
Results of the Social and Behavior Change  
Communication Campaign in Uganda to Increase 
Parents’ Engagement in Children’s Reading

What impact can a social and behavior change 
communication (SBCC) campaign have on parental 
engagement in their children’s reading practice at 
home? 
RTI International began exploring this question in 2014 
by reviewing SBCC theory and how it could apply to the 
education sector. RTI implemented a proof-of-concept study 
in Senegal in 2015, followed by a pilot study in Malawi in 2016 
(Schmidt, 2014). Because the results were promising, the 
USAID/Uganda Literacy Achievement and Retention Activity 
chose to include SBCC in its implementation to encourage 
parents and guardians of early grade (Primary [P]1 to P4) 
learners in government-aided schools to read with their 
children at home. This document summarizes the results of 
the 2017 SBCC pilot evaluation in Uganda.

SBCC’s theory and strategies are built on research 
and practice from the public health field, which has 
been using and evolving communication methodology 
for decades. SBCC recognizes that a broad range 
of factors influence an individual’s behaviors: from 
their beliefs and family and community norms, to 
the physical and policy environment.  A basic tenet 
of SBCC is that information is necessary but seldom 
sufficient to sustainably change behavior (C-Change, 
2012). So, interventions must be based on evidence 
and go beyond educating or sensitizing people about 
the issues. The methodology bridges the gap between 
awareness and action by influencing the beliefs that 
can block or enable the needed behavior change.

Briefer 001

What lessons can we draw from the campaign? 
a. This campaign produced statistically significant effects on 

many of the factors that affect or demonstrate parents’ 
engagement at home with children who are learning to 
read. For example, the proportion of those who said they 
read to the child more than tripled, from 9.1%  
pre-campaign to 30% post campaign. 1  

b. There were discrepancies between parents’ and teachers’ 
report of the availability of reading materials, which 
is essential for success. At endline, 94% of teachers 
said learners frequently took home story books/cards. 

However, only 27% of parents said there were school books 
in the home and only one in five parents said there were 
non-school children’s books. It’s possible that the way the 
question was phrased, parents did not consider the story  
cards to be “books.”  

c. Radio produced the highest recall among all of the channels. 
More parents recalled radio spots/ads than the radio 
program—the spots aired more frequently—but the program 
produced stronger results: 73% of parents said they discussed 
the program with others versus 60% for the spots. This 
suggests the program should be retained and, ideally, further 
promoted to increase listenership. 

d. Interpersonal communication including community and 
one-on-one discussions, was the second most recalled 
communication channel. Parents who attended community 
meetings and discussed children’s reading with others were 
more likely to report performing educational activities with 
their child, including reading to them or listening to them 
read. 

e. Posters were the third most effective communication channel 
after radio and interpersonal communication, based on recall.  

f. Scale-up should include mass media (e.g., posters and radio) 
and interpersonal communication, as well as provision of 
reading materials. These channels had the strongest impact. 



Campaign Model
The model informing this campaign was Fishbein’s Integrative 
Model of behavior change, which suggests that behavior is 
influenced by environmental factors and skills/abilities, as 
well as intention. Communication primarily affects three 
factors that influence intention, each of which is influenced 
by a person’s beliefs, which are the most effective target for 
persuasive communication. (Fishbein & Cappella, 2006).  

Factor 1: Attitudes 
(a person’s overall 
favorable or unfavorable 
feelings toward the 
behavior). 

A belief that influences 
attitudes might be, “my 

child should not spend 
time reading for pleasure 

when there are chores to 
be done.”

Factor 2: Norms 
(perceptions of 
what others think and 
perceptions of what 
others are doing). 

A normative belief would 
be, “my neighbors will 
think I am a bad father 
if I don’t read with my 

child.”

Factor 3: Self-efficacy 
(confidence in one’s 
ability to perform the 
behavior, even under 
difficult circumstances). 

A self-efficacy belief might 
claim, “I don’t know 

how to read so there is 
nothing I can do to help 

my child learn to read.”

Campaign recall
We measured the eight-week campaign’s impact using 
a baseline and endline survey. An essential measure of 
impact is how well respondents recall the campaign and its 
messages. This also allows comparison between persons who 
recalled the campaign and those who did not. If persons who 
recalled the campaign were significantly more likely to give 
a certain response, it suggests that the campaign influenced 
their response. Recall for this campaign was solid, with 53% 
of respondents answering “yes” when asked, “In the past 
two months, have you come across any advertisements or 
messages about parents reading with their children at home?” 
We subsequently asked the parents who answered “yes”, 
without prompting, to cite the source of the message. Table 1 
outlines the recall rate by communication channel.

Communication Channel %

Radio (song, spots, and radio programs) 49.4
Interpersonal communication 30.4
Posters 19.2
Mobile cinema (TV drama skits) 15.9
Flash cards 15.9
Story cards 13.1
Forum theater or community theater (drama skits) 10.3
Mobile van 9.3
Other 5.2

Half of those who recalled the campaign said they heard a 
message either every day (15%) or two to three times a week 
(35%). We then asked these respondents, without prompting, 
what messages they recalled (See Table 2).

Flashcard from the 
SBCC campaign 
booklet highlighing 
the importance of 
having books and 
reading materials 
available in the 
home.

Table 1:  Percent of parents who recalled each SBCC pilot 
communication channel (unprompted multiple responses; n = 
496)

The integrative model also suggests that behavior is unlikely to 
change based on communication alone—other environmental 
factors, skills, and abilities must also be a ddressed. For 
example, communication promoting reading is unlikely to be 
effective in the absence of reading materials and parents who 
want to help their children with reading may be unable to 
without the necessary skills and abilities. 

Description of Intervention
The SBCC pilot campaign used the slogan “Tusomere Wamu,” 
which means “let us read together” in Luganda. Its primary 
audience was 2,016 men and women in 1,008 households who 
were parents and guardians of early grade (P1 to P4) learners 
in 26 government-aided primary schools. Key messages 
focused on the value of reading, role of parents in enhancing 

An increase in frequency and intensity, especially of the 
discussions with parents and radio programs, should be 
considered. 

g. Population-level changes in attitudes, social norms, and 
behaviors are rarely achieved after one campaign, but with 
ongoing efforts and continued refinement of messages 
and channels, change can be achieved. Ongoing efforts 
are also needed because the target audience—parents of 
early grade learners—is a constantly renewing category, 
i.e., there are always new parents. children’s literacy achievement, need for parents to create 

time for children’s reading practice at home, and importance 
of the parent-child relationship in enhancing children’s literacy 
achievement.

Media channels used included radio, mobile cinema, 
community theater, posters and interpersonal communication. 
The intervention promoted simple activities around reading 
that parents—even those with low literacy—could use to 
engage with their children and the provision of flash cards to 
help parents remember the activities.



Message (summarised) %

Educating your child helps him or her to learn how to read 
and write

38.5

Even if you cannot read, you can help your children learn how 
to read

15.5

Spend 20 to 30 minutes every day reading with your child 12.9

When children learn how to read, it helps them in their adult 
lives

12.7

Helping your child learn how to read is the foundation of their 
success 

12.5

Identify a place where you and your child feel comfortable 
reading

11.9

Table 2: Percent distribution of parents that spontaneously recalled 
campaign messages, by SBCC message (unprompted; multiple 
responses; n = 496)

Attitudes, Social Norms, and Self-Efficacy
The SBCC integrative model states that intention to perform a behavior 
is influenced by attitudes, social norms, and self-efficacy. These factors 
showed positive changes from baseline to endline, and were more 
likely to show positive difference when respondents with high exposure 
(i.e., recalled two or more campaign channels) were compared with 
those with low exposure (i.e., recalled one or none of the channels). 
These exposure comparisons are expressed as odds ratios (OR); only 
statistically significant ORs (>1) are cited.

Role Percent Exp. 
ORBaseline 

(n = 779)
Endline
(n = 814)

Help the child complete  
homework

64.3 67.5 1.44

Make time for the child to study 56.4 56 1.48

Read with the child 33.6 39.4 1.22

Listen to the child as they read aloud 12.3 18.5 1.17

Pay school fees 11.8 14.6 1.56

Social Norms: : Parents with high exposure to the campaign were 
more than twice as likely to say they knew of friends, neighbors 
or relatives who practiced reading with their child (OR = 2.33), but 
the proportion was relatively low (31%). Among the parents who 
answered “yes” to this question, 9 out of 10 said they thought 
their friends, neighbors, or relatives would approve if they read 
with their children.

Self-efficacy: Endline results show that parents with high 
exposure to the campaign were more likely to report that they 
could help their child to read on their own than parents with low 
exposure (OR = 1.77). These parents were then asked how they 
could achieve this: from baseline to endline, more parents cited 
listening to the child read aloud (26% to 34%), helping the child 
to complete homework (40% to 47%), and reading with the child 
(48% to 53%). Parents with high campaign exposure were also 
more likely to cite making time for their child to study (OR = 1.48). 

Interpersonal communication
An SBCC campaign can directly engage individuals by encouraging 
behavior change, but the indirect effects, such as an increase 
in community discussion about the topic, are also important. 
Overall, 21% of the parents (199 out of 936) reported that their 
friends, neighbors, or relatives had talked to them about reading 
with children at home. Further, more than half of those who 
recalled the campaign messages from various media channels 
said they “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the statement, 

Table 3: Percent distribution of parents who think a parent can 
help children with school work, by role (selected from unprompted 
multiple responses)

* OR of a value more than one is significant

Flashcard from the SBCC  
campaign booklet demonstrating 
how you can interact with your 
child, even if you do not know 
how to read yourself. 

“I discussed them with 
neighbors, friends, or family 
members.”

Educational activities: At 
community meetings and 
home visits, we demonstrated 
educational activities that all 
parents, including illiterate 
parents, could perform 
to help learners’ reading 
practice. We used flash cards 
during the home visits and 
community engagement 
meetings to show parents 
techniques they can use to 
support their children as 
they learn to read. Although 
only 12% of parents reported 
attending a meeting, of those, 
94% said they learned at 
least one educational activity, 
of which 93% reported doing the activities with their child. Of 
those, 85% agreed that they enjoyed doing the activities with 
the child, that the child enjoyed the activities, and their child 
learned something new. The educational activities parents 
reported practicing with children are shown on the next page in 
Table 4. 

Rose reading with her son Trevor at her 
tailoring shop, Sheema district. 

Attitudes: We noted a 
significant change in parents’ 
attitudes about what role they 
could play to help their early-
grade learner with school work: 
64% of parents at baseline 
and 68% at endline mentioned 
“a parent can help the child 
complete homework,” and 
those with high exposure to 
the campaign was more likely to mention this role (OR = 1.44). A total 
of 34% of parents at baseline and 39% at endline cited reading with the 
child as a role, but the exposure OR was not statistically significant.



Activity (summarized) %

Encourage your child to read for you 57.6

Encourage your child to tell you stories and sing for you 41.4

Listen to your child read 35.4

Look at your child’s books with him or her 29.3

Ask your child to tell you about school 27.3

Ask your child to tell you what you have shown to them 25.3

Tell your child stories 22.2

Look at pictures with your child 20.2

Recite poems with your child 18.2

Sing with your child 16.2

Teach your child how to pronounce words and names 15.2

Encourage your child to solve riddles 14.1

Play games with your child 13.1

Teach your child how to count 13.1

Teach your child tongue twisters 6.1

Ways Percent Exp. 
ORBaseline 

(n = 643)
Endline
(n = 679)

Tell child to do his or her school 
work

45.7 44.4 1.42

Help the child complete homework 15.4 39.7 1.15

Make time for the child to study 31.7 36.8 1.56

Read to the child 9.1 30.1 1.50

Check the child’s book or 
homework

20.0 20.3 1.07

Listen to the child as they read 
aloud

20.7 19.1 0.89

Ask someone to help 38.5 10 0.74

Practice reading with the child 0.3 5.2 0.59

One major finding emerged when parents were asked to 
spontaneously cite how they helped: After eight weeks of 
exposure, the proportion of parents who said they read to 
their child more than tripled from baseline (9%) to endline 
(30%) and high-exposure respondents were more likely to 
report this (OR=1.50).

Behavior 
Of the 321 parents who recalled the campaign after prompting, 
almost all spontaneously cited specific actions they intended to 
take (Table 5), including: read with the child at home (99%); do 
other educational activities with the child at home (97%); talk to 
the child more about reading or school work (94%); and talk to 
the child’s teacher about his or her education or reading progress 
(87%). Parents also said they planned to encourage other parents 
to read or do educational activities with children (78%) and 
discuss the campaign with others (77%).

When asked to report the action they actually took, 75% or 
parents said they helped their child with school work. 
Although the change from baseline to endline was small (71% to 
75%), parents with high exposure to the campaign were nearly 
twice as likely to report that they helped their child with school 
work (OR = 2.14).

Table 4: Percent distribution of parents who reported 
practicing with children, by educational activities 
(unprompted; multiple responses: n = 99)

Table 5: Percent distribution of ways parents helped their 
children with school work  (unprompted multiple responses)

Availability of Reading Materials
We provided story cards to improve parent and learners’ 
access to reading material in their local language. Parents 
reported a slight increase in the availability of school books in 
the home (18% at baseline to 27% at endline). However, the 
percent of parents who reported that there were non-school 
books available for children only changed from 19% to 21%. 
In contrast, the percentage of teachers who mentioned that 
learners frequently took story books and story cards home 
increased from 12% at baseline to 94% at endline. Further, 
39% of the teachers indicated that learners borrowed the cards 
once a week and 34% cited twice a week; the rest said learners 
borrowed materials more than twice a week.
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