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V 

"HEALTH IS EVERYBODY" / )2> 

Sylvester da Cunha 

When communicators speak of information channels they distinguish 

between interpersonal, group and mass media. These terms scarcely 

need definition before such knowledgeable groups as is present here. 

But for the sake of abundant clarity, my definition of mass media 

covers television, radio, newspapers, magazines and cinemas. Group 

media includes exhibitions, 16mm film projections, conferences, 

seminars and workshops - indeed all informational activities among 

relatively small audiences at any given time. The interpersonal 

approach is that conducted in a more intimate setting such as an 

extension worker conversing with a rural family. 

Mass media is looked upon with great reservation by most health 

officials. While they may allow that mass channels can quickly and 

effectively spread awareness, it is stated to be less than successful 

in introducing behavioural change. An oft-heard opinion in this 

regard is that only first-personal intervention can eventually 

persuade an individual or a family to change attitudes and adopt 

actions in matters that critically affect their lives. 

Certainly there's nothing as persuasive as the personal counsel of 

a knowledgeable adviser. Mass media cannot achieve this flesh-and-

blood rapport. Nor can it partake in dialogue: answering objections, 

clarifying doubts and correcting misunderstandings. 

But the opportunities offered by mass media should not be underrated 

either. They are powerful tools available to the innovator or the 

promoter of new ideas. When used singly or in concernt with personal 

intervention, they have proved to be very effectively allies to the 

change agent. 

May I, to start with, share with you some experiences where the use of 

mass communication has shown to give positive results when used in 

- contd. -
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partnership with the personal approach and - interestingly enough -

when used as a sole intervention.. 

Mass Media & Infant Health 

Mass communications recently demonstrated its effectiveness in 

promoting the cuase of public health in one of India's largest 

cities, Bombay, a teeming megalopolis in the sub-tripics, has more 

than its share of communicable diseases. Malaria, typhoid, hepatitis, 

diptheria, polio and TB are endemic, particularly during certain 

seasons. Tetanus is a year-round threat. While the Bombay Municipal 

Corporation conducts regular immunization programmes, it was judged 

that there was large potential for improvement in the coverage rate 

particularly among children. Out of about 8,000,000 children in the 

0-5 age group, at least, 2,000,000 or 25% were unprotected principally 

because they were not being brought to the designated clinics. 

Public health authorities agreed that the main problem was not to be 

found in the infra-structure — in the availability of vaccines, 

qualified manpower or adequate equipment — but in lack of knowledge 

and a sense of complacency amongst the patients, even amongst the 

so-called enlightened and educated section of the Society. Ironi

cally enough, the incidence of polio is much higher in richer and 

better homes than amongst the poorer sections. 

It was decided to run an intensive mass campaign for a period of 

three months with the target set at "TOTAL IMMUNIZATION AS EARLY 

AS POSSIBLE". The communication objectives were defined: 

1. To create an awareness of the cause, symptons and spread 

of the five most serious communicable diseases. 

2. To make the population understand the necessity for and 

benefits of vaccination. 

- contd. -
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3. To inform about the service facilities available and whom 

to approach in the community for information. 

The communication specialists designed and pre-tested messages 

which were released in a pre-planned pattern through radio, 

television, newspapers, magazines, cinema, billboards and mass 

pamphleting. The duration of the campaign was two months. 

Public response exceeded all expectations. In the 6 months during 

and after the media campaign, nearly 100% of hitherto unprotected 

children were immunized, besides all new children being born. The 

tempo of public participation has been maintained since and incidence 

of child diseases from these infections are reported to have sharply 

declined. 

A valuable spin-off from this campaign has been the greater willing

ness expressed by private, commercial enterprises to fund similar 

campaigns in support of public health camps. 

Cancer Detection 

Another demonstration of mass media at work concerns a crusade by 

The Cancer Society of India. It was a recent effort to effect 

improvements in cancer control and rehabilitation of curred cancer 

patients. The Society is actively involved in public education 

shemes. Besides holding convenstions, conferences and exhibitions, 

this body also runs cancer detection centres free to the public. 

The primary problem that the Society faced was that relatively few 

people came for a cancer check-up. Most of the few who did, came 

too late. It was here that the Society saw the need of planned 

communication to overcome gaps in public knowledge and understanding 

as also to convert pre-conceived attitudes on the subject. 

- contd. -
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The Society secured the voluntary services of a professional 

advertising agency. These specialists proposed a series of 

organised steps. The process logically started with research 

among a selected sample of the population to measure prevailing 

knowledge and attitudes. The research findings served to help 

define communication strategy. Alternative communication approaches 

were pre-tested as a result of which the approach judged most 

effective would take the field. 

The salient findings of the research were: 

1. Awareness of cancer was very high (96%) 

2. Knowledge in terms of causes, symptons and 

treatment was very poor. 

3. Cancer was felt to be the malady that a person 

was "most unlikely to get" 

4. If cancer was contracted, chances of survival 

was very low. 

Many communication approaches were blue-printed and tested. A 

fear approach attempted to scare people into coming in for an 

early check up. It encountered a high degree of psychological 

blockage with respondents expressing the reaction "it won't 

happen to me". 

Another approach which also did not fare well was the "it-need-not-

have-happened" theme. It illustrated familities bereaved by cancer 

deaths, which could have been prevented by early detection. This 

also did not strike a responsive chord with test respondents. 

The approach which achieved greatest acceptability was one that 

projected hope and optimism. It sought to erase the widely held 

impression that cancer was incurable. It related cases of individuals 

who had survived thanks to early detection and were now leading normal, 

productive lives. (The text of a specimen advertisement: Appendix I). 

- contd. -
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Following the campaign, there was an increase of 171% in the 

number of individuals reporting at detection clinics. Considera

ble attention was created in the population for the theme that 

checking up on early cancer symptons can save lives. The Cancer 

Society was so impressed with the results of the mass campaign 

that they are in the process of planning an on-going programme. 

The reasons for the success of the campaign was attributed by 

the advertising agency to: 

a. The input of research probe attitudes and mass media 

strategy. 

b. The guidance of strategy to direct creative input. 

c. The use of research to pre-test the creative approaches 

and the extent to which it conformed to stated objectives. 

d. The modification of message content before mass dissemination. 

The cases cited above were to illustrate mass media going beyond 

creating awareness to inducing behaviour in the direction of 

improving health standards. They cannot, however, be presented 

as unqualified models, because most of the expert inputs were 

voluntary and much of the expenditure underwritten by private 

corporations. 

Benefits of Mass Media 

Instant Reach 

Mass media offer the facility of reaching a vast number of people 

simultaneously with information about a mass problem. A high level 

of public awareness can be created in a relatively short time. 

When mass media is employed, a smaller number of agents are necessary 

than in a conventional face-to-face programme. 

- contd. -
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A mass media campaign has the advantage that it can be produced 

centrally, eliminating variations in quality of message that are 

implicit in extension delivery. A message on mass media carries 

a note of authority. There is also a compelling tone of credibility 

in the information conveyed. 

Frequency and Repetition 

All learning is facilitated if the lessons can be repeated often, 

thus reinforced in the memory of the learner. A channel which allows 

a message to be repeated is in most cases to be preferred to one 

which does not provide that capacity. The practice of complex 

skills (like preparing nutritious weaning foods) are unlikely to 

result from a single exposure to a message. 

Mass media also hurdles the physical obstalces met when attempting 

repetition of messages in field extension. Problems of transport 

and difficulties in supervising a far-flung outreach can cause 

breakdown in planned message patterns. We are all familiar with 

the frequent fate of posters, booklets and tapes that never reach 

their intended destinations. 

Accuracy 

"The more human links a message must pass through before reaching 

its intended audience, the more risk of its being distorted. A 

health education system which depends on the flow from an originator 

of a message to a supervisor to a local trainer to a local health 

worker to a client may find that what a client hears is distant 

from what was intended. Mass channels offer a one-to-one means 

of reaching the eventual recipients of the message." (Alan Berg) 

Drawbacks of Mass Media 

If mass media are generally acknowledged to have a powerful effect, 

why are they not used much more often than appears to be the case? 

The answer might lie in the very nature of the media. 

- contd. -
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Long-term Commitment 

To affect knowledge, attitude and practice, mass transmission 

must be steadily maintained for a relatively long period of time. 

Cn-ff media exercises cannot provide the learning reinforcement 

necessary for a population to assimilate information, accept its 

premises and change long-practiced habits that adversely affect 

its health. This implies a long-term commitment by health autho

rities, both in terms of funds and human resources. 

It's not often that those who frame and manage a long-term mass 

media plan continue at their posts long enough to see it through. 

They get promoted, transferred or retire. And the new incumbents 

tend to modify or terminate the programme before its expected 

results can be forthcoming. 

High Costs 

Mass media is often regarded as expensive, though it is efficient 

on a cost per beneficiary basis. Still, on the face of it, the 

outlay on television, newspapers or radio can appear forbidding. 

That the hidden costs of conventional face-to-face programmes can 

be much higher is not perceived since they merge into larger 

government budgets. 

Limitation of Reach 

The question therefore arises: how effective is the use of mass 

media when addressing remote villages with information that requires 

new learning often at variance with ingrained cultural habits. The 

reach of most mass media is limited in relation to far-flung 

disadvantaged communities. The poor, in most developing countries, 

are largely illiterate and cannot afford a radio, television set 

or even a newspaper. 

Experience with mass media in several countries has demonstrated 

that they work best when combined with face-to-face presentation. 

- contd. -
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As one expect states: "Mass media alone can reach a larger 

audience at the price of a lesser message impact, while inter

personal communication provides a greater message impact at 

the price of a smaller audience. This universe set of relation

ships lies at the heart of the particular advantage of radio 

forums". 

Manpower and Training 

Probably the most important element in a coninuing media programme 

is suitably trained manpower. Here one broadly distinguishes 

between two categories of individuals - the administrations and 

the message designers. The former have a generalized acquaintance 

with this field: they can help set objectives, define specific 

goals, detail targets to be met and obtain sanction for funds. Yet 

they lack the training and experience to design message software. 

They possess a medical background and some experience in health 

education, but little practical experience in instituting mass 

media campaigns. 

Many Ministries of Helath have departments of health education. 

The function of this office is often mistakenly judged to possess 

mass media expertise. This is rarely so - their activities are 

primarily concerned with classroom education and training situa

tions. Their media experience therefore tends to be restricted 

to interpersonal delivery such as flip-charts, flannelographs, 

slides, etc. 

Message creation is the function of another category of media 

operative - the message designers. After the administators have 

defined "what to say", the designers translate the premise into 

"how" to say it. This is the area of software in which most 

government set-ups lack trained personnel. 

What then are the means of producing software for a government's 

mass health programme? 

- contd. -
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Short-Term Consultants 

A non-government expert can be called upon to advise on ad hoc 

campaigns. Mast often this arrangement fails to produce long-

terms reults. Government functionaries are reluctant to accept 

advice from private professionals on problems which the former 

have spent years addressing and believe themselves to be experts 

on. Addedly, the outside experts approach to problem-solving is 

very different from that practiced. A sharp contrast in working 

styles can adversely affect programme implementation. 

Private Contractors 

Another short-term means of upgrading media quality is to engage 

professional private contractors like advertising agencies, film 

production companies, etc. If skilled specialists were contracted 

to undertake the work, the impact of radio and television programmes, 

press campaigns, exhibitions, and other mass channels will be 

considerably more effective. 

Here, again, government officials tend to view contractors, no 

matter how well qualified, with extreme reservation. These indepen

dent practitioners tend to be suspected of "coirmercialism" and their 

fees and charges are often rejected as being too high. Considering 

that designing software is usually around 5% of the total outlay of 

a mass media campaign, attempts at cost-cutting on this account can 

prove to be counter-productive. 

Health Communication Agency 

This is the concept of a high skilled and diversified resource unit 

responsible for framing message software. The unit would include 

media professionals experienced in a wide range of media-related 

skills: design and production, social, research, motivation research, 

and communication research, and training in management and media 

administration. 

- contd. -
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Such a resource unit could conceivably serve the mass media 

needs of more than a single state or country if it is 

instituted by an international body. It would certainly fill 

the vacuum that now exists around the developing world. 

***** 
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Appendix I 

Life after cancer is worth living. 

When Prahlad Mehta first noticed the lunp on the side 

of his neck it was tiny and painless. 

"I wasn't prepared for the doctor's diagnosis," he said. 

"Cancer of the lunphnode." 

Prahlad was treated at the Tata Memorial Hospital in Bombay 

- one of the most modern cancer centres in the world. 

He was lucky. His cancer had been detected early and he 

recovered very fast. 

"In fact", says Prahlad "I never missed a single day's work 

or a single week-ends golf - right through the treatment." Prahlad 

was just one of the thousands of Indians who are winning their fight 

against cancer. But it isn't luck that saves them. It is early 

treatment. 

In recent years we have developed many detection clinics to 

control cancer. 

Today, most cancers are curable, if treated early. That's why 

an early cancer check-up is so necessary for every adult. We have 

several free check-up centres all over Bombay. Find out which is 

the one closest to you. 

Phone 231417 for a free cancer check-up. 

- contd. -
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Appendix I (contd). 

Look for these early warning signals of cancer: 

1. Sore that doesn't heal. 

2. Nagging cough or hoarseness. 

3. Indigestion or difficulty in swallowing. 

4. Obvious change in wart or irole. 

5. Thickening or lurcp in breast or elsewhere. 

6. Change in bowel or bladder habit. 

7. unusual bleeding or discharge. 

***** 
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