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Executive summary

Goal 16 of  the Sustainable Development Goals 
throws down a challenge to work out ways to 
promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 
sustainable development. BBC Media Action 
believes in the power of  media to play an important 
role in delivering that goal, bringing people together 
and providing platforms for resolving difference 
peacefully. BBC Media Action supports national 
debate and discussion shows in both Kenya and 
Nigeria that broadcast regularly to regular audiences 
of  nearly 13 million people. These shows support 
inclusive, balanced, moderated discussion that 
incorporates multiple viewpoints in robust debate. 

This report uses data from nationally 
representative surveys gathered around those 
programmes to contribute to the small but 
growing evidence base on media and conflict. 
At the centre of the analysis is an examination of 
discussion. The report explores how discussion 
programmes – where a diverse audience, 
representing the whole of society, is engaged in 
fair and balanced debate – can stimulate both 
private/interpersonal discussion and public 
discussion in either a community setting or one 
hosted by local government. It then goes on to 
examine whether discussion can, in turn, affect 
conflict-related attitudes at scale, whether 
attitudes towards other groups in society or 
attitudes towards violence. The basic idea is 
that regular engagement in the sort of media 
programmes our organisation seeks to provide 
can help to mitigate conflict in fragile settings by 
increasing understanding of the other, facilitating 
compromise and ultimately engendering less 
recourse to violence. 

Data collected by BBC Media Action in Kenya and 
Nigeria is used to test the hypothesis that media-

induced discussion is associated with attitudes 
that are related to conflict and fragility. The results 
reveal a rich but complicated picture. We find 
relatively consistent evidence in both countries 
that our discussion-oriented media programmes 
are strongly linked to private discussion among 
family, friends and others. Evidence from Kenya 
also suggests that exposure to debate-style 
programming is potentially linked to public political 
discussion, but that this relationship is likely to be 
mediated through other variables such as private 
political discussion. Finally, in both cases, both 
private and public discussion is strongly associated 
with individual attitudes towards conflict. 
However, the relationship is a complex one and 
bears further examination. 

These findings are not meant to be either 
definitive or exhaustive. Rather, they constitute 
an initial attempt to examine the connections 
between media, discussion and attitudes using 
previously unpublished data. This study can 
thus be seen as a preliminary attempt to test 
our assumptions, identify relevant controls and 
begin to consider our models more carefully as 
we move towards a theory of change about the 
relationship between media and conflict. 

The paper concludes by summarising some of 
the more interesting empirical findings emerging 
from this exercise and mapping out areas for 
future research. We need, for example, to better 
understand the different forms that private and 
public political discussion can take and to assess 
more carefully the qualitative nature of the 
discussion in question. We also need to better 
understand the sequencing of these effects and 
especially how private and public discussion 
interact with one another. Finally, one aspect that 
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also played a significant role in predicting attitudes 
was region, and this argues for a more considered 
and comprehensive understanding of the 
institutional and cultural environment that shapes 
attitudes towards both inclusion and violence. 

In sum, we are not yet in a position to claim that 
media can affect attitudes towards violence at 
scale. We are, however, in a position to highlight 
the importance of discussion as a predictor of 
conflict-related attitudes and the need to fully 
examine context, as the sector attempts to 
develop an evidence-based understanding of 
the drivers of conflict. Going forward, we need 
to gain a better understanding of the conditions 
under which media can support the positive 
dimensions of discussion and ameliorate the 
negative ones in order to guide our media 
support projects and those of others. What is 
clear from a programming standpoint is that we 
cannot simply assume that all discussion is good 
at all times and that variables, such as efficacy 
and participation, always go hand in hand with 
more tolerant attitudes. Instead, we need to 
continue to test our assumptions by evaluating 
the individual components of these arguments 
and how they inter-relate, and then take context 
into account.
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Glossary

Regression analysis

Regression analysis is a statistical technique that 
allows us to compare the likelihood of different 
groups performing certain behaviours. In BBC 
Media Action’s governance work, we use this 
technique to compare our audiences with people 
who do not listen to our programme, to see if  there 
are any differences in these two groups, for example 
in terms of  their likelihood to have certain levels of  
knowledge or greater participation.

One of the advantages of regression analysis is 
that it makes it possible to remove any distorting 
effects that might explain any differences between 
the groups. For example, it might be that more 
educated people have higher levels of knowledge 
and that these same educated people decide 
to listen to our programme. If this were the 
case, it could be that any difference between 
our audience and non-audience was due to the 
different levels of education between the groups. 
Regression analysis removes any difference or 
distortion that arises from characteristics like 
education. This process of removal is sometimes 
referred to as “controlling for confounders”.

Regression analysis can only tell us whether there 
is a statistical association between someone being 
exposed to a programme and performing a particular 
behaviour. Regression analysis cannot tell us the 
direction of that relationship – for example, does 
listening to the programme make people perform the 
actual behaviour in question or does performing that 
behaviour make people listen to the programme.

Regression analysis is not definitive proof of 
impact. Our particular regressions are predictive 
models only. 

Confounder

A confounder is a characteristic that is related 
to the outcome we are interested in (such 
as knowledge or participation) and what we 
think predicts this relationship (for example, 
exposure to our programmes). Confounders are 
variables that precede the intervention. In the 
analyses presented in this paper, these include 
demographic characteristics, such as gender, 
education and age, as well as psychographic 
characteristics, such as interest in politics.

Structural equation modelling (SEM)

Structural equation modelling is a statistical 
technique that allows a model to comprise inter-
related characteristics, which combine to lead to 
an outcome to be tested. In this way, it explains 
the data – and therefore the population from 
which it was drawn – adequately, controlling 
for all relationships in a model simultaneously 
in order to eliminate the need to run each 
regression separately. SEM indicates how well 
the individual items load into the factors in the 
main theoretical model, testing that model and 
evaluating how well the data fits the theory.
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A boy listens to a radio as he stands with a large crowd 
which gathered to watch the second televised debate for the 
2013 Kenya elections on a large screen in central Nairobi on 
25 February 2013. © Carl de Souza/AFP/Getty Images
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Part 1 
Introduction

In 2014, the number of people forcibly displaced by conflict reached 
the highest level ever recorded, a staggering 57.9 million.1 Of these 
conflicts, 80% were intra-state, conducted primarily between national 
governments and non-state actors in so-called fragile states.2 The cost 
of these conflicts is high. In 2014, the economic impact of violence on 
the global economy was estimated at US$14.3 trillion (£9.21 trillion) or 
13.4% of world GDP.3 Ongoing conflict takes a toll on development: 
fragile states and their economies lag behind other countries in achieving 
the Millennium Development Goals around poverty, child survival 
and education.4 It is rapidly becoming clear that finding ways to help to 
address fragility is vital for securing a more peaceful and prosperous 
future across the globe. 

This paper is interested in exploring whether media can help to mitigate 
conflict in fragile settings; and if  it can do it, how it does it. There is a long-
standing debate in development circles over this question. Some see media 
as vital for enabling inclusive public dialogue in conflict-afflicted areas, 
particularly where formal mechanisms of  accountability are inherently 
weak. Others contend that the initial freedom of  expression that 
accompanies a liberalising media actually reinforces identity politics and 
thereby risks undermining democratic stability, at least in the short run.5

To date, however, the empirical literature on this relationship has been 
quite thin, with relatively little evidence to confirm or reject claims that 
media promotes or prevents conflict.6 In the absence of an extensive and 
conclusive evidence base, it is vital that we develop theoretical models 
that help us to better understand and elucidate how media interacts with 
other variables in fragile settings. 

This paper begins to explore those relationships. BBC Media Action’s 
experience working within a variety of fragile settings across the 
globe has lead us to conclude that media programmes that provide a 
mass platform for dialogue and debate make a  critical contribution in 
countries characterised by ethnic, religious, political or other division. 
Building on that work, this paper seeks to explore the hypothesis that 
political discussion – both private (family, friends and others) and public 
(in group settings) – is a crucial variable in influencing conflict-relevant 
attitudes at scale. 
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This hypothesis is then tested – and refined – using data collected by BBC 
Media Action in two fragile settings: Kenya and Nigeria. We find relatively 
consistent evidence in both countries that our discussion-oriented media 
programmes are strongly linked to private discussion among family, 
friends and others. Evidence from Kenya also suggests that exposure 
to debate-style programming is potentially linked to public political 
discussion, but that this relationship is likely to be mediated through 
other variables such as private political discussion. Finally, in both cases, 
both private and public discussion is strongly associated with individual 
attitudes towards conflict. However, the relationship is a complex one 
and bears further examination. The paper concludes by summarising 
some of the more interesting empirical findings emerging from this 
exercise and mapping out areas for future research.

The principal contribution of this exercise is thus a theoretical one. In a 
field marked by a paucity of evidence, we leverage primary data taken 
from nationally representative surveys and a range of analytic techniques 
to test our assumptions about the role of discussion in mediating the 
relationship between media and conflict. In so doing, we further clarify 
how exposure to media programming, political discussion and conflict-
related attitudes inter-relate. We also identify some characteristics that 
would need to be taken into account before undertaking more extensive 
analysis in the future as we work towards a theory of change. 

The paper unfolds as follows. Part 2 makes the case for why discussion 
matters in fragile contexts and the potentially positive role that media can 
play in generating discussion – and reducing conflict – in fragile settings. 
Part 3 describes the two cases and draws on qualitative research in 
Kenya to suggest how our argument about debate programmes in fragile 
settings works in practice. Part 4 lays out the central theoretical claim 
linking exposure to media programming to discussion and attitudes and 
describes the research design. Part 5 tests the relationship between 
media and discussion among viewers of BBC Media Action debate 
programmes. Part 6 tests the relationship between discussion and 
attitudes in the general population. The key results and insights are 
outlined to enable a consistent narrative. Part 7 concludes with some 
thoughts on how to design a more robust research programme in the 
future. The accompanying Technical appendix presents a full description 
of results, tables and additional information such as regression model 
performance, where this analysis is not reported elsewhere.
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Part 2 
Addressing fragility:  
The role of discussion and media

Bringing society in: Knowledge, discussion and attitudes

In addressing fragility, international development agencies historically 
focused their attention largely on the state, supporting the ability of 
developing country governments to create inclusive and sustainable 
political settlements.7 To the extent that society was privileged within this 
paradigm, it tended to be in the context of helping these governments to 
enhance their legitimacy with societal groups. 

Increasingly, however, the most relevant governance dynamics in fragile 
settings are thought to lie not only between citizens and state, but 
also within society.8 As this shift in donor discourse takes place, issues 
of empowerment, voice and participation are becoming ever more 
prominent elements of development strategy.9 Taking voice seriously 
means looking at how different societal groups relate to one other – 
what attitudes they hold and how they communicate with one another – 
as a means to understanding the drivers of violent conflict.

To date, much of the literature on intra-societal communication in 
fragile settings has focused on knowledge as the basis for influencing 
attitudes. Sanborne and Thyne, for example, have examined the effects 
of education on democracy, using large data sets to show the positive 
impact of increased knowledge on political participation, attitudes 
toward democracy, and political efficacy.10

But while knowledge is surely an important driver of attitudes that foster 
co-operation and reduce conflict, so too is discussion. Democratic 
theorists from Mill to Habermas have long argued that exposure 
to diverse views in society can foster moderation, tolerance, and 
compromise.11 There is also a substantial empirical literature in political 
science on how discussion within personal networks (i.e. family, friends, 
neighbours, ethnic kin) affects attitudes towards others, including 
a growing literature on how interpersonal discussions with non-
like-minded individuals can also moderate attitudes in ways that are 
conducive to democratic practice.12 
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How all of this plays out in a fragile political context is obviously a good 
deal more complicated. In such settings, an important coping strategy 
for preserving personal security may in many cases be compliance with 
or even support of those in charge – rather than participating in open, 
robust debate.13 But there is good reason to believe that both private 
and public discussion may be all the more crucial in situations of fragility. 

Dryzek makes the theoretical case for a more contested, deliberative 
politics when seeking to address issues of identity in deeply divided 
societies.14 Using discussion groups in Northern Ireland, Luskin and 
colleagues have demonstrated how managed discussion can support 
changes to knowledge and attitudes and, potentially, support more 
conciliatory politics within fragmented societies.15 Diani has similarly 
shown how engaging in discourse and communicative action in public 
spaces in the Middle East can help to forge social movements that cut 
across “clans, factions, and local communities… creating and reinforcing 
collective identities”.16 

In short, even though the public sphere is often – as one scholar 
characterised it – the “first victim of conflict”, there are strong theoretical 
and empirical grounds for believing that enhancing both private and public 
discussion in fragile states can be an important step towards improving 
governance and moving towards sustainable development.17

Bringing media in: Discussion, attitudes and behaviours

So where does media fit into this equation? If we think of media as a 
forum for promoting debate and discussion, can discussion-based media 
programmes affect attitudes and behaviours in fragile settings?

Historically, a great deal of emphasis has been placed on the negative side 
of that influence, and in particular, on the potential of media to promote 
violence through the promulgation of hate speech. Radio Télévision Libre 
des Milles Collines, in the wake of the Rwandan genocide, is perhaps 
the most notorious such example, but the role of media in the Yugoslav 
Wars in the 1990s – and especially Slobodan Milošević’s state-controlled 
radio in Serbia – has also been well documented.18 Paluck’s research 
showed how a radio talk show successfully encouraged discussion 
about intergroup conflict and co-operation in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, but, in so doing, also heightened tensions and intolerance.19 
These kinds of cases have led scholars, such as Allen and Stremlau, 
to conclude that allowing media to flourish in societies that are in the 
process of resolving violent conflicts is imprudent policy, as the risks of 

An important coping strategy for preserving personal 
security may in many cases be compliance with or even support 
of those in charge.
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divisive and inflammatory material outweigh the benefits of promoting 
robust discussion and debate.20

But other research has shown that media can make a more positive 
contribution. The World Development Report 2015, for example, 
highlighted research by Paluck showing positive results from a radio 
drama in Rwanda that “improved perceptions of social norms such as 
co-operation and willingness to engage in dialogue, even on sensitive 
topics”.21 Bleck and Michelitch’s ongoing work in Mali has shown that 
people given access to radios acquire and share new information and 
substantive political opinions, both skills thought to be vital to active 
citizenship.22 Looking specifically at discussion-based programming, 
Paluck and colleagues further found that a civic education radio initiative 
in South Sudan increased democratic attitudes and behaviours in that 
country.23 In a field experiment on the effect of exposure to FM talk radio 
in Accra, Ghana, Conroy-Krutz and Moehler also found that partisan 
media decreased political polarisation in that country.24 

BBC Media Action’s work is also relevant in this regard. Across several 
fragile settings, our research has found evidence that our debate and 
discussion programmes are having an impact on peoples’ reported level 
of political knowledge and private political discussion.25 There is also 
some evidence that they are having an impact on political participation.26 
In Sierra Leone, for example, research found that regular listeners to 
our twice-monthly debate programme were more likely to report 
higher levels of knowledge of key governance issues and more frequent 
political participation, compared with non-listeners.27 In Nepal, listening 
to our debate programme was significantly associated with an increase 
in political participation. How much a person was exposed to the 
programme was also a factor; the greater the exposure, the higher the 
level of political participation and discussion.28 In Kenya, regular audiences 
of our debate programme were more likely to report higher levels of 
political participation than non-audiences (see Part 3).

Increasingly, we have begun to see a pattern, where discussion can be 
an important interim outcome leading to knock-on effects in other areas 
of governance, such as self-efficacy and political participation. Building on 
that finding – which is elaborated in Part 5 – this paper seeks to advance 
a hypothesis about how viewers move from consuming media to a shift 
in attitudes related to conflict. We posit that one of the key intervening 
variables is discussion – whether private (with family and friends) or 
public (in a town hall meeting or in a collective endeavour). The idea is 
that regular engagement in balanced, moderated and inclusive discussion 
– of the sort that our media programmes seek to provide – can be good 
for mitigating conflict in fragile settings by increasing understanding of 
the other, reaching compromise and ultimately facilitating less recourse 
to violence. 
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People gather around a television in Lagos, Nigeria, on 
31 March 2015 to follow developments as partial results 
of the Nigerian presidential elections are released by the 
Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC).  
© Pius Utomi Ekpei/AFP/Getty Images
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Part 3 
Kenya and Nigeria: Media 
programmes in fragile settings

Before we describe our research design in Part 4, this section provides 
some background information on the two cases of  Kenya and Nigeria, 
and the very specific nature of  BBC Media Action discussion-based 
programming in each country. The section concludes by drawing on 
qualitative data from the Kenya case to suggest how our argument about 
debate programmes, discussion and attitudinal change might work in fragile 
settings, before exploring these relationships through quantitative analysis.

Kenya and Nigeria: The context

Our data in this study is drawn primarily from Kenya and Nigeria. While 
both are unique cases, there are similarities that make for interesting 
comparison. According to Freedom House, both are partly free 
democracies.29 They both have young, growing populations and have 
conducted relatively peaceful polls after having experienced elections 
marred by violence. Both countries are affected by political violence and 
have significant social divisions – urban/rural, by age, region and ethno-
linguistic group. The Global Peace Index 2015 listed Kenya as low (133) and 
Nigeria as very low (151) in their “state of peace”, with both countries 
spending around 7% of GDP on violence containment.30 The OECD’s 
report States of Fragility 2015 identified both as being vulnerable across 
the dimensions of violence, resilience and justice – key indicators of 
fragility and lack of inclusivity.31

Violence, politics and the public discourse are intimately linked in 
both countries. Alongside perennial concerns around unemployment, 
corruption and poor governance, the issue of insecurity and the threat 
of terrorism are increasingly prominent in both national discourses. In 
Kenya, historical milestones (such as elections) have been marked by 
widespread violence, until the last general election in 2013. Ruteere and 
colleagues identify a close and growing association between violence 
and politics in Kenya, inflected with ethnic, regional and religious 
differences.32 This is true in the cities33 but also in rural areas where Scott-
Villiers and colleagues describe how different forms of violence combine 
with politics to exert powerful control over people’s lives.34 Their study 
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identifies hate speech as being both the background to violence and a 
driver of violence. Interviewees primarily saw ethnicity as a proxy for 
political gains and losses. As one interviewee stated: “It is the politicians 
who instigate violence and conflict among people here. They propagate 
hate speech. They talk against other communities.”35

Similarly in Nigeria, Schultze-Kraft and Hinkle conclude that the 
interests of political elites were central to spurring violence in the 
Niger Delta.36 In the North, others have examined links between Boko 
Haram’s expansion and the political interests of local elites.37 The Lemu 
Panel Report, commissioned by the Nigerian government to examine 
the violence around the 2011 elections, found that rumour-mongering 
and negative campaigning, among other factors, were a root cause of 
the violence.38 

Both countries have high media penetration, with nearly everyone having 
access to one form of media or another. Nigeria’s media scene is one 
of the most vibrant in the world with over 200 radio stations and more 
than 120 TV stations. Kenya too has a rapidly developing and diverse 
media with over 100 radio stations and 17 TV stations. In Nigeria, 94% 
of people have access to TV and 97% to radio, and in Kenya, 81% have 
access to TV and 98% to radio, while in both countries more than 50% of 
the population have access to the internet.39

Inclusive dialogue is a frequent recommendation by international actors 
to address problems in the two countries.40 Given these circumstances, 
the media appears to have a potentially important role in generating 
inclusive public discussion and engaging the whole population. 

The programming

BBC Media Action believes that the facilitation of inclusive public 
discussion and debate is particularly critical in countries characterised 
by ethnic, religious, political or other divisions. Often these are the 
very places where media and information environments are most 
conspicuously failing to provide the balanced and inclusive discussion that 
is, arguably, so crucial to achieving cohesive societies and well-functioning 
polities that can peacefully negotiate difference. Our projects thus seek 
to support inclusive, balanced, moderated discussion that incorporates 
multiple viewpoints in robust debate. Projects are designed both to 
help improve accountability and to contribute to stability in situations 

“It is the politicians who instigate violence and conflict among 
people here. They propagate hate speech. They talk against other 
communities.”
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of fragility. In both Kenya and Nigeria, media has been used to provide 
a mass platform for inclusive public dialogue and discussion that attracts 
trust from across the social and political spectrum. In Kenya, Sema Kenya 
(Kenya Speaks) uses a public debate format. In Nigeria, Talk Your Own 
(English and Pidgin) is a magazine programme supplemented by monthly 
public debates in a similar format to Sema Kenya. 

Sema Kenya

Sema Kenya is a weekly audience-led, multimedia, factual 
discussion programme, first aired in October 2012. It is broadcast 
on Kenyan national TV and radio in the Kenyan national language 
of Swahili, and involves a panel discussion led by questions from 
the audience. Sema Kenya takes debates to regional audiences, 
normally excluded from discussion in the mainstream media. In 
its first season, episodes were recorded in 14 different locations 
across the country. The debates provide the opportunity for a 
diverse audience to raise the questions that mattered most to 
them. The debate is then broadcast to a large national audience 
(a reach of 4 million and a regular reach of 1.9 million in 2014–15) 
that is close to representative of Kenya’s overall demographics. 
The programme seeks to increase a feeling of connection among 
marginalised populations and also to bring the national agenda to 
focus on the concerns of those on the periphery.

The audience at Sema Kenya, a national TV and radio programme produced 
by BBC Media Action in partnership with BBC Swahili. Sema Kenya brings 
audiences face-to-face with public officials to debate the big issues of the day. 
© BBC Media Action
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Table 1: Audience profiles in Kenya and Nigeria*

    Kenya Nigeria

  Total regular audience 1.8 million 11.1 million

    Audience Sample Audience Sample 

Sex Female 43% 51% 39% 47%

Male 57% 49% 61% 53%

Age 15–24 35% 36% 34% 36%

25–34 31% 26% 31% 30%

35–44 17% 16% 17% 17%

45–54 10% 12% 12% 10%

55–64 4% 6% 4% 4%

65+ 3% 4% 2% 3%

Location Urban 46% 37% 65% 67%

Rural 54% 63% 35% 33%

Income We don’t have enough money, even for food 7% 8% 7% 7%

We can afford food but purchasing of clothes is 
a serious problem

14% 17% 10% 9%

We can afford food and clothes, but purchasing 
of durables such as a TV set or refrigerator is 
difficult for us

34% 41% 15% 16%

We can afford main household appliances, but 
purchasing a car is beyond our means

30% 24% 38% 36%

What we earn is sufficient to buy anything 
except such expensive purchases as an 
apartment or house

10% 5% 17% 15%

We do not face financial problems. If necessary 
we can buy an apartment or a house 

2% 2% 7% 7%

Don’t know/Refused 4% 3% 7% 10%

Education No schooling 3% 5% 2% 5%

Some primary education 5% 11% 1% 3%

Completed primary education 22% 25% 11% 14%

Completed secondary education 39% 39% 48% 48%

Completed college/university 31% 19% 38% 29%

Don’t know/Refused 1% 1% 1% 2%

Source: Data from BBC Media Action Programming. 

*Sample is nationally representative
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Talk radio is an important part of the media culture in both countries. 
But narrow, exclusive and confrontational discourse can often dominate 
the airwaves, particularly at times of tension. BBC Media Action’s 
policy briefing on the role of media in the 2007 Kenyan presidential 
elections, for example, observed that talk shows provided the greatest 
opportunities for hate speech within the country’s media landscape. 
That briefing also noted that talk show hosts in the country were not 
generally trained in conflict reporting or moderation.41 

In both countries, BBC Media Action programming is thus quite distinct 
from the discussion and talk radio programming available in the local 
media market. As part of the BBC, the talk format programmes we 
support must adhere to the BBC’s editorial values of independence, 
impartiality and honesty. Every effort is further made to ensure that the 
live audiences for these shows are representative of society and that 
everyone in the audience gets an equal chance to have his or her question 
heard. Details on how our discussion-based programming differs to 
other similar formats can be found in our research report examining the 
role that Sema Kenya played in the 2013 Kenyan presidential elections.42 

Talk Your Own

In Nigeria, Talk Your Own is a national weekly 25-minute radio 
magazine/discussion show in English and Pidgin. It began in 
January 2013 and is broadcast three times a month. It is designed 
to engage audiences in an entertaining and engaging way on 
the social, political and economic issues that are important to 
their lives. It incorporates vox-pops, roving reports and street 
interviews, as well as interviews with people in authority and 
opinion leaders on relevant issues. Audiences interact through 
diverse platforms including mobile and online. The regular 
editions are complemented by town hall meeting special editions, 
conducted along similar lines to Sema Kenya. These began in 
November 2013 and take place roughly monthly; they are 
designed to give ordinary Nigerians a more direct opportunity to 
question power-holders. Town hall meetings take place across 
the country with a live audience of around 50 people that are 
selected to be demographically representative. The presenter 
moderates the debate and asks follow-up questions. Talk Your 
Own is broadcast by around 120 local radio stations to an 
audience of around 6.5 million listeners, although the fact that it is 
only broadcast in English and Pidgin means that it is consumed less 
by audiences in the northern parts of the country where other 
languages are more widely spoken.
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The salient point to emphasise here is that we have a very specific 
understanding – and practice – of discussion-based media formats.

Media, discussion and conflict: Lessons from Kenya

Before we test our hypothesis with quantitative data, this section draws on 
qualitative data from our flagship debate programme Sema Kenya to offer 
a description of  the processes through which we believe that exposure to 
debate programmes encourages public discussion and influences audience 
behaviour. This case study is meant to be illustrative. But it is through 
evidence like this, drawn from BBC Media Action programming in Kenya 
and elsewhere, that we derived our central hypothesis about how viewers 
can move from media to discussion to attitudinal change.

As noted above, Sema Kenya is a debate programme that puts important 
questions to government officials and other people in powerful 
positions in Kenya, and allows live audiences to participate in the 
process by being given the opportunity to question officials. But can a 
TV debate programme motivate audiences at home to engage in similar 
conversations in their community? And what would this look like?

An evaluation of the programme was carried out in 2014–15. The study 
looked at the perspectives of audiences on Sema Kenya, to examine the 
influence of the programme at improving their level of knowledge around 
governance issues, discursive participation, women’s participation, and 
accountability. The perspectives of governmental officials who had 
participated on the panels were also examined, and triangulated against 
the responses of audiences who had attended the same shows. 

A total of 12 participants from the live audiences were selected to 
take part in the evaluation. These individuals were chosen specifically 
because of their position as local influencers in their communities. Each 
interviewee had previously attended a live debate and was a regular 
viewer of the programme. The personal accounts of those audience 
experiences helped us to better understand how these leaders engage in 
discussion in their communities, particularly following their exposure to 
our programmes. 

Participants reported feeling motivated to discuss and share what they 
had learned from our programmes with others in their community. 
Often, these discussions were informal and took place in settings such as 
cafes or community centres. They spoke about their experience on the 
show, how their leaders responded to being questioned and the topics 
that were discussed. These discussions typically occurred between the 
local influencers and other community members, rather than with key 
decision-makers. 
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There were some examples where discussions between audiences 
and panellists on the show led to an increase in levels of awareness and 
knowledge about specific topics relating to their local political context 
and issues of concern regarding others in their society. In other instances, 
participants reported an increase in their understanding of how decisions 
were made by their political leaders and of the responsibilities their 
leaders had in addressing governance issues. 

The format of the programme, and particularly the way in which the 
discussions were facilitated by the moderator on the show, was also 
seen to play a big part in influencing how audiences engaged with the 
topics on the programme, and subsequently in discussions following 
the programme. Participants reported that they were given the 
opportunity to engage in a conversation on Sema Kenya that they would 
not otherwise have been able to engage in during their daily life, because 
the programme provided a public platform for constructive dialogue and 
discussion between them and their leaders. Here, they pointed to the 
quality of the questions asked on the show, as well as the balanced way in 
which the programme was moderated. 

Following from this, participants also reported feeling that the discussions 
on the show were important because they enabled leaders to listen to 
the voices of citizens and to solve problems openly. The programme was 
also seen to help them evaluate the role of their leaders in addressing 
key political issues and to make them aware of their right to question 
their leaders about their responsibilities. Participants also reported 
that their experience on the show gave them a broader understanding 
and appreciation of other citizens’ social and political needs, as well 
as an appreciation of the heterogeneity of society as a result of the 
representation of audiences on the show.

This last finding is particularly relevant for the study at hand, and is 
echoed in the BBC Media Action research report on the role of Sema 
Kenya during the 2013 presidential elections in Kenya.43 Qualitative 
research presented in that study found that Sema Kenya presented issues 
from different areas of the country in ways that made them relevant to 
audiences elsewhere, by sharing learning and exposing commonalities. 
Diverse groups and viewpoints were represented within the programme 
and opposing views were discussed without friction and in a peaceful, 
constructive manner. In this way, Sema Kenya allowed for a dialogue that 
negotiated difference and facilitated inter-group contact, building blocks 
that can in theory allow for improved understanding of the “other”. 
These findings suggest that balanced, constructive and inclusive dialogue 
of the sort our programming provides can, in turn, influence attitudes 
towards other groups in society – which is the very hypothesis that this 
paper will now explore.44 
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Part 4 
Research design

In this section, we lay out the central hypothesis that we seek to test in 
this paper, we operationalise our explanatory and outcome variables, 
and we describe our research methodology. 

a. The model

Hypothesis
The central hypothesis that this paper explores is whether media-
induced discussion is associated with attitudes relating to conflict 
and fragility.

Variables
As postulated earlier, conflict in both countries has political, ethnic and 
geographical dimensions. The sort of discussion we are interested in 
exploring in this paper is thus “political discussion” as a potential driver 
in mitigating these divisions. We further separate discussion into two 
relevant forms: “private” discussion – i.e. that which takes place with 
family, friends and others in a non-public setting; and “public” discussion – 
i.e. engagement in a public forum or activity that is likely to include some 
element of two-way dialogue. 

Both of the variables we employ to measure public discussion 
are elements of a larger, compound and comprehensive “political 
participation” construct that is frequently used in BBC Media Action 
governance research. This variable also includes other participation-
related, but non-discursive actions, such as contacting elected officials, 
taking part in a protest or demonstration, and/or being an active 
member of a political party. But, for the purposes of understanding how 
discussion affects conflict-related attitudes, we have focused on these 
purely discursive aspects of political participation.45

While the measures used to capture private and public political 
discussion were the same for both Nigeria and Kenya, the constructs 
describing attitudes to conflict were asked in one country only: 
inclusion in Kenya and opposition to violence in Nigeria. (See box on 
Constructed variables.)
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Constructed variables

For the purposes of the analysis within this paper, 
a number of compound variables were constructed 
based on the answers to particular items in BBC 
Action Media’s existing quantitative surveys. These 
are described below.

Exposure
Exposure is a binary measure indicating whether an 
individual has listened to or watched the specified 
broadcast programme(s) regularly over the previous 
12 months. “Regularly” in this instance is defined 
as watching or listening to at least every other 
broadcast edition.

Private discussion
Private political discussion overall was calculated 
using the combined answers to the following three-
part question.

Would you say you discuss local and national issues 
that matter to you frequently, occasionally or never 
when you get together with:

1. family members?
2. friends?
3. other people outside of  your family and friends?

The private discussion construct was banded into 
three levels: never, occasionally and frequently.

Public discussion
Public political discussion is, for the purposes of  
this analysis, defined as a specific form of  political 
participation likely to involve a degree of  discussion 
and dialogue, either between citizens and state 
authorities (vertically) or between different citizens 
or groups (horizontally). It has been constructed 
using answers to the following two questions:

1. Have you participated in an organised effort to 
solve a neighbourhood or community problem 
(once, several times, are likely to, or would 
never do)?

2. Have you attended a meeting of  the local town 

council or with other government officials (once, 
several times, are likely to, or would never do)?

Inclusion (Kenya)
Our measure for attitudes towards other groups 
(inclusion) was constructed using responses to 
four statements in the Kenyan questionnaire. 
Respondents were asked to agree or disagree on 
a four-point scale (from strongly agree through to 
strongly disagree) to the following:

• I would like to live in a community that is made 
up of  people from different ethnic groups.

• It is important to learn about the culture of  
other ethnic groups in Kenya.

• Knowing about the different experiences of  other 
people in Kenya helps people understand the 
challenges facing their own communities better.

Responses to these statements were then 
aggregated to form a single measure of  inclusion 
banded into low, moderate or high.

Opposition to violence (Nigeria)
The measure used to determine levels of  opposition 
to violence comprised responses (on the same four-
point scale as inclusion) to the following statements:

• Sometimes violence is the best way to resolve a 
dispute.

• There is always an alternative to violence when 
solving a problem.

• Sometimes there is no point in talking because 
force is the only effective strategy.

• Violence is justifiable when all other options have 
been explored.

The responses to these statements combine to 
create a single four-point measure of  opposition 
to violence, from strong acceptance through 
acceptance and opposition to strong opposition.46

The variables used for each construct were tested 
and validated using statistical techniques.
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Ultimately, our aim is to understand how media affects attitudinal 
change through these different forms of discussion. The analysis breaks 
down into two component parts: what effect our programming has on 
political discussion of both types, and what effect those, in turn, have on 
attitudinal change (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Exposure, discussion and attitudes

 
b. Methodology

The study draws on quantitative data from recent fieldwork in Kenya 
and Nigeria, as well as on previous BBC Media Action research in other 
fragile countries. Data on inclusive attitudes was collected in Kenya, while 
data on opposition to violence was collected in Nigeria.

The data collection in Kenya took place in February 2015. This was 
a nationally representative survey, with a total sample of 3,003 
respondents, aged 15+. The sampling frame was from the Kenya 
Population and Housing Census 2009 data estimates. The sample was 
stratified by province and took a multi-stage cluster approach (stage 1: 
counties, stage 2: location, and stage 3: sub-location). At all stages, cluster 
sampling was random and self-weighting, using urban and rural strata.  

The fieldwork in Nigeria took place in December 2014. The 
survey’s target population was adult Nigerians, aged 15+, residing 
in six focal states in Nigeria. The survey had a total sample of 4,240 
respondents. The sample was not nationally representative, but instead 
representative of six focal states: Abuja, Taraba, Kaduna, Enugu, Delta 
and Lagos, selected to reflect Nigeria’s different regions. The sample 
was stratified across the six focal states. Within these states, a multi-
stage cluster sample (stage 1: locality, stage 2: enumeration areas) 
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was employed. At both levels, selection of clusters was random and 
self-weighting. The sampling frame was constructed from the 2006 
Nigerian census. The sample also employed strata for location (rural/
urban) and gender.

Both data sets were statistically adjusted (weighted) to reflect the 
populations from which they were drawn. Overall descriptions of  those 
populations included in the samples across key characteristics are provided 
in the Technical appendix.

The data analysis proceeds in three steps. 

Step 1: After establishing that there is no direct association between 
exposure to media programming and conflict-related attitudes, we 
proceed to study the relationship between exposure to programming 
and private political discussion. This is outlined in Part 5, section a.

Step 2: We draw on additional analysis of the Kenya data in Part 5, 
section b, employing a more sophisticated methodological technique 
– structural equation modelling (SEM) – to explore the link between 
exposure to debate-style programming and public political discussion. 
Relevant literature – as well as the existing analysis of BBC Media Action 
programming described in Part 2 – suggests that discussion of politics is 
linked to increased knowledge, political efficacy and participation in the 
public sphere. Here, we test and validate against the Kenyan population 
a model of how different characteristics (such as discussion, efficacy and 
knowledge) and their pathways lead from programme viewing to broader 
civic and political participation (including our measures of public political 
discussion). This analysis provides evidence for how viewing Sema Kenya 
most likely brings about change in political and civic participation, which 
can then potentially be extended to our thinking about conflict. 

Step 3: Having examined how exposure to debate programming inter-
relates with private and public political discussion, we then go on to look 
at the relationship between discussion and conflict-related attitudes in 
the Nigeria and Kenyan populations as a whole in Part 6. Analysing the 
same two data sets through regression analysis techniques, we explore 
the complex and inter-related ways in which private and public discussion 
affects attitudes related to inclusion and opposition to violence.

Throughout this exercise, and unless otherwise stated, regression analysis 
was carried out on the data sets from both Nigeria and Kenya to look at 
the relationship between a particular explanatory variable – for example, 
exposure to our programmes – and an outcome variable, for instance 
attitudes towards others (in Kenya) and attitudes towards violence (in 
Nigeria). Regression analysis is useful in that it allows us to account for 
other explanatory variables, including demographic characteristics, such 
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as age, sex or education level, and psychographic characteristics, such as 
interest in politics or political efficacy. This is important, as these other 
individual attributes could potentially distort the relationship between 
the discussion-related actions we are most interested in. This enables 
us to remove other explanations for any relationship observed, such as 
respondents’ social and demographic characteristics. 

Regression analysis also enables us to explore the role of  interaction 
between multiple predicting variables in the relationship between media, 
discussion and attitudes. An interaction effect examines how the influence 
of  one characteristic (such as discussion) differs depending on the 
level of  another characteristic (such as the region in a country in which 
someone lives) on an outcome (such as attitudes towards others). When 
looking more closely at the influences on people’s political discussion, for 
example, analysis of  the interaction effects between two or more of  these 
characteristics helps not only to understand how they drive conflict-related 
attitudes, but also how they can modify each other’s effect. This has 
allowed for a complex and context-dependent picture of  the influence that 
discussion and other drivers have on governance attitudes. 

c. Caveats

Before moving on to the results, several caveats are in order on the 
methodology employed in this paper. The first caveat concerns the 
construct we employ to measure political discussion. As noted above, 
political discussion is captured through an analysis of its amount and 
not its quality. This measure does not enable us to identify the type of 
discussion taking place, nor does it allow us to explore its character. Nor 
do we identify the characteristics of those involved in the discussion – i.e. 
who is speaking with whom. Furthermore, for public discussion-based 
activities, such as attending a council meeting, it is assumed that increased 
levels of this activity translate into increased discussion, even though it is 
perfectly possible to attend a public meeting and not discuss anything. 

These relatively blunt measures of discussion are a weakness in our 
methodology. However, because of the nature of our governance 
programme outputs – namely, open, inclusive debate that is designed 
to foster increased engagement and tolerance of alternative viewpoints 
– we have greater confidence that the discussion associated with 
BBC Media Action programmes is more likely to be balanced. That 

By undertaking these parallel analyses of Kenya and Nigeria, we seek 
to test our own assumptions about the relationship between debate-
style programming, discussion and conflict-related attitudes as we 
work towards a robust theory of change
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said, lacking any qualitative data to further explore the character of the 
“discussion” we are assessing means that we cannot discount the possibility 
that some of what we are capturing amounts to hate speech. As an initial 
investigation into identifying how media-based governance programming, 
discussion and conflict-related attitudes interact, the authors considered 
these measures to be adequate.

Second, the data comes from a cross-sectional sample from a single point in 
time. This means that causality cannot be inferred from this analysis, as the 
data cannot tell us the order in which the events occurred (and therefore 
whether exposure to governance programmes causes an increase in positive 
attitudes). But by accounting for the impact of other explanations, a stronger 
conclusion can be made about the relationship between exposure and, in the 
final section, attitudes towards violence and towards others. 

Third, and relatedly, it is important to flag that this paper is built on data 
collected by BBC Media Action as part of a project that sought primarily 
to assess media’s impact on accountability, rather than one that set out 
to address issues of conflict directly. As a result, the “conflict” variables 
employed in this study are not directly comparable across countries, as data 
on attitudes towards violence (opposition to violence) was not collected 
in Kenya and data on attitudes to others (inclusion) was not collected in 
Nigeria. Both can be used to describe elements of fragility within populations 
and states, and hence both are considered valid indicators for the purposes 
of our analysis. But they are distinct, non-comparable measures coming from 
samples that were designed to be representative of very different cultures 
and contexts. Any comparisons made should therefore be considered 
illustrative and not be interpreted directly as it is impossible to aggregate 
these results.

Rather, by undertaking these parallel analyses of Kenya and Nigeria, we 
seek to test our own assumptions about the relationship between debate-
style programming, discussion and conflict-related attitudes as we work 
towards a robust theory of change. In a literature on media and conflict that 
is still quite embryonic, we see real value in teasing out and testing a series 
of propositions that make sense of the relationships among these three 
variables. It is to this task that we now turn.47
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In Mombasa, members of  the audience ask questions during 
Sema Kenya (Kenya Speaks), a national TV and radio programme 
produced by BBC Media Action in partnership with BBC Swahili. 
Sema Kenya brings audiences face-to-face with public officials to 
debate the big issues of  the day. © BBC Media Action
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Part 5 
Hypothesis testing 1:  
Media’s influence on discussion

As described in Part 2, our research suggests that discussion is a key 
variable in predicting other attitudes, beliefs and behaviours. This 
section explores whether exposure to BBC Media Action’s discussion 
programmes influences discussion in Kenya and Nigeria. In this section, 
we use regression analysis of nationally representative surveys in Kenya 
and Nigeria to assess whether media has an influence on discussion, 
accounting for other characteristics that are known to be associated with 
media consumption and conflict-related attitudes. Our analysis is divided 
into the relationship between exposure and private discussion and the 
relationship between exposure and public discussion.

Before conducting this analysis, we first checked to see whether there 
was a direct association between exposure to our discussion programmes 
and more tolerant and less violent attitudes. In Kenya, we did find a 
significant association between exposure to BBC Media Action’s debate 
programme and more inclusive attitudes towards others, even after 
controlling for relevant socio-demographic characteristics.48 However, 
very few participants reported low levels of  inclusion. The small sample 
size in the “low” category therefore precluded any meaningful comparison 
with “moderate” or “high” groups, and we were only able to examine the 
relationship between those reporting high and moderate levels of  inclusion. 
Additionally, the performance of  this regression model was poor.49 In 
Nigeria, results were both inconsistent and largely insignificant. Overall, 
the analysis did not therefore provide consistent, credible evidence of  a 
direct relationship between programme exposure and conflict-related 
attitudes and we concluded that it was unlikely that BBC Media Action 
debate programmes were affecting these attitudes directly (see Technical 
appendix). We therefore continued to look in more detail at our primary 
hypothesis: that the influence of  exposure to media on conflict-related 
attitudes is mediated through discussion. 

a. Media and private discussion

We look first at the relationship between exposure to programming and 
private discussion (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Exposure and private discussion

In Kenya, the results of the analysis indicate that those who watch 
Sema Kenya regularly are twice as likely to “frequently discuss” rather 
than “occasionally discuss” political issues with family, friends and others. 
This result was statistically significant and therefore unlikely to have 
happened by chance. 

In Nigeria, we found that audiences who viewed our programming 
regularly were more likely than non-viewers to report higher levels of  
private discussion. Specifically, regular viewers of  Talk Your Own  were 
almost three times more likely to have “frequent” private political 
discussions (with family, friends and others) than “never discussing” at all, 
and this result was statistically significant. Audiences were also more likely to 
report that they “occasionally discuss” rather than “never discuss”, or that 
they “frequently discuss” rather than “never discuss”, although these results 
were borderline significant and therefore could represent a chance finding.50 
Because audiences of  Talk Your Own were consistently more likely to 
report more frequent discussion, and these associations were significant or 
borderline, we can conclude that a positive association is present.

Summary: Regression analysis in both countries suggests that 
audiences who have been exposed to BBC Media Action’s debate 
programmes are more likely to report higher levels of private political 
discussion than those who have not. This association between 
programme exposure and higher reported levels of private discussion 
is less consistently significant in Nigeria than it is in Kenya, but it is 
consistently positive.51 As the regression analysis employed accounts for 
other potential explanatory factors, such as social demographics, interest 
in politics and levels of knowledge, and because of the consistency found 
in the effects in both these countries, the analysis makes a credible 
case that debate and governance programmes are stimulating private 
political discussion in their audiences. 
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This picture was taken at a Town Hall meeting in Nigeria 
with the then Minister of Power, Chinedu Nebo, as well 
as some panellists from civil society organisations and the 
electricity regulatory body. It was part of Talk to your Own, 
a BBC Media Action weekly radio programme that features 
interviews, discussions, and audience participation.
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b. Media and public discussion

We now turn to examine the “public discussion” nexus of the media –
discussion axis (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Exposure and public discussion

As noted in Part 2, private political discussion has been shown to be 
a key predictor of a host of improved governance outcomes, such as 
knowledge, self-efficacy and political participation in assorted BBC Media 
Action programmes in fragile settings. But, while consistently positive, 
the direct association between exposure and higher levels of political 
participation was not always significant, including in our analysis for 
Kenya. Given that public political discussion is one aspect of our broader 
participation variable, this would seem to suggest – at first glance – that 
our programmes are not likely to have a significant impact on the sort of 
public discussion we are interested in exploring in this paper.

One potential explanation for the programmes’ lack of impact on some 
elements of political participation – including the sort of public political 
discussion we have hypothesised to be important in this paper – is that 
participation is further away from the influence of debate programming 
in the sequence of potential governance effects that might arise from 
it. There are two reasons why one might expect our debate-style 
programming to have a stronger relationship with private political 
discussion than with public political discussion. 

First, participation – including public discussion – only takes place as 
an indirect result of programming, following shifts in other variables 
that have been directly influenced by the programme. For example, 
viewing debate format programming might make someone feel more 
knowledgeable and generate more discussion of politics in private. 
Both of these factors might then lead to improved confidence or 
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efficacy, which in turn might make political participation more likely. 
But this sequence also means that the effect of programming on 
political participation (and public discussion) will be less than it is on 
the more immediate variables, such as confidence and efficacy, since 
a programme’s influence occurs indirectly, through improvement in 
those characteristics. 

An alternative explanation is that – unlike private political discussion, 
which hinges largely on attributes specific to the individual, such as 
confidence, knowledge, etc. – most acts of public discussion are also 
highly dependent on context. While one might, for example, feel more 
knowledgeable after watching a debate programme and decide – as a 
result – to participate in a public meeting, whether or not that meeting 
takes place, how accessible it is to the public and how the actual 
discussion within it transpires all depend on other factors that might 
diminish the observed effect of “participating in a meeting”. 

SEM: Media and private political discussion: A causal 
pathway to political participation

Additional analysis of the Kenya data described in Part 4 was 
conducted using structural equation modelling (SEM). SEM 
is a statistical technique that allows a model of inter-related 
characteristics leading to an outcome to be tested to ensure 
that it explains the data and therefore the population from 
which it was drawn adequately. In the present application, the 
approach therefore shows how different characteristics (such 
as private political discussion, efficacy and knowledge) lead 
from programme viewing to political participation. This work 
will be fully elaborated in an upcoming BBC Media Action 
Research Paper, and more details can also be found in this 
report’s Technical appendix.

The model demonstrates that exposure to Sema Kenya 
is directly associated with increased private political 
discussion and knowledge, and this in turn relates to 
increased political participation both directly through 
private discussion and indirectly through internal efficacy. 
This validated model therefore demonstrates that political 
participation is influenced by Sema Kenya, but it has an 
indirect influence, through the knock-on effects of these 
other governance characteristics.52 
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The emerging evidence for the impact of debate-style programming on 
political participation is most likely a mix of these two influences. The first 
explanation has been examined in the Kenyan context through structural 
equation modelling (SEM). The following box provides an explanation of 
what this analysis achieved and its results. 

In summary, the analysis found that exposure to Sema Kenya is directly 
associated with increased private political discussion and knowledge, 
and this in turn relates to increased political participation (including our 
measures of public political discussion) both directly through private 
discussion and indirectly through internal efficacy. 

Figure 4: Simplified model: Exposure > discussion 
and participation53

*** = result is significant at the 99.9% level

No asterisks means outside the standard level of significance.

As with the reported regression analysis on political participation in BBC 
Media Action projects referenced in Part 1, this model does not test the 
relationship between exposure to programming and engagement in public 
political discussion (as measured by participating in a community effort 
to solve a problem or attending a council meeting).54 Instead, it looks at 
overall political participation, which includes those discursive actions. 
The main point for this paper is to demonstrate how discussion can be an 
important interim outcome leading to knock-on effects in other areas of 
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governance, such as self-efficacy and political participation. It therefore 
seems likely that the relationship between exposure, private political 
discussion and public political discussion is more accurately represented 
by a diagram, such as that in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Exposure, discussion and attitudes

Summary: There is evidence that discussion programmes promote 
private discussion. We do not have evidence that our discussion 
programmes directly promote engagement in public discussion. 
However, our analysis in Kenya, including both our qualitative research 
and the use of SEM, shows that it is likely that those effects take place 
indirectly through private discussion and increased knowledge. It follows 
that such a pathway may also hold true for conflict-related attitudes. 
The following section examines this latter hypothesis by looking at the 
relationship between public and private discussion and conflict-related 
attitudes in Kenya and Nigeria. 
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Part 6:  
Hypothesis testing 2: 
Discussion’s effect on attitudes

In the previous section, we considered the ability of media to stimulate 
discussion. In this section, we use the same data sets to examine the 
associations between discussion and inclusive attitudes in Kenya, on 
the one hand, and between discussion and attitudes towards the use 
of violence in Nigeria, on the other. In this model, however, and unlike 
those considered in Part 5, we are not looking only at those individuals 
who have seen our debate programmes, but at the entire population. 
The relationship of interests are conveyed in Figure 6.

Figure 6: Discussion and attitudes

Our main finding in this section is that both private and public discussion 
are strongly associated with individual attitudes towards conflict; in fact, 
the joint contribution towards more tolerant and less violent attitudes 
that is made by private discussion and participation in a collective effort 
(a measure of public discussion) is larger than the contribution made 
by almost all other factors, including education, income, ethnicity or 
individual interest in politics. But the relationship between political 
discussion and conflict-related attitudes is a complex one, and plays out 
differently in each country. An overview of this complexity is described 
in the results section below. More detailed information is available in the 
tables of the Technical appendix.
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a. Overview: Political discussion in Kenya and Nigeria 

Figure 7: Private discussion in Kenya and Nigeria
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In Kenya, levels of private political discussion are high, with 45% of 
Kenyans reporting that they frequently discuss politics and only 9% saying 
that they never do (see Figure 7). Levels of public political Discussion are 
also reasonably high: 38% of Kenyans have participated in an organised 
effort to solve a problem in their community several times (with 61% at 
least once), and just under 35% of Kenyans have attended a town council 
meeting several times (with 57% at least once). (See Figure 8.)

In Nigeria, overall levels of private political discussion were in a similar 
range to those for Kenya, with just over 34% of Nigerians reporting that 
they frequently discuss politics privately. However, around 15% say they 
never discuss politics, even with their friends and family, two-thirds more 
than the proportion in Kenya. (See Figure 7.)

Patterns of  public discussion were also substantially lower. Nigerians were 
less likely than Kenyans to participate in group efforts to solve a problem 
and less likely to attend a meeting of  the local town council: 26% of  
Nigerians reported participating in an organised effort to solve a problem 
several times (44% at least once) and 16% of  Nigerians reported attending 
a council meeting several times (30% at least once). (See Figure 8.)

With these general statistics in mind, let us now look at the relationship 
between political discussion and attitudes alongside other important 
predicting variables, which have been identified through the analysis. 

b. Discussion in Kenya

The two different types of discussion are associated with inclusive 
attitudes in distinct ways. Discussion in private was positively and 
significantly associated with inclusive attitudes. However, the first 
element of public discussion, participation in solving a problem 
collectively, was significantly associated with less inclusive attitudes. 
The second, attending a council meeting, had only a small positive effect, 
which was most likely due to chance. 

Interestingly, however, the way in which different forms of discussion 
are associated with conflict-related attitudes changes when they are 
paired together. This means that the effects on attitudes of participating 
in private discussion may be changed if the person is also participating in 
a form of public discussion. So, for example, when private discussion is 
looked at alongside participating in a collective action, there is a positive 
association with inclusive attitudes, mitigating the negative effects of this 
type of public discussion outlined above. Moreover, when both types of 
public discussion are paired together, these also become positive, again 
changing the direction of the effect of collective effort and bolstering the 
small, insignificant effect of attending a meeting. Finally, the relationship 
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between private political discussion and attending a council meeting – 
when paired – becomes negative and significant.

c. Discussion in Nigeria

The association between discussion and conflict-related attitudes was 
more uniform in Nigeria than it was in Kenya, but in a negative way. In 
Nigeria, “higher levels of private political discussion” was significant, but 
it was associated with lower opposition to the use of violence to solve 
problems, and this effect was strong. Participating in a collective effort 
was also associated with negative conflict-related attitudes and the 
relationship was significant. Finally, as found in Kenya, attending a local 
council meeting was not associated with opposition to violence in any 
meaningful way. 

As in Kenya, there is some indication that the association between 
discussion and conflict-related attitudes changed when these individual 
elements were paired together. On their own, for example, private 
discussion and participating in a collective effort were both associated 
with lower opposition to the use of violence. But when private discussion 
and participating in a collective effort were examined jointly, they were 
associated with increasing opposition to violence. Even so, the paired 
effect of engaging in these two types of discussion was not sufficient to 
mitigate the negative impact of participating in a collective effort on its 
own. In other words, the negative relationship that this form of public 
discussion has with conflict-related attitudes was still present when 
including private discussion.

In Nigeria, as in Kenya, we thus have evidence that the relationship 
between discussion and conflict-related attitudes is messy and can change 
depending on the mix of different types of discussion is being analysed. 
In contrast to what has been found through the structural equation 
modelling in Kenya, increased levels of public and private discussion did 
not this time lead uniformly to improved governance outcomes. Rather, 
the emerging picture is much less clear. 

d. Other characteristics

Our analysis of private discussion, public discussion and conflict-related 
attitudes also accounted for the influence of other demographic and 

In contrast to what has been found through the structural equation 
modelling in Kenya, increased levels of public and private discussion did 
not this time lead uniformly to improved governance outcomes
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key governance variables, such as region, perceived government 
responsiveness and political efficacy. This was partly to ensure that the 
above findings were not distorted by these characteristics, but also to 
understand their association with attitudes. 

One characteristic worth singling out for discussion in both fragile 
settings was region, which also had a significant impact on how private 
and public discussion was linked to conflict. In Kenya, for example, 
attitudes towards others were significantly more tolerant in north-
eastern parts of the country compared with the Central region, though 
no other areas differed significantly. Within Nairobi and the Coastal 
region, the act of attending a local council meeting became more strongly 
associated with inclusive attitudes towards others, to the point that it 
was significant. 

Region was also important in Nigeria. In the Delta and Kaduna regions, 
for example, two areas known for particularly high levels of violence in 
recent years, private political discussion seemed to temper an otherwise 
high acceptance of violence. And while participating collectively to solve 
a problem was associated with lower opposition to violence in Nigeria 
overall, in some regions – namely, the Delta, Kaduna and Lagos – this act 
of public political discussion became significantly associated with higher 
opposition to violence. Further enquiry is clearly needed to unpack the 
role that local cultural and political institutions play in reducing attitudes 
towards violence, particularly in those parts of the country that have 
been historically most prone to conflict. 

In short, across both countries, region is predicting conflict-related 
attitudes, but it is also modifying how public discussion is associated with 
these attitudes. This further cements the complex picture noted above, 
in which discussion is not uniformly linked to conflict in a positive way. 
Rather, the direction of the relationships once again depends on the mix 
of different elements of discussion and to some extent on where these 
actions are taking place within the country. 

In terms of some of the other characteristics usually deemed as “positive 
governance outcomes” in their own right, and which have also been 
examined in these regression analyses as controls, some of these were 
positively associated with attitudes to conflict as well, as you would 
expect. Thus, for example, perceived government responsiveness 
in Kenya, and group membership in Nigeria, were also found to be 
significantly associated with less tolerance of other groups and more 
acceptance of violence. 

Summary: Across these two fragile states, there are broad similarities 
around the way in which discussion relates to the two different conflict-
related attitudes under examination. In each case, we find that both 
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private and public discussion are linked to individual attitudes towards 
conflict, even when accounting for other variables that might plausibly 
explain this relationship. More specifically, both private discussion and 
participating in a collective effort are meaningfully associated with 
conflict-related attitudes, whereas attending a meeting is not. However, 
the direction of these associations is not uniform and how these 
different types of discussion interact together also differs. Comparing 
the associations in both countries, the consistent finding is that the role 
played by discussion in conflict-related attitudes is complex. 

Another way of summarising these findings is to say that we cannot 
assume that “discussion” in and of itself is universally good for 
engendering attitudes that help to mitigate conflict. Simply put, some 
types of discussion are associated with more tolerant and less violent 
attitudes and others seem to cut in the opposite direction. Indeed, the 
above results have provided some confirmation that regional context 
significantly affects these relationships. Furthermore, other governance 
outcomes – such as feelings of efficacy or perceptions of responsiveness 
– which might be presumed to be associated with improved conflict-
related attitudes – can in fact be meaningfully associated with less
tolerant attitudes in certain contexts.55 Unlike the relationships
observed in Kenya through the SEM analysis, where an improvement in
perceived knowledge and private discussion was associated with higher
participation, the results here indicate that how assorted governance
drivers (such as  efficacy, interest in politics, or political knowledge) relate
with conflict-related attitudes is much more complex.

Without examining the interactions between different types of private 
and public discussion any further – or triangulating these findings with 
qualitative research to deepen our understanding of the underlying 
mechanisms for why these different forms of discussion are changing in 
terms of both direction and significance – all we can say is that discussion 
is a highly significant variable. Beyond that, we can only conclude that the 
process is a complicated one. 

This brings us back to a limitation of the data, identified in Part 4 on 
research design, which is that the way in which political discussion has 
been captured quantitatively is purely by amount and not by quality. Our 
measures do not enable us to identify the type of discussion taking place 
or its character. Future research needs to conduct content analysis on 
the type of discussion taking place to assess how the quality of discussion 
– not just its volume – mediates attitudes in both the private and
public spheres.
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A man listens to the radio while waiting to cast 
his vote at the Magboro district polling centre in 
Ogun State, Nigeria, on 9 April 2011. © Pius Utomi 
Ekpei/AFP/Getty Images
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Part 7  
Conclusion: Towards a 
research programme on media 
and conflict

This report forms part of a growing body of work that attempts to 
understand the role of media in influencing conflict. Drawing primarily 
on quantitative data from nationally representative surveys collected for 
BBC Media Action programming in Kenya and Nigeria, the paper both 
develops and tests the hypothesis that balanced and inclusive media-
induced discussion can be a positive force in mitigating attitudes that are 
associated with conflict.

The results reveal a rich but complicated picture. We find relatively 
consistent evidence in both countries that our discussion-oriented media 
programmes are strongly linked to private discussion among family, 
friends and others. Evidence from Kenya also suggests that exposure 
to debate-style programming is potentially linked to public political 
discussion, but that this relationship is likely to be mediated through 
other variables such as private political discussion. Finally, in both cases, 
both private and public discussion is strongly associated with individual 
attitudes towards conflict. However, the relationship is a complex one 
and bears further examination. 

These findings are not meant to be either definitive or exhaustive. Rather, 
they constitute an initial attempt to examine the connections between 
media, discussion and attitudes using previously unpublished data. This 
study can thus be seen as a preliminary attempt to test our assumptions, 
identify relevant controls and begin to consider more carefully our 
models, as we move towards a theory of change about the relationship 
between media and conflict. 

Clearly, more research needs to be done. Future research should 
focus on the different forms that private and public political discussion 
can take and on assessing the qualitative nature of the discussion in 
question. There are further questions on the sequencing of the effects, 
and specifically, the precise relationship between private and public 
discussion. Research could fruitfully explore what additional variables 
might play an important role in explaining conflict-related attitudes. 
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Our data set did not cover beliefs about what other people’s attitudes to 
violence or towards others were, for example, which might also play a 
role in shaping personal attitudes on those subjects. Region also played 
a significant role in predicting attitudes, arguing for a more considered 
and comprehensive understanding of the institutional and cultural 
environment that shapes attitudes towards both inclusion and violence. 

We recognise these methodological limitations. A full data set on 
both inclusive attitudes and acceptance of violence is required to 
conduct a genuine controlled comparison, to validate the results 
above and to better identify the patterns that this report has sought to 
explore. A qualitative research agenda to help unpack some of the rich 
relationships identified in the quantitative data will be an important future 
next step. Similarly, BBC Media Action intends to design and conduct 
field experiments, using randomised exposure to our governance 
programmes to provide evidence of their impact, and of the causal 
pathways that these results have suggested.

In sum, we are not yet in a position to claim that media can affect 
attitudes towards violence at scale. We are, however, in a position to 
highlight the importance of discussion as a predictor of conflict-related 
attitudes and the need to fully examine context as the sector attempts 
to develop an evidence-based understanding of the drivers of conflict. 
Going forward, we need to gain a better understanding of the conditions 
under which media can support the positive dimensions of discussion 
and ameliorate the negative ones, in order to guide our media support 
projects and those of others. What is clear from a programming 
standpoint is that we cannot simply assume that all discussion is good at 
all times and that variables, such as efficacy and participation, always go 
hand in hand with more tolerant attitudes. Instead, we need to continue 
to test our assumptions by evaluating the individual components of these 
arguments and how they inter-relate, and then take context into account. 
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education, literacy in Kiswahili and/or English, income, region and access to 

newspapers.

49. See the Technical appendix for a full discussion on why this model’s 

performance was designated “poor”.

50. P=0.055, P=0.079 respectively. 

51. The significance of these results varied; R-squared was between 0.14 and 

0.31, meaning that between 14% and 31% of the results can be explained by 
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53. Each structural regression in the diagram (the arrows) between measured 

concepts (the boxes) represents the effect of the origin of the arrow on the 

latter in terms of standardised co-efficients. As such these are on the scale of 

-1 to 1, and therefore a larger absolute value means a stronger association. 

So, for example, a value of 0.26 between perceived knowledge and internal 

efficacy means that those with higher knowledge also report having higher 

internal efficacy, with those one standard deviation higher on knowledge 
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Throughout, significance is displayed by stars attached to the number on 

each arrow as follows:

*** means significant at the 99.9% level.

** means significant at the 99% level.

* means significant at the 95% level.

No star means that the value falls outside of standard significance levels.

54.  The analysis performed through structural equation modelling did not test 

the link between exposure and public political discussion directly, since 

the elements making up public discussion comprised only two of a larger 

“political/civic participation” construct used in that analysis. And when 

we combined the two elements of our public political discussion variable 

– attending a local council meeting and participating in a collective effort – 

we found that the construct was poorly supported by the available data.

55. See the Technical appendix for further detail.
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