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How is a radio drama helping to improve water, 
sanitation and hygiene (Baby WASH) practices 
among young children and their caregivers’ in 
Ethiopia?                                                                                    

A recent mixed methods 
evaluation of BBC Media Action’s 
Baby WASH programme in Bensa 
woreda of Ethiopia found that 
the radio programme improved 
knowledge and reinforced 
information from Health 
Extension Workers (HEWs) 
around WASH, and resulted in 
the adoption of healthy Baby 
WASH practices among members 
of the Health Development Army 
(HDA) who took part in our 
listener groups. 

Project Context 

In Ethiopia, 60 to 80 percent of communicable 
diseases are attributed to limited access to safe 
water and inadequate sanitation and hygiene 
services (Tessema RA 2017). Our formative 
research in October 2017 found poor sanitation 
and hygiene practices and consumption of 
unsafe drinking water within households with 
children under the age of three. There is 
evidence to show that such level of unhygienic 
practices contribute greatly to childhood 
diarrhoea and child mortality.  

In light of this, BBC Media Action in partnership 
with UNICEF, produced a radio drama – Awuuto 
and public service announcements (PSAs) 
targeting caregivers of young children under 
three. The programme addressed knowledge 
gaps, harmful attitudes and social norms 
around Baby WASH practices, using creative 
ways.  BBC Media Action also trained HEWs on 
Baby WASH practices and delivered associated 
inter-personal communication training for 
HEWs, allowing them to better communicate 
with families about Baby WASH. HEWs were 
further supported by BBC Media Action to 
communicate effectively through outreach 
activities (listening/discussion groups) that 
leverage the existing government structures 
they already engage with.  

Research approach 

In December 2018, BBC Media Action employed 
a mixed methods approach to understand 
audience engagement with Awuuto and the 
effects if any, of the radio programme on 
improving knowledge, attitudes and 
behavioural intentions around Baby WASH.  

Qualitative interviews were held among trained 
HEWs and HDA members who were part of our 
listener groups. A short survey was held with 
naturally exposed listeners (n=199) and a 
randomised control trial was conducted with 
male and female caregivers of a child 3 years 
old or less (n=1049) from seven kebeles in 
Sidama zone, who were randomly allocated to 
treatment and control groups. 
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Key findings 

 Audiences of Awuuto and HEWs who 
facilitated the listener groups spoke 
positively about the programme which they 
said stood out because of its interesting 
storyline and valuable information on Baby 
WASH. For this reason HEWs reported 
playing the programme during home visits 
and community gatherings.  

 Findings from the qualitative research with 
HEWs and HDAs reveal that the programme 
had the most influence at raising their 
knowledge and awareness of potty usage, 
alternatives to soap and (certain) critical 
times for HWWS. As a result HDAs who also 
are role models in their communities, 
reported the uptake of healthier Baby 
WASH practices especially around safe 
disposal of baby/toddler faeces. 

 25% of the total sample had heard at least 
one PSA and 73% of those who heard the 
PSAs reported making changes to their 
lifestyle since listening. The most reported 
change was washing hands after disposing 
baby poo, reported by 64% of the PSA 
audience.  

 Together, the experiment, survey and 
qualitative research provide evidence that 
listening to Awuuto positively affected 
knowledge around risks of not face-
washing, men’s knowledge of washing 
hands before and after eating, men’s 
behavioural intent to wash hands before 
eating and women’s attitude towards face-
washing.  
 

“Previously, we disposed of   
children’s faeces into an enset 
(false banana) tree and on the 
coffee farm. There is a belief that 
any kind of faeces defecated beside 
an enset tree is considered as very 
important for the tree to grow fast 

and big. But after we learnt the 
potential health risks of doing such 
activities, we started to use the 
toilet properly. We also learnt the 
importance of using a potty for 
children.  

HDA member, Shanta-Golba 

Implications 

• The findings suggest an important role for 
media communication in WASH 
interventions looking at sustained 
behaviour change. Despite the 
programme’s short time on air, it was 
encouraging to see that even short term 
exposure (15minutes) to three episodes of 
the drama influenced knowledge, 
behavioural intent, and attitude.  This may 
be indicative of wider impacts among 
caregivers who had more prolonged 
exposure.   

• Ethiopia’s Health Extension Program (HEP) 
which deploys HEWs to promote hygiene 
and sanitation through its outreach work 
has been effective at improving knowledge 
around general WASH topics. Although 
general WASH has been covered by HEWs, 
our research with HEWs shows that Baby 
WASH was a neglected area prior to BBC 
Media Action’s training and partnership 
with HEWs. Additionally, even with the 
knowledge that some audiences have on 
general WASH our formative research 
revealed that it is not always the case that 
people are engaging in healthy practices.  

• In future, programming can adopt a longer 
format and incorporate the repetition of a 
single health information, multiple times in 
each episode, in order to enable audiences 
retain this information more easily and for 
longer, and ultimately, result in the 
adoption of healthy Baby WASH practices. 
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