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Assessing community change: development of a ‘bare foot’ impact assessment 

methodology 
 

By Birgitte Jallov  

 

 

Abstract 

 

Impact assessment is one of a variety of monitoring tools available to ensure that a community 

radio effectively works towards set objectives and aspirations. In Mozambique a “bare-foot” 

impact assessment methodology has been designed, tested, revised and implemented with eight 

community owned stations between 2000 and 2005. The present article1 explores the three separate 

areas of attention focused upon in this methodology: (i) an internal assessment of the radio’s way 

of functioning as an organism, followed by: (ii) assessment of the capacity of the community 

producers through their programs to meet the needs and desires of the community. Finally the 

method addresses the overall objective of it all: (iii) assessing the extend to which impact can be 

registered vis-à-vis positive development change within the community, empowerment, mending of 

the social tissue, etc. as resulting from the work of the community radio. 

 

Background and context  
 

It has long been debated how – in any way that makes sense – to clearly present qualitative, long-

term effects and impacts of media interventions. A vast body of experience exists, usually covering 

quantitative, immediate effects on an audience.2 These are, however, usually far from demonstrating 

longer-term community change.  

 

The development of community radio in Mozambique may provide some answers to this problem. 

Mozambique, one of the world’s poorest countries, has over the past ten years witnessed a 

mushrooming of community-oriented radio stations moving from 1994 when the first community 

oriented station went on air, to the nearly 50 community radios in 2005. The stations are owned 

either by the state, the catholic church, by the municipality (one only) or by a growing number of 

community associations. 

 

Coming out of a period of some 30 years of war – partly liberation war, partly civil war – 

community life and civil society is strongly marked by a multitude of post-conflict effects ranging 

from an infrastructure heavily damaged and largely non-functional and to severe scars in the social 

tissue and socio-cultural identities. 

 

UNESCO and UNDP have been partners in the Mozambique Media Development Project3 which 

was designed to help a democratic media sector emerge and mature. The project aimed to help 

strengthen the “professional media” such as public radio, increase the diversity and quality of print 

media, train journalists, facilitate the role of women in the media and strengthen quality coverage of 

HIV/AIDS. A further aim was to strengthen civil society voices through development and 

strengthening of community radio – the focus of this article.  

 

Such an aim with regard to community radio posed a number of important development challenges: 

how to create community radio stations top-down? How to create adequate& sustainable solutions 

with few local resources  - technical, human, financial? How to insist on independence when only 
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the state could get licenses? How to measure impact & ensure effective content? How to prepare for 

a “post project” period – avoiding disappointments? 

 

During the years of implementation of the project (1998-2005) a five-tier practical sustainability 

strategy was tailor-made and continually refined.4  The first point in this strategy was to establish 

strong community ownership - the basis for any community media sustainability strategy and a 

sine qua non when working within the framework of a donor-initiated process: only when the 

community truly sees the medium as theirs, will the basis be in place. This involved a number of 

measures such as basing the radio in a community association or a community committee, ensuring 

that there was an extended organization and mobilization period before the arrival of equipment, 

recruiting coaches to mobilize and train large groups of community members, ensuring that all 

production is done by community editorial production groups and seeing that the radios are placed 

where accessible to all “communities within the community”. 

 

Next, effective training and capacity-building was essential. This included intensive, formal 

community radio training courses, the recruitment of “process coaches” – initially locally based and 

active, later overall coaches at the national level, the development of manuals etc. Ensuring 

technical sustainability was crucial and involved technical training. 

 

A financial partnership strategy was a necessity in an economic reality like Mozambique where 

the only viable means of creating financial well-being is to develop partnerships with a variety of 

different potential partners. In Mozambique these include: development NGOs and other civil 

society actors, Government departments with specific mandates, commercial entities, international 

organizations.  Sustainability was seen as possible when a radio, working on the basis of a strategic 

plan and direction, had the capacity to attract resources from a variety of partnerships and possessed 

the capacity to manage these resources and partnerships effectively.  

 

Finally, developing effective local content was done by "editorial groups" of volunteer community 

programmers. Each group had a specific area of specialization like health, education or culture, and 

through training and work have become the local knowledge base in their area. To ensure that all 

was on track, an impact assessment methodology was developed and for this, a key role was that 

of a “community mobilizer”. This person held one of four paid positions in the radio and was 

responsible for the continued contact with the community, ensuring that all “communities within the 

community” were represented and active, coordinating the work of the editorial groups and the 

volunteer community programmers therein. Furthermore s/he was responsible for community 

research detailed below, and for the ongoing training of the community programmers. 

 

Impact assessment: the task 

 

Three levels of impact need to be addressed: (1) within the radio itself - is the radio, as an 

organization, working effectively, involving all communities in the community – and applying the 

participatory, open and access-based principles it ideally advocates? (2) the programs - are they 

hitting their target? Are they locally considered good and effective? (3)  the impact on development 

changes in the community in question - how to most adequately orient and help a station focus? is it 

actually achieving the much needed and desired community development and change? 

 

In attempting to address these questions, the answer seemed to be to develop our own set of tools.  
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Impact assessment can be seen to be an important part of the more general methodological field of 

monitoring and evaluation. But when we look at these more general practices we find “on the one 

hand, areas where a vast amount of experience and literature exists on the subject (e.g. the 

evaluation of projects aimed at reducing poverty in the developing world), and other where little 

evaluation at all has been attempted (e.g. community radio)” (Lewis forthcoming).    

 

New research has considered the use of ethnographic research methods (including in-depth 

interviews, participant observation, diaries and surveys - Slater & Tacchi 2004) and the community 

radio impact assessment methodology presented here has taken its inspiration from these and other 

social science research methods, all the time keeping in mind on the one hand the questions to 

which we needed answers, and on the other hand the need for the methodology and its techniques to 

be practical and sustainable in real-life settings: they should not just be participatory. It should be 

possible for the volunteer community radio producers to carry out this work and its analysis 

themselves without the (expensive) involvement of external researchers. Furthermore this calls for 

techniques the programmers themselves find interesting to apply and work with, as well as 

producing understandable results, encouraging motivation and providing an incentive to keep up the 

work. Finally, The methodology had to be tailored to meet the needs of the communities in 

question. 

 

Developing the impact assessment tools  

 

Working towards an objective of strengthening and orienting media development towards structures 

promoting and furthering a democratic development, active involvement by the communities was 

important, including people setting their own local development agendas. This also included active, 

broadbased involvement in the community radios started by our project. To follow and continually 

document whether this was actually happening, it became imperative for the Media Project to find 

ways of monitoring and documenting participation and impact of the media supported by us. The 

community radio component being particularly decentralized, large, and challenging, it was selected 

as the most appropriate area to test impact.  

 

Initial overall objectives were established and a consultant contracted to work on how to ensure that 

the initial audience research in a community establishing a radio station could function as a 

baseline. At the same time this consultant was charged with the development of a set of qualitative 

indicators for assessing community impact. 

 

An ambitious set of indicators was developed and some tools proposed for a multi-pronged 

assessment methodology, and tested in two communities. The information that could be extracted 

from this report (UNESCO/UNDP 2002) was important not only for the development of the impact 

assessment tools, but also for our in-depth understanding of the mechanics of the communities we 

were working with. But the methodology in itself, involving significant external assistance in the 

form of both national and international consultants, was found to be much too heavy and expensive 

from the point of view of participation and sustainability. So much of the basic thinking from here 

on was included in what over the next couple of years through experimentation and testing became 

the simpler, tailor-made “bare foot” impact assessment methodology (UNESCO/UNDP 2004). 

 

HIV/AIDS being among the major threats to social development and stability, and not necessarily 

highlighted as a priority in the research on the populations in question, the consultant was asked to 

pay special attention to the problem. This raised a number of pertinent questions about appropriate 
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responses to the widespread HIV/AIDS  - which  as a result was highlighted as a special area of 

focus in the continued development of the assessment tool.   

 

 

Checklist for the Internal Assessment 

 

The first of the three main areas of impact assessment was to ensure that the radio works effectively 

as an institution, basing itself on principles of access and participation, working in an ethical, rights-

based and respectful environment, and that all communities within the community remain 

continually involved in the work of the radio.  

 

This assessment is largely a periodic self-assessment with the aim of ‘keeping a finger on the pulse’ 

as to how the radio is evolving, in management and human resource development, continuity and 

funding. Twice a year, the community radio mobilizer takes the check-list and goes through each of 

the points on it. This will involve speaking to key staff and volunteers. The mobilizer should then 

submit a full and detailed report of approximately 5 pages to the management structures. 

 

The half-yearly internal “service” check includes the following areas: (i) Staff: any vacancies, 

clarity of responsibilities and tasks, duration of involvement, and training received. (ii) Volunteer 

structure: number of volunteers, duration of their involvement, nature of volunteer training, (iii) 

Strategic Plan and related work/action plans: do they exist? Are they used, are they effective, status 

of budget and accounts, and time-plans, (iv) Programs: content variation, content relevance (vis-à-

vis identified community needs), local production (versus partnering with others), and finally source 

mapping (as explained below) were methods used here. (v) Community involvement and 

participation: is the Community Radio Association working? Who is formally, as opposed to de 

facto working in it and coming to the meetings? Who is not? Stakeholders involved, degree and 

nature of involvement of the association, the management committee, and the fiscal committee. (vi) 

Sustainability: what is the status of implementation of the partnership strategy? Other fundraising 

initiatives: which ones, degree of articulation? What is missing here? (vii) Satisfaction: staff, 

volunteers and stakeholders from the community. 

 

To carry out the above “service”check, relatively simple techniques were used to record whether the 

radio continues to be a real “community” radio with a representative group of people involved, 

working internally in a manner which will allow the radio to continue sustainably. To this end a 

community mapping exercise is used to highlight which of the many communities within the 

community are – and still remain - involved in the life of the radio. Mapping the sources used in the 

programmes has also been found to be an effective way of checking whether the radio continues to 

involve a broad variety of the communities within the community, including the important aspect of 

women’s involvement. This is all to ensure a broad community representativity. 

 

 

How did it work? – some results of the internal assessment 

Implementing the ”service”check of the functioning of the radio itself every six month has so far 

been a very important tool to continually ensure the organizational health of a station: is the body of 

volunteer community producers still representative of the community – both geographically and in 

terms of background? In one case it was discovered that most management functions had been filled 
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by persons affiliated with the local Catholic Church, and the radio was beginning to be referred to 

as a Catholic Radio.  

 

Another case highlighted a very high turnover among volunteers, rendering the need for training 

and work with organizational and management issues highly important: why were they all leaving, 

and what can we do? Yet other assessments brought to light the fact that the carefully designed 

program format still was formally in function, but in reality the programs being aired did not match 

that original plan, rendering the community’s ability to orient themselves and plan their listening, 

impossible and useless. 

 

After carrying out this six-monthly internal check-up, the station “mobilizer” and the volunteer 

programmers working with her/him have had an in-depth status report to present to the management 

committee. In this report, the committee has a powerful tool for updating the station’s strategic plan 

and to see whether the ongoing work plans are still on track. 

  

This first part of the three-tier impact assessment methodology was originally designed by the first 

consultant recruited to develop the qualitative indicator monitoring package in February 2002. It has 

been used regularly since then by the national coach, who has worked to simplify the assessment 

tools and to make these methodologies regular aspects of the community radio stations’ working 

tools. This has been done through coaching and advising during the implementation process, 

through training sessions, including exchange between the eight stations, and by preparing a manual 

for continued support (UNESCO/UNDP 2004). 

 

At the time of writing, the project which facilitated this process is phasing out its involvement in the 

life of the stations. While it is obvious that some of the best functioning stations have realized the 

importance and usefulness of this internal assessment as a management tool and thus can be 

expected to keep up the routine, it will be interesting to see whether the weaker stations, who in 

reality need the tool even more than the others, will continue to make use of it. 

     

 

Assessing the impact of the community radio content 

 

The second area of impact assessment was aimed to ensure that the programs responded effectively 

to the needs and interests of the community, who assess them as useful, effective, informative and 

entertaining.  

 

Checking content quality can be done in a variety of ways, including the resource-heavy content 

and reception analysis. While there is no doubt that such in-depth analytical work with the content 

could be very useful there is presently no capacity within the corps of community programmers and 

the management of the stations to carry out these. This is the major area where the methodology 

originally proposed was not realistic. 

 

Simpler ways of measuring the satisfaction with the programs have been included in this second 

aspect of the impact assessment. 
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• Regularly hearing out the community: Every time the community programmers are out of 

the station preparing programs or doing other work for the radio, they would also interview 

informally, community members, i.e. after an interview, to also ask a couple of pre-set 

questions on level of use of and satisfaction with the radio,  

 

• Registration of listener telephoned opinions. A set of basic questions were placed next to 

the telephone as a reminder to producers. This technique allowed the establishment of a 

profile of listeners who called in (sex, age, where they live) and to record their opinion about 

the radio in general, hear what they find has changed in the community since the start of the 

radio, their favorite program and finally, hearing whether the listener have any specific 

suggestions to the radio.  

 

• Registration of letters from listeners, and a systematic analysis of these, provided 

considerable unsolicited community input about the programming of the station. Another 

important type of listener letter included complaints directed primarily towards the various 

public services that ought to be provided to the public. This category of letters allowed the 

radio to play an even more active role as the voice of the community, taking account of the 

opinions of the more silent part of the community in order to inform the programming. The 

radio could thus play a facilitating role between the listeners and the authorities in such 

cases.  

 

• Responses to questions on the back of message slips. An important function of a 

community radio in Mozambique is to communicate messages from persons or groups to the 

whole community. The messages are of different kinds - from announcing births or deaths, 

community events, meetings, visits to the community as well as a variety of general public 

service announcements. These messages are also a vital part of a station’s income. The 

system works through a person buying a printed message slip, on which s/he can write the 

message, the sender’s name, the preferred time for broadcasting, etc.  For research purposes 

some questions were printed on the back of this slip, asking the kind of questions used in 

recording telephoned opinions. Again, a systematic analysis of this information is a valuable 

impact assessment tool. 

 

In an average community radio in Mozambique, some 10-15 of these messages are bought 

on a daily basis, filled in and returned to the station, which makes a monthly total of 300-

450. Naturally not all have filled in the back page of the message slip, but even with a low 

30% expectation (people generally do like to share their opinion) the mobilizer will have 

some 90-120 monthly opinions collected. A weekly systematization is encouraged, on the 

basis of which the mobilizer in her/his weekly meeting with the volunteer community 

programmers can share reflection, as well as use the inputs to continually ensure that the 

programs respond to the needs and interests of the community.  

 

• Interviews with people living near individual programmers. Nearly all the eight radios 

forming part of the basis for the present article have community programmers living in 

practically all the different parts of the community (the different bairros). Funding elaborate 

community research is difficult for the radios. If therefore a radio has some 50 volunteer 

community programmers and each of them carry out six interviews – three with women, 

three with men – the radio has 300 interviews gathered in a very simple and cost effective 

way.  
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This method is also fast and has been used successfully, for example in a community, where 

openness about HIV/AIDS had not yet taken root, and a person living with HIV/AIDS for 

the first time was interviewed on the radio. The next day all volunteers carried out 

interviews in their bairro, and the radio had thus taken the pulse of the community through 

300 interviews.  

 

Another example is when the radio changes its programming format: the next day the bairro 

interviews were carried out, and the radio had an immediate reflection of community 

reaction.   

 

• Interviewing people present for major public events. In Mozambique a variety of 

different public events gather large crowds nearly every month. This might be Liberation 

Day, the Day of the Child, Women’s Day, May 1st, or even a cultural event in a 

neighborhood. Interviews at these events have focused on the topic of the gathering in 

relation to the radio’s programming. If for instance the event is on the occasion of  Women’s 

Day, the interviews could primarily focus on women’s programming in the station, asking 

the women present their opinion and suggestions.  

 

These interviews are very brief given the nature of the event – some 3-5 basic questions. 

 

These events are known well in advance and can easily be planned into the overall activities 

of the station by the mobilizer. For each event it suffices with some 4-5 interviewers, 

interviewing each some 10-15 persons. This would result in between 40 and 75 interviews, 

which could be systematized and again inform the discussions in the weekly meeting of 

volunteer community programmers. 

 

All of these methods are simple, yet have to be planned for and carried out in a structured and 

stringent manner, facilitating simple, structured analyses of their content. The results are shared 

with the station management, but are primarily used as feed back to the programmers in the weekly 

meeting between the mobilizer and the group of volunteer community programmers. 

 

How did it work? – some results of the impact assessment of the community radio content 

The design of this set of impact assessment tools and techniques was carried out with a very 

pragmatic intent: the wish to ensure that realistically they would be continually implemented by the 

community groups involved in the radio stations. The best motivation for this is naturally that the 

community programmers, the mobiliser and the management of the radio find that the work makes 

sense and that the results are useful.  

 

A basic human trait is that we like to be noticed, and that we are curious to hear the opinion of 

others as to what we have been doing. And the pride in doing something effective and useful is a 

promising basis for securing the implementation of the various community research tools presented 

above. 

 

The tools are being used. Not all at the same time and not always as systematically as could ideally 

be wanted – but they are being used and found useful. When the coach has visited, in-depth 

discussions have been conducted as to which of the techniques were being effectively used and 
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which not. Reasons have been sought and ways of moving on agreed upon with the programmers 

and the management committee.   

 

Some of the powerful results of this continued dialogue with the community is that in a recent 

research with 200 persons in each of the eight communities (100 men and 100 women) only 1 

person did not answer that “the radio is ours – belongs to us”. And in several communities the 

traditional leaders have strongly praised that radio for strengthening the community, the community 

spirit, giving hope, giving new value to the traditions and local language, among others. 

 

 

Assessing the impact of the radio on community development 

 

The third and final aspect of the impact assessment methodology presented here aims to ensure that 

the community radio in the longer term actually manages to create some of the desired basic social 

change in the community. Individual and focus group interviews are the heavier, slightly more 

demanding research methods used for this purpose. These can effectively be used for registration of 

the extent to which the radio is seen to actually have contributed effectively to the positive, social 

change within the community, and assess to what extent this change actually corresponds to the 

needs initially expressed by the community in the baseline research carried out at the outset. 

 

During the mobilization process in the eight communities5 research was carried out for a number of 

different reasons and with a variety of objectives. Among these were to identify the image that the 

community had of itself, the principal problems it was facing and its hopes and dreams for the 

future. Three principal problems identified, which were nearly identical in the very different 

communities, were: (i) hunger, or food security, (ii) health, ranked in the order of malaria, cholera 

and diarrhea, and finally HIV/AIDS, and (iii) security and infra structure.  

 

These issues were therefore put to the forefront in organization and planning. This was in order to 

be able continually to check whether the radio – outside the internal mechanics of the station and 

above the control of the content quality of the programs – was actually contributing to changing the 

problems identified and in general was seen as contributing to a positive development in the 

community. 

 

Many of the techniques used to ensure the continual program quality and listener satisfaction will 

also provide evidence as to the change happening in the community as a result of the community 

radio programming. In order to further confirm this an annual process is carried out, including a 

series of individual interviews as well focus group discussions. 

 

The ideal established is to have the mobilizer and her/his assistants carry out a series of individual 

interviews, and 6 focus group discussions with the following distinct profiles: young women, young 

men, women living in a rural area, men living in a rural area, women living in the more town-like 

area, men living in the more town-like area. Each of the focus groups consists of 6-10 persons, and 

it is attempt is made for some of the persons in each group to have also taken part in the earlier 

discussion.   

 

The mobilizer has been trained to handle this more in-depth research process as well, and to 

systematize the findings in a simple manner. At the present time the mobilizers prove to have the 

necessary skills to handle this process. It has, in fact, been amazing to follow the process in the 
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radio stations, where mobilizers have been selected on the basis of their knowledge of the 

community and their commitment to see it develop. Many of these persons have had very little 

schooling and no prior research experience. Even so, remarkable capacities have been developed in 

some, to carry out the research activities described above in terms of planning, organizing, 

managing the implementation, and finally analyzing and presenting the results. 

 

Some examples of results emerging from the impact assessments: 

 

➢ The community radio helped generate a sense of value to the local culture as the listeners 

hear their own language used and learn about their culture. The radio as such helps 

generate an increased knowledge of the cultural identity and creates self-confidence in the 

community. Self confidence is essential especially for youth and women in their need to 

strengthen their capacity to negotiate safe sex and to have a firm understanding of and 

attitude towards their sexual reproductive health. 

 

➢ The community radio helps open a space for discussion of HIV/AIDS, creating an 

environment where this subject-matter is discussed openly. When we carried out the first 

focus group discussion with groups of youth in Dondo, we learnt that no-one had had an 

HIV test made and they were also not inclined to do so. When interviewing the same 

groups one year later, three in each of the same groups openly and spontaneously told us 

about having had a test made to check on their health status, and they recommended the 

others to do the same. That the radio at least contributed positively to this change cannot 

be disputed. 

 

➢ The community radio helped improve the general level of relevant information and action 

in the area of health related issues. During the recent cholera epidemic the radio broadcast 

information about the distribution of chlorine and the importance of putting this in the 

water. The women were therefore ready to accept the Red Cross volunteers putting 

chlorine in their water containers, when they fetched water. This is the reason why, 

although Dondo did have cholera cases, not one person in Dondo died of Cholera during 

the year. 

 

➢ The community radio in Dondo had an important role in maintaining security and stability 

among the citizens by helping the police disseminate information about “community 

policing” and by identifying criminal elements beating up people, robbing and stealing 

under the pretext of being community police. The radio also helped the police identify 

elements of the voluntary community police corps misusing their new prestige and the 

population received clear information as to the role and extent of the power of these new 

“police men”. Those misusing their position were punished.    

 

 

Assessing the impact assessment methodology: strengths and shortcomings. 

 
The continued use of the research methodology is providing a very good basis for the continued 

internal development of both the institutional framework, the quality of the programs and their 

impact on the community development. Research is, however, an activity far from the – mostly – 

rural realities of the radios, and much depend on the persons presently charged with the work.  
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So far the project which has started these processes is set to run until September 2006 and will 

continue to inspire, remind and coach the communities to keep going. After this time it is the hope 

that the national community radio forum, FORCOM, which was constituted in April 2004, will 

have gained strength and size to be able to be the sounding board and security net for these 

processes in the radios. 

 

There is no doubt that the tools so far have proven effective, important and highly useful. The 

ability to systematically – black on white – present the above mentioned results of the work of the 

radios and demonstrate an in-depth knowledge of the community, its profile, problems and dreams, 

has facilitated a vast number of international, national and local partnerships. On the one hand the 

process helps ground the radio in the local reality and become a core community development actor, 

and on the other hand it helps create financial sustainability for the radio.    

 

 

Designing their own future 

 

Some general conclusions taken from the work in the eight communities covered by the project in 

question is that people feel much better informed – both about things in their immediate 

surroundings and beyond. Local leaders have highlighted the fact that the radio is very effective in 

giving value to the local culture, the local languages and traditions. This creates self-esteem in the 

community, pride and empowerment. Also several communities demonstrate an increased level of 

transparency in the public administration – and an increased involvement of women in public life.6   

 

The research carried out in the framework of our Mozambican case documents what an observer 

cannot fail to notice: the communities are changing dramatically with the advent of a community-

owned, -controlled and -produced radio. The communities themselves are also aware. This mere 

observation is very good - but the community radio station still needs to ensure (1) that it really is 

on track and managing to move towards its objectives, (2) needs to demonstrate credibly to local 

(funding) partners the ways in which the station is an effective partner. And within the context of 

the present article, (3) needs to convince international funding agencies of the effectiveness of 

community radio as a development tool that is carefully designed and community-owned, with 

extensive participation by all communities within the communities, and with serious attention paid 

to sustainability aspects. The research is also needed to demonstrate that it takes time to develop 

good and effective community radios and that its development has to be tailor-made to the specific 

context into which it is developing. 

 

When these prerequisites are in place, the community radio can become efficient local knowledge 

centers, empower communities and individuals by reinforcing existing local capacity and changing 

–  for the better democratically - the local dynamics, helping uncover experience and knowledge 

earlier not visible – and providing a space for and voice to communities earlier marginalized from 

public life, including women. The radio furthermore functions as the local technological center, in 

most places providing access to telephone, fax and photocopies. And finally the radio cannot help 

but become the local coordination center: visitors to the community, NGOs wanting to start 

working locally will first contact the radio station. And in a concrete example radio coordinated the 

relief efforts during a flood crisis. 

 

In a post conflict situation like Mozambique, the radios are seen to be an important factor in 

mending the social tissue – and in the context of our case, research found only one in 1000 of the 
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community members interviewed in the eight project partner communities who did not respond that 

“the radio belongs to us!” - a very good indication that some of the basic ownership is in place, and 

that the community has started to re-establish a common identity.   

 

If we want to really promote people-based social change and improved lives, we need to listen to 

the people themselves. They will point us in the right direction. 
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