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the same communities found that five more villages (one-third of the total) had moved from the deficient
into the adequate category. The HKI survey also revealed that liver, which had been heavily promoted,
was one of the foods that contributed most to the success in the Tahoua region.

The survey indicated no increase in the frequency of consumption of vitamin A-rich foods in the adjacent
region of Maradi, where health service providers had also been trained to promote these foods but where
there had been no project support, radio campaign, community education, or village theater.

Some aspects of the campaign appeared to have limited impact.

+  Although the campaign encouraged mothers to begin feeding a sauce with leafy greens to infants at
6 months of age, the proportion of mothers who did so increased only slightly, from 52 percent to
59 percent. Communication efforts need to be intensified to counter womens’ belief that greens cause
indigestion and to examine other possible obstacles.

* Little change in the consumption of squash was observed. However, it may be that some villages do
not grow squash and, therefore, the food may not be as available as the formative research suggested.

¢ Dry season cultivation of greens by commercial farmers, which was a secondary message, remained
minimal. Adopting this practice required farmers to purchase seeds and sacrifice their income from
traditional cash crops. Evidently, they were not persuaded that the benefits outweighed the risk.

As expected, on the basis of composite scores, villages that participated in both the pilot project and the
phase II multimedia campaign showed significantly higher levels of knowledge and behavior change.
Unexpectedly, however, the villages that received radio and group discussions showed greater overall
change in knowledge and behavior than the villages with these media plus drama teams, even though
drama performances were effective in the first phase. Several explanations are possible. Perhaps, most
importantly, villages selected for drama teams were generally larger than those in the nondrama group and
also larger than those selected in phase I. Spreading the messages—especially messages through
drama—was probably not as effective in those villages. The evaluation showed that drama teams tended
to perform in their own neighborhoods. The smaller size of the nondrama villages may have encouraged
an active word-of-mouth sharing of ideas. Members of the community may have shared and discussed
messages about vitamin A with others, creating an energized communications environment; whereas, in
the larger drama villages, the community did not share and discuss the concepts as much.

Institutional Development

The pilot project provided on-the-job training for the MOH staff without previous experience in
communication programs. By working through the program planning and implementation process at an
accelerated pace, the staff gained confidence, as well as experience. The pilot project also provided rapid
feedback on effective and ineffective approaches. In phase I, staff skills continued to improve.

As an indication of the project team’s newly acquired expertise, the United Nations Food and Agriculture

Organization asked the newly trained staff to provide technical assistance to its project in Niger. The NCP
project also sent them to Mali to train staff in community drama techniques.
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Lessons Learned

The Niger Vitamin A Promotion Project demonstrated that promoting locally available and affordable
foods can improve the vitamin A status of rural women and children. Effective strategies can be designed
to overcome adverse conditions, including limited sources of vitamin A-rich foods, geographic isolation,
illiteracy, and poor access to information sources. In this setting, communication programs must adhere to
basic principles: research must be carefully targeted; behaviors must be practical enough to be used
routinely; costs must be sustainable; and local professionals must acquire the necessary skills to replicate
the process. Multiple approaches must be used to reach rural audiences because of their limited access to
information.

Key lessons that emerged from the project include the following:
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A short list of specific questions can be used to guide formative research and keep it timely, cost-
effective, and focused on essential issues—that is, only questions that would identify realistic and
concrete behavioral targets, the right target groups, and ways to reach them. The project found
surprisingly little “wastage” in its research efforts. Most of the information collected fed directly into
crucial decision making.

Village drama can be an energizing force for community involvement and a powerful way to build
interest in a nutrition issue. Adequate supervision is required to maintain the motivation of volunteer
actors and ensure that the content of performances is appropriate. Managers must devote funding and
personnel for this function and closely monitor the implementation.

'Mass media can provide important motivational support to community-led activities and also extend

the number of people reached by village-level events. When a radio announcer introduces a drama
performance in a remote village, for example, the credibility of the event increases enormously, as
does the enthusiasm of the people who contribute to the field activities.

A pilot project that is limited in scope and completed during a short period can be a powerful on-the-
Job training arena for agencies and individuals with a lack of experience in designing communication
programs. The format provides unusually rapid feedback on what works and what doesn’t work, and it
gives unseasoned staff confidence and experience.
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