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support Somalis throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic? 
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Somalia and the pandemic
 

In Somalia and Somaliland, which have a combined population of 15.9 million people,1 the 
first confirmed cases of COVID-19 were reported in March 2020. The Federal Government 
of Somalia and Somaliland responded with a series of urgent measures to protect citizens, 
launching measures including a national contingency plan for preparedness and response 
to COVID-19 and an emergency task force comprising government ministries, donors, UN 
agencies, and international and other non-governmental organisations. 

BBC Media Action’s response

BBC Media Action was well-placed to respond quickly to the pandemic in Somalia as 
it has long-standing relationships with broadcasters across the country. In times of 
national crisis, citizens turn to trusted media for critical life-saving information. When the 
pandemic started, BBC Media Action was supporting two radio programmes that were 
broadcast nationwide, including Puntland and Somaliland on the BBC Somali Service2. 
With approval from donors, BBC Media Action pivoted the programmes – Hagaha 
Nolosha (Life Guidance) and Mawjaddaha Baraaruga (Making Waves) to communicate 
important information related to COVID-19 and secured new funding to support this 
work throughout the pandemic.

•   The UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office funded Hagaha Nolosha 
was adapted to meet the COVID -19 information needs of Somalis. 

•   Funding from Unilever enabled the production of public service announcements (PSAs) 
on radio, TV and social media on handwashing and surface hygiene to prevent the 
spread of COVID -19. 

•   Supported by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), BBC 
Media Action adapted its women’s economic empowerment programme Mawjaddaha 
Baraaruga to include content to help marginalised women to continue earning while 
keeping themselves and their families safe. 

1     Population Reference Bureau – https://www.prb.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/letter-booklet-2020-
world-population.pdf

2   The BBC Somali Service broadcasts in parts of Ethiopia and Kenya too 
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In total, BBC Media Action:

Produced 48 radio episodes and 10 audio PSAs nationally 
on BBC Somali Service and 10 video PSAs on TV and 
Facebook. 

Created 76 posts on the BBC Media Action Somali Facebook 
page, and page followers grew from 93,000 in July 2020 to 
99,000 in December 2020. 

Mentored the BBC Media Action production team in Somalia, 
who then trained 24 journalists and radio producers on 
responsible communication in a public health emergency via 
informative and educational programmes. 

Developed and translated a handbook for media practitioners, Buug-
gacmeedka Saxafada: fayruuska cusub ee coronavirus iyo COVID-19 
(Handbook for Media: the new coronavirus and COVID-19).3 

48

3   Following specialist training, BBC Media Action managers trained local staff and partners on safeguarding, 
whistleblowing and respect at work, while mentors used the translated handbook to train partner station 
producers. 

4   BBC Media Action (2021) Somalia Media Landscape: Key Results. Available at: http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/
rmhttp/mediaaction/pdf/research-infographic-covid-hbcc-media-landscape-somalia-2021.pdf

Co-produced 268 local programmes with local radio 
stations between July and December 2020. 268

76
24
1

URBAN RURAL
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Using multiple platforms to reach diverse audiences

Radio remains the most popular media platform in Somalia. Over half (51%) of Somalis 
listen to the radio every week (54% urban citizens and 46% rural).4 BBC Media Action’s 
COVID-19 response employed different radio formats; dramas, creative PSAs and 
magazine programmes to reach different audiences across Somalia. 

For example one of the radio programmes we produced for the NORAD funded project 
was called Mawjaddaha Baraaruga and was broadcast on the BBC Somalia Service, 
which reaches an estimated weekly audience of over 4 million. The programme featured 
15 minutes of discussion and a 15 minute drama. Local partner radio stations across 
Somalia rebroadcast the drama, adding their own local discussion programme. These 
partner stations included Radio Goobjoog, Radio Dalsan, Radio Hargeisa, Radio 
VOSWO, and Radio Daljir. In addition to these radio stations, the FCDO funded project 
also worked with Radio Kismayo, Radio Mustaqbal, Radio Jowhar, Radio Baidao, Radio 
Garowe, Radio Galguduud, and produced a weekly 15 minute show which included a 
short drama. 
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To reach an even wider audience, BBC Media Action produced video PSAs that were 
broadcast on TV and social media. Both of these platforms are increasingly important in 
Somalia – our research5 suggests that 42% of the population accesses the internet and 
36% watches TV. Social media is increasing in popularity among Somalis accessed by 
40% of the population, mostly young, urban and relatively well-off people. Throughout 
this project we were approached by additional broadcasters who wanted to air our 
content for free. 

Research and programming throughout the pandemic

All BBC Media Action projects are designed to meet audience needs, identified through robust 
research. For example, formative research in Somalia identified the social norm of politeness and 
friendliness while greeting each other, which involves shaking hands or hugging. Young audience 
members stated that refusing to hug elders is considered rude, making it difficult to socially distance. 

Drawing on these insights, BBC Media Action identified a communication objective on ‘how the virus 
has changed the way people behave’. The production teams responded by creating PSAs that focused 
on social distancing while respecting elders. One character in the PSA said, “Today, my distance from 
you demonstrates how close I am to you because respect and love will not allow me to endanger your 
life. We will shake hands and hug each other in safer times.” 

Pre-testing helped BBC Media Action to develop content for PSAs on Facebook, testing the same 
content in animated form and using actors – we found that audiences preferred the live action format. 

The need to comply with COVID-19 regulations and preventive measures meant that production teams 
had to overcome two main challenges – programmes took longer and cost more to produce.

An example of how Hagaha Nolosha deployed research 

5   Media landscape link http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/rmhttp/mediaaction/pdf/research-infographic-covid-
hbcc-media-landscape-somalia-2021.pdf
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Adaptive and flexible research methods

BBC Media Action applied the learnings from robust multi-method research conducted 
in Somalia when developing its COVID-19 content. 

This included:

Focus group discussions, mini group discussions and in-depth interviews with a panel 
of general audience members, including people from marginalised, vulnerable groups 
such as internally displaced people (IDPs) and people with disabilities so their voices 
and needs could be understood and communicated to the programme team.

In-depth interviews with key stakeholders such as health professionals, government 
officials, religious leaders and business men and women. 

A large scale nationally representative quantitative survey of 2,000 Somalis aged 
18+ conducted in 17 out of 18 regions across Somaliland, South Central Somalia and 
Puntland in March and April 2021. 

Descriptive analysis and regression analysis was applied to the survey data, controlling 
for demographic factors such as sex, location, income, disability and age, people’s 
concern about catching coronavirus6 and the self-reported impact of COVID-19 on 
their lives.7 Qualitative data was transcribed and the data was analysed thematically. 
Immersion sessions were held. These involved taking a closer look at the data, using 
field notes and transcripts. The sessions included the project, local and central research 
teams who investigated the data and mined it for insights. 

Rising to the challenges of data collection during the pandemic 

BBC Media Action’s research methods were adapted to ensure that COVID-19 
precautions were followed. For example, interviews were conducted by telephone rather 
than face-to-face, and online methods were used when appropriate. 

Somalia was one of the first BBC Media Action countries to collect data during the 
pandemic, setting an example of best practice for other countries where BBC Media 
Action works. For example, conducting focus groups with audiences proved difficult over 
the telephone as respondents often did not answer or forgot their appointments. The 
team implemented measures to remind respondents, conducted mini groups with a few 
respondents at a time and individual interviews with vulnerable audience members who 
did not want to take part in group discussions. 
 
The field research teams also coped with the ongoing security challenges while 
collecting data, especially in south central Somalia. Before conducting the quantitative 
survey, enumerators received training on BBC Media Action’s stringent safeguarding and 
security protocols. 

1

2
3

6   Research question: “How concerned are you about you or a family member contracting the coronavirus?”
7   Research question: “Overall, what has been the biggest impact of the coronavirus pandemic on you and your 

family so far? Please think about impact the pandemic has had on all aspects of your life in general.”
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51%

39%

Key findings from audience research

REACH

The content reached a large proportion of Somalia’s population 

Overall, 51% of the adult population8 (3.7 million people) were reached by Hagaha 
Nolosha or Mawjadaha Baraarugga9, or had seen/heard at least one PSA10.

The content generated a loyal audience 

Over one-third (39%) of Somalia’s adult population – 2.84 million people – were 
regularly reached by Hagaha Nolosha or Mawjadaha Baraarugga or had heard/seen at 
least one PSA six times.12

Regular audiences for the programmes and PSAs were slightly more male, urban and 
educated. For example for Hagaha Nolosha, the majority of regular listeners were male – 
55% compared to 45% female. Regular listeners were more educated and more likely to 
come from urban areas than less regular listeners. This may reflect radio access which is 
also significantly higher for males with a university education. 

8   Adult population is those aged 18 years and above.
9   “Reached” means people who listened to an episode in the 12 months before the survey
10   Respondents listened or watched any of the four PSAs, described or played in the survey, in the past 3 

months.
11   *PSAs Reach reported among adult population 15 years of age or older.
12   Heard or seen one PSA at least 6 times within the last three months.
13   “Regularly reached” is defined as listening to at least every other programme episode, so at least twice a 

month, or having heard/seen at least one PSA at least six times in previous three months.

29%

25%

24%

22%

46%
Hagaha Nolosha  

reached 29% of the  
adult population 

25% of the adult population were  
regular listeners of Hagaha Nolosha 

(listening to at least every other episode) 
approximately 1.8 million people.13 

Mawjadaha Baraarugga 
reached 24% of the  

adult population 

22% of the Somalia adult population were 
regular listeners of Mawjadaha Baraaruga  
(listening to at least every other episode)

approximately 1.59 million people. 

The PSAs reached  
46% of the  

adult population.11
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 We learned the precaution measure and the importance of following 
the guidelines to protect ourselves and others.  
 Marginalised woman working in the informal business sector, Garowe, urban, Radio Daljir listener

 Usually, it is my neighbours who have a 
rather superstitious belief about COVID-19. I 
always use the information given by BBC Media Action as a reference to 
judge whether information is correct or not.  
 Person with a disability, 18+ years, Mogadishu, Hagaha Nolosha listener

 I liked hearing doctors on the programme. They know the facts, they 
are working in hospitals and with COVID-19 patients.  
 Woman, 18–25 years, with a high level of education, Hargeisa 

ENGAGEMENT

Listeners felt the content was engaging, relevant and informative 

Research showed that the media content addressed problems that people were facing in 
their everyday lives and gave them information on how to adapt during the pandemic. 

For example, Mawjaddaha Baraaruga listeners found the programme interesting 
and entertaining. Women in business talked about how it offered them positive 
encouragement and provided them with invaluable expert advice such as preventing 
COVID-19, profitability, and the importance of insurance. 

Listeners trusted the content and  
felt it was accurate

BBC content is trusted by audiences across 
Somalia, including vulnerable people such as 
older people, those with disabilities and IDPs. 

The vast majority of regular listeners of Hagaha Nolosha (95%) agreed with the 
statement, “I trust the information and advice from the programme Hagaha Nolosha”. 

IMPACT 

The media content increased knowledge and understanding 

Formative research indicated that audiences had prior knowledge of how COVID-19 is 
spread. The endline confirmed this, with people’s knowledge about behaviours which can 
prevent COVID-19 to be high amongst both listeners and non-listeners.
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The BBC Media Action programmes sought to increase the depth of people’s knowledge, 
for example emphasising how COVID-19 is spread. Analysis showed that listeners 
were significantly more likely to know that COVID-19 can be spread by closeness to an 
infected person (75%) compared with others (67%). Findings showed though that there 
were areas that could be improved e.g. how COVID-19 can be spread by coughing and 
sneezing or touching contaminated surfaces.

The programmes also looked to reach more vulnerable populations particularly older 
people where the overall knowledge around COVID-19 tended to be lower. Qualitative 
research found that older and less educated Hagaha Nolosha listeners said they learned 
the symptoms of COVID-19 and how the virus is transmitted, including from surfaces, 
being close to others and shaking hands. They also learned how to protect themselves 
and how to self-isolate. 

Audience members were better able to identify COVID-19 misinformation 

The formative research identified misconceptions about COVID-19 – that a separate 
strain exists in Somalia, that the virus cannot survive in a hot climate and that it does not 
affect Muslims. The programmes addressed these common misconceptions in two ways, 
first by featuring interviews with experts and secondly by featuring Somalis who had 
contracted the virus in programme content who have contracted the virus. 

Out of five misconceptions14 relating to COVID-19, people regularly reached by  
BBC Media Action’s programming on average identified 3.8 statements as false. 
People not regularly reached by this content on average identified only half of these 
statements (2.6) as false. 

Fostering discussion 

The BBC Media Action projects in Somalia aimed to foster discussion among audience 
members and the wider community, by creating interesting, timely programmes and 
dramas reflecting real life.

14   These false statements were: 1 Coronavirus cannot survive in a hot climate. 2 Drinking water or other hot 
liquids will wash the coronavirus down through your throat and into the stomach, once there, your stomach 
acid will kill all the virus. 3 Coronavirus no longer exists in Somalia/Somaliland. 4 Coronavirus doesn’t 
affect Muslim people. 5 Coronavirus is just an excuse for the government to get more money from donors. 

 Before, I believed that this disease targets only non-Muslims. However, 
we’ve heard on the programme that it can affect both a Muslim and a 
non-Muslim.  
 Man, 26–35 years, IDP, Kismayo, Hagaha Nolosha listener
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Across all the media content, audience members reported discussing what they heard/
saw with their friends and family: 

•   The majority (78%) of regular Hagaha Nolosha listeners and 61% of audiences who had 
listened or watched the PSAs said they had discussed them with others including their 
friends and family.

Mawjaddaha Baraaruga listeners talked about discussing aspects of the programme, for 
example the effects of COVID-19 on their business.

Tackling stigma 

Formative research found that some COVID-19 preventative measures were stigmatised 
in Somalia, particularly wearing face masks – some people thought mask wearers 
had COVID-19 or did not have faith in God. Social distancing was seen as culturally 
unacceptable and generally rude. People who tested positive for COVID-19 were 
shunned, which led to people avoiding getting tested or not warning others if they had 
COVID-19 symptoms.

To address this stigma, Tilaamne (the drama section of Hagaha Nolosha) included 
discussions between the characters who held opposing views about preventative measures. 
The discussion part of the programme also included some Somalis who had been 
affected by COVID-19 or had contracted the virus, to reduce stigma. 

Research showed that this content helped to reduce the stigma and supported people to 
make the decisions they wanted. Audience members also reported feeling encouraged by 
the programme to wear face masks, even if they faced some stigma in their communities. 

The Mawjadaha Baraarugga drama segment also helped to address stigma.

 Personally, I explain the programme to my daughter. I encourage her to 
listen to the programme by informing her that it might be useful for her.  
 Father of a woman working in the informal sector, Mogadishu, Radio Goobjoog listener 

 I can’t ask my customers to keep away from each other or from me – 
they could be offended and just go to another shop.  
 Small business owner, Hargeisa

 In the drama where Sacdiyo was telling her uncle about a man wearing 
[a] face mask, and the old man was laughing at him. That part has 
encouraged me not to listen to the people who abuse and say mean 
things about me when I wear the mask, and that the only important thing 
is keeping yourself and others safe.   

Woman, 18–25 years, Hargeisa
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Take up of COVID-19 preventative measures 

In an unprompted question about what they have done to protect themselves from 
COVID-19, regular listeners to BBC Media Action programming mentioned having 
taken an average of 3.0 actions to protect themselves from COVID-19, whereas those 
not reached regularly said they had taken an average of 2.6 actions. This included 
proper handwashing, social distancing, mask wearing and covering their mouth and 
nose while sneezing.

In addition, research found that 60% of regular Mawjaddaha Baraaruga listeners said 
they had done something differently to protect their business from COVID-19 as a result 
of listening to the programme. 

Increased handwashing among the most vulnerable people

Formative research found that while knowledge of hygiene is relatively high in Somalia, 
the practice of handwashing with soap is low. Memorable characters, such as Captain 
Suleiman in the PSAs, reinforced knowledge of hygiene practices (including wudu, 
the Muslim practice of washing before prayers). The PSAs featured the practice of 
handwashing at key times – when arriving home, after touching surfaces, before eating 
and after using the toilet. Religious leaders talked about best practices while praying and 
attending the Mosque.

These strategies were successful. Regularly reached programme audiences were 
significantly more likely to mention using a range of COVID-19 prevention measures 
than other people. For example, 65% of regular PSA audience members reported having 
“learned a lot” after watching or listening to the PSAs, particularly about handwashing. 

 I got a small cough and dry throat, then I was starting self-restrictions 
and [staying] far away [from] my children and all people. At the same 
time, I was listening to the Hagaha Nolosha programme on Mustaqbal 
radio, [from] which I got helpful information about COVID-19 instead  
of rumours.  
 Man, 18+ years, IDP, Mogadishu

 I made sure that hand sanitisers and masks are available in my store 
and at home as well. I spread whatever information I gain from the 
programme to the rest of the community.  
 Marginalised woman working in the informal business sector, Garowe, Radio Daljir listener

 Mr Suleiman was a sort of a clown and conveys messages in a simple 
and funny way.  
 Woman, 18–25 years, Hargeisa, PSA listener 
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Similarly, over 66% of those regularly reached by Hagaha Nolosha mentioned 
“handwashing with soap and water” as a step they take to prevent COVID-19, compared 
to 53% of those not regularly reached. 

USE OF FORMATS 

Using drama, PSAs and a magazine format helped to reinforce information 

The different formats used in Somalia were designed to complement each other  
and reinforce learning. For example, the drama segment of Mawjaddaha Baraaruga  
used role models and stories to encourage women in business, and the discussion 
segment presented advice from experts on how to deal with the effects of the pandemic 
on business. 

Drama conveyed information in a relatable way 

Tilmaame, the drama element of Hagaha Nolosha, used real-life scenarios to help people 
understand the importance of following prevention methods, such as through a storyline 
in which a restaurant owner explains how he protects his customers, and a barber who 
does not follow the guidelines. 

 The drama was informative, it was not only for fun. The drama was 
awareness-raising and was delivering an important message.   
 Man, 18+ years, IDP, Mogadishu
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People empathised with the characters, remembered them and appreciated their humour

Regular listeners remembered characters from the drama Tilmaane. Almost one-third 
(30%) of regular listeners mentioned that the characters were funny.

The drama segment of Mawjaddaha Baraaruga – Talo iyo Tacab (Trial and Triumph) – also 
had several popular characters, such as Maryan and Yasmin whose husbands are not 
supportive of their business endeavours. Listeners mentioned that many women face 
similar struggles to juggle their business and their family responsibilities. 

Engaging and humorous characters in the PSAs, such as Captain Suleiman, were popular 
for their conversational tone and interesting storylines. A quarter of the audience (24%) 
recalled this character from the PSAs.

People appreciated the range of credible voices involved in discussions

The discussion segments of the BBC Media Action radio programmes were well-liked 
by audience members, especially when they included personal stories of people who had 
contracted COVID-19 or experts such as doctors and religious leaders who are perceived 
as a reliable and credible source of information. 

 I would say that the majority of the people listen to the drama. But this 
is different from other drama, because it gives awareness to listeners. It is 
different from other drama that is a waste of time.  
 Husband/father of a woman working in the informal sector, Mogadishu, Radio Goobjoog

 I like the way he says goodbye to the virus. He says, ‘Can you hear me? 
I am Captain Suleiman, bye, bye COVID-19’. I find the storyline very interesting 
and always listen to it with happiness and it never bores me.   
 Man, 26 years, PSA listener, Kismayo
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Sustainable benefits for journalists 

With the help of partner radio stations, BBC Media Action produced national programmes with 
material collected from all parts of Somalia and Somaliland. These partner stations also produced 
specific programmes for their local audiences. 

The BBC Media Action production team in Somalia was trained by BBC Media Action colleagues based 
in London. This training cascaded to local production teams and local partners’ production teams.

Partner station journalists gathered feedback from audience members via social media and call-in 
programmes. These journalists believe that both BBC Media Action’s national programmes and local 
programmes have had a positive impact on their communities. Some of them said that since working on 
the BBC Media Action COVID-19 programmes, the partner radio stations have begun producing 
additional health programmes.

 I really believe that it had a beautiful impact on our listeners… The 
first wave of the disease slowed the media … as well, so this (Hagaha 
Nolosha) became one of the few programmes that stayed on air to tell 
the audience that the disease is still here. We received many calls of 
people telling us that the message awareness has encouraged them 
[to] transform their lives for the better. Survivors of COVID-19 and 
doctors tell us that they want to listen to the programme and ask 
when is the next one going to be aired.   

Female media practitioner, Mogadishu 
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Learnings and recommendations 

Our work in 2020 and 2021 focused on different aspects of COVID-19 to provide 
audiences with accurate information and appropriate strategies to deal with the 
pandemic. This media content contributed to increased knowledge, changed attitudes 
and positive behaviour change to counter the damaging effects of the pandemic. Overall, 
audiences and media professionals suggest that the programmes should continue to 
provide COVID-19 awareness and information and focus on how to live with the virus as 
the pandemic continues. 

Audiences in Somalia need clear information about COVID-19 that they can trust. While 
knowledge of COVID-19 methods of transmission and of some preventative measures 
is high, in some specific areas knowledge about transmission varies, for example 
understanding that COVID-19 is spread through coughing and sneezing.

Audience members need guidance on how they can continue to protect themselves 
and their families, and people they meet for business, from COVID-19. They also need 
information on vaccination, as the survey found that vaccine hesitancy exists in Somalia. 
Almost one-third (29%) of respondents said they would “probably not” or “definitely 
not” take a vaccine to protect themselves against COVID-19. When asked, “Are there 
any reasons you would not get vaccinated to protect against COVID-19?”, the top two 
responses were “fear of side effects/make me sick” (28%) and “Lack of information about 
the vaccine/want more information before deciding” (24%). 

As the pandemic continues and new variants emerge, misconceptions continue to exist. 
Media programming should continue to address existing and emerging misconceptions, 
by using experts to give accurate and reliable information to counter rumours and make 
Somalis more aware of the harm of spreading misinformation. 

By including the voices of people from marginalised groups such as people with 
disabilities, people living in IDP camps and vulnerable women, future programming can 
be more inclusive and target the specific needs of these audiences. 

 I don’t think the people of Kismayo will take the vaccine without  
the proper counselling of international experts and a lot of awareness. 
The people who live here are very traditional and trust their traditional 
medicine over western vaccines, but this could only be changed with  
more awareness.   

Government official, Kismayo, Mawjaddaha Baraaruga listener
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Media communication can be also used to understand and address harmful gender 
practices. Research has revealed that Somalis are concerned the pandemic may lead to 
an increase in intimate partner violence as a result of the pandemic.15 Female respondents 
to BBC Media Action’s midline research study for Mawjaddaha Baraaruga, conducted in 
April 2021, mentioned how badly their education was affected by the pandemic.

Using multiple platforms and formats has helped to reach a wide range of Somalis and 
convey information in a way that caters to specific audience needs. Radio is the most 
widely accessed medium, especially for the most vulnerable populations, and social 
media is important, particularly to reach a younger audience. Drama effectively creates 
empathy and relatable scenarios and characters while factual discussion segments 
enhance the credibility of key messages and enable issues to be debated. Radio 
discussion segments enhance the credibility of key messages and enable different issues 
to be debated. 

Continuing to build the skills of the Somali media sector is essential in order to produce 
locally tailored content relating to COVID-19, such as addressing specific Somali social 
norms that challenge virus preventative measures and treatment. Journalists and 
partner radio stations both need support to produce programmes that reflect people’s 
needs and to ensure sustainability.

15   See, for example: Save the Children International (2020) Impact of Covid-19 Outbreak on Children and 
Women: Save the Children Somalia multi sector study. Available at: https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.
net/pdf/save_the_children_impact_of_covid19_on_women_and_children_in_somalia_report.pdf/

 The disease had a huge impact on all of our lives, whether… financial 
distress or the education facilities lockdown. My college was giving 
classes online, and getting the money to buy the internet data was an 
extra cost I had to pay to continue with my classes. 
 Woman who does not work, rural Kismayo, BBC Somali Service listener 
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