HIV/AIDS Prevention and Control for Humanitarian Workers - Course notes

Introduction to communication
 

Developing effective communication programs has been described as both an art and a science.

Communication is part of our everyday lives. It is an exchange of information that can be about knowledge and beliefs, or about feelings and attitudes. Communication can be one-way or two- way process. In two-way communication, the communicator intentionally sends a message to the receiver and the receiver responds with feedback. This is usually what happens in interpersonal communication.  
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However, a significant proportion of communication happens through one-way processes, such as television, radio, billboards and print media, where there is no immediate feedback. 

It is important to think about communication from the receiver’s point of view. While the communicator creates the message, it is the receiver who creates the meaning. 
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Messages may not be understood in exactly the way the communicator intended. If the message comes across in the wrong way, this can create misconceptions. Both the communicator and the receiver are subject to a variety of past and present experiences that influence each person’s understanding of the world they live in. These experiences  affect how each person will send out and receive information. 

In two-way communication, it is possible to avoid misunderstandings, because the receiver has the opportunity to ask for clarification and the communicator and receiver can together establish the meaning of the message through their interaction.  

In the case of one-way communication (as in mass media), the messages are developed by teams of communicators working together, e.g. television commercials or advertisements in magazines. These communicators do not get immediate feedback from their receivers (audiences). Therefore they must find ways of developing an understanding of their mass audiences. This can be accomplished in a number of ways: 

· thorough situation analysis of the target audience

· involve the target audience in developing of the messages

· careful pre-testing of the messages

· ongoing research to find out how the messages are received.

Building blocks of the communication process

The communication process contains four components or building blocks: 

1. the communicator 

2. the receiver (or audience)

3. the channel (or medium) 

4. the message 

It is important to examine the characteristics of each individual building block and to understand how they fit together.  Depending on the purpose of the communication, these building blocks can be used in different ways, but they must fit together in whatever setting they are used. Firstly, the message, the channel and the communicator must be appropriate to the audience, for example, in some cultural settings, it may be inappropriate to have posters displaying pictures of genitals, or of people having sex. Secondly, not all messages are appropriate to all channels, for example, it is difficult to convey the message of abstinence to an illiterate audience using posters. Radio programs or community theatre may be more appropriate channels in these circumstances. 

1. The communicator:

The source of the message is very important. The communicator could be either the actual person conveying the message or the organization responsible for producing the message, or both.

A communicator should have at least one of the following characteristics:

· Attractiveness:


Men and women who are physically attractive or have appealing characteristics; “cute” children.   

· Similarity to audience: 

(audience is able to identify with communicator): e.g. peer educators;    

· Inspire emotional involvement: 

(engage the heart as well as the mind) e.g. children; pregnant women.

· Credibility:



       (expertise and trustworthiness) Individuals or institutions. e.g. elders of a community; the Centers for   

       Disease Control (CDC); the Ministry of Health or a government official  .

· Power: 

(perceived as successful) e.g. statesmen, athletes, musicians, businessmen/women.  

Both credibility and power inspire respect. 

2. The receiver (audience):

It is important to understand the audience: who they are, what their circumstances are, what kinds of issues impact on their behavior and what kinds of media would reach them, etc. This involves a thorough situation analysis. 

· Population: What is the size and distribution of the target population? Where are they located geographically? What is their age and sex distribution?

· Language: What languages are spoken? Home language as well as second / third languages.

· Literacy and education: What are the literacy levels? What are the educational levels?

· Socio-cultural factors: What are the levels of knowledge and awareness of HIV and related issues? What are the myths? What are the beliefs and needs? How does gender influence infection? What are the power relationships between people? Who are the community leaders?

· Economic indicators: What activities are people engaged in? What/where are the major workplaces? How many people are unemployed and informally employed? What are the conditions in which people live, e.g. housing, water, sanitation?

· Health indicators: What health problems affect people? What are the priority health problems?

· Infection trends: What are the infection trends of STIs and HIV? Which high risk groups can be identified? What are the trends among low risk groups?

· Health infrastructure: How many clinics and other health facilities are there? What services do they provide? Are STIs managed appropriately? Are drugs available? Are free condoms available? Are socially marketed and commercial brands of condoms available? What resources are available for care and treatment of people with HIV/AIDS?

· Organizational/social infrastructure: Which NGOs, government departments and other social organizations involved in HIV/AIDS management? Which institutions can become involved, e.g. schools, prisons, workplaces, religious groups, etc? Which community leaders and other resource people can become involved? Which organizations can provide specialized skills?

· Communications infrastructure: What mediums do people have access to, e.g radio, community radio, television, newspapers, community newspapers, magazines, outdoor media, etc? Which media are popular, e.g. specific radio programs or magazines? Where do people gather, e.g. sports events, bus stations, churches, bars, shopping centers, etc? 

· Policies: What government policies are relevant to HIV/AIDS? E.g. syndromic management of STIs, counseling and testing guidelines? Are any new/additional policies needed?

· Barriers to effective implementation: What are the barriers to effective communication, e.g. lack of staff, lack of funds, lack of training, cultural or religious taboos, political problems, crime, etc?

(Adapted from ‘Communication beyond AIDS awareness” – Department of Health, South Africa. 

1998)

3. The channel (medium):

The channel is the way through which a message is sent out. It is also called the medium of communication. We can loosely group channels into four categories.
· Mass media (one way)

· Small media (one way)

· Dialogue-oriented media (two way)

· Participatory media (two way)

Mass media are important in raising initial awareness and promoting a general understanding of an issue. e.g. at the pre-contemplation / contemplation stages in the “Stages of Change” model. Mass media often provide the background for other communication activities. The other three channels may be more important further along in the behavior change process, when people need more detailed or personalized information and support in implementing change. The choice of communication channels will depend on many factors, including the target audience's access to and preference for particular channels. Table 1 provides a summary of the characteristics of different types of channels.

Different media types reinforce each other, so a communication program should try to use more than one channel. If the same message or complementary messages along the same theme are presented through a variety of channels, there is a greater chance that one of the messages may impact an individual.

4. The message: 

Must catch attention:

· Shock, humor, emotion, authority

· Eye-catching colors and images.

(Be careful about using fear. Studies have shown that a message which is too frightening can create psychological barriers. People may laugh it off or deny the danger. Fear mixed with ignorance can also lead to misunderstandings and stigma.) 

Must be appropriate to audience:

· Use local languages

· Conform to cultural norms to ensure it is culturally appropriate/acceptable to audience

· Make sure audience can relate to it
Must be easy to understand:

· Simple precise words

· Short sentences 
· Unambiguous (no double meanings)
Must be informative and accurate: 

· Information that target groups require, but do not currently have

· Facts must be correct
· Should stimulate thought and the need for more information

· Should encourage actions that the target groups need to take (but are not yet taking) 

· Should highlight the benefits of the actions 

· Should include information on where to get detailed information and advice

· May include suggestions for overcoming potential obstacles 

Must be appropriate to the channel:

· Posters and billboards usually work best to convey simple key messages – ideally a single concept supported by a strong visual image.

· Radio jingles can also be used to convey a simple key message and can be reinforced through repetition.

· Sometimes posters are also used to convey complex information, such as how to use a condom, or how HIV is spread, but this is in specific environments where people have time to read them, e.g. health facility, school, workplace. 

· Stickers are small, so need to have a simple strong slogan and/or simple design. 

· T shirts: simple strong message. 

· Leaflets and booklets are usually aimed at people with a fairly high level of literacy, so can be more detailed, but should include diagrams to make the information user-friendly. 

· Some messages work better in some media than in others, e.g. condom negotiation would be more easily communicated through radio or drama than through posters. 

Table 1 – Communication channels


Mass media
Small media
Dialogue-oriented approaches


Participatory approaches



Examples
Print: newspapers, magazines; 

Radio; Television; theatre.

Outdoor media: billboards, advertisements on vehicles
Can imitate mass media: billboards in a limited area

Print media: posters, stickers, leaflets, brochures

Audio media: tapes, CDs 

Visual media: slides, photographs Audiovisual: videos

Utility items: keyrings, pens, T-shirts, badges

Internet
Counseling services e.g. in health centers

Telephone helplines

Radio and television: call in shows, write in shows.

Workshops and events that include dialogue at community level


Peer counseling

Role plays

Marches, parades, events

Community theatre

Folk/traditional media: songs, poetry, dance

Clubs, special interest groups



How the channel is used
To raise awareness or serve as reminders. Communicate basic info: Simple short key messages. E.g. slogans, logos, jingles. Allow people to internalize messages over time through repetition.

2. To provide more in-depth information or to evoke emotions which get people thinking. E.g. newspaper articles; television or radio documentaries or dramas. 

Play an important role in  background communication. Help to reinforce one-to-one communication.
They are often used as a supplement to dialogue and participatory approaches. For example, brochures in a health facility; T- shirts given to students at a workshop; slides to aid health worker training. 
Even if people have received basic information, they often have not absorbed or understood everything or may have questions relating to their personal situation. Dialogue-oriented approaches are used address individual needs. 


Representatives of target audiences are drawn into the message-development process.  

Advantages
Make use of an established distribution system.; can reach a wide audience.
Can be tailored to suit the audience; 

Costs are relatively low.
Allow direct interaction between communicator and audience.  Tailored  to individual’s needs.

Telephone helplines and call in shows have the advantage in that people can remain anonymous. Counseling services provide a safe environment in which people can ask questions. 


Allow interaction between communicator and audience.

Participatory approaches are very good for overcoming language and cultural barriers, because the people doing the communicating are part of the target audience.

People drawn into these communication activities often make changes in their own behavior and serve as catalysts for change in their communities.



Disadvan-tages
No interaction between the communicator and the receiver,  therefore no feedback and no opportunity for establishing the meaning of the message together.

A high degree of expertise is often required; Costs are often high.


No interaction between the communicator and the receiver.

Need to set up a distribution system and ensure the materials are reaching the target population.


Labor-intensive; 

Requires staff with counseling expertise.

May have a limited audience
Requires particular expertise: participatory methods plus technical knowledge plus in-depth understanding of context e.g. cultural issues 

Limited audience.
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