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The problem 

Myanmar is a country rich in ethnic and cultural diversity. The Bamar majority makes up about two-thirds 
of the population but there are a further 134 ethnic groups in the country. While the large majority  
of people are Buddhists, a significant minority are Christian, Muslim or Hindu.1 However, many people 
have limited exposure to ethnic and religious groups other than their own – particularly in rural parts  
of the country. 

The solution  

Tea shops in Myanmar have a reputation for welcoming people from all backgrounds and walks of life. 
They provide a space for people to share a cup of tea, some food, and exchange ideas, opinions, problems, 
hopes and aspirations. 

The Tea Cup Diaries, a 15-minute weekly radio drama aimed at rural audiences, has aired on MRTV radio, 
the national broadcaster, since 2014. It focuses on the family and community around a local tea shop in the 
outskirts of Yangon. Listeners follow the funny, heartwarming and realistic stories of various characters 
that reflect Myanmar’s religious and ethnic diversity. These characters include the tea shop owners, their 
friends and children, as well as the tea master, a cook and waiters as they face the day-to-day struggles 
that everyone experiences – worries about money, jobs, family, friends and relationships.

1   World Population Review (2019) Myanmar Population 2019 [online]. Available from http://worldpopulationreview.com/
countries/myanmar-population/ [Accessed 01 May 2019]

Project objectives

n Increase audiences’ understanding, openness 
and respect for people from different 
backgrounds in Myanmar 

n Break the ‘us and them’ barrier by challenging 
negative portrayals of different groups in 
Myanmar society 

n Encourage discussion around themes  
covered by the programme, particularly  
around diversity

n Increase understanding of the need to think 
critically about an individual’s role in consuming 
and sharing information
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Daw Khin Thit (L) and  
U Chit Maung (R)

Daw Khin Thit and U Chit Maung (both Bamar Buddhists) are a married couple who run the tea 
shop. They are at the heart of the drama, juggling the demands of running a business and family life. The 
tea shop is staffed with people from different ethnic and religious backgrounds who each bring  
their own personalities and experiences to the shop. As with any couple, Daw Khin Thit and U Chit 
Maung often disagree but always find a way to resolve their differences through talking.

Nway Nway is the oldest daughter of U 
Chit Maung and Daw Khin Thit. Early in the 
series, she found out she had been adopted as 
a baby from Shan state. She goes on a journey 
to find her biological family and, through this, 
explores her Shan heritage. Her adoptive parents 
encourage her to get to know her origins and 
integrate her Shan family members into theirs. 

U Hla Myint and Naing Gyi are a Muslim 
father and son. U Hla Myint is a close friend of  
U Chit Maung and they support each other 
through life’s ups and downs, despite coming 
from different backgrounds. For example, when 
U Hla Myint experienced financial difficulties, U 
Chit Maung helped him resolve this in a way that 
was in line with his religious beliefs.  

Nway Nway

Naing Gyi (L) and 
U Hla Myint (R) 

The characters
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Naing Gyi, Arkar and Sam are members of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious youth music band. 
This entrepreneurial band started a tour business offering guided travel to exciting destinations in 
Myanmar. Travellers on these tours see and experience Myanmar’s historical and cultural diversity. 

James (Karen Christian) is a loveable young 
waiter at the tea shop. With the encouragement 
and support of people around him, he began 
attending school. James gets on well with 
everyone and sees the best in others. He not 
only prays for his family, but also for friends  
and colleagues.

Sam (Karen Christian) and Htet Htet  
(Bamar Buddhist) fall in love. Although they  
pray differently, they join various religious 
activities together. With marriage on the cards, 
they try to navigate what it means to have an 
inter-ethnic/inter-religious relationship, through 
building understanding and trust. 

James

Sam (L) and  
Htet Htet (R)

Sam (L), Naing Gyi (M) and 
Arkar (R) work on a song
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The research

BBC Media Action has used research throughout the programme’s production process to ensure the 
drama reflects, and is inspired by, the diverse ethnic and religious groups of people living in Myanmar. 

Researchers have carried out in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with a range of target  
audiences to understand their values and priorities, and what they know and think about different  
groups in Myanmar. Throughout the six series broadcast to 2019, BBC Media Action measured the  
reach, engagement and impact of Tea Cup Diaries. It did this via a nationally representative survey2  
and a bespoke survey in an area with a high reach3, alongside in-depth qualitative research and panel  
study which interviewed regular listeners over time. 

Who listens to the show?

Radio continues to be an important platform for many people in Myanmar – especially in rural areas. 
Around 5.4 million adults in the country listen to Tea Cup Diaries – 41% of all radio listeners in Myanmar. 
More than half (2.9 million) of the programme’s listeners tune in at least every other week. Research found 
that Tea Cup Diaries reaches rural audiences particularly well – its audience is 87% rural, compared with 
70% of the overall population. It also reaches men and women at a near equal rate. The drama is especially 
good at reaching people from lower income groups: 14% of the audience is made up of the poorest people 
in Myanmar (this group makes up 11% of the overall population).

Why do they listen?

Research indicated that audience members listen to Tea Cup Diaries to be entertained and educated. 
Believable characters and storylines that include romance, marriage, family and romantic relationships  
and running a business have helped engage listeners, as many see themselves and their lives reflected in  
the programme. 

Older audience members are most interested in the characters U Chit Maung and Daw Kin Thit dealing 
with the challenges of married life, keeping peace within their family and managing their business. Female 
listeners regularly mentioned how they identify with Daw Khin Thit and her daily workload, while male 
listeners related to U Chit Maung’s perspective as head of the household. 

Some characters portray key values that listeners felt were 
important, such as helping others. This includes Nway Nway’s 
encouragement of James, helping to ensure he has an education 
and James praying for Daw Khin Thit and her family.

2   BBC Media Action nationally representative survey with adults aged 15+ in Myanmar conducted in December 2018 (n=3,000).
3   A survey was carried out in the Delta region where Tea Cup Diaries reach is highest. The survey sampled 800 respondents, 

400 who listened to Tea Cup Diaries and 400 who did not. Analysis of survey data was completed to compare the results from 
regular listeners and non-listeners on key outcomes such as knowledge, discussion and attitudes. This included more complex 
statistical analysis to estimate the likelihood of an outcome, even when controlling for factors such as age, sex and location.

The drama is like 
real life happening 
in a real family.
Female listener, Seikphyu
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What role does the drama play in listeners’ lives?

Listeners reported learning about a variety of issues after tuning in to the drama. For example, they 
reported that the programme has given them an insight into how to run a business and the role of women in 
doing so (as they felt inspired by Daw Khin Thit), or how to resolve conflict between two people. Listeners 
saw Daw Khin Thit and U Chit Maung as the best role models for addressing difficulties within a family.

Listeners reported learning about different money management practices, for example, citing a  
storyline when U Hla Myint and U Chit Maung address the challenges of lending or borrowing money.

The drama showcases the diverse groups of people living in Myanmar by using authentic voices and 
actors – a device that audience members appreciated. Listeners also reported learning about the customs 
of different ethnic and religious groups from the programme. People who regularly listened to Tea Cup 
Diaries were 1.6 times more likely 
to have higher levels of knowledge 
about religions other than their 
own compared to non-listeners. 

Listeners reported discussing 
issues raised in the drama in their 
everyday lives. They talked about 
certain storylines – particularly 
dramatic and controversial ones 
such as Nway Nway’s adoption, an 
inter-ethnic couple considering eloping or U Chit Maung going to see an old sweetheart.  
Listeners who were more engaged with the drama were 1.6 times more likely to discuss issues  
relating to ethnic and religious tension compared to less engaged listeners. 

Attitudes towards different ethnic and religious groups can be deep-rooted and take a long time to  
shift. While research participants sometimes had mixed views on storylines that feature inter-ethnic and 
inter-religious friendships and relationships, survey analysis found that the more engaged people were  
with the programme, the more likely they were to accept such relationships, compared to those who do 

not listen. Listeners who were 
highly engaged were 1.9 times 
more likely than non-listeners 
to demonstrate higher levels of 
acceptance towards inter-ethnic 
and inter-religious relationships.

We learned that Christian people go 
to church every Sunday and they ask for 
forgiveness and have prayer. At first, I 
thought they didn’t have devotion, that 
they only sing and it’s finished. Now I 
know that they also pray.
Female listener, Pekon

I like the way U Chit Maung and Daw Khin Thit teach their 
children. They don’t yell or shout at Nway Nway. That is so 
peaceful. I used to shout at my kids when they didn’t listen to 
me but now I try not to act like that.
Female listener, Myaing

I like the parts that [the programme] 
includes about religion. They don’t 
discriminate. They are very united.
Male listener, Ayeyarwady 
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Tea Cup Diaries tells 
[us] everything about 
people’s relationships. It’s 
all about the different lives 
in the community.
Female listener, Hinthada

In conclusion
By producing a drama with authentic and engaging 
storylines that realistically represents the voices of 
different groups of society, Tea Cup Diaries has  
gathered a loyal audience. Through listening to the 
drama, audience members have found positive role 
models, started discussions and learned about new  
ways to relate to each another. The drama aims to 
continue to reach and engage people in forthcoming 
series with storylines that showcase Myanmar’s diversity and tackle some  
deep-rooted attitudes and beliefs that may hinder understanding of one another.

U Chit Maung and Daw 
Khin Thit with the 

tea shop employees
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