m bein g glamorou s an d "modern" , thes e medi a 
have th e potentia l o f reachin g ver y larg e number s o f people . I n th e les s develope d 
countries thes e factor s ma y b e particularl y influential , reinforce d b y th e 
enthusiasm o f foreig n ai d donor s t o giv e an d countrie s t o sel l equipment . 

206. However , heav y emphasi s o n electroni c medi a ha s latel y bee n heavil y 
criticised. Experienc e i n th e Wester n industrialise d worl d an d a  fe w Thir d worl d 
countries suggest s tha t usin g mas s medi a t o chang e people' s healt h behaviou r i s 
often disappointing . Th e reason s fo r thi s ar e extremel y complex . Som e clai m tha t 
inappropriate comparison s hav e bee n mad e wit h commercia l advertisin g (Tones , 
1981). Other s maintai n tha t preventiv e medicin e an d healt h educatio n hav e a 
relatively lo w statu s an d tha t thei r message s ar e therefor e mor e likel y t o b e 
accepted i f presente d b y a  high-statu s physicia n i n a n individua l intervie w rathe r 
than ove r radi o o r televisio n (Bunnag , 1981) . Mos t communicatio n theorist s argu e 
that th e opportunit y fo r dialogu e i s th e sin e qu a no n o f effectiv e communication , 
and tha t mas s medi a d o no t usuall y allo w fo r this . Th e theoretica l debat e o n th e 
effects o f th e medi a o n people' s behaviou r i s comple x howeve r (Flay , 1981 ) an d 
not considere d here . Wha t i s increasingl y accepte d i s tha t i f th e mas s medi a hav e 
any influenc e o n thei r ow n i t tend s t o b e i n th e directio n o f reinforcin g existin g 
beliefs an d opinions , rathe r tha n i n changin g o r convertin g the m (McCro n an d 
Budd, 1979) . 

Which mas s media ? 

207. I n talkin g o f mas s medi a i n developin g countries , th e emphasi s i s usuall y o n 
radio. Othe r medi a -  television , newspapers , journal s an d magazines , tap e 
cassettes, slid e sets , films , eve n billboard s o r people' s newspaper s o r wal l paper s 
- ar e usuall y mor e limited . I n fact , i n a  recen t Commonwealt h repor t i t wa s 
stated tha t radi o i s "th e mediu m o f th e people , reachin g a s i t doe s acros s th e 
barrier o f literac y an d limite d i n it s potentia l penetratio n onl y b y th e availabilit y 
of transmissio n equipmen t an d o f radi o receivers " (Commonwealt h Committe e o n 
Communication an d th e Media , 1980) . Newspape r circulation , o n th e othe r hand , 
has tende d t o diminis h ove r th e las t decad e an d televisio n i s stil l fairl y limite d i n 
less develope d Commonwealt h countries . 

208. Fro m th e respons e t o questionnaire s i t appear s tha t mos t Commonwealt h 
countries regar d radi o a s a  potentiall y usefu l metho d fo r healt h education , 
although fe w countrie s hav e actuall y realise d thi s potential . Ther e ar e som e 
important difficultie s t o usin g mas s medi a techniques . Thu s th e benefit s o f 
reaching wid e audience s hav e t o b e balance d agains t tw o basi c problems : firs t th e 
technical constraints , an d secon d th e communicatio n proces s itself . 

Technical constraint s 

209. Startin g fro m th e premis e tha t radi o carrie s th e mos t promis e fo r mas s 
communication, w e concentrat e o n i t here . However , man y o f th e point s mad e 
are relevan t fo r othe r media . 53 



210. Ther e ar e a  numbe r o f obviou s technologica l difficultie s tha t limi t coverag e 
by radio . Underdevelope d infrastructure s ma y mea n tha t transmissio n an d 
reception ar e imperfect . Th e productio n o f radio s an d distributio n network s ma y 
not b e equa l t o meetin g deman d fo r radio s o r batteries . Multilingua l countrie s 
cannot alway s satisf y al l sector s o f th e populatio n an d ofte n th e majorit y o f 
programmes ar e i n th e nationa l (urban ) languag e whic h i s no t commo n t o all . 
Financial constraint s exis t i n man y countrie s whic h stil l impor t radio s o r som e o f 
the material s t o mak e them . 

The communicatio n proces s 

211. I n term s o f communicatio n ther e ar e othe r problems . On e majo r constrain t 
of radi o i s th e impermanenc e o f th e message . I f th e recipien t canno t kee p pac e 
with wha t i s bein g broadcast , th e messag e i s lost . Th e radi o broadcaste r canno t 
even kno w i f i t ha s bee n received , le t alon e understood . Th e proces s o f 
communicating -  fro m communicato r t o messag e t o recipien t -  i s complex , an d 
most healt h educator s argu e tha t one-to-one , face-to-fac e communicatio n i s th e 
nearest a  communicato r ca n com e t o bein g certai n tha t th e messag e i s understoo d 
and accepted . I t i s a n interactiv e relationship . Eve n the n ther e ar e man y 
pitfalls: recipient s ma y preten d t o understand ; ma y thin k tha t the y understand ; 
may understan d bu t no t agree ; ma y understan d an d agree , bu t no t alway s chang e 
their behaviour . 

212. Ho w muc h mor e difficult , then , t o ensur e tha t i n mas s communicatio n 
messages ar e understoo d an d well-received , le t alon e acte d upon . Furthermore , 
radio (o r television ) i s no t receive d i n isolation ; i t i s beame d int o a  socia l 
setting -  a  famil y house , a  ba r o r cafe , a  schoo l o r a  publi c square . I n al l thes e 
situations ther e ar e individual s wit h existin g belief s an d value s an d t o who m 
friends, workmates , teacher s ar e stil l importan t fount s o f informatio n wh o ma y 
influence attitude s an d behaviour . Peopl e ar e no t passiv e recipient s i n th e 
communication process . No r d o peopl e hav e equa l acces s t o media . Lo w statu s 
may exclud e certai n group s lik e wome n an d childre n fro m listenin g t o wha t i s a 
highly-prized consume r item . A s McCro n says , ther e i s n o reaso n t o suppos e tha t 
the mas s medi a ar e a  particularl y effectiv e communicatio n source . Th e message s 
received "ma y reinforc e thos e obtaine d fro m primar y healt h groups , bu t the y ma y 
equally contradic t them . Primar y grou p contact s serv e t o mediat e o r filte r mass -
communicated messages " (McCro n an d Budd , 1981) . I n othe r words , peopl e ar e 
active participant s i n a  communicatio n exchang e whic h select s an d interpret s fro m 
the messag e i n lin e wit h thei r existin g knowledg e an d predispositions . 

213. I t thu s become s clea r tha t message s produce d nationall y i n urba n centre s 
may be , howeve r factua l o r righ t minded , unacceptabl e o r o f littl e consequenc e 
to rura l people . On e o f th e point s mad e i n th e Commonwealt h repor t o n th e 
media i s tha t th e colonia l experienc e ha s lef t man y countrie s wit h heavil y urban -
biased media , an d tha t eve n wher e th e desir e i s t o exten d broadcast s t o rura l 
areas, professional s ar e hampere d b y thei r ow n attitude s an d orientations . Fro m 
his experienc e i n Africa , Fuglesan g remind s professional s o f th e ric h ora l 
traditions o f man y societies : "W e judg e peopl e o n ho w the y expres s themselve s i n 
a secondar y languag e lik e Englis h o r French , an d w e d o no t realis e tha t villag e 
people, an d particularl y th e elders , usuall y ar e highl y vocal , witt y an d 
sophisticated i n thei r speech . Parent s tak e prid e i n teachin g thei r childre n t o 
speak th e triba l languag e properl y . . . Radi o coul d b e s o obviousl y th e mos t 
powerful mediu m i n an y loca l society , i f onl y th e triba l language s i n th e 
programmes an d th e qualit y o f th e narrator s wer e better " (Fuglesang , 1981) . 

How effectiv e ar e mas s media ? 

214. I n spit e o f it s constraint s then , radi o remain s enormousl y attractiv e becaus e 
of it s relativ e efficienc y an d cheapnes s i n reachin g larg e audiences . Man y healt h 
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educators believ e i n i t , an d indee d us e i t i n a  numbe r o f way s -  fo r shor t healt h 
education talks , doctors ' forums , quizzes , sometime s dram a wit h a  healt h 
message. However , ther e ha s bee n littl e evaluatio n o f it s effectiveness . On e 
review o f healt h an d nutritio n project s usin g mas s medi a technique s conclude d tha t 
there i s almos t n o evidenc e concernin g th e impac t o f mas s medi a healt h an d 
nutrition educatio n project s o n th e healt h statu s o f th e targe t audienc e (Leslie , 
1981). I n thi s revie w si x healt h educatio n project s -  i n Guatemala , Haiti , India , 
Kenya, Tanzani a an d Senega l -  wer e assessed . Thre e use d radi o onl y (on e 
included supportin g literature) , tw o use d television , an d on e use d audio-cassettes . 

215. I n Kenya , th e targe t audienc e was  rura l adult s an d th e projec t wa s a  serie s 
of comed y programme s o n radi o int o whic h wer e disperse d healt h messages . 
Extremely popular , th e weekl y programme s reac h u p t o thre e millio n peopl e an d 
are ongoing . Ho w muc h the y influenc e people' s healt h behaviou r ha s no t bee n 
tested. 

216. Th e Tanzania n radi o campaig n ha s bee n considere d earlie r i n thi s report ; 
here ther e wa s a n attemp t t o evaluat e effectiveness . On e measur e use d wa s th e 
number o f latrine s buil t a s a  resul t o f th e campaig n (750,000) . However , i t was 
not possibl e t o sa y whethe r constructin g latrine s ha d improve d people' s health . 
The televisio n programm e i n Senega l (se e paragrap h 193 ) wa s aime d a t illiterat e 
working clas s women , an d too k th e for m o f twice-weekl y televisio n film s show n 
in club s o n suc h subject s a s th e caus e an d treatmen t o f malaria , dysentr y an d 
tuberculosis, an d th e promotio n o f les s oi l fo r cooking ; certai n educationa l goal s 
were achieve d (mor e wome n kne w tha t th e mosquit o cause d malaria ) an d wome n 
claimed t o us e les s oi l i n cooking . 

217. Hait i ha s ha d a n annua l twelve-wee k radi o campaig n fo r schoo l childre n an d 
their teacher s o n immunisatio n an d populatio n growth ; Guatemal a a  three-wee k 
campaign usin g cassette s a t communit y launderin g place s t o promot e vaccination s 
and foo d supplements ; an d i n Indi a a  one-yea r projec t usin g televisio n fo r rura l 
adults gav e informatio n o n preventiv e measures . Som e evaluatio n o f th e project s 
took plac e i n Indi a (gain s i n knowledge ) an d Guatemal a (mor e childre n wer e 
vaccinated tha n i n area s withou t cassettes) , bu t th e result s ar e disappointing . 
Most o f th e project s wer e no t ongoing . 

218. Lesli e als o review s nin e nutritio n educatio n projects , mos t o f whic h wer e 
able t o sho w som e positiv e gai n i n achievin g educationa l objectives . Fo r 
example, afte r a  six-wee k radio , televisio n an d newspape r campaig n i n Trinida d 
and Tobag o t o persuad e mother s an d pregnan t wome n tha t breast-feedin g i s 
preferable t o bottl e feeding , i t wa s foun d tha t mor e mother s wer e awar e o f th e 
issue, an d als o tha t man y introduce d bottl e feedin g a t a  late r ag e tha n the y 
would otherwis e hav e done . 

219. Th e revie w o f thes e project s demonstrate s ho w difficul t i t i s t o evaluat e th e 
effectiveness o f healt h educatio n projects . Fe w measure s ge t beyon d countin g th e 
number o f radi o transmission s mad e o r th e numbe r o f peopl e contacted ; fe w tr y 
to tes t befor e an d afte r th e projec t t o measur e change s i n attitude s o r 
knowledge; bu t measurin g a  chang e i n morbidit y o r mortalit y o r eve n 
anthropometric chang e directl y du e t o a  healt h educatio n campaig n i s 
methodologically difficult . Lesli e conclude s tha t b y makin g appropriat e change s i n 
evaluation methodolog y i t i s possibl e t o measur e th e cost-effectivenes s o f usin g 
the mas s medi a fo r healt h an d nutritio n education , bu t th e exten t t o whic h othe r 
measures o f effectivenes s ca n b e use d i s a t presen t uncertain . 

220. I n anothe r usefu l assessmen t o f healt h educatio n project s an d th e medi a 
(Jenkins, 1982 ) certai n conclusion s ar e draw n whic h provid e guideline s t o th e 
most effectiv e us e o f medi a fo r healt h education . Th e evidenc e fro m reviewin g a 
number o f successfu l project s lead s 3enkin s t o conclud e tha t medi a i n healt h 
education wil l hav e mos t impac t wher e medi a project s ar e integrate d wit h healt h 
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services. A n educationa l effor t divorce d fro m suc h suppor t i s relativel y 
ineffective. Furthermore , usin g medi a alon e t o projec t healt h message s i s ver y 
unlikely t o lea d t o a  chang e i n behaviour . Medi a ca n mor e effectivel y b e use d t o 
produce a n atmospher e i n whic h change s ca n tak e place , o r t o provid e 
reinforcement onc e chang e ha s occurred . 

221. I n gatherin g togethe r he r evidence , 3enkin s say s that , o f medi a used , radi o 
emerges a s th e mos t useful , reachin g a s i t doe s larg e audience s includin g 
illiterate people , provide d tha t broadcast s ar e mad e i n appropriat e languages . 
Television remain s a  realisti c mediu m fo r ver y fe w developin g countries . I t i s fa r 
more expensiv e tha n radio , an d ther e i s littl e differenc e i n th e effect s o r 
functions o f th e tw o broadcas t media . "Th e on e differenc e i s tha t televisio n act s 
like a  magnet : onc e i t i s ther e peopl e watc h i t . " Cassette s hav e th e advantag e 
that the y ca n b e replayed , th e technolog y i s relativel y simple , an d wher e 
equipment i s availabl e the y ca n b e use d t o enabl e communit y participatio n i n 
production. Finally , Jenkin s come s dow n firml y o n th e sid e o f printe d materials : 
"Although radi o come s acros s . . . a s th e dominan t mediu m . . , prin t i s b y fa r th e 
most importan t an d extensively-use d mediu m o f instruction ; i t i s les s glamorou s 
than broadcast s an d it s us e i s consistentl y under-reported" . Thi s i s perhap s a 
more controversia l point : i n man y illiterat e societie s th e importanc e o f story -
telling ma y outweig h th e valu e o f visua l material , whethe r i n picture s o r words . 
In Fuglesang' s words , "I t i s nonsens e t o as k 'whic h mediu m i s best ? Th e 
important thin g i s th e messag e design , th e developmen t o f a  'people' s language ' 
which ca n b e use d i n an y availabl e medium " (Fuglesang , 1981) . 

Conclusions 

222. I n reviewin g th e rang e o f literatur e an d experienc e o n healt h educatio n usin g 
mass media , tw o essentia l conclusion s shoul d guid e healt h educator s an d polic y 
makers. 

223. First , radi o a s a  genera l educationa l too l work s bette r whe n complemente d 
by printe d material s an d differen t processe s o f interpersona l communication , an d 
when use d fo r health-oriente d educatio n i t should  b e integrate d wit h th e healt h 
services. 

224. Second , whil e mas s medi a ma y b e usefu l too l i n som e aspect s o f th e healt h 
educator's work , thi s mus t b e carefull y though t out . Unles s healt h educator s an d 
their collabratin g broadcaster s hav e a  clea r imag e o f wha t the y ar e tryin g t o d o 
and wh y (whic h require s a n understandin g o f th e peopl e the y ar e tryin g t o reac h 
and th e natur e o f th e communicatio n influence) , an y us e o f th e mas s medi a i s 
likely t o en d i n frustration . 
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