
GENDER EQUALITY AND WOMEN’S 
AND GIRLS’ RIGHTS CAPABILITY STATE MENT

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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BBC Media Action’s Approach to Gender Equality 
and the Rights of Women and Girls
BBC Media Action is committed to advancing gender 
equality. We support equality for people of all genders, not 
just those that identify as male or female. However, the 
focus of our current work is to bring about transformative 
change for women and girls. This is because they make 
up half of the world’s population and have suffered 
widespread social disadvantage as well as discrimination in 
most of the countries in which we work. This disadvantage 
is compounded where other factors such as race, age, 
class, disability and sexuality intersect with gender.  The 
deep-rooted belief that women and girls do not deserve 
equal treatment underpins violence against them and 
is used to deny their rights, such as: access to quality 
education, health and reproductive and sexual rights; 
freedom from violence; decent work; control of assets 
such as land and property ownership; and a say in the 
decisions that affect their lives. 

All BBC Media Action projects strive to give women and 
girls equal voice and increase balanced and meaningful 

representation in the media (on and off camera) and 
in social discourse. In addition to adopting a gender-
sensitive approach across all our work, we also design 
initiatives that aim to intentionally contribute to gender 
equality, whilst managing backlash, in key impact areas: 
increasing women’s economic, social and political 
empowerment; supporting access to health and 
education rights; reducing gender-based violence; and 
developing more gender-balanced media organisations.

We are also committed to using media, communication 
and social dialogue to challenge the underlying social and 
structural drivers of gender inequality, with particular 
focus on shifting discriminatory gender norms. We seek 
to be targeted and strategic in our projects, focusing 
on addressing the issues, norms and themes where 
catalysing change is most likely to bring about significant 
progress towards gender equality. We actively involve 
men and boys as agents of change. We recognise that 
gender equality is not a women’s issue but requires active 
contribution and input from both women and men as 
equal partners and has benefits for society as a whole.

Research
Local researchers use a mix of methods, including 
gender analysis, to identify the needs, attitudes, 
capacities, circumstances, priorities and media habits 
of women and girls and men and boys. Our research 
helps us to understand gender norms in a given 
society, the gate-keepers of those norms, and how 
gender and power dynamics might affect our work. 
This is fed into our programme strategies. All research 
data is disaggregated by sex, to allow us to understand 
our impact on gender equality.

Capacity Strengthening
We strengthen the capacity and commitment of 
media organisations, government agencies and 
CSOs to address inequities in the representation 
of women and girls and men and boys in the media, 
engage female and male audiences equally and 
develop gender sensitive and gender transformative 
programming.  We support women to play leadership 
roles within media and communication, acting as role 
models and shaping the future of representation of 
women in media content.

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, call-in/
magazine shows, spots and mobile content.  We 
address the needs and priorities of women and girls 
across all our programming, not only through media 
content that is specifically addressing issues relevant 
to women’s and girls’ rights and gender equality. 
We showcase women and men as role models and 
challenge discriminatory gender norms.  

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, roadshows or community 
events to engage with excluded audiences.  We also 
use face-to-face and networked communication 
strategies to stimulate the household and community 
level discussion which we know is so critical to 
empowering populations to change behaviour and 
shift societal attitudes and norms. We work in 
partnership, supporting existing initiatives, individuals, 
structures and organisations to encourage and 
accelerate change

How we do it
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Key Differentiators

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

• Trust: The BBC is trusted by people across 
the globe, from the household and village level, 
through to heads of government. This means we 
can bring diverse groups of people together to 
discuss issues in a way many other organisations 
cannot. It also means that people trust our 
outputs and the information we provide, which is 
vital in a world of growing mis/disinformation. We 
establish trusted programme brands and involve 
respected figures from within communities in our 
work.

• 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 of 
people with our programming, which is critical 
for cost-effectiveness. However, one-off reach is 
not enough to challenge complex attitudes and 
norms at scale. So, our comprehensive media and 
communication projects are skilfully designed to 
ensure that we engage people regularly and use 
varied formats and platforms to inspire people in 
different ways.

• Understanding audiences: Formative research 
is vital to understand people, their communities 
and their external environment. We use 
segmentation to understand specific audiences’ 
needs, barriers and motivators and their key 
influencers – the people who can enable or hinder 
the uptake of positive behaviours and practices by 
our target groups. 

• Beyond messaging: We go beyond sharing 
messages to increase knowledge or shift individual 
attitudes, to also tackle underlying society-wide 
discriminatory gender norms. We spark and 
facilitate discussion at home, in communities or 
in public spaces. We seek to create safe spaces, 
alongside mass media activities, for deeper 
discussions and reflections. This helps to bridge 
the gap between attitudes and practice, by building 
confidence, skills and motivation towards positive 
change.  

• Working in partnership: We work with local 
and national media organisations to reach our 
target audiences and improve the skills and 
sustainability of independent and public service 
media. We partner with government agencies 
and CSOs to extend the 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. 
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BBC Media Action’s Gender Equality Strategies 
and Impact1  
We seek to increase gender equality through the following 
strategies: 
• Empowering women and girls to access their rights 

and men and women to come together to talk about 
issues.

• Creating space for women and girls to have a voice, 
express their views and concerns on public platforms 
and demand answers from those in power.  

• Shifting discriminatory gender norms. 
• Developing more gender-balanced media 

organisations.
 
Empowering Women and Girls to Access their 
Rights 
Media and communication can build knowledge, efficacy and 
skills that enable and encourage women and girls to make 
informed decisions, set the agenda or take action in their 
communities. Our work also encourages men and boys to 
champion equality in their homes, communities and wider 
societies. BBC Media Action projects aim to empower 
women and girls in different areas of their lives, for example:

Transforming opportunities for a generation of 
girls in South Sudan: We produced the Our School 
radio series which highlighted practices or attitudes that 
hinder girls’ education, and through positive role models, 
sought to show girls, parents and the community how 
they can address those barriers. The project also involved 
community mobilisation activities across the country 
- from listening and discussion clubs to community 
dialogues and interactive drama. The radio programmes 
reached nearly a third of the adult population in South 
Sudan. Regular listeners consistently demonstrated higher 
levels of knowledge about education compared with 
non-listeners, and understanding of the benefits of girls’ 
education increased over the project period. Regression 
analysis showed that regular listeners were more likely 
to discuss education with their daughters than non-
listeners, even when other factors, such as age, gender and 
education level, were taken into account. And, critically, 
listeners with a daughter were significantly 
more likely to say she was in school than non-
listeners. The community mobilisation component 
was also effective in increasing parents’ understanding 
of the importance of saving money for schooling and 
using cash transfers appropriately for girls’ education.

Supporting women and girls to have greater control 
over their health: Our new initiative in South Sudan is 
using radio drama and factual programming; training with 
media partners and CSOs on gender, rights and gender 
bias; as well as community outreach to support women and 
girls in accessing sexual and reproductive health and rights. 
Formative research has highlighted the pressures on 
particularly girls, but also boys, to marry early, bear 
children early and have as many children as possible. The 
concept of consent in relationships is not known about 
nor believed in by many, with gender roles reinforced by 
both men and women.

Tackling gender-based violence (GBV): Globally, it 
is estimated that one in three women have experienced 
either physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or 
non-partner sexual violence. We have produced a wide 
range of media content in countries including Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Nepal and Sierra Leone to: increase awareness, 
knowledge and understanding on GBV; provide signposting 
of available and trusted services; increase confidence to 
disclose violence; challenge the discriminatory norms, 
attitudes and practices that drive violence; engage whole 
communities in dialogue around the acceptability of 
violence; and put GBV on the political agenda. In Zambia, 
we are working to increase knowledge and understanding 
and spark discussion around gender equality so that 
young women and men are less accepting of sexual and 
gender-based violence and more willing to access support 
services. We support three ‘hub stations’ to produce a 
weekly radio show and spots for broadcast across two 
Northern provinces, train young women and men to be 
champions in their community and create safe community 
spaces for constructive intergenerational dialogue. 

We also consider GBV within our humanitarian response.  
We carried out qualitative research in Cox’s Bazar 
(Bangladesh), which highlighted how deeply rooted 
and normalised child marriage and intimate partner 
violence are within the Rohingya refugee community. This 
research informed the development of a pilot drama 
to encourage both male and female audiences to 
question existing practices and norms. As part of our 
response to the Syria crisis, we strengthened the capacity 
of Syrian media practitioners to question negative sexual 
violence norms, attitudes and behaviours and produce 
accurate and independent coverage of sexual violence 
related issues in Syria and countries hosting Syrian refugees.
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Creating Space for Women and Girls to Have a 
Voice on Public Platforms
Where women are marginalised from public debate, 
both media and face-to-face communication outputs can 
create inclusive spaces to hear a diversity of female voices 
and increase the normality and visibility of women in 
leadership roles. This might involve, for instance, ensuring 
that female candidates are given an equal and fair platform 
in elections and the opportunity to speak on a variety 
of issues, not exclusively on “women’s issues” such as 
child health or domestic violence. Media can help men 
and women to influence power, enabling them to set 
agendas, demand change and challenge those in power:

• In Nepal, BBC Media Action’s flagship political debate 
programme aimed to create space for women and 
girls to participate and shape political discussion. 
Sajha Sawal (Common Questions) had the first 
female presenter on a political show in Nepal. It 
aimed to ensure that there was always a female 
panellist or expert and more than 40% of its live 
audience was female. All programmes analysed 
and encouraged reflection on how issues affect 
men and women differently. We produced a 
focused edition on dowry-related violence, including 
questioning police representatives about perceived 
impunity for such crimes. This was the first time that 
the issue had been covered on Nepali TV in such 
depth and with authorities answering public questions.

• In Tanzania, BBC Media Action’s national radio show 
Niambie (“Tell Me”) and its accompanying social media 
content reaches nearly four million young people 
with accurate, impartial and entertaining content on 
governance, health and livelihood topics. We have 
specifically sought to engage female audiences, by 
tackling issues that resonate strongly with women 
and girls.  51% of the Niambie audience is female, and 
female Niambie listeners discuss political issues 
more and participate more than both male and 
female non-listeners. Our research found that 66% 
of women exposed to Niambie had participated in a 
political process during the previous year compared to 
40% of unexposed women and 47% of unexposed men. 

Shifting Discriminatory Gender Norms
Shifting norms is a complex, long-term and rarely linear 
process. However, the media’s role in reaching across 

societies to highlight, shape and disrupt social norms is 
clear. We use media and communication platforms to 
engage whole communities, including men, boys and 
leaders, in discussion and reflection on gender norms 
and expectations around women’s and men’s roles, 
worth and status, as well as harmful notions of femininity 
or masculinity. In India, our ambitious AdhaFULL (Half 
Full) multimedia project challenged traditions which 
perpetuate gender stereotypes and inhibit discussion of 
sensitive issues affecting young people. It involved a TV 
drama, attracting over one million viewers per episode, 
plus a radio discussion show which aired on many 
community and FM radio stations and in more than 
13,000 schools across Hindi-speaking states, together 
with a mobile game and a very successful ‘girl gone bad’ 
social media campaign. Results from a small randomised 
controlled trial found that young men who watched 
AdhaFULL were significantly more likely to reject 
traditional gender norms than those who watched 
a similar drama. The research revealed a more complex 
picture for girls, who struggled to see how they could, in 
reality, challenge gender expectations. This confirmed the 
need for long-term gender norms-focused interventions. 

Developing More Gender-Balanced Media 
Organisations 
BBC Media Action strengthens the capacity of women to 
play leadership roles within the media and communication 
sector, fulfilling their own ambitions and serving as 
inspirational community role models. Our capacity 
strengthening work includes training and mentoring 
on producing gender transformative programming and 
encouraging equal representation of women and men 
in content. We ensure women and men have equal 
access to training in a gender-sensitive environment. 
We are currently working in Afghanistan with local FM 
stations not only to produce radio programming which 
provides women with a public platform to tell their own 
story but also to improve gender equality in the 
workplace. One female media practitioner reported 
that: “I feel happy that I can also make decisions together 
with men, and I am never scared of it, when we sit together, 
everyone can share their views, no one has the right to 
prevent you, our decision making is always collective”. We 
have created safe spaces - online and offline - for female 
journalists across Afghanistan to discuss story ideas to 
tackle the barriers to women’s and girls’ empowerment.
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Find out more:
progdev@bbc.co.uk
Follow us on social media:  
@bbcmediaaction

Front page: Boys and Girls learn in a classroon in South Sudan. Ashley Hamer.
Page 2: Still from AdhaFULL (Half Full) a national television drama in India designed to help young people 
engage with issues around adolescence, particularly issues of gender. BBC MEDIA ACTION.
Last page: Female media professionals in Afghanistan practice technical skills as part of BBC Media Action’s 
Her Voice Her Rights project, February 2019. BBC MEDIA ACTION.
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