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COMMUNICATING WITH VILIAGERS

Royal D. Colle

It is tragic that som 4 known about how technically to cope
that knowledge gets used in the hundreds of thousands of villages and
small communities where much of the world's population lives.

Why is it that the Aborigines in New South Wales -- with many
health services available to them =-- often (to the detriment of their
families) fail to use those health services? 1

Why is it that the farmers in Mexico often did not adopt new
agricultural practices although the practicea were devela?éd, tested,
and promgtéd by agricultural experts? 2

Why is it that women on a Guatemalan plantation preferred the .
tradlticnal midwife (who OftEﬁ delivered tetanus as well as babies) to
the more antiseptic and free ;rained nursé on the same plantation? 3

Clearly there is a gap between those who control knowledge and
services and those who need them. Efforts have beén made to close the

gap. For several decades, government mlnlstries and dePartments, and

" universities have used extension agents to reach out with health,

nutrition, agriculture and family planning services to rural families.

However, the- gservicés -- and the education implicit in the services -- -

Qo
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have rarely gone far enough beyond those families in villages more
easily reached by road and canal. Furthermore, help has usually
gravitated to the better-off families whose needs are already fairly
well met. The “low end poor' and those off the main roads are left

farther behind.

Cﬂmmgnicatigﬁfs;;a:ggies

The emphasis in this paper is more on information and communication
than on services and commodities. They ave, of course, all linked,

Good communication may lead villagers to better ways nf reaching, creating,
or attracting services; to making better use of available resources; or
to village level programs for self-help.

The fact that there zre not enough adequately trained extension type
people to work with hard-to-reach rural people in the traditional person-
to-person pattern has led to some alternate strategies. For example,
there has beenlan attempt in recent years to augment prafeasi@ﬁal field
workers with péfapr@fessiaﬂalsg Paraprofeasionals are given short-term
training in more routine aspects of a prcfessiﬂﬂal's-wark, Often they
are recruited from communitites ruch like those they will serve, and
they theﬁseiv%s will be much Like the persons they will serve. In
addition to p%ovidiﬂg more contact, they provide a different quality
of cgntaeﬁi they are more liéaiy to convey information in a way their
"elients' can understand.

The.e are different kinds of paraprcfessionals, including nutrition

aides (such as those,in the United States), the "model farmers" (in the
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Comilla rural development project in Bungladesh), village level workers
(India aud elsewhere); health and dental "promotores' (in Guatemala), ctc.
Use of paraprofessicnals has its drawbacks. Berg notes that:

The personal transfer of informatlon obviously has
merit. But even assunlng that person-tc=person
nutrition education translated to a large scale
effort can sustain accuracy in its instruction and
enthusiasm in its workers, it cannot overcome the
basic limitation of person-to-person communication:
the size of the audience. The number of persons

in the lower socioeconomic groups that can be
reached varies by country but is seldom great,
especially in larger countries. The needy ordi-
narily do not participate in -- and often are not
aware of -- activities from which they might
benefit, To reach them would require an army of
field workers -- in some cases diverted from other
priorities -- and an army-like budget, requirements
unlikely to be met by the alrgidy gtrained resources
of most developing countries.

And, furthermore, it is difficult to assume that person-to-person
information transfer car sustain accuracy. Rahim mentions that the
interpersonal network of communication in the Comilla project was
adequate so long as the SEDpExaﬂd coverage of the project were limited.
"But with the expansiaﬁ of the project,” he says, "the interpersonal system
was overloaded," According to Rahim, the Academy for Rural Development
failed to develop "a mass media support system that could reduce the
103& on the interpersonal channels and minimize the distaftiQnAand loss

of information that was transmitted by the managers and model farmers." >

Mass communication media

Unfortunately, various efforts to use mass media have beer unsuccess-

ful in reaching villagers, Sometimes it is a matter of literacy, for
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many of those herd-to-reach willagers arc "digliterate' -- that 1s,

they are either not literate, or are pot inclined to use their limited

literacy. Sometimes it is a matter of timing. One of the difficultics
Baner ji notes in the Indian effort to use satcllite relayed television
to communicate to remote villages was the matter of diminishing
attendance:

Initially.,.n. and women came to sec the TV programmes

in large numbers out of curiosity. -But the attendance

has now thinned down. O(ne of the reasons is the timing

of the programmes which do not suit the adults. When

the programmes begin in daylight, the men are still in

the ficlds and the women are busy with the househnld

work, ©
One of the major advantages of media such as radio and television is
that a single message can be spread widely, swiftly, and at relatively
low cost. But that is also a problem because it fails to take into
consideration the great amount of variability in the cultural patterns
of village people living in the same couﬁtrjg Agricultural products,
cultivating practices, language, food consumption habits, forms of
address, dialect, availability of services, etc. are only a few of the
conditions which vary within even small geographic areas, and which are
often important in designing effective communication strategies for
rural development.

A very practical aspect is also the matter of electric power. While
radio sets are generally transitorized and can ﬁpgrate on batteries, it
will be a long time before power is available in'a great many rural
villages to permit use of television. One of the difficulties in the

Indian satellite experiment was that of providing and maintaining



dependable electrical power to run village television sots.

gggéhiﬁg villagers

Reaching villagers is not an casy task, Tt requires that an
explicit communication strategy be woven into the overall project

strategy. Guidelines for developing such a strategy might include the
following: 7
1. TEncourage a communication system that is decentralized,

i.e, one which fosters localdzed content.

2. Incourage local participition in the designing,
planning, and implementing of non-formal education
programs. Such participation should be linked with
local social structure (e.g. commnity lecaders,
mothers' clubs, cooperatives, etc.).

3. The strategy should jermit and encourage multi-
focussed content rather than only agriculture,
or only nutrition, or only family planning.
Villagers seldom see their problems as neatly
departmentalized as government agencies do.

4, TFEmphasis should be on preventative-type in-
formation rather than on cures.

5. There should be an emphasis on giving the villager
more control over the part of the communication
process which includes consumption of the message.
This includes where, when, and frequency of ex-
posure to messages. ’ -

6. The strategy should include arrangements for experts'
participation in the communication system through
the provision of support information services such
as those which can be offered by central and re-
gional units of government, as well as by other
development -oriented enterprises.

7. The strategy should also include a means for
efficient feedback systems which do not overload
the capacity of those who must interpret the feed-
back.
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8., The system should rely on simple communication
' technology as a means for gaining efficiency
whi le maint=zining local initiative and control,

Simple communication teehgglggy

Dramatic as modem sophisticated gechnalﬁgy such as satellite
and tel vision may be for communicating with rural villages, communica-
tion strategies must rely for the most part on simple technology for
the near future, perhaps for the next decade. 8 he stress must be
on simple technology partly because of cost factors, partly because
of its operational simplicity, partly because of power and logistics
considerations, and partly because of the need to use information
mnaterials which can be patterred to local communities' needs, In-
evitably, simple technology must take over much of that part of the
change agent's role that was devoted to providing information and non-
Eormal education directly to the ultimate consumer at the village level,
and it must be used to provide these communication services in those
villages which seldom, if ever, see field level workers.

In the three situations described below, the am§hasié is on the
use of auydio cassette techngi@gy (ACT). 1In other cir§Umstanceé; simple
battery-operated projectors, crank-operated £ilm loop viewers, black-
b@afds,rgmar étth facilities migﬁt fit the needs better. The important
point is to select a medium Ehgt is appropriate to the situation.

Audio cassette technology has a combination of characteristics that

10

make it particularly useful in the village setting. ~ For example,

since it is audio,‘it is largely literacy-free, making it guitable for
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"digliterate" people -- and especially for those who have strony
oral communication traditions. It is relatively low cost, simple
to operate, durable, a%d portable, Most cassette units can operate
on electric mains power or standard size batteries.

The simplicity of ACT extends to production, Contemporary
recording equipment makes it relatively easy to prepare tapes without
sophisticated and expensive studiasi‘ This means that various versions
of a mesgsage can be patterned to a particular locality without gfeaé
cost. Also, an audio cassectte system allows the listener endless
repetition, something not convenient with radio and television stations
or extension wovers, It also provides the apportunity to have a

system in which the listener controls when and where the message is

heard, 'This also gives the content producer more freedom to develop

content that may be sensitive in nature Ce,g,; in family planning)
gsince it may be listened to in a context chosen by the listener.

Some of thesc advantages, and Some éf the strategy points mentioned
earlier, may bgﬁame more apparent with the several real lifec examples
which follow.

The pila communication project 1

This project was an attempt to provide information for families on
P .
a Guatemalan plantation that would help them cope better with health,
nutrition and other problems of daily living. The first step was to .

ascertain the specific community needs as seen by experts and by the

people themselves.  Another step was to gather the information which

would help'meet those nceds, In many cases, resources were already

o
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avallable and it was largely a maitter of linking these with the
plantation families. Among those contributing to the information
resources were a local agricultural store clerk, a local public
health official, families on the plantation, and experts in the
capital city.

Tt was iﬁpartant to study the community to digEDVEI the best
way to provide the infarmaciOﬂ to the families. Because women
gather for up to two hours daily at the three local pilas (outdoor
community laundering cenﬁEfs), it was decided that this might be a good
spot to set up a cassette tape player. Content was produced in such a
way as to make it interesting as well as informative. Thus, the
recordings, made with non-professional talent, included serial dramas
(soap operas and novelas), music appropriate to the auﬁiencej (in-
cluding some by a local plantation music group), interviews with experts
on development-related subject matter and with Plan;ation people on
both development-related and 'human interest" topicél - Fifteen different
tapes (30 minutes each) were made, and each day a différé;E‘;§pé was

.

played and repeated over a period of several hours. Setting upaéﬂﬂ

running the operation daily was a 15—yeér—ald girl from the piaﬂtatigﬂsx;
The results: people at the pila listened, learned and acted according

to the information provided. The project was a success because the,égﬂtent

was interesting and was cast in a style and format congenial to the

listeners, it related to the families' needs, suggested actions that could

be undertaken in that community, and the system was patterned to community

living patterns. Thé project ié now being exPandEd to additional plantatigﬁs

through the creation of an indigenous communication cooperative. 12

Lu
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Supporting the 3 terpers ol 1ink

considerable emphastis will continue to be placed on the
use of payaprofessiorals as a link between development agenclces
and village people. llow ~an the effectiveness of these people
be increased so that they can reech more people with a wider

range of material?

Cconsider the Tumilla Rural Development Projeetng The

ination 14 the cooperative., Tho neyve

Lanle development
center of the Comilla program is the weekly meeting of reach
village cooparative and the weekly training class of the various

; *
cooperatives' repressntatives at the thana center called Thana

Training and Development Center {(TTDC). A new pattern of

development-oriented communiication has been evolved in Comilla

“through the =stablishment ot fthese two institutions--the TTDC

and the Cooperatives.
The TTCC coiclotn  of a number of subject-matter cpeclallsts

(in agriculture, plant protection, livestock, fishery, family

]
[y

W

planning =te .’ posted hy differant nation-building department

of the government. These specialists have been assigned a new

At the viltaz. 1ovel, prople join dn a special inferest

cooperative which has meetings of its members each week, Iach

cooperative has about 50 familices.. Tts manager, elected by the

*The thana is an administrative unit averaging about 125 square
miles in area. 11 cont 18 700-500 villages. About five or
six thanas maks a "cub-division" and three or four sub- dle ions
make a ''disty " Langladesh has 19 districts.

1§
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members (and In the case of an agriculbural cooperative, o
"model farmer'), joing representatives of cooperatives from
other villages each week at Lhe 1"'DC.  The lessons imparted
by the experts at the TIDC arce reporbed to the villagers
regularly by the manapger and the model farmer in the weekly\

meeting of their village cooperative., | secugsions follow

cach reporting, and the [eedback 1s reported back to the
éxﬁértﬂ the following week., Thin 15 a eontinuous process

and the training continu-es month a}ter month, year after year.
The nystem is almosh enbtilrely dependent on oral proesentations.
In the Kotwall thana of Comilla, this center is located at

the Avoy Ashrom, Rahim describes how the system wdrks:

This was an active center where hundreds o
villagers came every week to attend husine
meetings and training classes... The main
participants were the managers, model farmers

and occasionally, the chairmen and accountants

of the village cooperative societies. The Avoy
Ashram was the main cente® of communication

between the project officials (the change agents)
and the representatives of the village cooperatives
(the c¢lient population),

f
58

The basic idea behind the communication and
educational activities at the Avoy Ashram was
that the meetingzs and discussions in a disciplined
situation would not only facilitate two-way
communication but would contribute to behavioral
change.. Tdeas and information would f'low from
the experts to the villagers in a continuous
manner and immediate fesdback would occur. The
group discussions (of the villagers) would help
to ereate connensus. 'The village leaders would
become effective local communicators; they would
go back to the village every week and fransmit
the ideas nand information to other members In
village meetings and personal conversations.
Similarly, the leaders would carry back iddecs
and infomation fo the experts at the Avoy
Ashram. The contents of the communication would
always relate to the curﬁénf or proposed

deve lopment, activities.!® ’ .

1<
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"In actual operation, that link between the villagers and

. the training center change agents has been a fraglle one

because it has depended on a human communlcatlan system wh@se
reliability is-strained by the demands made on it and by the
variations in competenée and reliability of pefsans providing
the linkage. Sometimes, too, the differiﬁg-needs of the villages

made the Avoy Ashrémltraining sessions irrelevant to particular

%
i H

needs of the different villages.
Simple technology could strengthen a bagically good system

to provide villagers with accurate infqrmati@n'When they need

it. For example, a training center could develop a resource

of cassette tapes on information most needed by villagers at
some time or other -- tapes on agricultural practices, marketing,

credit, health, nutrition, family planningg etc. :As a village

the appreprlate tgge from the IESDHFCE‘QOllECtan to play at -

‘the cooperative's meeting. (One side of the tape could provide

suggestions to the manager on how best’to candu:tba discussion
on the topic.,) Use of ca;détte tape could ensure a high degree

of accurary ‘of the message originating at the TTDC and minimize

t

the loss of information. Tt could also reduce the load on the -

interpersonal charinel (i. e., the ccggerativeg"representatives)
in thevC@milla project, and make the discussion of the village +

meetings more interesting and lively.

3

o
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Furtﬁerméreg since .the training cenfér has a staff of
experts in various developmeﬁt;relatéd fields, it should also
be possible for the village representative to askvthe experté
questiong related to a specific village problem, or questiohs;
arising from the village discuséicns -~ and. the answers could
be recorded on cassette fapé and played back for the villagers.
In addition, training sessions at the Ayay Asﬁram might be
made livelier by having village represamtétives'reccrd quesﬁionS-
and comments Df’VlLlagers for discussion in the 22325 tralniﬂg
382531Qﬁ3. Capturing these kinds of exchange, on tape. may prcv1de
a more authentic and intimaté com@uﬁication exchange than a

system mediated by paper or messengers.

Satellites, broadcastihg-and 1@eal’institutians

many problems in natlons such as Indanesia where it ia extremely
dlfflcult for gcvernment departmemts to reach v1llages made
remate by jungles, mountains, watez and other gecgraphic ob tacles,

And there is the human obstacle. ’thén field level workers

‘simply do not like, do not have:the inclination to, and do not

=

have the time to visit the‘péarer villages -- at least not

frequently enough to make a difference.

A recent proposal for a rural develapmené program,.in
‘Indaﬁesia would link thé_nati@n?§ new communicatidn satellite,
the exiﬁtiﬁg radio facilities, and.a kééaﬁafan (suEEdistrict)
educatienal resource center inL@ a system which woqu prov1dei

apid diffusion of information from its important national

Céﬁtéfs to communities thousands of miles away. It would also

14 ,
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institute an arrangement fé} adapting that information and

érea@ing other localized materials for usé'at the\villa;eb

1evel.15 It bears some resemblance to the Comilla plan discussed

above in that the message delivery system consists of an arrange-

ment whereby village 1eadérsg school teachers, women's ¢ lubs
and others could borrow pre-recorded tapes from the community

N ' ' , L. L ¥ =
development agency (PENMAS) at the kecamatan at a time most

.convenlient and appropriate for the village. The tapes would

be especially designed to promote self-help efforts for in-
service‘teacher training, school instruction, agrigulture;
nutrition, preventive health care; etc. The émghaéis on village
self-help and local institutions is twofold: first, it will be

a very long time before-there are enough regular extension -

-.agents from the Department of Agriculture, Lducation ang :

Culture, Health and Gther'government agencies. to reacﬁ d@wﬁ

into thgéé.thmusandsrﬁf villages. And second, because of the
tremendous diversity of agricultural, ianguagé.éndtcultural o
conditions, it will be extremely difficult to coﬂvey_infarmatién
that will bé aﬁprépriate (both in timi;g and content) to meet
the diverse needs. Thus, satellites migbt'Séfve_more effeétively”

as a link between the center and the regions, rather than as a

means for delivering information directly from the center to

!Villagers; ‘The latter would be drématic, but in development

terms, it 1s unlikely to be effective édgugh to warrant the

%

effort and cost. Radio broadcasting is important as a channel

¥ o _ , W ) _ - .
The political/geographic units in Indonesia from largest to-
smallest include: nation, praovince, kabupaten (district),
kecamatan (sub-district), and desa (village). ’

15



il
both for relaying signals to the kegggétaqréenters*and for
direct communication to villages. vIt'dDes ﬂétg however,
perform the same function as the kecamatan resource éentér

equlpped with simple communication terhnolagy

" Thinking small

Many national policies now make it imperative to give
: i

attention to those many people who have for so long gone

without adeéuate resources for coping with daily protlems '

of food, shelter, and health. The problem is obviously

an immense one and the temptation is to use some massive -
technlque which -- like waving a wand -- would solve everything

at once. The challenge. to th@se Off1C1Elg who Dccugyfimpoftant

;pDStS in gDVErnment ministries and departmemts is” to look

agri@unly at the éémmun;cation context Qf-th@se villages

whlch are now rarely - touched by extension workers, those

yillages without power for television se ts3 w1thout suitable

language -or literacy skills to make use Df printed publications,
w1fh@ut adequate facilities for therapeutic and curative sefvic‘es3

w1fh@ut rDadc or &ther tranﬁpartatlon infrastructure -— but

with critical needs for assistance in defining thE1r pr@blema ;

in terms which will help them design and carry Qut gscme of Lhe

2

S@1utlDﬂE

And it LikEﬁ more than the spare- -time efforts of an

cler

ﬂ'

=
|

mist, ‘tor, or a nutritionist to develop a communication

agronm

] ‘ . , . . . i - ‘ i
plan. Nor is the’ hardware or production technician person the
answer. Tt tak?f a c@mmunlcatlaﬁ specialist. The development

team needg a fu]l tlme communlcatimn specialist as a mamh r.

[

16,



[
¥
¥
%

-15-
Such a close examination may reveal that reaching villages ’
is not so much a matter of dramatic new satellites, television

programs, profeési@nally=producéd radié pragramsggand-multis

‘colored publlcatlcns -- but simple, easy-to-use technology

which, creatively used, will- help stretch the 1mpact of .

éxtEﬂE;on pecpleg make more visible existing community resourcesg

“and provide V1llagers themselves the‘challenge and Dpp@rtunlty

16

to play a decisive role in their own development.
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Organization, Geneva, 197/6. The pila project was carried
out by the authors with the support of the Department of
Communication Arts at Cornell University and the Pan
Amarican Health Orgsanization.

See Royal n. Coll le, "Why Not, a Communication Cooperative?"
forthcoming. . : E :

£

For an excellent description and discussion of the CQmillau

project, see Syed A. Rahim, Communication and Rural
Development in Bangladesh. M. Ghulam Sattar, Public Relations °
Officer of The Baagladesh Academy for Rural Development, h

make helpful suggestlons for this uertlan of the paper.

Rahim, p. U,

“For a more eoiiplete description of this proposal, see
-Royal D. Colle, ”Fammun;catloﬂ Systems and -the- New Rura]

DPVPlopmﬁﬂt Slrategies.,

That villagers do accept the challenge and can be successful

is illustrated by the results of projects reported by
Rahim (p. 7)) and by fawrence Kincaild and others in

‘Mothers' Ciuhs;@ﬂ@,}aley Planning in Rural, Korea: The

Case of Cryu I.1, Bast-West Center Communication, TﬁQfltuteg
Honolulu, 1976, Similar local institutions exist in '
rural vi]lageJ throughout the developing world.

19



