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Political crisis, Mediated Deliberation and Citizen Engagement: 

A case study of Bangladesh and Nirbachoni Sanglap 

The role of the media in fostering democratic communication has been a key theme of 

communication studies. This paper examines this role of the media in Bangladesh during 

political crisis through a case study of two initiatives: Bangladesh Sanglap and Nirbachoni 

Sanglap.  

Sanglap means discussion/ dialogue in the Bangla language. Bangladesh Sanglap, 

operational since 2005 with a reach of 7 million people, has aired weekly TV and radio political 

debates to allow people to interact with policy and decision makers.    Nirbachoni Sanglap, seven 

debates focused on City Corporation (Mayoral) Elections, was aired between July 15 and July 

31, 2008 with an audience of 13 million people. These debates were significant since they were 

among the first to allow citizens open access to policy makers after the state of emergency 

declared in October 2006.  

Tension and unrest has been a significant part of political life in Bangladesh since it came 

into being in 1971 after a bitter liberation war. After 15 years of military rule, democracy was 

restored in 1990 but unrest and violence continued due to antagonism between the two major 

political parties. The crisis escalated in October 2006 and a state of emergency was declared, 

elections were postponed and a military-backed caretaker government was appointed. Dr 

Fakhruddin Ahmed, a former head of the central bank, took over as head of the interim 

government in January 2007.  

The caretaker administration has the responsibility of preparing the country for elections. 

The interim government has promised to clean up corruption before the elections, and has set up 

fast-track courts to prosecute dozens of high profile political figures. It has also tried to exclude 



the country's two leading women from politics arguing that the presence of the two party leaders 

was stopping it from carrying out constitutional reforms
i
. Although elections have been promised 

by the end of 2008, much of the political process has been suspended. In this context, 

governance has become an important issue.  

The media in Bangladesh 

The main broadcasters - Radio Betar and Bangladesh Television (BTV) - are state-owned 

and favorable to the government. Little coverage is given to the political opposition, except in 

the run-up to general elections when a caretaker government takes control. TV dominates media 

usage, especially in the cities. BTV is the sole terrestrial TV channel. Though there are many 

popular satellite and cable channels, the advent of these private broadcasters has had little impact 

in rural areas. State-run radio covers almost the entire country. BBC World Service programs in 

English and Bengali are broadcast on 100 MHz FM in Dhaka. Bangladeshi newspapers are 

diverse, outspoken and privately-owned. The print media are privately owned and there is a 

strong tradition of owner-editorship. The constitution guarantees press freedom, but journalists 

are subject to regular harassment from the police and political activists. The government 

exercises a degree of control through the placement of official advertising. Media rights 

organization, Reporters Without Borders, has accused the army of targeting journalists, who it 

says face arrest, maltreatment and censorship. There were 450,000 internet users in Bangladesh 

by September 2007 - 0.3% of the population (ITU figure). It is within this context that 

Bangladesh Sanglap and Nirbachoni Sanglap have to be considered.  

Working in partnership with Bangladeshi broadcasters, the BBC Bengali Service and 

BBC World Service Trust produced a political debate program, Bangladesh Sanglap, which gave 



citizens an opportunity to interact with policy makers, and individuals from civil society on 

important issues of the day.  

 Broadcast of Bangladesh Sanglap began in November 2005 with eight issue-based 

discussions from Dhaka, Sylhet and Chittagong areas. Over 3,000 citizens attended the first 

series of debates that were broadcast on TV and radio. A year later, a second series went on air  in 

September 2006 covering seven regions in addition to Dhaka. At these debates, citizens could 

question their political leaders and decision makers about issues and the debates were broadcast 

on TV and radio.  

During July 15- 31, 2008, seven electoral debates called Nirbachoni Sanglap were 

produced and broadcast focusing on the Mayoral elections for the city corporations of Barisal, 

Khulna, Rajshahi and Sylhet in Bangladesh.  The weekly audience of Nirbachoni Sanglap was 13 

million people across TV and radio.  

This paper examines the role played by these debates in fostering awareness and 

conversations among citizens and explores the impact of the programs in terms of differences in 

levels of political engagement. Employing the framework of mediated deliberation proposed by 

Page (1996) and Gastil (2008), the paper examines the role played by Nirbachoni Sanglap and 

the larger debate program Bangladesh Sanglap in creating opportunities for citizens of 

Bangladesh to discuss and deliberate various issues related to governance. 

Theoretical/ Conceptual framework  

Deliberation is a word frequently used to describe the process used by councils, 

legislatures and other groups that make decisions after a period of reasoned discussion. There are 

two major perspectives on public deliberation - one envisions public deliberation as mediated by 

television, radio, and mass circulated publications. This view holds that “In modern societies ... 



public deliberation is (and probably must be) largely mediated, with professional communicators 

rather than ordinary citizens talking to each other and to the public through mass media" (Page, 

1996). A second perspective emphasizes face-to-face public deliberation which scholars consider 

relatively rare (Burkhalter, Gastil, & Kelshaw, 2002); though deliberative democracy and 

deliberative polling have become important features of what Benjamin Barber (2003) designated 

as strong democracy. Over the years, many have tried to bridge the gap between these two 

perspectives. 

In the United States, a sampling of different deliberative activities initiated in recent years 

would include the National Issues Forums, a program organized by the Kettering Foundation that 

convened decentralized groups of community organizers, local leaders, public officials and 

public spirited citizens to talk about current issues. Another initiative, the National Issues 

Convention organized by James Fishkin brought together a random sample of American citizens 

to deliberate on pressing national issues, and many of its sessions were aired on PBS public 

television stations.  It evolved into what is now designated as deliberative polling.  There are 

numerous examples from around the world of deliberative activities initiated by neighborhood 

associations, study circles, non government organizations, town meetings, deliberative city 

planning councils etc. In all instances, it has been important to examine who initiated 

deliberation and who participated in the process.  Answers to these questions help in defining the 

nature and substance of the public exchanges that will occur in a deliberative encounter.  

Deliberation is perceived to be an important part of generating legitimate outcomes in a 

democratic debate (Cohen, 1997). The outcomes of a deliberative procedure are seen as 

legitimate because they are the result of a process that is inclusive, voluntary, reasoned and 

equal.  It is also seen as creating more just and rational decisions since a variety of voices are 



heard about any public issue and people are expected to give reasons that will be mutually 

acceptable to others for any arguments they advance.  It is often the means to arrive at an 

informed, reflective accommodation of conflicting perspectives, finding provisional solutions 

that work within in continuing disagreements.  

Given the complexity of political systems today, the media have often been involved in 

amplifying the voices of grassroots deliberations in noisy political campaign seasons. Through 

broadcasting citizen deliberations from issue conventions, the media expand and broaden 

participation in such discussions.  Active involvement by media outlets in such exercises has 

been designated civic journalism. An example of such activity can be found in the Citizen Voices 

project on the Philadelphia mayoral race. BBC‟s Question Time is an example of sustained 

media involvement in hosting debates where citizens question representatives of political parties.   

Media and the Public Sphere 

In classical theory, the public sphere is the space between government and society in 

which private individuals exercise formal and informal control over the state: formal control 

through the election of governments and informal control through the pressure of public opinion. 

The media are central to this process. They distribute information necessary to citizens to make 

an informed choice at election time, they facilitate the formation of public opinion by providing 

an independent forum of debate and they enable people to shape the conduct of government by 

articulating their views. The media are thus the principle institutions of the public sphere.  

According to Habermas (2006), "no modern political process could function effectively without 

the "professionals of the media system" and the various elites who produce mediated political 

communication." As part of this mediated deliberation, the media are expected to “mobilize and 

pool relevant issues and required information, and to specify interpretations; to process such 



contributions discursively by means of proper arguments for and against; and to generate 

rationally motivated yes and no attitudes [i.e., public opinions] that are expected to determine the 

outcome of procedurally correct decisions.” These ideas have been folded into the concept of 

deliberation in a democracy to suggest „mediated deliberation‟. 

Page (1996) suggests that mediated deliberation is a "division of labor" with the media 

conveying information between elected officials and the public; the role of media is defined as 

encouraging discussion amongst the citizens to keep them engaged with their elected officials. 

Gastil (2008) suggests that the following functions should be fulfilled in order for the ideal, 

mediated deliberation to occur.  

 Media Producers Media Users 

Create a solid 

information base. 

Present media users with a broad 

base of background information by 

reporting extensively on important 

issues. 

Seek out opportunities to learn of 

others' experiences and relevant 

expert analysis. 

Prioritize the key 

values at stake. 

Explore the underlying public 

concerns behind the surface facts 

and events that define an issue. 

Consider the diverse concerns 

underlying issues and how others 

prioritize issues differently. 

Identify a broad range 

of solutions. 

Present the broadest possible range 

of solutions to problems, including 

nongovernmental and unpopular 

ones. 

Learn about how people like or 

unlike yourself think about 

addressing a problem. 

Weigh the pros, cons, 

and trade-offs among 

solutions. 

Report different viewpoints but do 

more than juxtapose them; subject 

them to careful scrutiny. 

Reassess your biases favoring or 

opposing different solutions by 

seeing how others weigh pros/ cons. 



Make the best  

decision possible. 

 

 

 

Adequately  

distribute speaking 

opportunities. 

 

 

Ensure mutual 

comprehension. 

 

 

 

Consider other ideas, 

experiences. 

 

 

 

Respect other 

participants. 

Make recommendations but keep 

editorial content distinct from news; 

leave the decision to the media user. 

 

 

Use diverse sourcing, invite diverse 

guests with different ways of 

speaking, and reach beyond 

conventional debates. 

 

Make news and information 

understandable for readers; prose 

should be accessible to the 

audience. 

 

Take arguments from all 

perspectives seriously. 

 

 

 

Model respect for different views; 

treat readers with respect by making 

news serious but engaging 

Take responsibility for making up 

your own mind after listening to the 

advice of experts, partisans, and 

others. 

 

Make time to listen to sources with 

views different from your own. Add 

your own voice when appropriate. 

 

 

When you cannot understand an 

issue or argument, seek clarification 

from others. 

 

 

When hearing different views, 

avoid tuning out or ruminating on 

counterarguments before 

considering what is said. 

 

Give the benefit of the doubt to 

sources but demand better behavior 

from those who violate your trust 

 

Sanglap: Background and Context  

Bangladesh Sanglap – “Dialogue on Bangladesh”, a major governance project was 

launched by the BBC World Service Trust and the BBC Bengali Service in 2005. The weekly 

TV & Radio debates aimed at creating a forum which allows people to access and interact with 

policy and decision makers on important issues of the day.  Broadcast of Bangladesh Sanglap 

began in November 2005 with eight issue-based discussions from Dhaka, Sylhet and Chittagong.  

Over 3,000 people attended the first series of debates on justice, corruption, education, 

health, local government, trade, security and the institutions of state. A year later, the second 

series went on air in September 2006 covering in addition to Dhaka, the regional towns of 

Mymensingh, Sylhet, Rajshahi, Rangpur, Khulna, Bogra and Chittagong. During July 15- 31, 



2008, seven electoral debates called Nirbachoni Sanglap were produced and broadcast focusing 

on the Mayoral elections for the city corporations of Barisal, Khulna, Rajshahi and Sylhet in 

Bangladesh.   

Nirbachoni Sanglap is modeled on Question Time, a topical debate television program 

broadcast in the United Kingdom
ii
. The show typically features politicians from the major 

political parties as well as other public figures who answer questions from the audience. The 

debate is chaired by a moderator who sits in the middle, deciding who can speak and selecting 

the questions for the panel to answer. Questions are taken from the audience before the program 

goes on air, and the moderator picks some to put to the panel. The panel does not get to see the 

questions ahead of time. During the program, the moderator selects a member of the audience to 

put a question to the panel and gives each member an opportunity to answer the question and 

each others' points.  

The debate times were publicized through advertisements in daily newspapers, radio 

channels and on TV channels. Members of the public who wanted to participate were requested 

to call BBC WST to receive an invitation card. To receive an invitation, the individual had to be 

a Bangladesh citizen for 15 years for Bangladesh Sanglap and a registered voter to receive an 

invitation to Nirbachoni Sanglap.  Individuals who received invitations were requested to submit 

questions they would like to ask panelists. These questions were then screened and consolidated 

by the debate moderators and then posed to panelists. At the debate sessions, participants could 

spontaneously pose follow-up questions.  

This paper examines the role played by these debates in fostering awareness and 

conversations among citizens and explores the impact of the programs in terms of differences in 

levels of political engagement. 



 

Impact of Bangladesh and Nirbachoni Sanglap: Methodology & Research Questions 

To assess the impact of Bangladesh Sanglap, the BBC WST‟s Research and Learning 

Team conducted an impact assessment at 4 different levels: Systemic level (the government and 

political system); Organization level (other media organizations); Practitioner level (journalists 

and production staff from broadcaster Channel i); Audience level (individuals exposed to the 

programs). This paper will employ the data collected from the Audience level. 

To assess the impact among audience members, face to face interviews were conducted 

with a sample of respondents. The sample was chosen using Multi Stage Random Sampling 

technique, from the household panel operated by Sirius Research Services
iii

. Respondents were 

grouped as follows:  

 Exposed to Sanglaps – those who had ever seen, attended or listened to Sanglap 

program in the last one year 

 Not exposed to Sanglaps- those who had never seen, attended or listened to 

Sanglap program in the last one year 

Data were gathered using a structured questionnaire with precoded multiple responses, with a 

few open ended questions for capturing responses verbatim.  Interviews were conducted by 

experienced interviewers who were trained for conducting them, hired through Sirius, an 

independent research agency. The data reported here were gathered from 1500 interviews 

conducted among randomly chosen respondents:  Exposed to Sanglap (N=751), Not exposed to 

Sanglap (N= 749).  

To assess the impact of Nirbachoni Sanglap, a sample of 7500 adults was selected from 

250 Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) drawn randomly from the list of Bangladesh Bureau of 



Statistics (BBS). PSU in urban area was a mohalla (locality) while in rural it was mouza/ village. 

Table 1 provides the details of the sample.   

Data were gathered quantitatively using a largely structured questionnaire with precoded 

multiple responses, and a few open ended questions for capturing responses verbatim. This 

research was conducted by Nielsen Bangladesh between August 1 and 6, 2008. 

This paper examines the following research questions:  

For Bangladesh Sanglap (BSanglap):  

RQ1: Is there a difference in perception about major problems facing Bangladesh 

between people exposed to BSanglap and those not exposed, relative to Baseline data 

(before BSanglap)? 

RQ2: Is there a difference in „Trust in politicians‟ between people exposed to BSanglap 

and those not exposed, relative to Baseline data (before BSanglap)? 

RQ3: What is the relationship between exposure to BSanglap and political engagement?  

For Nirbachoni Sanglap (NSanglap) 

RQ4: What is the relationship between exposure to Nirbachoni Sanglap and political 

engagement? 

RQ5: What is the relationship between Nirbachoni Sanglap and issue-based voter 

decision making? 

Results: 

 Who is watching what?  

For Bangladesh Sanglap: Data from 1500 interviews conducted among randomly chosen 

respondents:  Exposed to BSanglap (N=751), Not exposed to BSanglap (N= 749).  



As seen in chart 1, there were no significant differences in age cohorts among those 

exposed to BSanglap as opposed to those not exposed. A higher proportion of never married 

individuals were exposed to BSanglap (26%) as compared to not exposed (19%). There were 

significant gender differences.  Men were significantly more likely to be exposed (70%) to 

BSanglap than women (45%), Pearson‟s 2 (1, N =81,054) = 2.52, p < .05. Cramer‟s V = 0.17. As 

seen from chart 2, a significantly higher proportion of higher income respondents (58%) were 

exposed to BSanglap. There were also a higher proportion of metro (17%, see chart 3) and higher 

educated (SSC and above - 41%) respondents (see chart 4) among those exposed to BSanglap. 

Thus, respondents exposed to BSanglap were from Metro areas, with higher education levels, 

higher income, and predominantly male.  

For Nirbachoni Sanglap: 

Results of the survey indicate that 22% of the sample (Total N = 7500) watched or 

listened to at least one episode of Nirbachoni Sanglap (NSanglap). Considering the universe of 

persons aged 18 years or above in Bangladesh to be 96 million
iv

, the reach of Nirbachoni 

Sanglap is about 21.12 million. If only the base of 80.51 million registered voters
v
  is considered, 

the reach of Nirbachoni Sanglap works out to about 18 million adults. Thus, NSanglap is 

estimated to have reached between 18 and 21 million people (18 years & above) in Bangladesh.  

Comparing the exposure across six cities, results indicate that though the absolute 

number of those exposed to NSanglap is high in Dhaka and Chittagong, the percentage of those 

exposed to the program is significantly high in the 4 cities of Sylhet, Khulna, Rajshahi and 

Barisal (see table 1, 2). While there were more men (27%) who were exposed to NSanglap as 

compared to women (17%), there were no significant differences by gender or across age groups 

(see chart 5). However, there was a significant difference in exposure to NSanglap based on 



education. Among those exposed to NSanglap, 81% has education levels of high school and 

above (see chart 6). Analysis by monthly household income, indicates that exposure was greater 

among higher income households (chart 7). 

Thus exposure to Nirbachoni Sanglap seems to follow the same trend as Bangladesh 

Sanglap, exposure was higher among metro and urban individuals particularly males, with higher 

education levels and higher income.  

The next section provides data related to the research questions proposed. As with the 

rest of the paper, questions related to Bangladesh Sanglap will be answered first followed by 

questions related to Nirbachoni Sanglap and finally, the impact of the two programs together will 

be considered. As a precursor to these debates, BBC WST had conducted a large-scale baseline 

lifestyle and attitude survey. To measure impact, the paper examines the shift from baseline 

among both exposed and not exposed group of Bangladesh Sanglap. For parameters where 

baseline data was not available, the paper looks at whether there is difference of opinion between 

Sanglap Exposed and Not Exposed. 

RQ1: Is there a difference in perception about major problems facing Bangladesh between 

people exposed to BSanglap and those not exposed, relative to Baseline data (before BSanglap)? 

To examine this question, the differences between those exposed and not exposed to 

BSanglap were examined and then those differences were compared to the baseline data.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*significant at p < .05  

As seen from the table above, a significantly higher proportion of those exposed to Bangladesh 

Sanglap mentioned Political Instability, Crime and Corruption as important issues.  

Inflation, power problem & poor economic performance continued as major concerns among all 

segments across Baseline & Midline surveys.  

This finding is noteworthy since BSanglap covered political instability, corruption and crime in 

its debates and in comparing the groups (baseline, midline -exposed and not exposed), a higher 

proportion of people exposed to Sanglap said those were major problems as opposed to those 

who were not exposed, though at midline survey time, those issues were already considered 

important as seen by the changes from baseline. 

 

RQ2: Is there a difference in „Trust in politicians‟ between people exposed to BSanglap and 

those not exposed, relative to Baseline data (before BSanglap)? 

Data indicates that trust in politicians was higher (39%) at the time of the baseline survey 

conducted before BSanglap was broadcast. At the time of the midline survey, there was a drop in 

   Baseline Exposed  Not Exposed  

High Prices/Inflation  40% 78% 81% 

Load shedding/Power supply  26% 64% * 56% 

Economic problem /Poverty  62% 50% 49% 

Political Problem/Instability  7% 39% * 23% 

Crime  2% 18%* 8% 

Corruption Problem  12% 31% * 16% 



levels of trust in politicians. There was a statistically significant difference in levels of trust, such 

that those not exposed to BSanglap (22%) had higher levels of trust than those exposed to 

BSanglap debates (15%), Pearson‟s 2(1, N =81,055) = 2.66, p < .05. Cramer‟s V = 0.05. As seen in 

chart 9, there is an interesting result in the midline survey data, a significantly higher proportion 

of unexposed respondents trust indicated higher trust in religious leaders.    

 

RQ3: What is the relationship between exposure to BSanglap and political engagement?  

Political engagement was measured through a variety of questions: 

Voted in the last general election; Likely to vote in the forthcoming elections  

Personally interested in politics; Discussed politics in the last one week with friends/ family 

members/ relatives; Believe it is important to always vote, keep watch on the actions of 

Government and be active in social or political associations; Participated in different forms of 

political and social action; Member of a political party/ trade union/ business or professional 

association; Believe in people‟s rights in democracy; Would engage in acts of civil disobedience 

to oppose certain government actions; Would demonstrate against unjust or harmful law. In 

addition, a battery of attitudinal statements related to opinions on various aspects of civil life and 

the political influence of common people in Bangladesh were used (see chart 12) and a cluster 

analysis was conducted.  

This procedure was employed since cluster analysis is a multivariate procedure for 

detecting natural groupings in data. This process resulted in 3 clusters – satisfied and indifferent 

(42.3%) politically engaged (42.1%) and resigned (15.1%) (see chart 10).  The groups are briefly 

described below.  

Satisfied & Indifferent- They were comparatively satisfied about different aspects of civil life. 



Resigned- They were comparatively more dissatisfied about different aspects of civil life. 

Politically conscious & engaged - They were in between the above 2 groups in satisfaction 

levels, but opined most dissatisfaction about judicial system & health services. Differences 

among these three groups in opinions about civil life, political influence and trustworthiness are 

listed in Table 3.  

The politically conscious and engaged group had higher exposure to BSanglap (18%) compared 

to satisfied and indifferent (14%) and resigned (13%) groups.  

This group also ranked political instability as an important problem facing Bangladesh (34%), 

higher than the satisfied and indifferent (24%) and resigned (19%) groups.   

Questions related to Nirbachoni Sanglap (NSanglap) 

RQ4: What is the relationship between exposure to Nirbachoni Sanglap and political 

engagement? 

To measure political engagement in relation to NSanglap, an index was created based on 

respondents‟ answers to the following questions: 

Voted in the last general election; Likely to vote in the forthcoming elections,  

Personally interested in politics, Discussed politics in the last one week with friends/ family 

members/ relatives, Believe it is important to always vote, keep watch on the actions of 

Government and be active in social or political associations, Participated in different forms of 

political and social action, Member of a political party/ trade union/ business or professional 

association, Believe in people‟s rights in democracy, Would engage in acts of civil disobedience 

to oppose certain government actions, Would demonstrate against unjust or harmful law 

 The respondents were classified into three groups based on their responses:  

Highly engaged politically: Those who answered “Yes” to all the questions above 



Not engaged politically: Those who answered “No” to all the questions above 

Somewhat engaged politically: Those who answered “Yes” to some of the questions above 

Levels of political engagement were higher among those exposed to Nirbachoni Sanglap. 

Among people exposed to NSanglap, 11 % were highly engaged, 79% were somewhat engaged 

and 9% were not engaged. For those not exposed, the levels of political engagement were:  

3%highly engaged, 76% somewhat engaged, 21% not engaged.   

 

RQ5: What is the relationship between Nirbachoni Sanglap and issue-based voter decision 

making? 

To assess this relationship, respondents were asked to answer a series of questions related 

to their perception of the „purpose of Nirbachoni Sanglap‟. These question responses were a 

likert scale ranging from (1= Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4= Agree somewhat 

to 5 = Strongly Agree). The responses to these questions were tabulated as percentage agreement 

with the statements. As seen from Table 4, NSanglap was seen as providing voters information 

that helped them choose the best candidate (68% strongly agree) ; it was seen as giving an 

opportunity to evaluate each mayoral candidate objectively (70% strongly agree). Respondents 

thought that NSanglap helped them understand where candidates stood on issues that mattered to 

them (67% strongly agree). Thus, it can be argued that NSanglap promoted issue based voter 

decision making. 

Analysis 

As seen from the results section, Bangladesh Sanglap influenced people‟s perception about 

major problems facing Bangladesh. A significantly higher proportion of those exposed to 

Bangladesh Sanglap mentioned Political Instability, Crime and Corruption, issues discussed in 



the Sanglaps as important issues when compared to those not exposed to the Sanglaps. In 

addition, data shows that people exposed to BSanglap debates had statistically significant lower 

levels of trust in politicians (15%) than those not exposed to BSanglap (22%). People who were 

politically engaged had higher exposure to BSanglap (18%) compared to people in the satisfied 

and indifferent (14%) and resigned (13%) groups. In keeping with this trend, levels of political 

engagement were higher among those exposed to Nirbachoni Sanglap. Finally, respondents felt 

that Nirbachoni Sanglap helped them make decisions based on the issues.  

Since it can be argued that it is difficult to separate the impact of Bangladesh Sanglap and 

Nirbachoni Sanglap, a combined „exposure to Sanglaps‟ and political engagement profile is 

provided in Chart 13. Survey results show that about 5% of total population is highly engaged 

politically and more than three-fourths are somewhat engaged. Dhaka, Khulna & Barisal 

divisions had relatively higher percent of politically engaged people and Sylhet had the highest 

proportion of those “not engaged politically”.  

Metro and urban dwellers show higher levels of political engagement than rural dwellers. 

Similarly more males show higher levels of engagement than females (chart 14 a). It can be seen 

that nearly half the adult population in the 4 cities where the Mayoral elections were held, was 

exposed to Nirbachoni Sanglap. This indicates very high level of interest among local audiences 

in the mayoral debates.  

Survey data reveals that exposure was relatively high in Metro cities and Urban areas 

compared to Rural areas. Nielsen‟s BMDS 2008 data reported TV Viewership in Rural areas at 

59%, indicating that there could be other reasons for low exposure of Nirbachoni Sanglap in 

rural areas. It is likely that the rural audiences may not have been interested in Mayoral Debates 



which were specific to the city corporations, and not relevant to rural areas or the country as a 

whole.      

Levels of political engagement vary with age, peaking between 21 to 45 years and dropping 

thereafter among higher age groups (chart 14b). Levels of engagement appear to be strongly 

correlated to the education level and socio economic class of the respondents (chart 14c, 14d). 

Those with higher education levels and from upper socio economic class seem to have higher 

levels of political engagement. Levels of engagement also appear to be correlated to the 

household income levels of the respondents (see chart 14.d). Those with higher monthly 

household income (above Tk.10, 000) seem to have higher levels of political engagement. 

Overall, levels of political engagement are higher among the metro & urban dwellers, males, 

those with higher education & income levels, and those from the upper socio economic groups.  

Since the data collected for the study is cross sectional in nature, we cannot establish 

whether higher levels of engagement led people to watch Sanglap or whether Sanglaps increased 

levels of interest in politics and political engagement. In addition, data indicates that the 

demographics of those exposed to Sanglaps (B & N) are different from those not exposed. Future 

research will have to explore the opinions and political participation of people in rural areas, 

those who are less educated, less affluent, lower socio economic class and female respondents.  

However, irrespective of causality, it is important to note that for a country faced with 

political crisis, the Sanglaps provide an important outlet for mediated deliberation. If we analyze 

the programs using Gastil‟s (2008) framework, through these programs, media producers have 

been able to create a platform where policy makers, politicians, civil service employees and other 

citizens can share information and explore the underlying public concerns behind the issues. 

There is a high level of trust in BBC‟s ability to provide relevant information when other local 



media outlets may not be able to do so. This independence has been leveraged by the Sanglaps to 

subject the different view points expressed by panelists to careful scrutiny and invite diverse 

guests with different ways of addressing issues to answer questions. The format of the programs 

allows it to reach beyond conventional debates to make political information accessible to people 

and provides them arguments from multiple perspectives that are respectfully presented, during a 

time of political uncertainty.  

When asked about Nirbachoni Sanglap, majority of the respondents rated the program 

very high on the relevance and importance of the debates to them and all the voters in their 

respective cities. Over 90% rated the program high (very high & somewhat high) on the 

relevance and importance of the issues discussed. A similar percentage rated the program high 

for setting high standards and pioneering election debates in Bangladesh. Majority (92%) of the 

respondents agreed that Nirbachoni Sanglaps will impact the mayoral elections by making the 

candidates accountable, 96 % said such debates should be conducted for Parliamentary and 94% 

said such debates should be held for other city corporation elections.  

Bangladesh Sanglap has set a precedent and proved the popularity of political debates. As 

a sign of this, the numbers of political debate/discussion programs on TV have gone up since the 

start of Bangladesh Sanglap as seen in chart 15.  

Thus Bangladesh Sanglap and Nirbachoni Sanglap act as important platforms for 

mediated deliberation for Bangladesh. While there is more data required to argue that it has 

caused greater political engagement, there is no doubt that it has enhanced opportunities for 

political engagement. These mediated deliberations have proved strategic in encouraging 

participation in political dialogue and discussions about change in the country. 
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Table 1: Nirbachoni Sanglap: Sample Size & Distribution 

 

 Divisions  

  Urban 
Rural Total 

Metro Non-metro 

Dhaka 600 150 750 1500 

Rajshahi 500 100 600 1200 

Khulna 500 100 600 1200 

Chittagong 500 100 600 1200 

Barisal 500 100 600 1200 

Sylhet 500 100 600 1200 

 Total 3100 650 3750 7500 

 

Table 2: Exposure to Nirbachoni Sanglap by Cities 

 

Cities 18+ population* % Exposed Total Exposed  

Dhaka 5,171,220 26% 1,344,517 

Chittagong  3,926,316 24% 926,611 

Sylhet 1,528,392 48% 730,571 

Khulna 1,414,764 51% 725,774 

Rajshahi 1,364,604 51% 697,313 

Barisal 1,409,064 49% 691,850 

All Cities 14,814,360 35% 5,116,636 

*Source: Population Census 2001, Bangladesh 

 

 

 

 

 



Chart 5:                       Exposure to Nirbachoni Sanglap by Age Groups 
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Chart 6: Exposure to Nirbachoni Sanglap by Education Level 
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Chart 7: Exposure to NSanglap by Monthly Household Income (MHI) Bangladesh Taka (BDT) 
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Chart 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 11: Spontaneous problems within clusters 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*significantly higher than the other clusters.  
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Chart 12 
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I am satisfied with 

government health services  69% 44% 51% 

Politicians in Bangladesh are 

accountable to the public  68% 47% 30% 

The police serve all people in 
Bangladesh equally  26% 1% 1% 

The economy of my country 
has been improving  74% 57% 25% 

The education system in our 

country gives children a 
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Politicians are only interested 

in my situation during 
election time.  85% 93% 97% 
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Politicians  26%  19%  12%  
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Military  94%  95%  96%  

Police  23%  11%  6%  

Business people  57%  39%  40%  

 

 

 

 



Table 3: Opinions about civil life, political influence and trustworthiness 

Strongly agree/Agree %  

Satisfied &  

Indifferent 

Politically 
conscious & 

Engaged Resigned  

I want to have a say in the way Bangladesh is 

run  90%  97% * 56%  

When people like me get involved in local 

issues, we can change the way that the local 

area is run  75%  95% * 79%  

When people like me get involved in national 
issues, we can change the way that the 

Bangladesh is run  72%  92% * 67%  

Bangladesh is run by the few people in power, 

and there is not much someone like me can do 

about it  75%  92% * 87%  

People like me can change the course of events 

in Bangladesh if we make ourselves heard  77%  96%*  65%  

More and more, I feel helpless in the face of 

what's happening in Bangladesh today  63%  53%  51%  

I would like to have greater access to 

information pertaining to issues of public and 

national importance  72%  93% * 37%  

I am able to have some influence on what 

happens in Bangladesh.  

63%  65%  15%  

Conflict between political groups in Bangladesh 

seems inevitable despite the efforts of people to 

prevent them  65%  75%  60%  

The average citizen, like me, can have an 

influence on government decisions in 

Bangladesh.  64%  72%  9%  

Average strongly agree/agree %  72%  83%  53%  

* Significantly higher than the other two groups. 

 

 

 



Table 4: Purpose of Nirbachoni Sanglap 

BBC Nirbachoni Sanglap…… 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree Strongly 

+ Agree 

Somewhat  

… gave the voters an opportunity to ask questions to the 

mayoral candidates 80% 99% 

… gave the electoral candidates an opportunity to listen to the 

concerns of the voters 78% 98% 

… gave me an opportunity to learn new things about the 

candidates which I would not have known otherwise 74% 97% 

…. gave the electoral candidates an opportunity to gauge the 

expectations of the voters 70% 96% 

…. helped me to understand the agenda of each mayoral 

candidate 77% 95% 

… gave me an opportunity to evaluate each mayoral candidate 

objectively 70% 94% 

… helped me to understand where the candidates stood on 

the issues that matter to me 67% 94% 

… provided information which will help one to choose the best 

candidate to vote for 68% 94% 

… made me aware of issues related to city corporation 

elections which I was not thinking about 65% 93% 

… made the electoral candidates take a clear stand on many 

issues 64% 93% 

… is a democratic process of choosing our political leaders 64% 90% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chart 13: Exposure to Nirbachoni & Bangladesh Sanglaps 
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Base: All Respondents 18+ years 

Chart 14-a: Profile of the Politically Engaged Segments 
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Base: All Respondents 18+ years 

Chart 14-b: Profile by Age Groups 
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Chart 14-c: Profile by Education and SEC 
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Chart 14-d: Profile by MHI in Bangladesh Taka 
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Chart 15 
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End Notes:  

                                                           
i
 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/country_profiles/1160598.stm 

ii www.bbc.co.uk/questiontime 

iii The panel comprises 4050 households chosen through random listing survey across major urban, peri-urban, and 

rural households is tracked monthly for media and fast moving consumer goods consumption. 

iv Bangladesh census estimates that persons aged 18 years or above constitute about 60% of Bangladesh’s total population which 

is currently estimated by World Bank and the UN at 160 million.  

http://ddp-ext.worldbank.org/ext/ddpreports/ViewSharedReport 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/country_profiles/1160598.stm 

v
 Bangladesh Election Commission, http://www.ecs.gov.bd/English/index.php 

http://ddp-ext.worldbank.org/ext/ddpreports/ViewSharedReport
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/country_profiles/1160598.stm
http://www.ecs.gov.bd/English/index.php

