
 ACCOUNTABILITY CAPABILITY STATEMENT
Who are we?
Established in 1999, BBC Media Action is the international 
development organisation of the BBC. We reach 
100 million people each year, working with creative 
communication and trusted media to achieve positive 
change. We support the independent media so essential 
to democracy and development. We bridge divides, 
challenge prejudice and ensure people have access to 
information they can trust. We enable people to have their 
say, understand their rights and take action to transform 
their lives. Working with mass media, interpersonal 
communication and community mobilisation, we achieve 
impact at scale across our focus areas of governance and 
rights, health, resilience, humanitarian response and gender 
equality. We have expertise in fragile and conflict-affected 
societies and environments where political, security or 
other factors mean that media is one of the few options 
available to reach and engage marginalised groups. 

We work in the following countries:

Sub-Saharan Africa: Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, South Sudan, Tanzania, Zambia
Asia: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, 
Myanmar, Nepal, Thailand
MEE: Algeria, Georgia, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Moldova, Syria, Tunisia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan 
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The rapid growth of access to radio, TV, mobile and the 
internet has given people across the developing world 
access to more information than ever before. However, 
the range of information sources available makes it difficult 
for people to identify reliable, balanced and trustworthy 
information that can help them understand and address the 
problems in their lives. Many are controlled or influenced 
by external forces advancing personal or partisan agendas 
and there is often a lack of the trusted, independent 
media so critical for effective, inclusive governance and 
for holding those in positions of power to account. 

BBC Media Action works with mass media and 
communication to support stronger accountability by 
empowering people, creating space and influencing 
power. Our work provides people with information 
about their rights, enabling them to discuss issues of 
importance in their lives. It also enables opportunities 
for ordinary people to question those in positions 
of power, holding them to account for the decisions 
they make. In doing so, it uses trusted information 
to encourage meaningful public dialogue and political 
participation which can influence civic space and power.
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From mass media and communication to political 
participation
In 2017 BBC Media Action completed a six year, DFID-
funded programme to support improved accountability 
through public dialogue across 12 countries. Partnering 
with over 135 media and civil society organisations, we 
supported more than 30 TV and radio debate programmes 
and reached over 190 million people. The programmes 
facilitated meaningful and inclusive public discussion and 
helped to develop more inclusive patterns of interaction 
between state and society while also strengthening the 
capacity of local media to produce similar content in future.

BBC Media Action uses extensive audience research to 
understand how best to reach and engage key audiences, 

1 89% of people exposed to programmes agreed or strongly agreed that that they helped to hold government to account. 

monitor the effectiveness of our programmes and evaluate 
impact. Under this programme, quantitative impact 
research across seven countries found strong evidence 
that the programmes increased audiences’ knowledge 
about politics and governance issues, encouraged 
them to discuss these issues and gave them greater 
confidence that they could take action to influence 
them. Ultimately this led to greater political 
participation (see below diagram). Our programmes 
were regarded by audiences as playing an important role 
in getting answers from decision-makers and holding them 
to account on key issues1. In many of these countries, 
including Afghanistan, Nepal, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, 
Tanzania and Zambia we have sustained programming 
that continues to hold government officials to account. 

Pathway to impact

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/rmhttp/mediaaction/pdf/political-participation-research-briefing.pdf
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/rmhttp/mediaaction/pdf/political-participation-research-briefing.pdf


Key Differentiators

The following factors are key to our success in 
achieving scale, sustainability and impact:

• Trust: BBC Media Action is part of a global 
broadcaster which is trusted by people across 
the globe, from the household and village level, 
through to heads of government. 

• Creativity and high production values: We 
often work in very competitive media markets. 
We harness the creative talent available from 
across the BBC, our other media partnerships and 
local creative industries to develop content which 
attracts, entertains and inspires audiences.

• Reach and engagement: We reach millions 
with our programming regularly, using varied 
formats and platforms to produce emotionally 
engaging programming that stimulates discussion 
on sensitive issues at scale, generates mass appeal, 
keeps audiences interested and inspires positive 
change. This is critical for achieving impact.

• Beyond messaging: To affect positive change, 
we go beyond sharing messages and information. 
Our evidence shows that it is also critical that 
media and communication supports audiences to 
discuss issues with trusted others in order to 
increase political participation.  

• Understanding audiences: We use audience 
research to understand the media habits, 
knowledge, attitudes, values and beliefs, as 
well as influencers and norms, of our target 
audiences. This enables us to produce and evolve 
programming that continues to appeal to and 
meets the needs of different audience segments, 
ultimately influencing their behaviour. We also use 
research to test and refine our media content as 
our projects progress, as well as assess the impact 
of our work. 

• Working in partnership to maximise 
impact: We work with local and national media 
organisations to reach our target audiences 
and improve the strength of independent 
and public service media. We partner with local 
community organisations to extend reach of 
our content to those without media access 
and to facilitate face to face discussion. We work 
with technical experts and academics to support 
the quality of our programmes and the 
rigour of our research. Our work benefits from 
partnerships with the wider BBC, including BBC 
World Service.

Research
Local researchers seek to understand audiences’ 
media and communication habits, needs, attitudes, 
practices and influencers to inform and adapt our 
theories of change and our programming. Programmes 
are monitored and evaluated to ensure they are 
conflict sensitive, remain relevant and have maximum 
impact.  

Capacity Strengthening
We provide capacity strengthening for local 
and national media organisations, civil society 
organisations (CSOs), and development 
agencies to work effectively with media and 
communication to achieve positive outcomes. 
This is vital for sustainability.

Production and Dissemination of Media 
Content
Creative, informative and engaging media outputs are 
at the heart of our work.  We use TV, radio, online 
and mobile platforms and produce a range of 
factual and entertainment formats (such as dramas, 
magazine shows, discussions and spots) to engage with 
audiences. We interact with our audience and achieve 
greatest impact through interventions that combine a 
strategic mix of platforms and formats.

Outreach: Community Mobilisation and 
Interpersonal Communication 
Many people have limited or no access to media 
due to their location, gender, age or circumstance. 
We use a range of outreach activities, such as 
discussion groups, live recordings or community 
events to engage with excluded audiences. We also 
use face-to-face communication to stimulate 
household and community level discussion in order 
to empower populations to hold leaders to account.

How we do it
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Empowering people
Our work provides people with trusted, accurate and 
balanced information at scale, helping them to understand 
their rights and the responsibilities of those in power. It 
empowers them to discuss and negotiate with those 
around them and have the confidence, motivation and 
skills to voice their demands. As part of this work, we 
reach, represent and foster inclusion of marginalised 
groups whose voices are under-represented in the media, 
including women and minorities. Our impact research 
found that the association between BBC Media Action 
media programmes and increased political participation 
was stronger among audiences that are younger, 
less educated or typically less interested in 
politics. It also found a strong association between 
audiences of BBC Media Action supported programmes 
and higher levels of participation in organised 
group efforts to solve community problems.

Our debate programme in Afghanistan, Open Jirga 
(Open Assembly), produced in partnership with the BBC 
Afghan service secures participation from high-ranking 
politicians, including former President Hamid Karzai  and 
current President Ashraf Ghani. It also plays an important 
role in increasing visibility and representation of more 
marginalised and vulnerable groups in Afghan society. For 
example our impact research in 2017 found that more 
than 80% of Open Jirga’s studio audience came from the 
provinces, over half were illiterate and just under half were 
women. Recognising the contribution that using both Dari 
and Pashto can make towards building a national identity, 
we use both languages, encouraging audience engagement 
with the programme across Afghan society. Open Jirga 
also provided a platform for debate in the run up to 
the 2019 Presidential Election. It has since focussed on 
ensuring that Afghan audiences are informed about and 
have the opportunity to hold politicians to account for the 
ongoing peace process and power-sharing arrangement.

In Bangladesh, BBC Media Action and consortium partners 
have been responding to the Rohingya crisis by ensuring 
that the voices of affected and often unrepresented 
people – their needs, views and complaints – are heard, 
understood and acted on by agencies providing relief. Using 
weekly research conducted with affected populations, 
we share feedback with all the agencies involved. Our 
expertise and technical support feeds into a regular 
bulletin called “What Matters?” helping to improve 
the quality and effectiveness of the response, 
and the accountability of the agencies involved. 
In March 2019, we also launched a ‘Foresight Service’ 
which provides humanitarian agencies with community 
feedback on response priorities over the next six months.

Creating space
We create inclusive, trusted spaces - within the media, 
on social media, and through community outreach - for 
people from all sections of society to interact directly 
with decision makers and participate in constructive 
public discussion and debate. Through inclusive, fair 
and balanced dialogue on issues that matter to people, 
our work supports a healthy and active public sphere.

In Indonesia, Kembali Ke Hutan (Return to the 
Forest) is supporting informed and inclusive public 
discourse on environmental and forestry issues. Our 
research with young, urban audiences   found that 
their inaction on issues important to them stems 
from either frustration with government or feelings 
of distance and apathy from forest-related issues. 
discussion and support more effective accountability 
around sustainable development and deforestation.  

In partnership with Indonesian broadcasters, we are 
producing a national TV discussion programme and 
reality TV show to connect Indonesian audiences 
with environmental issues, widen space for 
discussion and support more effective accountability 
around sustainable development and deforestation.   

BBC Media Action’s Accountability and the Information 
Economy in Somalia project used research to better 
understand the challenges preventing more effective 
accountability in Somaliland, including the role of media. 
We then worked to improve the capacity of local media 
partners Horn Cable TV and Radio Hargeisa to create 
an accountability-focussed TV debate programme and 
interactive radio talk show. Content was also created 
and broadcast across Somalia on the BBC Somali 
service. All three programmes provided opportunities 
for people to engage district, regional and national 
government in constructive discussion on issues 
relevant to their lives and to hold them to account.

Influencing power
There is strong evidence that independent media systems 
provide one of the most effective checks on governmental 
power and are inherently powerful disruptors of elite 
bargains2. Enabling people from all sections of society 
to ask direct questions to those in power and using 
the media to enhance public scrutiny helps to increase 
answerability and responsiveness. For example, BBC 
Media Action supported media programmes have often 
led to on-air commitments from panellists to take action 
to address problems, and in numerous cases these have 
been followed by delivery on such promises. In Tanzania, 
Haba na Haba (Slowly but Surely) is our flagship 
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2 24 For example McMillan, J. and Zoido, P. (2004), How to Subvert Democracy: Montesinos in Peru, Stanford University, https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?
id=10.1257/0895330042632690 



radio show and the country’s most widely broadcast 
radio programme - by over 40 partner stations across 
the country - attracting more than 5 million listeners. 
It features content from journalists working at local 
stations in each of  Tanzania’s 31 regions, creating 
links between local and national debates about 
accountability.  One episode of Haba na Haba led to a 
review of housing policy and discussion in parliament in 
response to citizen concerns raised in the programme.

BBC Media Action has been working continuously 
in Iraq since 2005, supporting the growth of public 
interest media through long-term capacity strengthening 
partnerships with two Iraqi media partners, Al 
Mirbad and Radio Nawa. These partners provide a 
combination of news, investigative journalism and political 
comedy/satire to audiences on radio and digital media.  

Al Mirbad has grown into a household name in its broadcast 
area around Basra, with nearly half the adult population 
(48%) following its news and information content on radio 
and/or online at least once a week, and 2.5 million people 
following its Facebook page. Al Mirbad also produces a 
hugely successful satirical comedy video series that has 
attracted more than 4 million subscribers on YouTube 
with the videos viewed almost 1.5 billion times3. Audience 
research has shown that over 80% of weekly users agree 
that it provides an important public service to Iraqi 
citizens, it monitors and follows-up on the failings 
of government and gives Iraqi citizens a voice. 

Radio Nawa broadcasts in the northern and western 
provinces with reach into Anbar, Salahuddin, Ninewa, 
Kirkuk, Diyala, Baghdad and the Kurdish Region. Research 
there has shown that 89% of audiences agree Radio 
Nawa gives citizens a voice and 79% agree it gets 
officials to take action to help citizens with their 
issues. 

Localised media programming is also important in 
influencing power, connecting officials with the everyday 
challenges people face and allowing local communities, 
sometimes for the first time, to communicate their 
needs to officials directly. In Nepal, our national debate 
programme Sajha Sawal (Common Questions) has 
become a household name and we have taken it ‘on 
the road’ by hosting and broadcasting debates from 
local areas across the country. We have also worked 
with partner radio stations to produce local debate 
and discussion programmes. More recently, we have 
adapted the programme with a new ‘documentary style’ 
format that brings those in power around the country 

to visit local communities. Here, they hear and see the 
problems people are facing directly and are challenged 
on what they are doing about them by local people. In 
Myanmar, we have used a similar documentary format 
to show ethnic and political leaders travelling to various 
conflict-affected regions, learning how conflict is affecting 
ordinary people and being asked by communities in these 
regions what they are doing to contribute to peace. 

In Zambia we have supported 15 local radio stations 
throughout the country since 2011 to produce their 
own weekly governance magazine programme and 
accompanying outdoor debates. Reaching over 1.7m 
people, the programmes facilitate discussion between local 
leaders and listeners on important public issues and hold 
these leaders to account. Part of the work has been to 
embed audience research and feedback in the work 
of each of the partner stations, so that journalists 
at the stations are led by local audience needs. 

Engaging those excluded from or less interested 
in politics
In Tanzania, Niambie (“Tell Me”) is a youth-focussed 
radio and social media initiative connecting young people 
across the country to understand, discuss and influence 
decisions about issues that affect their lives. The project 
used formative research to understand how it could 
appeal to both youth and female audiences, groups 
typically disengaged from Tanzanian politics. Research in  
2017 showed around a quarter of young Tanzanians were 
listeners to the Niambie radio programme and over half of 
these were women. Among listeners, 81% said that Niambie 
content had improved understanding of their rights and 
responsibilities, the constitutional review process, the local 
elections and the general election. Over a quarter (28%) 
said they had taken action as a result of the programme.

In our accountability and elections programming in 
Nigeria we have made adjustments to improve our reach 
and engagement among young people, women and other 
marginalised groups, including people with disabilities. For 
example, in our debate programmes we now include sign-
language interpreters and we have taken a more strategic 
approach to our social media work in order to boost 
youth engagement. This includes targeting younger women 
and sharing relevant and impactful content through BBC 
Media Action and partner social media pages. In Nepal, we 
have conducted audience research to better understand 
the concerns of minority audiences such as Dalits and 
Muslims and have used the insights to inform Sajha Sawal 
programme content in order to better engage these groups.  
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3 As of January 2020

https://www.facebook.com/BBCMediaActionNaija/videos/281812519127942/


Find out more:
progdev@bbc.co.uk
Follow us on social media:  
@bbcmediaaction

Front page: Filming of Sajha Sawal visiting its 75th District - Humla, photographed in a 
mountainous landscape in Nepal. BBC MEDIA ACTION.
Last page: Niambie (“Tell Me”) is a governance magazine programme featuring contributions 
from radio stations all over Tanzania and broadcast in Swahili. The photo was taken during 
capacity building training with Niambie Young Presenters. BBC MEDIA ACTION.
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