
MEDIA AND ELECTORAL CYCLES 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 role of media and communication in 
elections
Although the number of developing countries adopting 
democratic institutions and holding elections has 
increased over recent decades, the polarising effect of 
elections can widen existing societal divisions. Voter 
apathy and weak electoral participation raise concerns 
around how well democratic processes are driving 
responsiveness and accountability of power-holders. 
Access to information and vibrant debate are critical 
to democracy, including during elections. High quality 
media and communication are crucial to ensuring that 
citizens are well-informed, enabling inclusive public debate 
and easing tensions around elections across social and 
political divides, and encouraging political participation 
(such as voting). Recognising that well-functioning 
democracy requires political accountability, transparency 
and participation beyond the election period, BBC Media 
Action supports an ‘electoral cycle’ approach which seeks 
to strengthen all stages of the electoral process1.

Our approach to the electoral cycle:
• Builds long-term, inclusive interventions across 

all stages of the electoral cycle, focusing on long-term 
political participation, transparency and accountability

• Focuses on audiences informed by audience 
research, our work provides accurate, timely 
and relevant information (including dispelling 
myths, rumours and mis/disinformation), enabling 
citizens to make informed political decisions

• Stimulates high quality, constructive, inclusive 
conversations and debate. We support the 
development of trusted and inclusive spaces in 
the media for national and local public dialogue, 
engaging all sections of society (including policy-
makers) on the issues affecting people’s lives 

• Supports sustainability through capacity 
strengthening to local media to improve governance and 
accountability programming and provision of advice and 
support to wider media stakeholders, including media 
standards bodies on appropriate coverage of elections

• Assesses and addresses violence by supporting 
media interventions that focus on recognition and 
tolerance of different viewpoints, discourage electoral 
violence and support peaceful political participation. 
This includes a focus on the post-electoral period as 
evidence suggests that the period after election results 
can be among the most sensitive and conflictive.

Applying an electoral cycle approach to our DFID 
funded Global Grant from 2011-2017, our 
programming reached over 190 million people 
in 12 countries2 aiming to enable more peaceful 
state-society relations. It increased audiences’ knowledge 
about politics and governance issues, facilitated 
meaningful and inclusive public discussion and dialogue 
and increased political participation and accountability 
at different stages of the electoral cycle. DFID assessed 
BBC Media Action’s Global Grant project as having 
consistently exceeded expectations, scoring A+ overall.

1 from planning, training and registration in the pre-electoral period, campaigning, voting and results in the electoral period, to reviewing, reforming and developing 
arrangements in the post-electoral period. It is supported by organisations including the Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) and United  
Nations Development Programme (UNDP).
2 Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Kenya, Myanmar, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestinian Territories, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, Tanzania and Zambia. 
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Key Differentiators

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

• Trust: BBC Media Action is closely linked with 
the BBC which is trusted by people across 
the globe, from the household and village level, 
through to heads of government. This trust 
enables us to convene officials from across 
the political spectrum to participate in our 
programmes.

• Understanding audiences: Our work is rooted 
in audience needs – a strong understanding 
of people’s values, beliefs and their influencers, 
enables us to produce and adapt programming 
that supports the knowledge, beliefs, practices and 
norms conducive for peaceful, constructive citizen 
engagement across electoral cycles.

• Creativity and high production values: We 
work in often 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.  

• 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 
the household and community level discussion to 
empower populations to solve differences peacefully.

How we do it
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Spotlight on Nigeria:  Addressing communication needs across electoral cycles 

In Nigeria over the last eight years we have taken an 
electoral cycle approach to supporting transparency, 
civic participation and accountability, including work 
across the 2015 and 2019 General Elections. In the 
wake of post-election violence in 2011, our research 
found that continued widespread corruption and 
electoral violence undermined Nigerians’ already 
low trust in institutions and willingness to engage in 
political processes.  Working with mass media outputs 
and media capacity strengthening the project aimed 
to rebuild people’s understanding of their democratic 
rights and increase their motivation to participate in 
civic life.

At the heart of our approach was the production of 
four flagship radio programmes – our discussion and 
debate programmes Talk Your Own and Mu Tattauna (Let’s 
Discuss) and the radio dramas Story Story and Gatanan 
Gatanan Ku (Telling a Story). The shows were produced 
in English and local languages (Pidgin and Hausa) and 
broadcast over 190 radio stations nationwide.

In the run up to the 2015 elections, TV content, 
including public service announcements (PSAs) 
featuring some of Nigeria’s biggest music stars, were 
aired encouraging Nigerians to vote without engaging 
in violence. Local ‘town hall discussions’ recorded 
around the country and broadcast on our factual 
programmes allowed ordinary people in a live audience 
to question experts and hold influential leaders to 
account on local challenges impacting their daily lives. 
Capacity-strengthening worked to improve the 
skills of partner radio and TV stations across the 
country to produce and broadcast trustworthy and 
engaging governance programming.  

A five year evaluation, showed that at their peak 
in 2014 (pre-election) the programmes reached 
52.8 million people, more than half the adult 
population. Story Story reached 23 million people, 
with 32% of people reporting doing something 
different as a result of listening to the drama, 
including voting for the candidate of their choice. Our 
dramas were particularly effective in role modelling 
citizens holding leaders to account for electoral 
promises and inspiring audiences to opt for dialogue as 
a way to resolve dispute. 

Audiences of the programming knew more, 
discussed more and participated more in politics 
than those who hadn’t listened/watched output. The 
programmes were particularly effective at encouraging 
people who had not participated in public life before 
to do so. 

Adapting audience needs:
BBC Media Action adapted the programmes after the 
elections to reflect different audience information 
needs. The programmes transitioned from encouraging 
peaceful elections to encouraging officials to follow up 
on electoral promises and enabling audiences to hold 
them to account for this. As a result, the programmes 
maintained high levels of engagement in the post-
election period.  

Broadening inclusion:
Building on this success, in 2018, we focused on 
engaging groups that had previously shown lower levels 
of political participation – women, young people 
(15-24) and people with disabilities. To reach and 
engage youth, we increased our focus on social media, 
sharing relevant and impactful content through BBC 
Media Action and partner social media pages. This 
included our highly successful hashtag #NoSidonLook 
(Don’t just sit down and look) which encouraged 
people to get involved in their communities and join 
the conversation around the elections. We also set 
up separate groups for people between 18 and 24 
on both our Facebook pages where we launched 
discussions under the hashtag #Woke4Naija (Woke 
for Nigeria).

In our ongoing debate programmes, adjustments in 
production helped strengthen the inclusion of women 
and people with disability. For example in the local 
‘town hall discussions’, we included sign-language 
interpreters. To engage more women, we ensure 
that every programme includes women’s voices; for 
example testimonials or guests experts. In the lead 
up to the 2019 general elections, women’s political 
participation was a particular focus, with programmes 
featuring women contesting elected offices and the 
role of women in elections.  A survey in 2019 showed 
that women were better represented in our audiences 
(+5%) compared to a previous measurement in 2016. 
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As the following examples illustrate, our work on 
elections is diverse and adapted to meet the particular 
challenges of the contexts in which we work.  

Tackling misinformation during elections:  
The impact of dis/misinformation on governance and 
elections is well documented. In Sierra Leone, a rapid 
increase in access to social media, particularly among 
young people, has created new space for political 
expression.  However, during the 2018 elections, the 
potential for irresponsible use resulted in government 
threats to close down social media for reasons of national 
security. With the largest Facebook page in Sierra Leone 
(500,000 followers) BBC Media Action was well placed 
to deliver an initiative on the responsible use of social 
media during elections. To support audiences’ critical 
thinking, we focused on increasing both audiences and 
media practitioners’ media literacy3. Activities included 
in-depth training for journalists, election management 
bodies and young people active on social media. We also 
produced media content (films and graphics) for wider 
audiences which covered how to identify fake news 
and misinformation, informed followers of the legal 
implications of sharing other people’s unverified posts and 
shared tips about online safety. 

Supporting elections in conflict affected settings:
In Afghanistan our flagship discussion and debate 
programme Open Jirga (Open Assembly), broadcast in both 
Dari and Pashto, has been providing a safe and inclusive 
space for meaningful discussion about political issues 
and the questioning and criticism of politicians since 
2012. The most recent iteration of the project focussed 
on providing information and debate in the run up 
to the 2019 elections and included the adaptation of a 
long-running radio drama series New Home, New Life to 
include storylines linked to electoral participation. 
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, giving 
ordinary people a platform to voice their concerns 
about politics and governance and helping to hold 
those in positions of power to account, including in 
the run-up to and aftermath of the 2018 elections.

Strengthening the capacity and role of local media 
in supporting governance across electoral cycles
BBC Media Action has worked across electoral cycles in 
Zambia supporting different actors in the media sector to 
enhance transparency and accountability, including around 
elections. Through Radio Waves (since 2014) and Zambia 
Speaks! (since 2016) we have provided ongoing training 
and mentoring to 15 local radio stations throughout 
the country, supporting them to produce weekly radio 
programmes and outdoor debates focussed on local 
governance issues and enabling citizens to hold local 
officials to account. Our support has helped local radio 
stations better connect with their local audiences 
and succeeded in engaging traditionally marginalised 
audiences, including women, youth and those living in rural 
areas. We also worked with Zambia’s only independent TV 
station to broadcast televised presidential and  member 
of parliament debates, provided training on coverage of 
elections to other media stakeholders and conducted 
media monitoring around the 2016 General Elections with 
the Media Institute for Southern Africa (MISA). In 2017 we 
launched a radio drama The Story of Gondo which aimed 
at addressing social norms around political participation. 
Research found that regular listeners of governance 
programming produced by our partner stations were more 
likely to know more, have higher confidence and 
motivation to participate in politics and participate 
more in politics than non-regular listeners4. 

3 The ability to better identify misinformation and therefore more effectively navigate social media spaces.
4 Data from large-scale quantitative survey and extensive qualitative research in broadcast regions.
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Find out more:
progdev@bbc.co.uk
Follow us on social media:  
@bbcmediaaction

Front page: Outside a voter registration centre in Sierra Leone.
Page 2: A man can be seen queing to vote in the Nigerian Elections from our Turn up 
Nigerian Election PSA.
Page 5: An audience member asks a question at an Open Jirga recording in Afghanistan.
ALL PHOTOS ARE CREDITED TO BBC MEDIA ACTION.
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