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The	last	40	years	of	Afghanistan’s	history	have	been	characterised	by	conflict,	economic	ruin	
and	mass	displacement.	The	Taliban’s	five-year	rule	ended	in	2001	following	the	United	States-
led invasion and, until 2014, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was primarily 
responsible for maintaining security. Since Afghan forces took this over, there has been an 
upsurge in Taliban activity and a high number of civilian deaths and injuries. The National Unity 
Government (NUG), formed after the 2015 election, has struggled to achieve the promised 
reform and remains highly centralised.i These issues have deepened public discontent and 
contributed towards a downward trajectory in national mood.ii 

While greater freedom of speech in the media is undisputedly one of the biggest achievements 
of the post-Taliban period, in 2012 the opportunity for ordinary people to communicate with 
political	authorities	or	hold	them	to	account	was	extremely	limited.	To	help	fill	the	gap,	and	
under the DFID-funded Global Grant,iii BBC Media Action worked with state broadcaster 
Radio Television Afghanistan (RTA) and the BBC Afghan Service to co-produce the TV and 
radio national debate programme Open Jirga (Open Assembly). It also supported the Afghan 
Education Production Organization (AEPO) to incorporate governance issues into its long-
standing radio drama New Home, New Life. 

This project aimed to enable more accountable, peaceful and inclusive state–society relations 
in Afghanistan, by providing a platform for people to question their leaders and which built the 
profile	and	participation	of	women	in	public	dialogue	and	debate.	To	support	this,	it	also	sought	
to raise the production skills and standards of RTA staff to produce high-quality coverage on 
key governance issues.

Between 2012 and 2017, a total of 93 Open Jirga debates were broadcast on RTA, the BBC 
Afghan Service and across a network of 67 FM radio stations. Moderated discussions between 
a panel and a studio audience aimed to be topical, covering issues of national importance. 

BBC Media Action conducted research throughout the project to inform its development and 
evaluate its impact. However, Afghanistan represents one of the most challenging operating 
environments, limiting the depth and breadth of research compared with other Global Grant 
countries. Nonetheless, this report draws on a range of qualitative research with audiences, 
media and governance experts, as well as two tracker surveys, to evaluate the project. 

Key findings from the research
Open Jirga secured participation from high-ranking politicians, including former President Hamid 
Karzai and many of the 2014 presidential candidates; almost all (98%) of the episodes in 2015 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
What’s the story? 

Democracy is where people can criticise the government’s 
work and the government has to listen and consider the public’s 
comments. But it is not true in our country; it is just imaginary.
 Male, Badakshan, formative qualitative study, 2012



AFGHANISTAN  |  COUNTRY REPORT 7 

featured a cabinet-level politician. This, as well as the show’s coverage of relevant issues and its 
diverse studio audience, that participated in the discussion, helped to engage a regular audience. 
Programming regularly reached 5.2 million adults in 2015 (31% of Afghans), with a peak 
audience of 6.8 million in 2014 – the year of the presidential election.  

The programmes’ audience was representative of all age groups; however, reaching less 
educated and female audiences was challenging. This was largely due to Afghan women having 
lower media access and literacy levels and being less politically engaged than men. Nonetheless, 
at its peak in 2014 women made up close to half of the overall audience (45%), though this 
declined to 37% in 2015. New Home, New Life was more successful than Open Jirga in reaching 
women: 37% and 29% of their respective 2015 audiences were female. 

Both programmes had a positive impact on attitudes regarding women’s right to participate and 
their	confidence	to	take	action.	With	an	equal	proportion	of	men	and	women	in	its	studio	
audience, Open Jirga demonstrated that women could – and did – question and challenge leaders 
in the same way as men. New Home, New Life took a more local perspective, role-modelling 
women’s important involvement in decision-making at home and within the community. 

Both programmes contributed to raising Afghans’ knowledge of governance topics. Eighty-three 
per cent of Open Jirga’s audience surveyed in 2014 agreed that the programme had improved 
their knowledge of such issues, while qualitative research revealed that New Home, New Life’s 
audience had learned about ways to raise issues locally and to realise that it was their civic 
responsibility	to	hold	people	in	public	office	to	account.	There	was	also	some	evidence	that	
listeners had replicated the actions modelled in the drama – such as contacting local authorities, 
monitoring	community	projects	and	resolving	local	conflicts	–	in	their	own	communities.	

In 2015, over a quarter (28%) of viewers and listeners strongly agreed that Open Jirga played a 
role in holding leaders to account. However, qualitative research revealed that satisfaction with 
panellists’ responses was mixed and notable cynicism persisted regarding the extent to which 
those in power were likely to respond to the issues raised. Some respondents felt unable to 
hold	leaders	to	account	outside	the	studio	setting	because	of	this,	and	due	to	the	difficulty	
they	faced	in	making	contact	with	officials.	Rural	audiences	in	particular	struggled	to	make	a	
connection	between	the	manner	in	which	officials	were	questioned	on	Open Jirga and how they 
interacted with their local authorities. Some audiences and experts felt that Open Jirga could 
have done more to follow up to ensure that action was taken and demonstrate where power 
holders were failing in their duties. 

The research found that BBC Media Action’s training and mentoring of RTA was largely successful. 
RTA staff and media and governance experts interviewed felt that Open Jirga was an important 
show and its format and quality contributed to healthy competition in the TV debate 
programme market. Furthermore, the technical skills that trainees and mentees had acquired 
had been used in other RTA programming. However, the project was not able to realise its 
objective to provide editorial training. Despite this, it is unlikely that another media partner 
could	have	achieved	the	same	reach	or	engagement	with	government	officials	as	that	achieved	
by RTA. There also appears to be both symbolic and functional value in the state broadcaster 
bringing together Afghans from all over the country to question power holders about critical 
national issues at this juncture in Afghanistan’s development.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This report presents a synthesis of the research completed under BBC Media Action’s Global 
Grant governance project in Afghanistan between 2012 and 2017. The main focus of the report 
is evaluative, exploring the project’s impact on audiences, RTA and accountability in Afghanistan. 
Where relevant, this report draws on formative research and monitoring data collected 
throughout the project, as well as relevant data from external sources. More detail on the 
research strategy and methodologies used can be found in section 2 and in appendix 3.

The report unfolds as follows. Section 1 summarises the project’s background, the governance 
and media context of the country and the project’s objectives and activities; section 2 describes 
the	research	methodology;	section	3	presents	and	discusses	the	evaluation’s	findings;	and	
section	4	offers	some	final	conclusions.	

1.1 Project background 
Afghanistan remains a country deeply scarred by decades of successive wars. Currently there 
is an extremely precarious security situation, characterised by high civilian death and injury 
tolls across the country and numerous serious attacks in the capital. Although NATO formally 
ended its combat operations in Afghanistan in 2014, handing over to Afghan forces, the security 
situation has meant that NATO and the United States have extended their troop commitments 
in Afghanistan to support, train and advise local security forces.iv, v   

The April 2014 presidential election marked the biggest change in the political landscape  
during the course of the project. Marred by allegations of corruption, a power-sharing 
agreement between President Ashraf Ghani (who would succeed President Hamid Karzai)  
and	Dr	Abdullah	Abdullah	(who	would	assume	a	newly	created	role	of	chief	executive	officer)	
was not reached until September. The subsequent NUG was unable to form a full cabinet  
until April 2015. 

Since the disputed election, friction between the two halves of the NUG has prevented it from 
implementing widely supported reforms, notably against corruption. With the government 
struggling	to	extend	its	authority	beyond	the	capital	or	forge	national	unity,	fighting	between	
the Taliban and government forces in Afghanistan continues to have a devastating impact on 
civilians; the number of internally displaced people reached at least 1.3 million in 2016.vi This 
has deepened public discontent and contributed towards a downward trajectory in national 
mood. A 2016 Asia Foundation poll found that the share of Afghans who believed their country 
was going in the right direction fell from 55% in 2014 to 29% in 2016, the lowest level of 
optimism since the survey began in 2004.vii 

At the project’s outset, there was scant space for a national conversation on issues affecting 
people’s lives across the country and the opportunity for citizens to hold political leaders to 
account. Desk and formative research completed in 2012 revealed a lack of transparency and 
accountability across Afghanistan’s provincial and central governments, with the country’s 
highly centralised patronage model of governance meaning that citizens did not feel that the 
government listened or responded to their needs. Perceiving themselves as being ignored by 
the government, with no effective accountability mechanisms through which to redress their 
grievances and facing corruption in order to access services, many Afghans felt powerless and 
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often opted for informal systems of criminal and civil dispute resolution. These typically failed 
to respect and protect basic individual rights, particularly those of women. 

Afghanistan’s communications infrastructure has experienced rapid growth over the project’s 
lifetime. More than US$2.5 trillion (£2 trillion) has been invested in Afghanistan’s communications 
infrastructure,viii and according to the Afghanistan Telecom Regulatory Authority there are  
105 television stations and 295 FM radio stations operating in the country.ix Nonetheless, the 
country’s state broadcaster, RTA, is still the only TV and radio network that covers the entire 
country in terms of terrestrial distribution. 

Over	the	past	decade,	the	country	has	developed	a	commercially	profitable,	increasingly	
professional, vibrant and popular media that is playing a critical role in the cultural and political 
life of the nation. Although much of it is home-grown, the independence, energy and character 
of this sector have been substantially enabled by the support of the international community.x 

However, while this opening up was widely regarded as a success, it also meant that almost 
anyone	with	sufficient	funds	and	ability	to	move	quickly	could	establish	a	media	presence.	This	
resulted in much of the private Afghan media being owned by powerful political and religious 
leaders, or by those with allegiance to them.xi The fear that ethnic, sectarian and factional 
conflict	could	be	played	out	through	the	airwaves	was	almost	borne	out	during	the	2014	
election. Noticeable divisions emerged along ethnic and linguistic lines and some extremist 
voices	occupied	significant	amounts	of	airtime,	resulting	in	little	room	for	objective	conversation.	

Several important developments in the media regulatory environment over the project’s 
lifetime had the potential to contribute towards overcoming some of the barriers that media 
programming faced in holding governments to account. In 2014 the Access to Information 
Law was signed that allowed Afghans to retrieve public government information, though 
concerns remain regarding its limited implementation.xii, xiii Then in January 2016, following a 
suicide attack that killed seven TOLO journalists, President Ghani issued a decree protecting 
journalists.xiv It stated that “neither the public prosecutor nor any other state institution 
may prosecute the media or journalists for a possible crime without consulting the Media 
Commission”. However, as of late 2016 the government was still failing to share information with 
journalists,xv and the year proved the bloodiest on record since 2001 for Afghan journalists.xvi  

In	contrast	to	the	low	levels	of	public	confidence	in	national	government	institutions,	such	as	
parliament	(37%)	and	government	ministries	(36%),	Afghans	expressed	high	confidence	in	the	
media	(65%)	in	2016.	This	was	second	only	to	their	confidence	in	religious	leaders	(66%).xvii  

Radio remained the most widely used way of obtaining news and information followed by TV, 
mosques, mobiles and community shuras (councils).xviii	As	shown	in	figure	1,	the	vast	majority	
of	the	population	had	access	to	a	radio,	and	a	significant	proportion	had	access	to	a	TV.xix TV 
consumption in the country grew over the project’s lifetime, with usage of TV surpassing that 
of	radio	for	the	first	time	in	2014:	64%	of	Afghans	said	that	they	had	watched	TV	within	the	
past week, while only 56% reported the same about radio.xx Mobile ownership and access also 
grew rapidly, with 89% of households owning a mobile phone in 2016.xxi However, only 56% of 
people reported personally owning a mobile phone, with men twice as likely as women to have 
access to one.xxii  
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Figure 1: Media access among Afghanistan’s adult population 

1.2 Project objectives
With this backdrop, at its inception in 2012 the project was designed to address the need for 
media programming to go beyond surface, political statement-type programming and focus 
on the lack of space within the media for Afghans to interact directly with and question their 
officials	on	issues	affecting	political	and	social	stability.	It	also	sought	to	address	the	challenges	
women faced in participating in public debate. 

BBC Media Action worked with the state broadcaster, RTA, to address these challenges, based 
on the premise that the availability of timely, accessible and relevant information plays a role 
in shaping people’s knowledge and understanding of a range of governance issues, which can 
in	turn	contribute	to	higher	levels	of	efficacy	and	participation	–	both	necessary,	if	insufficient	
drivers of accountability. Broadly, the overall objectives of the Global Grant governance 
project in Afghanistan were to: 

 1.  Increase opportunities for public deliberation and interaction between Afghans and 
their political leaders 

 2.  Improve Afghans’ understanding of: existing accountability processes and platforms, 
conflict	resolution	techniques,	and	how	to	access	formal	justice	processes	

	 3.		Increase	the	profile	and	participation	of	women	in	public	dialogue	and	debate	
 4.  Increase the editorial standards and capacity of RTA journalists and staff to produce 

balanced and high-quality governance programming 

Tracker2014
Base=3,500

Note: figures exclude those who answered ‘don’t know’ and those who did not answer.

Tracker2015
Base=3,000

53%
62%

86%
82%

54%
61%

8%
17%
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The intended cumulative outcome of the project was that ‘individuals, communities and 
governments are better informed and more constructively engaged in tackling governance 
challenges’ and thereby contributing to creating more accountable, peaceful and inclusive  
state–society	relations	in	Afghanistan	(see	figure	2	for	the	specific	objectives	and	project	 
theory of change). 

The set of the 66th episode of Open Jirga in the Balk Province, March 2016
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The project’s theory of change, which was built on BBC Media Action’s governance 
approach,	is	detailed	in	figure	2.	As	the	needs	in	the	country	changed,	and	informed	by	
learnings,	this	evolved	throughout	the	five	years	of	the	project.	BBC	Media	Action	made	the	
following amends to the original objectives:
	 •		In	2013,	to	broaden	focus	and	prioritise	a	range	of	governance	topics,	it	removed	‘conflict	

resolution techniques and how formal justice processes can be accessed’ from objective 2
 •  In 2013, due to limited engagement from RTA’s management, it decided to focus 

capacity-strengthening activities on technical rather than editorial skills and so 
amended objective 4 to ‘raise production skills and standards of RTA staff to produce 
TV and radio coverage on key governance issues’. In addition, an extra objective to 
‘raise standards of RTA to produce balanced and high technical quality governance 
programming which sets a benchmark for other Afghan media organisations’ was 
added to the project theory of change 

 •  In 2015, to amplify the project’s emphasis on providing opportunities for contributing 
towards social cohesion within Afghanistan, it extended objective 1 to incorporate 
‘normalising the culture of questioning by different groups’

These amendments are captured in the updated theory of change (see appendix 1).

BBC Media Action’s governance work 
aims to support more accountable, 
peaceful and inclusive states and societies. 
This is based on the view that the lack of 
government accountability, the presence 
of	conflict,	and	political	and	social	exclusion	
can prevent people from living safely and 
freely and from exercising their rights.

These	factors	can	act	as	significant	 
barriers to equitable development. 
Accountable and inclusive governance can 
contribute to poverty reduction and the 
creation of more equal societies. BBC 
Media Action posits that, as an institutional 
driver of accountability, the media can 
directly hold those in power to account 
by acting as a watchdog over leaders and 
setting the agenda around certain issues. 
The media can also indirectly hold those  
in power to account by equipping 
individuals with the knowledge, skills and 
confidence	to	participate	in	public	life	and	
question power holders to demand  
and enforce accountability.

In 2012, BBC Media Action developed an 
accountability conceptual model 
that	posited	that	media	can	influence	
a range of individual and collective 
drivers of accountability that, in turn, 
reinforce each other. The individual 
drivers in the conceptual model have 
been	distilled	into	five	key	constructs	
that are operationalised and measured 
in BBC Media Action’s research. 
These are: political knowledge, 
political participation, discursive 
participation (discussion), interest 
in politics and political efficacy. 
Through	influencing	these	outcomes,	
BBC Media Action conceives that media 
can empower citizens to hold their 
governments accountable. 

The Global Grant governance research 
programme was developed to explore 
both	direct	and	indirect	influences	of	BBC	
Media Action’s programming, enabling the 
organisation	to	critically	reflect	on	and	
adapt assumptions underpinning its work.

BBC Media Action’s governance approach 
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1.3 Project activities
To achieve these objectives, the project centred on several key activities and outputs. 
These included the co-production of a national, accountability-focused TV and radio debate 
programme and a radio drama, as well as a partnership with state broadcaster RTA to 
strengthen	its	capacity.	All	project	components	are	depicted	in	figure	3.	

Figure 2: Afghanistan Global Grant governance project’s original theory of change

Priority governance challenges to be addressed 
through the intervention:
• Lack of public engagement in the political process
• Lack of accountability and transparency
•		High	levels	of	corruption	and	erosion	of	confidence	

in governance structures and institutions
• Circumvention of formal justice processes 
•  Lack of respect for and protection of people’s 

rights, particularly women’s rights

Media and communication challenges:
Over the last decade, Afghanistan has developed a 
commercially	profitable,	increasingly	professional,	
vibrant and popular media, which plays a critical 
role in the cultural and political life of the nation. 
Much of it is home-grown, although it has been 
substantially supported by the international 
community. The sector is, however, fragile and 
fractured and vulnerable to political control.

Cumulative outcome:
Individuals, communities and governments in Afghanistan are better informed and more constructively engaged 
in tackling challenges in governance.

Impact: More accountable, peaceful and inclusive state–society relations in Afghanistan.

Objective 1: 
Increased 
opportunities for 
Afghans to 
interact directly 
with and question 
public	officials	
and express their 
opinions and 
needs

Objective 2: 
Improve 
audiences’ 
understanding of:           
i) Existing 
processes and 
platforms 
through which 
the government 
can be held 
accountable
ii)	Conflict	
resolution 
techniques and 
how formal 
justice processes 
can be accessed

Objective 3: 
Increase the 
profile	and	
participation of 
women in public 
debate

Objective 4: 
Raise editorial 
standards of RTA 
journalists and 
staff to produce 
TV and Radio 
coverage on key 
governance 
issues

Objective 5: 
Improve public 
deliberation and 
interaction 
between citizens 
and political 
leaders
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1.3.1 TV and radio debate programme: Open Jirga 
Launched	in	2012,	the	project’s	key	output	was	the	flagship	programme	Open Jirga. This 
multimedia audience-led debate programme aimed to provide a platform for the Afghan public 
and decision makers to interact and discuss issues of national importance, and for citizens to 
directly question their leaders. Open Jirga was founded on the premise that the empowerment 
of ordinary people – by allowing them to engage with their leaders in a constructive dialogue – 
can support greater accountability. 

Co-produced in partnership with state broadcaster RTA, each episode featured a moderated 
discussion between a live panel and a studio audience of between 80 and 100 ordinary Afghans. 
Panellists included politicians, sportspeople, activists, singers and comedians, and a dedicated 
audience invitation team recruited audience members to ensure that they were representative 
of Afghanistan’s society. Hosted by either Daud Junbish or Ismael Saadat, two prominent BBC 
journalists, each episode covered a governance issue that was topical, of national importance 
and affecting people’s lives. To facilitate audience understanding, the presenters translated all 
questions	and	answers	into	both	official	Afghan	languages	(Dari	and	Pashto).	

Security considerations meant that most recordings took place at RTA’s main auditorium in 
central Kabul. However, four episodes were recorded on location in Kabul and a further14 
were recorded on location in several of the country’s provinces (including Herat, Kandahar, 
Nangarhar,	Mazar	and	Samangan)	to	ensure	that	the	programme	reflected	issues	across	the	
country and to enable those who could not travel to the Kabul auditorium – whether for 
security reasons or because of cultural constraints – to participate in the live audience. These 
episodes also gave viewers and listeners an insight into the concerns of people living in other 
regions and, in so doing, aimed to contribute towards fostering a sense of national unity. 

RTA had a dedicated technical production team working on every episode. This consisted 
of	a	studio	director,	camera	operators,	sound	team,	lighting	crew,	vision	crew	and	two	floor	
managers	who	worked	alongside	the	BBC	Media	Action	floor	manager.	BBC	Media	Action	and	
BBC World Service maintained editorial responsibility for the programme and provided the 
moderator (presenter), producer, social media team and audience invitation team. 

As well as being aired on RTA’s national TV and radio stations, Open Jirga was broadcast on the 
BBC Afghan Service (radio) and across Salam Watandar’s network of 67 FM radio stations. All 
episodes were also uploaded to Open Jirga’s dedicated YouTube page and most were shared 

A recording of Open Jirga in the RTA TV studios in Kabul
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via its Facebook page and Twitter account. In order to further extend the programme’s reach 
and build awareness of the show’s outreach activities, DVD copies of previous Open Jirga 
recordings were handed out to the studio audience to share with their communities.

In 2014, responding to demand – i.e. people asking for more and longer programmes – and 
the rapidly changing political and security situation in Afghanistan warranting more frequent 
programming, broadcasting increased from once to twice a month. Between March 2012 and 
March 2017, a total of 93 episodes were produced and broadcast.

1.3.2 Radio drama: New Home, New Life 
On air since 1994 and produced by AEPO, this radio drama followed the lives of 50 characters 
and	their	families	living	in	three	fictional	remote	villages	in	rural	Afghanistan.	Due	to	its	
longevity, many of these characters remain household names, with listeners avidly following 
their everyday lives.
 
Following AEPO’s independence from the BBC in 2012, and through the Global Grant, BBC 
Media Action sought to support AEPO to incorporate governance and accountability storylines 
into New Home, New Life and to establish an overlap between the issues discussed on Open 
Jirga and those featuring in the drama. 

To ensure that storylines were relevant and salient topics covered, the drama was developed 
using an iterative, audience-led methodology that saw AEPO researchers carry out research 
with communities across the country.xxiii This research was then shared with a consultative 
committee,	which	included	BBC	Media	Action,	where	storyline	ideas	were	finalised.	AEPO’s	
team of producers, writers and actors developed stories and scripts, in line with the project’s 
themes,	through	which	the	characters	showed	the	benefits	of	adopting	certain	behaviours	and	
demonstrated that change is possible. AEPO independently produced all episodes of the drama. 

New Home, New Life aired three times a week on the BBC Afghan Service and several times a 
week on 20 other partner radio stations. It was also available, for free, on AEPO’s website. A total 
of 478 scenes were produced supported by Global Grant funding over the project’s lifetime.

AEPO also produced and distributed 4,000 copies (2,000 each in Dari and Pashto) of a 
quarterly New Home, New Life magazine that featured additional information on the drama’s 
storylines and characters. 

1.3.3 Factual radio programme: Village Voicexxiv  
To reinforce the information offered in the drama, AEPO also produced a 12-minute-long 
educational radio programme, Village Voice, in Dari and Pashto. This programme offered 
practical advice that could not be showcased in a drama, and provided an opportunity for 
influential	opinion	formers	–	such	as	religious	leaders	and	leading	health,	legal	and	social	
experts	–	to	have	their	say	about	key	topics	and	respond	to	audience	concerns.	Weekly	field	
visits by the producers ensured that the programme addressed issues relevant to the target 
audience, such as reconstruction, agriculture, livestock, clean water and dowries. 

Each episode was broadcast four times a week (twice in each language) on the BBC Afghan 
Service, and was free to access on AEPO’s website. 
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Table 1: Project programming at a glance

1.3.4 Capacity strengthening with RTA
At the project’s outset, Afghanistan’s rapidly expanding media sector was fractured and 
fragile,	characterised	by	a	self-confident	commercial	media	and	a	situation	whereby	almost	
anyone	with	sufficient	funds	and	the	opportunity	to	move	quickly	was	able	to	establish	a	
media presence. Increased ethnic, sectarian and factional strife being played out through the 
airwaves was, therefore, a real concern. Although there were some very successful commercial 
television channels, there was no independent and widely trusted national media capable of 
transcending or creating communication across the fracture points in Afghan society. Most 
media was either localised or seen as serving political, religious or other agendas.xxv  

Open Jirga New Home, New Life Village Voice

Programme

Debate programme designed 
to create a platform for 
Afghans to question their 
national leaders directly

Radio drama set in three 
fictional	Afghan	villages	and	
conveys educational messages 
on a broad range of topics, 
including governance issues

Factual programme that 
provides practical information 
on a broad range of issues 
such as reconstruction, 
agriculture, livestock and clean 
water, as well as social issues, 
such as dowries

Station(s) RRTA TV, RTA radio (MW) and 
BBC World Service (FM) 

BBC World Service BBC World Service

Languages Pashto and Dari Pashto and Dari Pashto and Dari

Schedule

• TV and national radio: every 
two weeks on Monday at 9pm 
• Two 30-minute-long slots 
on the World Service at 7pm 
and 8pm   
 
• Radio: at 11am on every 
second Tuesday (following the 
airing of the TV show) 

Radio only: six episodes per 
week (Sat, Sun, Mon, Tue, 
Wed, Thurs) – three in each 
language

Radio only: six episodes per 
week

Repeats

• TV: 2am and then 2pm on the 
following Tuesday 

• Radio: 9pm on Tuesday 

The six episodes are  
repeated over the weekend 
in omnibus editions on BBC 
Radio Afghan Streamline. The 
show is also repeated on 19 
private radio channels and 
specific	episodes	on	education	
are re-broadcast on Education 
Radio and Television. Salam 
Watander re-broadcasts parts 
of the programme on an 
irregular basis

None

BBC Media 
Action’s role Full editorial control

Co-ordination on governance 
topics and choice of content; 
the show is produced by AEPO

Co-ordination on governance 
topics and choice of content.  
The show is produced by 
AEPO and also receives 
funding from other donors
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With	this	backdrop,	BBC	Media	Action	identified	state	broadcaster	RTA	as	the	most	
appropriate choice of media partner. Besides being the only terrestrial TV and radio network 
that covered the entire country, it also broadcast in Dari, Pashto and other local languages, and 
enjoyed a surprising degree of public respect for a government agency, deemed “a channel that 
defends the culture of Afghanistan”.xxvi  

Informed by a training needs assessment conducted in early 2012, BBC Media Action’s 
capacity-strengthening activities aimed to raise production skills and standards of RTA staff 
to produce TV and radio coverage on key governance issues. These activities focused on 
building	the	technical	production	skills	of	a	small	number	of	RTA’s	Kabul-based	staff	(e.g.	floor	
managers, sound and lighting technicians, camera operators and technical directors). BBC 
Media Action and the BBC World Service provided intensive formal training at the outset of 
the project – including on new production equipment purchased by BBC Media Action for 
recording Open Jirga – and ongoing mentoring while the show was on air, particularly when 
it was being recorded in challenging locations outside of Kabul. In such circumstances, BBC 
Media Action’s local capacity-strengthening team supported RTA’s production team with pre-
production planning, budgeting and on-site problem-solving.

1.3.5 Outreach
Recognising	that	one	in	five	Afghans	still	depended	on	family	and	friends	to	receive	information,	
the project initially planned to complement the media programmes with outreach activities 
– to be delivered in collaboration with a local non-governmental organisation – as a means 
of improving audiences’ understanding of local governance issues.xxvii Unfortunately, these 
aspirations	were	not	achieved	due	to	difficulties	around	the	quality	of	grassroots	discussions.	
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A recording of an episode 
Open Jirga focusing on the 

environment,	filmed	in	
Balkh province
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Research was a core component of the project in Afghanistan and was implemented by BBC 
Media Action’s Research and Learning group. The programme of research was designed to:
 
 • Inform project activities
 • Monitor results and report to the aggregate-level Global Grant logframe
	 •		Evaluate	the	project	against	country-specific	objectives	and,	where	appropriate	

and	practical,	key	individual	outcomes	(such	as	knowledge,	discussion,	efficacy	and	
political participation) based on BBC Media Action’s governance approach

A mixed methods approach was adopted, which used complementary research methods 
to answer the research questions.xxviii In total, over the course of the project, BBC Media 
Action undertook two nationally representative quantitative surveys and six qualitative studies 
(including an evaluation of the capacity strengthening with RTA). These are summarised below 
and in tables 1 and 2.

The quantitative surveys, conducted in 2013 and 2014 in collaboration with BBC World 
Service Audiences,xxix provided audience reach,1 impact2 and outcome3 data that were used for 
reporting against the Global Grant logframe annually.4

Table 1: Overview of quantitative research studies

Qualitative studies were conducted throughout the project cycle to both shape the project  
and to explore the impact of programming on audiences in more nuanced ways than 
quantitative analysis allows, and to attempt to understand if and why change in governance 

2. RESEARCH

1   Reach	is	defined	as:	all	those	who	report	having	seen	or	listened	to	BBC	Media	Action	governance	
programming within the last 12 months at the point of data collection.

2   The	impact	indicator	is	defined	as:	the	percentage	of	people	reached	by	BBC	Media	Action	accountability-
focused programming that strongly agree that the programme plays a role in holding government to account.

3   The	outcome	indicator	is	defined	as:	the	percentage	of	people	reached	by	BBC	Media	Action	governance	
programmes who agree that the programmes have increased their knowledge on a range of governance issues 
either a lot or a bit.

4   The Global Grant logframe is the monitoring framework to which all countries within the Global Grant 
project	report	annually.	The	logframe	includes	the	key	indicators	of	reach,	outcome	and	impact	(defined	
above) which were measured annually, as well as other key indicators related to project outputs.  

Study Data 
collection

Sample 
size Criteria Purpose

Tracker survey 
2014

November 
– December 
2013

n=3,500
Nationally representative, 
adults 15+

Media market analysis 
and monitoring (logframe 
indicators)

Tracker survey 
2015

November 
– December 
2014

n=3,000
Nationally representative, 
adults 15+

Media market analysis 
and monitoring (logframe 
indicators)
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outcomes occurred. Qualitative methodologies were also employed to explore the impact of 
the capacity-strengthening element of the project.xxx 

Table 2: Overview of qualitative research studies

In addition to these quantitative and qualitative studies, the Global Grant project in Afghanistan 
also funded AEPO to conduct its own, independent post-broadcast audience research.xxxii  

Study Data 
collection Method Participants Purpose

Formative 
qualitative 
studyxxxi

June – 
August 
2012

48 paired 
in-depth 
interviews 
(IDIs)

Afghans from 
across six 
provinces (rural 
and urban areas) 

Understand people’s perceptions of 
governance, accountability and media in 
order to inform and support programme 
development 

Expert panel  July 2013 12 IDIs
12 media and 
governance 
experts 

Explore issues relating to accountability and 
the media 

Midline 
audience 
study 

December 
2014 – 
January 
2015

54 paired 
IDIs with 
women, 36 
focus group 
discussions 
(FGDs) with 
men, and 
transect 
walks in each 
province

Audiences and 
non-viewers/
listeners from 
three rural 
provinces 
(Badakshan, 
Bamyan and 
Zabul)

Explore people’s awareness of and interaction 
with governance processes in rural 
Afghanistan.	Specifically,	to	better	understand:

1. Afghans’ attitudes and experiences of 
engaging	with	public	officials	and	civic	
processes in their communities 
2. Participants’ awareness of the channels and 
opportunities available to them for engaging 
with	public	officials
3.	The	influence	of	Global	Grant	programming	
on 1 and 2
4. The role that women play in civic processes 
in their communities and what ways, if at all, 
BBC Media Action programming is supporting 
such engagement 

Endline 
audience 
study 

April – 
May 2016

46 IDIs with 
women
20 FGDs 
with men 

Audiences 
from Kabul and 
Kandahar 

Understand citizens’ engagement in civic 
processes and the role of Open Jirga and New 
Home, New Life in supporting this process 

Endline 
expert panel

August 
2016

6 IDIs 
6 media and 
governance 
experts 

Explore experts’ assessments of: 

1. How the governance and media context 
relevant to Open Jirga had changed since 
2013 and whether Open Jirga had contributed 
towards these changes and/or created 
national dialogue in the country 
2. Open Jirga’s contribution, if any, to changes 
in women’s engagement in key governance 
issues 
3. The role Open Jirga played (if any) in 
improving the responsiveness of public 
officials	and	how	this	might	have	changed	
since 2013, when the last panel study was 
conducted 

Endline 
capacity  
strengthening 
evaluation 

August – 
September 
2016

13 IDIs

RTA staff, 
BBC Media 
Action staff and 
trainers, and an 
independent 
production 
consultant

Evaluate the impact of the capacity-
strengthening activities on RTA and indicate 
intended and unintended outcomes
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In May and June 2016, AEPO carried out a qualitative study with listeners of New Home, New 
Life and/or Village Voices in Khost province. This involved four FGDs with men and eight IDIs 
with women (both divided evenly by literacy), which took place in the provincial capital as well 
as in Gorboz, Mandozi and Esmayel Khil districts. 
  
This	report	synthesises	findings	from	the	programme	of	research	outlined	above	–	including	
AEPO’s research that was summarised in a report shared with BBC Media Action – and 
presents	these	findings	as	an	evaluation	of	the	Global	Grant	governance	project	in	Afghanistan.	
  

Undertaking research in Afghanistan is 
difficult	for	a	number	of	reasons,	not	
least the deteriorating security situation, 
logistical	challenges,	and	significant	
fieldwork	costs	associated	with	gathering	
data. As a result, BBC Media Action 
included questions on BBC World Service 
Audiences’ Afghanistan surveys, rather 
than undertake bespoke surveys. While 
this approach offered value for money, 
it limited BBC Media Action’s ability to 
include standardised measures linked to 
the organisation’s conceptual model and 
to conduct regression analysis exploring 
whether and how exposure to BBC Media 
Action programming was associated with 
these outcomes. 

Therefore, although this report utilises 
both quantitative and qualitative data to 
examine the extent to which the project 
has achieved its objectives, it is, by 
necessity, more dependent on triangulating 
qualitative data from audiences and 
experts. Moreover, the research focuses 
more heavily on Open Jirga than other 
project	activities,	reflecting	both	the	
project’s need for audience research to 
shape, monitor and evaluate the debate 
programme and also practical decisions 
around research budget and prioritisation 
over the course of the project. These are 
important considerations in understanding 
the scope and limitations of the evaluative 
research reported. 

A series of validity checks were 
implemented throughout the research 
process to ensure that data collection and 
analysis were rigorous and robust. The 
two	quantitative	samples	were	fielded	to	
be nationally representative in order to 
create a cross-sectional snapshot of the 
population at one point in time. Data was 
cleaned and weighted to account for any 
errors or limitations in data collection.

Nevertheless, limitations of the research 
should be considered when interpreting the 
findings	detailed	in	this	report.	Primarily,	the	
measures used were often self-reported 
and therefore may have been prone to 
response bias. For example, many questions 
relied on a respondent’s perception of how 
much they knew about politics. Results 
should be interpreted with this in mind. 

Qualitative methods were used alongside 
surveys to help to strengthen and validate 
findings,	where	appropriate.	While	
qualitative methods do not provide 
numbers or nationally representative 
findings,	they	provide	a	more	in-depth	
understanding of engagement and 
what impact, if any, the project had on 
Afghans, RTA, the wider media sector 
and accountability. When brought 
together,	these	findings	provide	a	more	
holistic account of the relationship 
between exposure to BBC Media Action 
programming and governance outcomes.

Research strategies and limitations
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Orientation of the Open Jirga audience 
before recording in Kabul
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The	following	sections	outline	findings	from	the	evaluation	of	the	project.	This	includes	
performance against headline indicators monitored throughout the project, a breakdown of 
the reach of the programmes, feedback on audience engagement with the programmes, and 
evaluation of the impact of the programmes on key outcomes related to governance.

3.1 Headline indicators

Figure 4: What did the project achieve?

3. EVALUATION FINDINGS

Definitions: 
Adult population Those aged 15 years and above 
Potential audience   All those who report having access to TV, radio or the internet in the household 

or elsewhere
Audiences reached  Those who report having seen/listened to the programme(s) within the last  

12 months at the point of data collection
Audiences regularly reached  Those who report having seen/listened to at least every other episode of the 

programme(s) within the last 12 months at the point of data collection
Outcome  The percentage of viewers/listeners of BBC Media Action governance 

programmes who agree that the programme(s) increased their knowledge on a 
range of governance issues (‘a lot’ or ‘a bit’)

Impact  The percentage of Open Jirga viewers/listeners who ‘strongly agree’ that the 
programme played a role in holding government to account

Increased knowledge and understandingReach of programming

Held government to account

20

15

10

5

0

M
ill

io
ns

2014 2015

Adult population
Reach Regular reach

Potential audience

79%

83%

2014 Base=1,519

Base=1,147

Base=3,500 Base=3,000

2015

Note: figures exclude those who answered ‘don’t know’ and those who did not answer

2014
Base=707

2015
Base=544

28%22%

15.6

14.7

4.5

6.8

5.2

6.7

16.9

16.1
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3.2 Audience reach and profile

 
3.2.1 Reach of the programmes
One of the main advantages of media and communications-based interventions is the level of 
scale that can be achieved through the broadcast media. As such, reach (the number of people 
who watch or listen to a programme) is one of the key measures of a project’s success (though 
it is certainly not the only measure of success).

In	total,	over	the	course	of	the	five-year-long	project,	it	is	estimated	that	approximately	 
13 million Afghans watched or listened to BBC Media Action’s three governance 
programmes cumulatively.5 In 2014 and 2015 it was possible to measure audiences using 
tracker surveys. This revealed that the programmes reached a peak audience in 2014 – the 
year in which the election was held – of 6.8 million adults (that is, 44% of the population aged 
15 and above).xxxiii   

BBC Media Action recognises that watching or listening to a programme once is unlikely 
to affect outcomes and that detectable impact requires frequent engagement. As such, it is 
hypothesised that those who watch or listen to BBC Media Action programming regularly 
are more likely to demonstrate impact as a result of the intervention. Regular and sustained 

n   Despite a rapidly expanding and 
competitive media landscape, BBC 
Media Action’s trio of governance 
programmes reached 39% of adults  
(6.7 million Afghans) in 2015 

n   Over three-quarters of those reached 
by the programmes in 2015 tuned in 
regularly	(defined	as	at	least	every	
second episode) 

n   New Home, New Life made the 
greatest contribution to audience 
numbers, reaching 31% of Afghanistan’s 
adults in 2015 

n   The three programmes were able to 
reach audiences of all ages and in rural 

and urban locations across the country. 
Reaching women and less educated 
audiences was a challenge; the drama 
(New Home, New Life) had slightly 
more success with these audiences, 
while Open Jirga attracted a greater 
proportion of men and of people with 
some education, as is often the case 
with political debate programmes

n   While online audiences in Afghanistan 
were limited, Open Jirga’s Facebook 
page appears to have been popular 
with Afghans living overseas, and it 
saw notable increases in monthly 
engagement during the last two years  
of the project

Key insights

5   Estimated cumulative reach refers to the numbers of people who have been reached in Afghanistan by  
BBC Media Action programming over the lifetime of the project, acknowledging an amount of churn in 
programme audiences year-on-year. Cumulative reach is estimated using an assumption that 10% of the 
audience are new listeners/viewers within existing audiences year-on-year. More detail on the cumulative 
reach calculation can be found in appendix 2.
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engagement	can	be	difficult,	especially	when	competition	in	the	media	sector	is	high	and	
increasing – as was the case following the recent opening up of Afghanistan’s media. Despite 
this, and a declining annual reach between 2014 and 2015, collectively BBC Media Action’s 
governance programmes regularly reached 5.2 million people (31% of all adults in Afghanistan) 
in 2015. This was an increase on 2014 and is a more important measure than reach as it shows 
that the programmes built a steadfast following: 77% of listeners tuned into every other episode.

Table 3: Reach and regular reach by programme  

Sources: 2014 (n=3,500) and 2015 (n=3,000) tracker surveys. 
Notes:	the	separate	programme	figures	do	not	add	up	to	the	overall	figure	because	viewers	have	been	double-
counted. Someone who watched both New Home, New Life and Open Jirga will have been included in both 
programmes’	figures.	However,	each	individual	has	only	been	counted	once	in	the	overall	reach	figure.	Only	those	
percentage	changes	identified	by	arrows	were	significantly	different	compared	with	the	previous	measure.	These	
changes	were	significant	at	p<0.05.	

As table 3 shows, New Home, New Life consistently accounted for the largest share of those 
reached and regularly reached, likely due to it having built a loyal audience during its 20 years 
on air and the frequency with which it aired (three times a week compared with Open Jirga’s 
every other week). The decline in its reach and regular reach between 2014 and 2015 may be 
associated with the decline in popularity of radio in favour of TV. For example, BBC World 
Service Audiences’ data show that the BBC Afghan Service – a key broadcast platform for the 
drama	–	experienced	a	significant	decrease	in	reach	in	2014	compared	with	2013	levels	(falling	
from 33% to 28% of the adult population). The increase in the range and availability of dramas 
broadcast on TV (from a variety of countries, including Turkey, India, Iran and South Korea) 
may also have played a role.xxxiv 

Open Jirga managed to maintain its reach despite increased competition from a proliferation of 
political	debate	programmes	around	the	2014	presidential	election	(see	box).	It	benefited	from	
being broadcast on multiple platforms (i.e. on RTA’s national TV and radio channels, as well as 
via the BBC Afghan Service). 

Reach 2014 Reach 2015 Regular reach  
2014

Regular reach  
2015

Overall 43% 6.8m 39% 6.7m 29% 4.5m 31% 5.2m

Open Jirga 20% 3.2m 19% 3.2m n/a n/a 16% 2.7m

New Home, 
New Life

35% 5.4m 30% 5.2m 27% 4.2m 22% 3.7m

Village 
Voice

14% 2.1m 14% 2.4m 10% 1.6m 11% 1.9m

4%

5% 5%
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The project sought to maximise the impact of the governance issues featured on Open Jirga by 
aligning these with storylines within New Home, New Life and issues covered by Village Voice. 
Data shows that there was an overlap between audiences of the three programmes: about 
64% of Open Jirga’s audience also listened to New Home, New Life, and almost 40% of Village 
Voice’s listeners also tuned into Open Jirga and New Home, New Life. 

3.2.2 Audience profile
The project sought to increase opportunities for all Afghans to interact directly with and 
question	public	officials	and	express	their	opinions	and	needs,	thereby	normalising	the	
culture	of	questioning	by	different	groups.	In	particular,	it	sought	to	increase	the	profile	and	
participation of women in public dialogue and debate. 

Figure 5 shows the demographic breakdown of the programmes’ regularly reached audience 
in 2015 and compares this with the national population to assess how representative the 
programme’s audience was. 

Since the launch of Open Jirga in 2012, 
an increasing number of debate and 
discussion programmes have emerged on 
a variety of radio and TV channels. Many 
of these have evolved, taking on similar 
elements to the Open Jirga format. 

Among the most watched channels,  
TOLO TV features Black and White 
(a twice-weekly, studio-based debate 
with a small studio audience and panel 

of	officials	and	experts)	and	produces	
People’s Voice (a show that seeks to 
capture views on challenges faced by those 
in different parts of the country). 1TV  
(or Yak TV) live broadcasts Kabul 
Debate once a month. This programme 
includes a studio audience of experts, 
journalists, teachers and students. 
Meanwhile, Shamshad TV (broadcasting 
only in Pashto) produces monthly debate 
show Results. 

Afghanistan’s media sector: political debate programming

Clockwise from top left: Black and White, People’s Voice, Kabul Debate and Results
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Figure	5:	Demographic	profile	of	audiences	regularly	reached	by	the	governance	programmes	(2015)

Gender Age

Region

Financial well-being (income)Education

Female

48% 15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+

Male

52%

North East

15% 

North

14% 

Central

26% 

West

14% 

South and 
South East

24% 

65%

35%

BBC Media Action audience (regularly reached by Open Jirga)% National population%

Note: figures exclude those who answered ‘don’t know’ and those who did not answer

Tracker2015

Base=3,000

3

Location

Rural

75%

Urban

25%

76%

24%
55

10 9

1313

17 17

22 22

32
34

22
26

45
47

22

6

17

3

4
4

5

22
18

18
18

7
7

54
48

27%

11%
7%

7%
41%

East

8% 
8%
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Overall, those audiences regularly watching or listening to the programming in Afghanistan 
were representative of all age groups and the rural–urban divide in the country. However, 
reaching less educated individuals and women was a challenge. 

The	programmes’	difficulties	in	reaching	those	without	formal	schooling	may	be	explained,	in	
part, by lower levels of media access among that group compared with the wider population:  
47% versus 62% for TV, 77% compared with 82% for radio, and 6% versus 17% for internet. 
Another possible contributing factor, as suggested by audience feedback, was that some 
illiterate and/or less educated rural Open Jirga listeners felt that the studio audience was more 
educated than them and that the programme targeted such individuals. This was despite 
deliberate efforts to engage a diverse studio audience whereby over half (54%) of those 
participating in the studio audience between October 2015 and March 2017 were illiterate.xxxv 
The perception that Open Jirga was for literate people and those with an interest in politics  
was	also	reflected	in	AEPO	research.	

Throughout the project, the programmes attracted female audience members. Women made 
up over a third (35%) of the regularly reached audience in 2015, and 37% of the overall reach 
(a decline from 45% in 2014). Breaking this down, New Home, New Life was more successful 
than Open Jirga in reaching women: 37% and 29% of their respective 2015 audiences were female. 

Nonetheless, gender disparity was evident in BBC Media Action’s audiences, and it is likely that 
varying media access and usage, as well as cultural norms, played a role. For example, in many 
Afghan households women do not have control over the programmes they watch or listen to 
unless they are at home alone,xxxvi and this was particularly problematic for Open Jirga’s evening 
broadcasts as men tended to be at home and thus in control of programme selection. As a 
result, Open Jirga attracted a greater proportion of men and of people with some education, as 
is often the case with debate programmes. Likewise, the BBC Afghan Service, which broadcast 
all three programmes, reached disproportionally more men than women (65% of its listeners 
were male compared with 52% of the general population). 

There were discernible differences in reach across regions. The programmes secured the 
highest proportion of viewers and listeners in the largely Pashtun and Hazara areas – the 
central and the south and south-eastern regions (both also the most highly populated regions 
of the country) – and a proportionally smaller audience in the predominantly Tajik and 
Uzbek north and western regions. Despite this bias towards Pashtun and Hazara areas, the 
programmes did reach audiences across the country and, importantly, qualitative insights 
suggested that audiences regarded the programmes as relevant and inclusive of all Afghans. 

3.2.3 Online audiences 
While not included in its reach estimates, social media was a key means of extending and 
deepening Open Jirga’s reach. BBC Media Action and RTA created a dedicated Open Jirga 
Facebook page that enabled users to watch episodes of the show and provided them with an 

Everybody can participate in [Open Jirga], although mostly 
people who are intelligent, courageous and literate take part.  
 Female, Khost, endline audience study, 2016
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alternative forum for discussing the topics covered. By April 2017, the Open Jirga Facebook 
page had more than 580,000 likes, with between 87,000 and 108,000 users engaging with 
content on the page each month. Open Jirga episodes were also available on the show’s 
YouTube channel. In 2016, there were a total of 40,751 views. Viewers based in Afghanistan 
accounted for just 7,853 of these, with the largest proportion of views coming from people 
based in Saudi Arabia (27,807). 

A number of those interviewed in Kabul during the 2016 endline qualitative study described 
interacting with Open Jirga	via	social	media	because	this	provided	flexible	viewing	times,	the	
ability to comment on the topics and discussion, and constant updates. However, this study 
also found that interaction with Open Jirga via social media was far less frequent in the more 
rural areas it covered.  

3.3 Engagement with the programmes

 
At the project’s outset, public debate about issues affecting the political and social stability of 
Afghans across the country was judged to be fragmented and ineffective. Through its focus on 
issues of importance to the population, Open Jirga aimed to role-model constructive political 
dialogue and questioning of power holders. This was complemented by New Home, New 
Life’s endeavours to address governance challenges in a way that resonated with audiences and 
sought to improve their awareness of governance processes and rights. The following section 
explores how and why audiences in Afghanistan engaged with Open Jirga and New Home, New 
Life, and looks at their perspectives of the programmes.

3.3.1 Engagement with Open Jirga
Five elements of Open Jirga’s format that supported audience engagement with the show 
emerged from the qualitative research BBC Media Action carried out with audiences and 
experts over the course of the project. These included: the composition and participation 
of	the	studio	audience;	the	choice	of	topics	and	presence	of	high-profile	panellists;	the	

n   The	participation	of	high-ranking	officials	
as panellists, the strong topic selection, 
the constructive nature of the dialogue, 
the diversity and participation of the 
studio audience, the adept presenter, 
and the use of bilingual programming 
were all key to audience engagement 
with Open Jirga 

n   Audiences and experts felt that Open 
Jirga provided an effective bridge 
between citizens and power holders  
and an important space for discussion  
of national issues

n   New Home, New Life engaged 
audiences through its use of relevant 
characters	and	storylines	that	reflected	
everyday life of its listeners 

n   Addressing key governance and 
accountability issues within the 
established setting of New Home, New 
Life proved an effective way to build 
knowledge of governance issues and 
role-model problem-solving behaviour  
at the family and community level

Key insights
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constructive dialogue fostered; the importance of a strong presenter; and bilingual 
programming. Each of these is explored in more detail below.

A diverse and engaged studio audience 
The	project	set	out	to	increase	the	diversity	of	views	shared	in	public	fora	with	a	specific	focus	
on	increasing	the	profile	and	participation	of	women	in	public	dialogue.	BBC	Media	Action’s	
approach to governance hypothesises that through hearing ordinary Afghans (‘people like 
them’) engage in political debate in the media, people are better informed and potentially more 
able to engage in politics in their own communities. 

Overall, more than 80% of Open Jirga’s studio audience (2012–2017) came from the provinces 
and over half (52%) was illiterate. Qualitative research revealed that both audiences and 
experts	felt	that	this	diversity,	alongside	topic	choice	and	location	filming	outside	Kabul,	was	a	
particularly positive feature of the show. Experts especially noted that this set Open Jirga apart 
from much of its competition: 

Audience and experts also both felt that the programme helped Afghans to understand the 
experiences of those living in other parts of the country and from different groups. Only a 
small number of audience members interviewed at endline (2016) recalled any of the Open Jirga 
episodes recorded outside of Kabul. However, those who did were generally positive about 
these. They felt that, by visiting other locations, the programme emphasised that it was for 
everyone	(i.e.	not	just	for	those	from	Kabul)	and	was	better	able	to	reflect	the	concerns	of	all	
of Afghanistan’s provinces.

The programme succeeded in securing high female participation in its studio audience: as  
of March 2017, just under half (47%) of Open Jirga’s studio audience members were women. 
Midline qualitative research conducted in 2015 found that most of Open Jirga’s listeners and 
viewers reported that such female participation was unique and a salient characteristic of  
the programme. 

One difference between Open Jirga and other similar 
programmes is its audience and participant composition.  
You can’t see such composition in other similar programmes. 
Participants come from different places and cities, and ask 
questions about their problems.
 Media and governance expert, endline expert panel, 2016

I think Open Jirga has more impact than other similar 
programmes… [as] it includes a range of people from 
different ethnic groups and educational backgrounds, but 
other programmes only invite educated people, who are 
mostly from the centre of Kabul.
 Media expert, endline expert panel, 2016



COUNTRY REPORT  |  AFGHANISTAN32 

Nonetheless, some listeners and viewers interviewed at midline (2014) and endline (2016) 
still	felt	that	there	was	insufficient	representation	of	rural	and	uneducated	Afghans,	people	
from distant regions, and those who were less aware of political issues. They particularly 
highlighted that, as women living in remote areas may have been unable to travel to Kabul to 
participate in Open Jirga, the questions asked would not always have been able to represent 
their perspectives. There was also a perception that the programme team may have deterred 
such	people	from	participating	in	the	show	for	fear	they	would	struggle	to	speak	confidently	
with	officials.	

Relevant topics and panellists
Topic selection for Open Jirga	was	informed	by	research	and	aimed	to	reflect	the	issues	
affecting the daily lives of Afghans across the country. These included politics, human rights, 
justice	systems,	conflict	resolution	and	peace,	economy	and	gender.	Audiences	described	
their interest in the topics discussed as being a key reason for choosing to watch Open Jirga, 
and judged these relevant to people’s daily lives and to be of national importance. Endline 
(2016)	qualitative	research	participants	specifically	reported	having	being	interested	in	security,	
economy, education and culture-related episodes, with female audience members mentioning 
having found discussions around child rights, violence against women, and cultural issues 
particularly engaging.

Open Jirga was particularly successful in securing the participation of high-ranking politicians 
as panellists. Indeed, monitoring data shows that almost all episodes (98%) recorded in 2015 
featured cabinet-level politicians. Audiences and experts alike felt that the calibre of panellists 
set the show apart from other similar programmes. Audiences also generally thought that 
the panellists were appropriate – judging this by their ability to respond to questions on the 
episode’s topic – and female viewers and listeners especially appreciated ‘seeing and hearing’ 
women participating as panellists. 

However, there was considerable variation in audience satisfaction with panellists’ answers. 
Some felt panellists had provided reasonable and honest accounts of decisions and/or 
responses to questions, while others expressed cynicism as to whether the leaders would act 
on the promises they had made during Open Jirga discussions.

If I compare Open Jirga with TOLO TV’s People’s Voice, there 
are some similarities, but… Open Jirga always features national- 
level officials, while People’s Voice invites local officials.
 Media expert, endline expert panel, 2016

The topics are relevant and this is why we watch Open 
Jirga. For example, they (the production team) invite the 
relevant official to talk about insecurity problems in a specific 
area and discuss other interesting issues like corruption, 
health and education.
 Male listener, Khost, endline audience study, 2016
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A forum to question and challenge leaders and high-level officials without fear 
A needs assessment of the main media and communications challenges facing Afghanistan at 
the project’s outset concluded that, while most channels had one or more political talk shows 
(regularly	inviting	Members	of	Parliament,	experts,	officials	or	former	officials),	which	were	
generally judged to be well presented and asking pertinent questions, real debate (or even 
discussion) between the guests was lacking. The programmes usually consisted of successive 
monologues. With this understanding, Open Jirga aimed to role-model constructive political 
dialogue and the questioning of power holders. 

Audiences and experts interviewed throughout the suite of qualitative research conducted 
during the project’s lifetimes agreed that Open Jirga provided a much-needed opportunity 
for citizens from across Afghanistan to interact directly with power holders. At endline, 
experts highlighted that this opportunity was still relatively unique both within and beyond the 
media in Afghanistan. While there are now better systems in place to support government 
accountability and transparency, there are still few opportunities for citizens to interact with 
and	challenge	their	leaders.	Audiences	reiterated	this,	pointing	out	how	difficult	it	is	for	citizens	
to access – and thus question – those in power.

Open Jirga was also felt to be a forum in which people could exercise their right to question 
and challenge leaders without fear. This type of constructive dialogue was deemed quite 
different to the combative debate found in other discussion programmes. Indeed, one media 
expert interviewed at endline (2016) said that, while other programmes “wage war and 
provoke aggression”, Open Jirga looks for real solutions, not just empty words.

The role of the presenter in audience-driven discussion
The audience’s ability to engage with and understand the issues debated on Open Jirga  
was facilitated by careful moderation. The show’s presenter was credited by audiences and 
experts as playing a key role in managing the dialogue, ensuring the information covered was 
accessible to all through the use of simple language, directing audience questions, and helping  
to explain answers. 

Bilingual programming – value in using both official national languages 
Research also suggests that Open Jirga’s use of both Dari and Pashto was key to supporting 
audience engagement with the programme. Audiences and experts were positive about, and 
felt there was symbolic value in, Open Jirga’s bilingual programming. Experts better recognised 
the contribution that using both languages could make towards building a national identity. 
However, audiences and experts acknowledged that switching between the two could also be 
problematic, particularly when a question was asked in one language and answered in another. 

The presenter of the programme asks questions in a very good 
way. He speaks both in Dari and Pashto. Also he gives [a] chance 
to different audiences to talk and ask questions. People are 
encouraged [by Open Jirga] to speak and respect both national 
languages, and work for improvement of these languages.
 Media and governance expert, endline expert panel, 2016
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3.3.2 Engagement with New Home, New Life
In countries with a strong oral culture, such as Afghanistan, storytelling connects people 
to	their	past	and	to	one	another.	The	ancient	art	of	storytelling	continues	to	flourish	in	
Afghanistan – partly due to widespread illiteracy – and, unsurprisingly, drama is a popular 
format; after news, it often drives viewing and listening preferences.xxxvii It was in this context 
that New Home, New Life celebrated its 20th year on air in 2014. Until then, and supported by 
various donors, the drama had not addressed governance or accountability issues in any depth. 
The collaboration under the Global Grant sought to change this, producing narratives that 
addressed these topics.

Qualitative audience research completed under the Global Grant revealed two key  
elements of the drama that supported audience engagement: the use of relevant content  
and relatable characters; and the accessible and memorable storylines. These are explored  
in more detail below. 

Identification: characters and issues that mirror society
Qualitative research conducted by BBC Media Action throughout the project suggested that 
listeners strongly engaged with New Home, New Life. This was due, in a large part, to use of 
settings and characters with which listeners could identify, and coverage of issues that they 
considered important and relevant to their family and community. Many also appreciated the 
drama’s humour. 

Humans are innate storytellers. Stories can 
help us with the way we see, understand 
and articulate the world. In order to 
understand	a	story’s	ability	to	influence	
audiences, scholars have focused on the 
narrative experience itself.xxxviii Research 
suggests that the extent to which one 
becomes engaged, transported or 
immersed	in	a	narrative	influences	its	
potential to affect subsequent story-
related attitudes and beliefs.xxxix 
 
Narrative transportation is the experience 
of becoming absorbed in a story to the 
extent that you are transported into an 
imaginary narrative world.xxxl Research 
in this area suggests that a transported 
person is fully mentally engaged with the 
story, creating vivid mental images and 
responding emotionally to the story’s 
content. Audience members who are 

highly transported often experience 
attitude and belief changes in line with 
those expressed or demonstrated in  
the story.xli  

One quality that has been shown to 
make a narrative more likely to transport 
and, hence, affect attitude change is 
identification.	Through	this,	listeners	
become less aware of themselves 
and more connected emotionally and 
cognitively with a character in a narrative.  
This “may entail adopting a character’s 
goals as one’s own, and may make the 
character a model for desired behavior”. 
Attitude change seems to happen often 
when it is tied to a character’s goals, 
particularly if it matches goals that 
audience members hold. The creation 
of empathy is also seen to play into the 
success	of	identification	and	attitude.xlii

Storytelling: identification and narrative engagement
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Audience research conducted by AEPO in 2016 echoed this, highlighting a closeness between 
the	drama	and	its	audience	and	that	listeners	felt	New	Home,	New	Life	reflected	their	values	
and life. It also found that the simplicity of the language used was important, particularly in 
engaging less educated and illiterate audiences. A number of listeners reported following the 
drama for almost 20 years and many enthusiastically described some of the characters (see 
box	on	page	36)	as	well	as	how	they	had	benefited	from	the	drama’s	‘messages’	over	that	time.	
When	asked	how	they	would	describe	the	drama	to	a	friend,	many	replied:	as	a	“reflection	of	
village life”, covering the problems they face and possible solutions. 

A recording of Open Jirga in the RTA TV studio in Kabul

I have listened to this interesting drama since childhood. I 
remember when I was in third grade and a classmate brought 
the illustrated [New Home, New Life] magazine to class. I 
borrowed his magazine… [and], since I loved the characters of 
the drama a lot, I turned the pages all night long and looked at 
the cartoon pictures of the characters with love.
 Male FGD participant, Mandozi district (Khost), AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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Accessible and memorable storylines
Audience feedback throughout the project suggested that listeners were engaged with the 
drama; they understood the characters, and recognised and recalled story threads. Midline 
qualitative research revealed that most respondents listened to the programme with friends, 
relatives and neighbours and shared stories about characters’ exemplary behaviour, as well  
as parts of the drama they particularly liked or found funny. Most recalled stories to a high level 
of detail and expressed that they felt emotional about some storylines. Independent research 
by AEPO also revealed high recall of storylines related to Abida (a widow living in Upper 
Village	who	helped	resolve	an	escalating	conflict	between	people	in	her	own	village	and	the	
neighbouring village). 

Set	in	rural	Afghanistan	in	three	fictional	
remote villages, New Home, New Life 
follows the lives of over 50 characters 
and their families living within these 
communities. Research conducted during 
the project’s lifetime suggested that the 
draw of strong characters – such as Gulali, 
Abida, Nazir and Teacher Rahim – was 
associated with higher storyline recall  
and engagement. 

Gulali is an educated, female healthcare 
worker who encourages her husband’s 
sister, Ms Hamida, to continue her 
education. In the midline qualitative 
research, several male and female 
respondents listed Gulali among their 
favourite characters.

Abida is a widow living in Upper Village, 
a rural and rather poor village which has 
traditionally been led by male leaders. She 
is poor, with no male family member to 
stand up for her and she does not own 
assets or land to help her position in the 
community. Yet, thanks to her strength of 
character, she has managed to participate 
in community affairs and has thus earned 
the respect of the whole community. 
Abida plays a key role in addressing the 
poor implementation of a road project in 
her community when she shares the issue 
with Teacher Rahim. 

Nazir (meaning ‘watchman’) is one of 
New Home, New Life’s long standing and 
iconic characters. He serves the powerful 
village landowner and chieftain Jabar Khan. 
When his wife Mahjabina is offered a 
teaching job, he is hesitant. He wonders 
how wider society would view his wife’s 
employment and consults his friends in 
Upper Village.

Teacher Rahim returned to Upper 
Village after years of exile. He helped open 
the	first	school	in	the	village	and	enjoys	
the respect of communities. Villagers 
always approach him for his advice when 
faced with challenging situations. 

“I remember the story of Abida 
and Teacher Rahim and the road 
to Upper Village. The contractor 
was not working properly and 
was building a low-quality road. 
When Abida was informed about 
this, she told Teacher Rahim who 
complained to the government. As 
a result, the project was handed 
to another company. This story 
teaches us that women can also 
play an important role in society.” 

(Female listener, Mano village (Khost),  
AEPO audience research, 2016)

Characters in New Home, New Life
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The	extent	to	which	this	engagement	with,	and	immersion	in,	the	drama	influenced	subsequent	
story-related attitudes and beliefs is explored in the next section. 

3.4 Impact on audience-level governance outcomes 

 

n   The majority (84%) of those exposed 
to Open Jirga and/or New Home, New 
Life reported that the programmes 
increased their knowledge of key 
governance issues. The shows helped 
audiences understand the processes 
and platforms through which they could 
hold the government accountable

n   However, listeners and viewers were 
less	confident	about	being	able	to	
address	issues	with	high-level	officials	
outside the space provided by Open Jirga 
due	to	difficulties	accessing	leaders	and	
limited trust in their responsiveness 

n   The community-level focus of New 
Home, New Life had particular success 
in modelling realistic interactions with 
officials	that	people	could	relate	to,	 
learn from and, in some cases, emulate. 
Its storylines also helped listeners 
realise that ordinary people had a 
responsibility to check that public works 
were carried out to a satisfactory 
standard and to budget

n   Men and women felt both programmes 

had successfully informed audiences 
about issues affecting women. New 
Home, New Life’s listeners particularly 
reported that the drama had highlighted 
the positive role women often play in 
society, which had left them encouraged 
that women had the same rights as men, 
were entitled to an education, were able 
to participate in community decision-
making and to problem-solve

n   Open Jirga’s involvement of women 
as panellists and studio audience 
members, coupled with its coverage of 
topics relevant to the experiences of 
women in Afghanistan, all contributed 
towards it being able to raise the 
profile	of	women	in	public	debate	in	a	
challenging environment. Nonetheless, 
despite knowing how to raise an issue 
and developing a voice on air, women 
continue to frequently be barred from 
approaching	officials,	only	being	able	to	
do so via male family members 

n   Audiences of both programmes gave 
examples of actions they had taken as a 
result of tuning in, mostly at the local level 

Key insights

I love lots of the drama’s stories… [particularly the one 
about] the road-related conflict that Abida and other 
women in the Upper and Sarband Villages solved. I liked  
that story because the conflict was between two people, but 
was harming the villagers in two villages. These problems 
happen in our villages too.
 Female listener, Shahi village (Khost), AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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BBC	Media	Action	believes	that	by	influencing	change	among	individuals	and	populations,	the	
media can indirectly hold those in power to account by increasing individuals’ participation in 
accountability mechanisms and supporting their empowerment. Participation in this context 
is viewed as the extent to which individuals and groups within society are actively involved in 
the	public	sphere,	political	processes,	debate	and	decision-making.	BBC	Media	Action	defines	
‘empowerment’ as the process through which individuals: (i) become aware of the forces that 
have an impact on their situation; (ii) become more aware and trusting of their own ability, 
knowledge	and	experience;	and	(iii)	build	on	these	to	gain	self-confidence	and	the	self-belief	
required to be active in improving their life situations.

Based on this premise, the project aimed to increase Afghans’ governance-related knowledge, 
stimulate public discussion/debate (particularly among women) and enable Afghans to interact 
directly with decision makers: all things which BBC Media Action believes contribute to 
increased participation in politics.xliii

3.4.1 Improving political knowledge and understanding
Political knowledge is regarded as one of the key pre-requisites of a functioning democracy.xliv, xlv 
As such, improving people’s knowledge of key governance issues was a primary objective of the 
Global	Grant	governance	project	in	Afghanistan.	The	project	also	sought	specifically	to	improve	
audiences’ understanding of existing processes and platforms through which the government 
could be held accountable.

In 2015, 83% of audience members exposed to at least one of the three shows reported that 
the programme(s) increased their knowledge of key governance issues.xlvi Qualitative research 
supported	this	finding,	with	audiences	describing	the	powerful	role	that	the	shows	had	played	
in increasing their understanding of their right to question and challenge those in power, and of 
the mechanisms through which they could hold the government to account. 

New Home, New Life listeners were extremely positive about the opportunity the drama 
provided to learn about issues relevant to their daily lives and how to problem-solve:

Such	findings	were	reflected	in	AEPO’s	research,	with	some	listeners	describing	the	drama	
as being “like a school” from which they had learned more than they had during their formal 
education.	Listeners	gave	examples	of	knowledge	they	had	acquired	from	specific	storylines,	
including about their rights, the importance of monitoring community projects, and methods 
for solving local problems:
 

I tell them [people who have not listened to New Home, 
New Life] that the stories of this drama are related to their 
village life; the subjects of the stories are the [same as those 
facing] our society. By listening, they can [learn about] 
improvements [that will benefit] themselves and their society.
 Female listener, Khost, AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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A gendered lens
Male and female audience members interviewed at midline and endline pointed to the success 
of Open Jirga and New Home, New Life in informing audiences about issues that affect women. 
Those that had tuned in to Open Jirga said that they had learned about violence against women, 
women’s rights (including education) and girls being given as compensation in inter-family 
dispute resolution. Meanwhile, New Home, New Life listeners mentioned learning about the 
importance of education and the opportunity for women to work outside the home. They also 
described how the drama had been able to clear up common misunderstandings and challenge 
social norms around marriage and gender discrimination. 

Additionally, audiences frequently praised New Home, New Life for highlighting the positive 
role women often play in society. Male and female listeners alike reported feeling encouraged 
that women had the same rights as men, were entitled to an education, were able to 
participate in community decision-making and play a part in problem-solving. 

3.4.2 Increasing the profile and participation of women in public dialogue 
and debate
The	rights	and	status	of	women	in	Afghanistan	were	identified	as	a	key	area	of	need	at	the	
outset	of	the	project	and,	as	such,	increasing	the	profile	and	participation	of	women	in	public	
dialogue and debate was a core objective of the project. The programmes sought to do this 
by demonstrating the ways that women could participate – both in the media (through Open 
Jirga) and in family and community life (through storylines in New Home, New Life) – and by 
exploring issues affecting women such as education and early marriage.

New Home, New Life teaches us new things. For 
example, [before listening] we did not know how to share 
our problems with the relevant district, provincial or 
ministerial authorities, or organisations. [We also now know 
that] if our problems are not solved through these avenues, 
we can run peaceful demonstrations to ask for our rights.
 Male listener, Khost, AEPO audience feedback, 2016

The role women [can play in conflict resolution that was] 
featured in New Home, New Life has affected all female 
villagers. For example, there was a conflict in our village and 
some boys wanted to solve this. Realising that youngsters 
are often high tempered, a woman in our village went and 
informed the elders and the conflict ended in a very peaceful 
manner. The messages in New Home, New Life make people 
think and do things differently.
 Male listener, Tani district, AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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Qualitative audience and expert research found that Open Jirga’s involvement of women 
as panellists and audience members, coupled with its coverage of topics relevant to the 
experiences	of	women,	contributed	towards	it	being	able	to	raise	the	profile	of	women	in	
public debate. 

Audiences felt that Open Jirga went beyond helping women to raise their concerns, also 
influencing	men’s	attitudes	towards	women	and	demonstrating	that	women	were	as	capable	
as men of holding leaders to account on issues of national importance. However, Afghanistan 
remains a very restrictive country for women and it is thus unsurprising that some female 
listeners reported feeling that they could not emulate what they saw and heard on Open 
Jirga. Despite this, in the challenging context, the programme’s delivery against the project’s 
objective	of	increasing	the	profile	and	participation	of	women	in	public	dialogue	and	debate	
might be considered a particular success.

3.4.3 Prompting interpersonal discussion 
While stimulating discussion was not explicitly set out in the project’s objectives, BBC Media 
Action’s approach to governance programming recognises that it is a key determinant of 
efficacy	and	changes	to	beliefs,	attitudes	and	behaviour.	Audiences	of	both	Open Jirga and 
New Home, New Life described how they discussed the issues and topics covered by the 
programmes with friends and family.

3.4.4 Building political efficacy
Political	efficacy	is	considered	an	important	mediator	of	political	participation,	with	low	political	
efficacy	being	a	barrier	to	engaging	and	participating	in	politics.xlvii	BBC	Media	Action	defines	
political	efficacy	as	‘the	feeling	that	individual	political	action	does	have,	or	can	have,	an	impact	
upon	the	political	process’.	Political	efficacy	is	commonly	understood	to	comprise	two	components	
– an internal measure that corresponds to an individual’s belief in their own ability to engage in, 
and	exert	influence	on,	the	political	process,	and	an	external	measure	that	constitutes	the	
individual’s belief that government institutions are responsive to citizens’ demands.xlviii   

It [Open Jirga] helps women participate. Women will feel 
encouraged and gain self-confidence. They can no longer be 
ignored… because all parties will realise that women have an 
idea about issues. Open Jirga provides an opportunity for 
women to raise their concerns and their standing in society.  
I saw a woman with a burqa who asked a question. I know 
she may have not even dreamed of this day.
 Governance expert, endline expert panel, 2016

One hundred percent I share the issues raised on Open 
Jirga with people… I explain what I learned from Open Jirga, 
about how to raise issues with officials. Also I talk to them 
about peace, which was discussed on Open Jirga.
 Male listener, Kabul, endline audience study, 2016
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As a platform where ordinary citizens were able to directly question power holders and 
decision makers and demand a response, Open Jirga	aimed	to	influence	both	internal	and	
external	efficacy	among	audiences	by	modelling	good	state–society	accountability	in	action	
and	building	people’s	confidence	to	engage	in	governance	processes.	Through	its	storylines	
that role-modelled problem-solving at the local level, New Home, New Life similarly sought 
to	influence	both	forms	of	political	efficacy.	The	extent	to	which	both	programmes	influenced	
individual	political	efficacy	is	discussed	below.

At endline, audiences were very positive about the role Open Jirga had played in demonstrating 
that all Afghans have a right to question those in power – even the president – and in 
elevating	their	confidence	to	raise	issues	with	officials.	The	programme	achieved	this	through	
demonstrating how all Afghans could hold leaders to account and by explaining how, in 
practice, people could raise issues with authorities.

However, when probed, many were less positive about whether they could have such 
conversations	with	high-level	officials	outside	of	the	space	provided	by	programme.	They	felt	
that,	even	if	they	could	access	leaders,	it	would	be	difficult	to	make	them	listen.	It	was	in	this	
area that New Home, New Life had particular success. 

Listeners of New Home, New Life described learning ways to raise issues with local public 
officials	and	authorities	(village	leaders,	jirgas, district governors, councillors), who would  
then	raise	the	issues	with	more	senior	entities	(government	or	ministerial	officials).	For	 
some audiences, the storylines highlighted that community members had a responsibility to 
monitor and supervise projects and policies implemented in their villages by authorities.  
They learned, for instance, that they should check that work is carried out to a satisfactory 
standard and to budget.

We saw the video of an Open Jirga episode featuring the 
ex-president Karzai. Someone asked me how an ordinary 
person could dare question a president. I explained that this 
was an Open Jirga, where everyone could ask his/her 
question directly without any hesitation.
 Male audience member, Kabul, endline audience study, 2016

This drama gave us courage to raise our voices for our 
rights or when we see something wrong happening. 
Previously people felt it was too difficult to ensure 
construction companies carry out work in accordance with 
the contract because they [the companies] have powerful 
people supporting them.
 Male listener, Kabul, AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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Evidence	indicated	that	the	positive	influence	these	two	programmes	had	on	internal	efficacy	
also extended to women and less educated audiences:

Nonetheless, research participants repeatedly referred to two categories of barriers preventing 
them	from	feeling	fully	confident	about	realising	their	right	to	raise	issues	with	authorities	
outside the space provided by Open Jirga: 
 1.  Practical difficulties accessing and communicating with officials. Open 

Jirga	audiences	felt	that	officials	were	not	often	willing	to	meet	with	citizens	and	that	
it	was	difficult	to	schedule	meetings	with	them.	Some	also	feared	how	officials	would	
respond to criticism 

 2.  Strong political cynicism. Some of the Open Jirga audiences interviewed at 
endline did not trust leaders to respond to their requests or follow up on their 
commitments. This was also true for promises panellists had made on air, with some 
viewers	and	listeners	perceiving	that,	while	officials	enjoyed	the	stage	given	to	them	
by Open Jirga, they felt no responsibility to deliver on their promises outside the studio

3.4.5 Increasing political participation 
Increasing citizens’ active participation in the public sphere, political processes, debate and 
decision-making is widely understood to be one way of closing the gap between citizens and 
the institutions of government. Continuous inclusion in decision-making processes can shift 
the	status	of	citizens	from	passive	beneficiaries	of	development	to	its	‘rightful	and	legitimate	
claimants’.xlix Encouraging people to participate was a key way in which the programmes 
aimed to contribute to the project’s objective of improving public deliberation and interaction 
between citizens and political leaders, as well as the overall Global Grant goal of contributing 
to more accountable state–society relations.

The 2016 endline audience research revealed the ways in which audiences felt that the 
programmes helped them to participate, and the barriers they faced in trying to do so. Most 
participants were positive about the way that Open Jirga encouraged participation (i.e. by 
demonstrating that everyone is able to question power holders), but there was more mixed 
feedback as to the extent to which people had put this into practice. The greatest variation 
was by location. Far fewer of those from the urban areas of Kabul described taking any action, 
whereas those from Khost – a largely rural area – provided numerous examples of how Open 
Jirga	had	inspired	audiences	to	act.	These	included	both	asking	local	officials	to	solve	issues	and	
community-based actions (e.g. people self-organising to problem-solve or discuss important 
issues at community assemblies and mosques).

I heard an Open Jirga episode on Radio Khost during 
which a local woman called Nadia Bawari… asked 
[President] Hamid Karzai why he was not rebuilding  
Khost’s road. She raised that issue and I liked her courage 
for questioning the president… When women question 
officials I feel encouraged and proud of them.
 Female listener, Khost, AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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Nonetheless, some female participants stressed the particular limitations and challenges that 
women faced in participating (e.g. a lack of education). They pointed out that despite knowing 
how to raise an issue, they were often barred from this level of participation and could only do 
so via male family members.

Research revealed that the community-level focus of New Home, New Life was generally 
more likely to leave audiences feeling that they could take the same action as the characters. 
Listeners interviewed at endline described how the drama actively helped them to solve 
problems in their own lives because they were able understand, through its storylines, the 
evolution of such problems (i.e. how it arose, who was involved and how it was solved). 
Reflecting	the	drama’s	focus	on	family	and	community-based	issues,	the	actions	that	men	and	
women described taking as a result of listening to New Home, New Life tended to be more 
personal and localised. 

3.5 Impact on the media sector 

Given its distribution, popularity with the public, and the languages in which it broadcast, 
BBC	Media	Action	identified	state	broadcaster	RTA	as	the	most	appropriate	choice	of	media	
partner for the Global Grant governance project. BBC Media Action felt that working with 
RTA would provide the best opportunity for creating a national platform for constructive 
dialogue between citizens and the state. Through capacity-strengthening activities – including 
formal training and ongoing mentoring that focused on building the technical production skills 
of	a	small	number	of	RTA	Kabul-based	staff	(floor	managers,	sound	and	lighting	technicians,	
camera operators and technical directors) – BBC Media Action sought to facilitate the 

n   The training and mentoring delivered 
through the capacity-strengthening 
partnership with RTA successfully built 
the technical skills required for staff 
to produce Open Jirga, and additionally 
developed trainees’ soft skills

n   Some of the technical skills gained were 
used to positive effect beyond  
the programme

n   Audiences, experts and trainees agreed 
that Open Jirga compared favourably 
with, and had set a benchmark for, 
competitor programmes. They also 
felt it was positive for RTA, the state 
broadcaster, to be producing such a 
programme

Key insights

Recently, New Home, New Life featured a story about 
road building. I told some of the villagers that since people in 
the drama build their own roads, we should build a road to 
our village too. Then we informed the whole village and 
together built this road.
 Male listener, Khost, AEPO audience feedback, 2016
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production of the type of high-quality governance programming that it believes contributes to 
improving accountability within state–society relations. 

To explore the impact of this collaboration with RTA, in 2016 BBC Media Action interviewed a 
small number of RTA’s technical team and BBC Media Action’s Open Jirga team, as well as two 
of the BBC Media Action/BBC trainers involved in the project. An independent consultant also 
conducted a review of Open Jirga’s	production	process.	The	findings	from	both	these	studies	
are detailed below. In addition, this section draws on insights from the audience and expert 
research conducted throughout the project regarding overall perceptions of RTA and the 
position of Open Jirga. 

3.5.1 Impact on RTA
Strengthening the production capacity of the national broadcaster
Observations from BBC Media Action’s trainers and the independent production consultant on 
overall	programme	quality	suggested	that	significant	improvements	were	made	in	the	technical	
delivery of Open Jirga over the course of the project. However, they also all noted continued 
areas for improvement – particularly in lighting, camerawork and direction. 

The panel of Open Jirga discuss security for the show’s 11th episode
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Qualitative research with BBC trainers, BBC Media Action staff and RTA trainees revealed 
that,	as	well	as	influencing	technical	skills,	the	training	and	mentoring	had	also	helped	to	build	
softer skills such as working well as a team and being resilient when faced with challenges. 

Among the RTA trainees interviewed (from sound and lighting technicians, to camera operators 
and directors), there was good recall of the various skills-focused trainings provided, and 
all	trainees	mentioned	specific	skills	and	techniques	that	they	had	learned.	This	was	echoed	
by BBC Media Action’s trainers who felt that positive achievements overall were a result of 
trainees’ engagement with the process. 

As	most	trainees	had	significant	existing	experience	–	most	having	been	with	RTA	or	having	
worked in the media for more than 20 years – the training focused on strengthening their 
skills,	filling	gaps	in	understanding,	and	remedying	poor	practice.	Interviewees	felt	the	training	
had been critical to RTA staff’s ability to produce Open Jirga to the required quality standards 
and that it had made a general positive contribution to trainee’s own professional development. 
For example, the experience of recording on location with Open Jirga pushed RTA staff to 
expand	their	technical	skills	and	adapt	to	the	specific	challenges	of	this	type	of	recording	(e.g.	
sound, staging etc.).

As part of the capacity-strengthening component of the project, BBC Media Action provided 
RTA with new technical equipment to produce Open Jirga. Interviewees felt that this had 
been key to improving skills and production quality. However, despite this extremely positive 
feedback, they also frequently mentioned RTA’s continued need for new equipment.

Broader benefits
The	capacity-strengthening	activities	not	only	benefited	Open Jirga. RTA trainees gave multiple 
examples of how they had used the training and technical equipment outside of Open Jirga 
production, including for other programmes and to train colleagues.

Before the training we worked individually rather than as 
a team, so the standard of our work was not acceptable. But 
now we [work as a team and] can see how much [this] is 
affecting the quality of our production. This is the biggest 
change in RTA.
 Male RTA trainee, endline capacity-strengthening evaluation, 2016 

RTA’s Open Jirga team is now capable of shooting outside 
the studio and can cope with any changes. For example, we 
recorded Open Jirga in Mazar where there were many other 
Afghan media organisations. But, if you watch Open Jirga, it 
was the best among them.
 Male RTA trainee, endline capacity-strengthening evaluation, 2016
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Qualitative research participants were similarly positive about the impact of the capacity-
strengthening element of the project on broader perceptions of RTA.

The programme’s symbolic and functional value in Afghanistan’s transition
Although the project’s capacity-strengthening component originally intended to raise 
editorial standards within RTA as well, limited engagement by RTA management around this 
necessitated a focus on technical production skills instead. While there was inevitable editorial 
learning	for	all	RTA	staff	working	on	a	flagship	programme	such	as	Open Jirga, the limited means 
of formalising this learning and directly engaging RTA management and editorial staff around 
the editorial decision-making of the programme was both a shortcoming of the project and a 
reflection	of	the	reality	of	working	with	a	state	broadcaster.	

Despite state broadcasters being one of the most challenging places in which to achieve change, 
BBC Media Action felt that RTA was the most appropriate partner for its project as it was 
unlikely that another media house would facilitate the same reach or be able to secure the 
same	level	of	engagement	of	government	officials.	Research	also	revealed	that	there	appears	
to have been both a symbolic and a functional value in bringing together Afghans from all over 
the country to question power holders about important national issues at this critical juncture 
in Afghanistan’s development. Indeed, experts interviewed at endline felt that it was important 
that RTA, which is generally regarded as the voice of the government, made a programme like 
Open Jirga in which leaders were challenged in a constructive manner.

3.5.2 Impact on the broader media sector
The project also aimed to set a benchmark for other Afghan media organisations. Qualitative 
research revealed that many of the BBC and RTA Open Jirga team spoke with pride about 
the fact that numerous other channels had introduced their own debate and discussion 
programmes since the launch of Open Jirga. 

… [producing Open Jirga] will gradually change the way 
national TV [RTA] works, because… it will help them not to 
be scared of criticism from the government.
 Media expert, endline expert panel, 2016

We shared with other colleagues what we had learned 
about sound and lighting… then we wrote a manual 
[summarising this].
 Male RTA trainee, endline capacity-strengthening evaluation, 2016 

It [Open Jirga] has also had an impact on audience 
perceptions of RTA because now we see that RTA audience 
numbers are increasing.
 Male RTA trainee, endline capacity-strengthening evaluation, 2016 
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Experts also noted the growing number of similar debate programmes present on other 
channels. While they did not attribute their introduction to Open Jirga, experts felt that the 
competition they fostered was raising editorial and technical standards in the sector.

The	BBC	Afghan	Service’s	introduction	of	spin-off	programme	Talking	Point	further	exemplifies	
how the Global Grant governance project added value to Afghanistan’s broader media sector 
(see box). 

As part of the overall Global Grant from DFID, BBC Media Action received funding to carry 
out demand-led policy and evidence-related activities at global, regional and national levels. 
In Afghanistan, this funding was used to respond to policy-makers’ requests for BBC Media 
Action to support the media during the country’s democratic transition. As such, during the 
course of the Global Grant, BBC Media Action also undertook a range of policy and public 
service broadcasting activities in the country (see box, p49). These were not funded by, nor 
included in the objectives of the Global Grant project in Afghanistan. However, they were only 
possible thanks to the considerable media expertise of project staff, their valuable learning and 
experience from delivering media development projects in the country, and the important data 
and insights emerging from BBC Media Action project-related research. 

Talking Point, BBC Afghan Service’s 
hour-long (30 minutes in Dari and 30 
minutes in Pashto) companion phone-in 
programme to Open Jirga is an example of 
the BBC’s ‘programme about a programme’ 
concept.	Talking	Point	was	first	envisaged	
by the BBC World Service and was 
developed in consultation with BBC Media 
Action.l It uses clips from Open Jirga 
panellists and audience members to set the 
scene for the phone-in, and aims to give 

Open Jirga’s audience further opportunities 
to discuss the issues covered in the 
debates. In so doing, it contributes to 
growing the pool of governance-related 
programming available to Afghans. It was 
not envisioned at the project’s outset, nor 
was it funded through the Global Grant 
governance project. Instead, it is a 
testament to Open Jirga’s success in 
engaging Afghan audiences in constructive 
dialogue around governance issues.

BBC Afghan Service’s Talking Point 

The Open Jirga programme was copied by TOLO, 
Shamshad and Yak [other broadcasters], but their 
programmes are not of the same quality as Open Jirga, even 
though they have foreign support too.
 Male RTA trainee, endline capacity-strengthening evaluation, 2016 

This positive competition among media organisations 
producing debate programmes will bring about 
improvements in the future.
 Governance expert, endline expert panel, 2016
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BBC producer works alongside 
the RTA producer during a 
recording of Open Jirga 
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While acknowledging the widely perceived 
success of the Afghan media, a 2012 BBC 
Media	Action	policy	briefing	concluded	
that some trends risked endangering the 
country’s democratic transition.li Like 
the country itself, the media sector was 
fractured, contending with the tension 
between modernity and tradition, centre 
and periphery, state and religion. 

Almost anyone with enough money and 
the ability to seize an opportunity could 
establish a media presence, and having 
media in the hands of powerful political 
and religious leaders risked ethnic, 
sectarian and factional rivalry being  
played out on the airwaves. Indeed, some 
media outlets were already stirring up 
these tensions.

RTA was the only broadcaster with a 
national presence but, although it reached 
all major ethnic groups in their own 
languages, it remained the voice of the 
government. Staff were poorly paid and 
often compelled to moonlight with other 
organisations to increase their incomes. 
As such, morale was low and programme 
standards declining.

Interviews, perspectives and analysis 
gathered for BBC Media Action’s policy 
briefing	revealed	a	strong	appetite	–	
among donors and the country at large 
– to develop a free and independent media 
capable of holding authority to account, of 
enabling national and civil dialogue, and of 
informing the Afghan people about issues 
that affected them. Nonetheless, efforts 

thus far to reform RTA and make it more 
effective (e.g. the 2009 Media Law) had 
foundered because of a lack of presidential 
will and donor support. 

The report pointed to a number of policy 
ideas that could address this – including 
making RTA a public corporation with 
greater	autonomy	in	financial	and	
personnel matters so it could improve 
its effectiveness as a public service 
broadcaster. 

As	a	result	of	the	policy	briefing,	more	
than 100 Afghan media leaders and 
journalists gathered in 2013 to discuss the 
future of the fragile and uncertain Afghan 
media ahead of security responsibilities 
being transferred from international 
coalition forces to the Afghan government 
in 2014.

Then, in October 2014, President Ashraf 
Ghani asked BBC Media Action to prepare 
a feasibility study for the transformation 
of the state broadcaster RTA into a 
more effective public service broadcaster. 
BBC Media Action’s country director 
was invited to participate in an advisory 
committee to oversee RTA’s reform 
process. 

However, since the 2014 election and  
the formation of the NUG, reform in this 
area	has	significantly	slowed.	Moreover,	
with the widespread challenges facing 
NUG, it is unlikely that much momentum 
for further reform is feasible in the 
immediate term. 

Policy-level engagement
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3.6 Overall impact: contributing to improved accountability

At the project’s outset, public debate about issues affecting the political and social stability of 
Afghans across the country was judged to be fragmented and ineffective. Through its focus 
on issues of importance to the population, the project aimed to role-model constructive 
political debate, encourage a focus on accountability within the media sector, and contribute to 
rebuilding trust in the political and social processes in Afghanistan. 

3.6.1 Open Jirga’s role in improving accountability
Accountability, as conceptualised by BBC Media Action, is amorphous and complex and, 
as such, it is challenging to measure accurately the extent to which it increased, or how a 
particular media programme may have played a role in that. One way that BBC Media Action 
attempted to capture this in relation to Open Jirga was simply through asking audiences 
whether they felt the programme had a role in holding government to account. 

In 2015, the majority of people reached by Open Jirga in the previous 12 months (83%) at 
least agreed that the programme played a role in holding government to account. Within that, 
almost	three	in	10	(28%)	strongly	agreed	this	was	the	case	–	an	increase	of	five	percentage	
points on the same measure in the previous year. The longevity of the programme and its 
consistent broadcasting throughout the election period may have contributed to such audience 
perceptions. 

Qualitative research provided further insight into the ways that audiences felt Open Jirga 
contributed to holding power holders to account, as well as what they wanted the programme 
to do but did not feel it was achieving. Experts and audiences both felt that Open Jirga helped to 
ensure that those in power were better informed about the population’s needs and priorities 
by bringing important issues to their attention.

n   Audiences and experts were positive 
about the role that Open Jirga played in 
improving public deliberation between 
citizens and power holders

n   Findings were more mixed as to 
whether the deliberation Open Jirga 
showcased was actually able to make 
leaders more responsive to citizens’ 
needs and questions 

n   Without additional follow-up to ensure 
that action was taken, audiences and 
experts felt there was a limit to the 
role that Open Jirga could play in holding 
leaders to account

n   New Home, New Life may have 
supported local-level accountability by 
modelling ways in which listeners could 
contact local authorities. This in turn 
may have empowered audiences to take 
action in their own communities

Key insights
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They also felt that the programme reinforced power holders’ responsibilities towards citizens, 
with some mentioning that Open Jirga	helped	to	put	pressure	on	leaders	to	fulfil	these	duties.

The research also provided examples of panellists taking action after appearing on Open Jirga. 
For example, one panellist described how she had followed up on the discussion started on the 
programme (about child rights) by working on draft legislation, further discussing these issues 
at a conference and undertaking research.

However, while research participants praised Open Jirga for its constructive dialogue and 
opportunity to ask questions, they had little expectation that solutions would be reached 
and actions taken. Indeed, the majority referred with disappointment to panellists’ promises, 
claiming that panellists enjoyed the stage Open Jirga provided, but did not always feel a duty 
to respond beyond the studio. In some cases, political cynicism was so strong that audiences 

After only a few episodes of Open Jirga had 
been broadcast, President Hamid Karzai 
contacted BBC Media Action and 
requested to appear, by himself, in a 
special episode. This was broadcast in 
March 2013 and audience questions 
covered a wide range of topics, including 
President Karzai’s performance over the 
last decade, Afghanistan’s relationship with 
the international community and the 
United States, the rule of law, 
infrastructure and peace with the Taliban. 
Questioning was respectful but robust. 

One man reminded the President of his 
previous promise in the National Assembly 
to curb corruption and said that he had 
not taken action despite his promise. 
Another man, 32-year-old Asadullah 
Kamawi, who had lost both his legs in the 
country’s	civil	conflict,	raised	a	question	
about the needs of people with disabilities.lii 
After the programme, President Karzai 
invited him to the Council of Ministers’ 
meeting to discuss the issue with the 
entire cabinet and a disabled adviser was 
employed to every government ministry.

Story of change: special episode of Open Jirga with  
President Karzai in 2013

It [Open Jirga] is a good opportunity for government 
officials as well. They are often surrounded by few people 
and have no connections with the people. But, when they 
appear on Open Jirga they are linked with the people and 
directly talk to them.
 Governance expert, endline expert panel, 2016

I like the entire programme because it makes government 
officials realise that they are responsible before the nation 
[and] therefore must perform their duties effectively and 
serve the country honestly.
 Male audience member, midline audience study, 2014/15 
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described	feeling	that	there	was	no	point	in	raising	issues	with	officials,	because	they	just	did	
not trust the leaders to respond to their requests or follow up on their promises. 

Nonetheless, audiences suggested that one small step towards increasing panellists’ 
accountability would be to allocate time at the end of each episode to summarise the key 
actions discussed.

Several of these issues relate to government responsiveness more generally and the  
extremely	difficult	accountability	context	in	Afghanistan	over	the	course	of	the	project.	 
While Open Jirga	was	able	to	positively	influence	many	individual-level	outcomes	(such	
as	knowledge,	discussion	and	efficacy),	gains	beyond	this	were	severely	hampered	by	the	
challenging political environment.

3.6.2 New Home, New Life’s role in improving accountability 
Although audiences primarily saw the drama as being about social issues relating to family and 
community life, many also recalled the accountability storylines. They said that these concerned 
community problem-solving and helped them understand the ways that ‘people like them’ could 
raise issues and be involved in local-level decision-making. 

There is some evidence to suggest that the drama supported local-level accountability insofar 
as it modelled ways in which listeners could contact local authorities and, as such, may have 
contributed to empowering audiences to take actions in their own communities.

Why does BBC [Media Action] not invite panellists back 
to ask them about the promises they made in previous 
[episodes]? It could use the records as proof; it could ask 
them about their responsibilities… [This is what the 
programme should do] if it is going to have a greater effect 
on accountability.
 Male audience member, Kabul, endline audience study, 2016

I remember that episode when tribal and religious leaders 
resolved a dispute that residents of two villages were having 
over a tree. This was very interesting for me because it 
increased my awareness about solving problems that we  
face sometimes in our village.
 Male, China village, midline audience study, 2014/15 
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A female audience member 
questions panellists as part of an 

Open Jirga TV debate in Kabul
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At	the	end	of	the	five-year-long	Global	Grant	project	in	Afghanistan,	are	Afghans	better	
informed and more engaged in tackling challenges in governance? And are state–society 
governance relations more accountable? If so, to what extent did BBC Media Action’s 
intervention	influence	these	outcomes?

The evaluation revealed that audiences and experts felt Open Jirga provided a much-needed 
bridge between citizens (from across the country) and power holders, and an important space for 
constructive dialogue. Experts highlighted that this opportunity is still relatively unique, both 
within and beyond Afghanistan’s media. 

More than 84% of those that tuned into Open Jirga and/or New Home, New Life reported that 
the programmes had increased their knowledge of key governance issues, including their 
responsibility to hold leaders to account. Audiences felt that the topics covered were relevant to 
their daily lives and frequently discussed these with their family and friends afterwards. 
Importantly, the shows helped audiences (including women and less educated individuals) to 
understand	and	built	their	confidence	about	how	to	hold	the	government	accountable.	

Open Jirga’s	influence	on	increasing	women’s	profile	and	participation	in	public	dialogue	and	debate	
might be considered a particular success given the setting in which it was operating. Audiences 
felt	it	had	influenced	men’s	attitudes	towards	women	and	had	demonstrated	that	women	 
were as capable as men at holding leaders to account. Women found New Home, New Life 
empowering because it highlighted the positive problem-solving and decision-making roles they 
often play in society, and challenged social norms around marriage and gender discrimination.

Nonetheless, while Open Jirga	positively	influenced	many	individual-level	outcomes	(such	as	
knowledge,	discussion	and	efficacy),	gains	beyond	this	were	severely	hampered	by	the	challenging	
social	and	political	environment.	For	instance,	Afghan	women	are	often	unable	to	approach	officials	
without a male family member. Furthermore, many respondents said it was impossible to schedule 
meetings	with	officials	and	were	sceptical	about	leaders’	responsiveness	outside	of	Open Jirga.

Research found that New Home, New Life’s characters and storylines successfully supported 
audiences to learn about how to raise issues locally. There was some evidence to suggest that 
the actions modelled in the drama – such as contacting local authorities, monitoring projects 
and	resolving	conflicts	–	were	being	replicated	by	listeners	in	their	own	communities.	

The training and mentoring delivered through the capacity-strengthening partnership with RTA 
successfully built the technical skills required for staff to produce Open Jirga. Some trainees 
additionally used their newly gained skills to positive effect on other programmes. While there 
was	inevitable	editorial	learning	for	all	RTA	staff	working	on	a	flagship	programme	such	as	Open 
Jirga, by not meeting the project’s aspirations to deliver editorial skills training, impact in this 
area was limited. Despite this, audiences, experts and trainees agreed that Open Jirga compared 
favourably with, and had set a benchmark for, competitor programmes – with experts noting 
that it was important for RTA, the state broadcaster, to be producing such a show.

4. CONCLUSIONS: to what extent has the 
project met its objectives?



Priority governance challenges to be addressed 
through the intervention:
• Lack of public engagement in the political process
• Lack of accountability and transparency
•		High	levels	of	corruption	and	erosion	of	confidence	

in governance structures and institutions
• Circumvention of formal justice processes 
•  Lack of respect for and protection of people’s 

rights, particularly women’s rights

Media and communication challenges:
Over the last decade, Afghanistan has developed a 
commercially	profitable,	increasingly	professional,	
vibrant and popular media, which plays a critical 
role in the cultural and political life of the nation. 
Much of it is home-grown, although it has been 
substantially supported by the international 
community. The sector is, however, fragile and 
fractured and vulnerable to political control.

Cumulative outcome:
Individuals, communities and governments in Afghanistan are better informed and more constructively engaged 
in tackling challenges in governance.

Impact: More accountable, peaceful and inclusive state–society relations in Afghanistan.

Objective 1: 
Increased 
opportunities 
for Afghans 
to interact 
directly with 
and question 
public	officials	
and express 
their opinions 
and needs, 
and also 
normalising 
the culture of 
questioning 
by different 
groups

Objective 2: 
Improve 
audiences’ 
understanding 
of existing 
processes 
and platforms 
through 
which the 
government 
can be held 
accountable

Objective 3: 
Increase the 
profile	and	
participation 
of women in 
public debate

Objective 4: 
Raise 
production 
skills and 
standards of 
RTA to 
produce TV 
and radio 
coverage

Objective 5: 
Raise 
standards of 
RTA to 
produce 
balanced and 
high technical 
quality 
governance 
programming 
that sets a 
benchmark 
for other 
Afghan media 
organisations

Objective 5: 
Improve 
public 
deliberation 
and 
interaction 
between 
citizens and 
political 
leaders
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1. Afghanistan Global Grant governance project’s 
revised theory of change

5. APPENDICES

2. Cumulative reach calculations

Cumulative reach measures long-term engagement in a particular country and 
across all countries, and the measure was used to set the overall reach targets at 
the beginning of the Global Grant. The measure utilises a calculation acknowledging 
10% of new listeners and/or viewers within existing audiences year-on-year. The 
10% is seen as a conservative estimate and takes into account the following:
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• 15-year-olds entering the survey data and older people leaving
• New viewers or listeners reached by programming
• Natural turnover – people reached previously but no longer viewing or listening
• Increased geographical reach, improved access and new broadcast partnerships

This 10% is applied on the principle of adding the ‘lowest reach’; this means that if the reach 
figure	for	the	prior	year	is	higher	than	the	current	year,	then	10%	of	the	reach	from	the	
current	year	is	added	on	to	the	cumulative	reach	figure.	In	turn,	if	the	reach	figure	in	the	
current	year	is	higher	than	the	reach	figure	from	the	prior	year,	then	10%	of	the	reach	figure	
from the prior year is added to the total amount.

3. Survey methodology

Quantitative studies in 2014 and 2015 were completed via an omnibus survey. BBC Media 
Action Global Grant reach, outcome and impact questions were added to a wider study 
conducted for BBC World Service and supervised by BBC World Service Audiences (previously 
known as MC&A). The surveys were nationally representative, covering all seven regions and 
34 provinces of Afghanistan. The sampling frame was based on the most recent (2012–2013) 
population	estimates	of	those	aged	15	years	and	above,	released	by	the	Central	Statistics	Office	
(CSO) of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. A probability proportionate to size multistage 
random sampling approach was used with strata applied for region and location (urban or rural; 
Nahia or non-Nahia), province (stage I), district (stage II) and primary sampling unit (stage III). 
Households were selected using pre-determined prominent starting points: in urban areas, the 
third lane on the right side of the route; and for rural areas, the central bazaar or mosque – 
and then following the right hand rule. In buildings with more than one household, no more 
than two households were interviewed. Household members were selected using a Kish grid.

Data collection, field monitoring and data checks
Fieldwork was conducted by independent Afghan data collection agencies. Face-to-face 
interviews were completed in Dari and Pashto. Due to insecurity and insurgent activity, some 
of the primary sampling units (PSUs) originally selected were reassigned, using the same 
multistage random sampling approach as for the original sample. Due to persistent insecurity, 
no PSUs in urban areas in the Southern province could be completed in 2015. 

A	proportion	of	interviews	were	monitored	by	field	supervisors	during	data	collection	and	
approximately 20% of completed interviews were back-checked by a supervisor. Back-checks 
focused on selection of households and respondents and three key questions from the main 
body of the survey. 

Twenty per cent of all data was re-entered and compared against existing entries. 
Questionnaires were re-entered if the error rate was above 2%. 

Analysis
Samples were weighted using a nested weighting approach including age, gender, location and 
region. The nested weights utilised the most up-to-date population estimates published by the 
CSO of Afghanistan (2014). 
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