
 

 ‘  

  

C4D AND PEACEBUILDING CASE STUDY 

Yemen: Puppet Shows for Peace 

Prepared by C4D Network  

With thanks for the contributions of UNICEF Yemen: Justus Olielo 

and Kenji Ohira, and Search for a Common Ground (SFCG) Yemen: 

Tawfeek Sharabi. 

Photo credits: SFCG Yemen 

        
UNICEF & C4D NETWORK PARTNERSHIP 
The C4D Network is partnering with UNICEF to develop a ‘C4D & 
Peacebuilding’ platform and a set of resources and support activities to 
UNICEF country offices and other Network affiliates and members. See 
www.c4d.org for more.  

 

Case 
Studies 	  

UNICEF 
Yemen 



116 PEACEBUILDING COMMUNICATION FOR DEVELOPMENT: YEMEN 

 

Table of Contents 
 

INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................. 117 

Conflict Analysis: Yemen ............................................................................................... 117 

Puppet Shows ................................................................................................................. 118 

UNICEF Yemen: C4D & Peacebuilding ....................................................................... 118 

C4D In Partnership -  Addressing the Culture of Violence at School and Promoting 

Peace: Puppet Show ...................................................................................................... 119 

THEORY OF CHANGE ........................................................................................ 121 

C4D APPROACHES, STRATEGIES AND METHODOLOGIES USING PUPPETS 

FOR PEACEBUILDING ........................................................................................ 123 

RESULTS AND IMPACT ...................................................................................... 126 

Monitoring And Evaluation ........................................................................................... 127 

KEY FACILITATING FACTORS ........................................................................... 127 

KEY CHALLENGES ............................................................................................. 129 

LESSONS LEARNED .......................................................................................... 130 

 

  



PEACEBUILDING COMMUNICATION FOR DEVELOPMENT: YEMEN 117 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Conflict Analysis: Yemen 

Since the uprising in 2011 and early 2012 which saw Yemen's then President 

Ali Abdullah Saleh forced from power, the country has experienced political 

and social instability, which escalated in September 2014 when opposition 

Houthi rebels reached the capital Sana'a. Then, in March 2015, a United Nations 

Special Adviser warned that Yemen was on “the edge of civil war”1. Since then, 

Yemen has witnessed an escalation of conflicts featuring forces loyal to the 

government and forces loyal to the Gulf coalition on the one hand, and Houthi 

rebels and supporters of former President Saleh on the other. The conflict has 

also included deadly attacks from al-Qaeda in the south and affiliates of the 

jihadist group Islamic State in major cities. Airstrikes are a daily occurrence and 

ground-fighting is heavy. 

The ongoing conflict has had an adverse impact on all aspects of life - including 

the education sector. Schools have been used to house internally displaced 

persons (IDPs); armed groups have occupied educational facilities; many 

schools were either destroyed or severely damaged due to conflict; and many 

children and teachers were recruited by the conflicting parties.  

 Key conflict drivers that are particularly pertinent for this case study include: 

limited or no access to mass media especially radio and television, lack of 

access to schools, school dropout and non- attendance, and a general lack of 

accurate information on how to stay safe during conflict.  

 

 

 

                                                
1 UN News Centre, ’At Security Council, UN envoy says Yemen on 'rapid downward spiral' as tensions 
rise’, 22 March 2015, http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=50403#.Vp5EJZMrLdR  
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Puppet Shows   

Puppet shows were chosen for this peacebuilding project as a “by-product of 

what’s going on” 2 and from lessons learnt in communication for development 

(C4D) interventions in Yemen. For UNICEF the use of interpersonal 

communication is one of the most effective approaches for engaging 

participants – such as through one-on-one counselling, focus group discussions 

and ‘Town Hall’- style community meetings. Community small media has also 

become important during the conflict. 

The primary target audience of this puppet show intervention is children at 

school and within the community, along with their parents and school staff and 

management.  

 

UNICEF Yemen: C4D & Peacebuilding 

Through their C4D programme UNICEF implements social and behaviour 

change interventions that address and promote life-saving, care and protective 

social and behaviour practices.  In close collaboration with the Education 

programme, the C4D programme supports direct engagement with caregivers 

and decision makers at individual, household and community levels to create 

an enabling environment for the adoption of critical practices for child 

survival and development including promotion of on-time school enrolment at 

age six and girls education, addressing social norms around child marriage, 

creating demand for birth registration and prevention of child recruitment into 

the armed forces as well as prevention of child trafficking.  

It is in this context that the Peacebuilding, Education and Advocacy (PBEA) 

programme, developed in partnership with Search for Common Ground 

(SFCG) in 2014, was conceived to address the culture of violence spreading in 

the educational environment and to promote peace through building the 

capacity of teachers, school administration and parents. Initially, one TV 
                                                
2 Interview with Justus Olielo, UNICEF Yemen 
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programme with 12 episodes was to be developed and broadcast. After the 

break in the ongoing conflict however, the plan was changed to develop eight 

puppet show as TV stations were closed.  

The justification of the programme was that children who remain in school are 

subject to physical and psychological violence, which at times happens with 

parental consent and such conditions might have disastrous consequences on 

education and the education system in the long run. The programme also 

aimed to increase institutional capacity building through promoting awareness 

of Ministry of Education (MoE) staff to conflict sensitivity education 

principles, which would work to reduce violence and promote peace in schools 

by sensitizing key staff to the ramifications of their management and policy 

decisions (e.g., schools’ locations, employment in schools, textbook content, 

etc.) on violence in schools and on local and national conflicts. 

 

C4D in Partnership - addressing the culture of violence at 

school and promoting Peace: Puppet Show 

SFCG-Yemen and UNICEF’s Partnership for Behaviour and Social Change 

aimed to raise awareness around UNICEF Yemen’s priorities of lifesaving, 

care and protective practices – including child health and nutrition, hygiene 

and education – through multiple interpersonal and mass media channels. This 

was further strengthened for education through the PBEA programme with the 

inclusion of puppet shows, a national awareness campaign, teacher trainings, 

and trained facilitators conducting 204 viewing and dialogue sessions in 134 

targeted communities. 3 

This case study explores the role of puppet show for peacebuilding in the 

context of social and behaviour change interventions and the educational 

environment amidst growing conflict and emergency in Yemen.  It specifically 

documents experiences under the partnership between UNICEF and SFCG in 

the Peacebuilding, Education and Advocacy (PBEA) programme. As noted 

above, the programme included the development and production of puppet 
                                                
3 SFCG Newsletter June 2015, p6 
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shows, conducting a national awareness campaign on violence reduction, and 

trained facilitators conducting 204 viewing sessions in 134 targeted 

communities.  However, as already stated, UNICEF also uses other forms of 

puppets and puppetry to facilitate social and behaviour change under the C4D 

programme. 

Methodologically, a puppet show is particularly valued for its participatory, 

innovative, fun, flexible and cost-effective nature. Its appeal to audiences 

across life-cycle stages, and its ability to bring into dialogue and so address 

sensitive topics in a light-hearted and creative way (through the use of 

‘fictional’ yet realistic puppet characters) makes it particularly effective in the 

Yemeni context. 

 Using puppet shows is not a new C4D method; its effectiveness is well 

documented: ‘Puppets against AIDS’ have been used to prevent the spread of 

HIV infection in South Africa since the 1980s 4 ; ‘Community Health 

Awareness Puppeteers’ in Kenya have raised awareness around health 

practices, anti-corruption and good governance since 1994 5 ; and Future 

Leaders for Anti-Corruption (FLAC) in Indonesia uses puppets to encourage 

integrity among primary-school students6. In documenting their visiting boat-

bound puppet shows that promote hand-washing in Madagascan villages, the 

NGO Medair reports that ‘Embedding learning into a funny and engaging 

activity like a puppet show is a proven method of reaching people who might 

not otherwise be interested in learning new hygiene practices.’7 

 

 

 

                                                
4 Donald Skinner et al. "An evaluation of an education programme on HIV infection using puppetry and 
street theatre." AIDS care 3.3 (1991): 317-329. 
5  Thomas Riccio, ‘Kenya's Community Health Awareness Puppeteers’, PAJ: A Journal of Performance 
and Art PAJ 76 (Volume 26, Number 1), January 2004 pp. 1-12  
6 World Bank, ‘Youth at the Forefront of Anti-Corruption Movement’, 
http://blogs.worldbank.org/category/tags/hand-puppets  
7 Medair, ‘Even Puppets Wash Their Hands’, October 2014, http://www.medair.org/en/stories/even-
puppets-wash-their-hands/#sthash.uUkJ1dD9.dpuf 
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THEORY OF CHANGE 

 

Puppet shows work primarily on the individual, interpersonal and community 

levels of the socio-ecological model8. Within a lifecycle framework9, though 

puppet show is particularly popular among infants and school-aged children, 

it aims to engage participants of all ages, across the lifecycle. Applying the 

lenses of these frameworks to the complex conflict in Yemen helps to highlight 

where and how puppet shows can promote change. 

INDIVIDUAL AND INTERPERSONAL LEVEL 

Verbally and corporally abusive intergenerational relationships contribute to 

children’s lack of emotional support and positive role models and enhance 

their sense of isolation. Social norms sanction adults’ use of this method of 

child discipline. These conditions erode children’s competencies to become 

peaceful individuals by breeding intolerance, undermining their sense of 

efficacy, and failing to demonstrate respect, empathy and cooperation. These 

drivers develop into triggers of conflict when violence starts being used as a 

form of communication and self-expression – in settings ranging from the 

family, to peer relationships at school, to militia membership as a source of 

belonging and protection. 

 UNICEF-SFCG Yemen puppet shows directly engage children and their 

parents with interpersonal violence as a driver of conflict. Puppet characters 

can bring verbal and corporal violence into conversation because they are 

exempt from the expectations of social norms by their status as ‘fictional’. If 

people participate in a dialogue around violence then they become more 

competent in thinking critically about sources of conflict. This critical thinking 

is guided by the episodic script which has been researched and designed to 

cover different conflict drivers (e.g. verbal violence, family violence, violence 

in schools). If participants actively contribute to the discussion by answering 

                                                
8 The socio eceological model is maps fields of change onto: individual; interpersonal; community; 
institutional; political. 
9 Particularly championed by UNICEF, the lifecycle framework categorises an individual as one of the 
following stages: pre-natal; infant; school-age child; adolescent; adult; elderly. 
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the puppets’ audience-directed questions, then their sense of individual 

efficacy can be enhanced. If participants (particularly children) engage with the 

fun and compelling puppet characters, then they will be more inclined to 

emulate the positive behaviours which are modelled by the ‘good’ character – 

such as tolerance, empathy and respect. If the puppet characters have a 

recognizably local voice and appearance, then participants will be more 

trusting of their suggestions and more readily agree with their relevance of the 

issues to their community. 

Through the puppet shows, people become more aware and self-reflexive as to 

the sources and nature of conflict in peoples’ behaviour, and in their 

environment – at home, at school, and in the community. With this 

recognition, and motivated by the puppets’ compelling performance, people 

can adopt more peaceful attitudes and actions. This prompts more supportive, 

respectful relationships between adults and children, and among their peers, 

thus reducing the attraction of violence in these children’s futures. 

COMMUNITY LEVEL 

As an open public performance, the puppet show ‘event’ models collective 

efficacy. In shouting out answers to the puppets’ questions together, the 

audience collaborates to help prevent the fictional conflicts in the show. Public 

enjoyment of the show by audience members of all ages and social groups 

demonstrates the potential for good-feeling intergenerational and inter-group 

social cohesion. Discussion of the show creates a new space for members of 

the community to talk – not just about conflict, but about funny puppets – and 

can thus introduce a community standard for tolerance and exchange. With the 

periodic return of this episodic puppet show to a community, there is the 

potential for these community and individual competencies to be reinforced 

and thus become more sustainable. 
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Puppets used in SFCG-UNICEF Yemen's Peacebuilding Puppet Shows  

 

C4D APPROACHES, STRATEGIES AND 

METHODOLOGIES USING PUPPETS FOR 

PEACEBUILDING 

 

WRITING THE PUPPET SHOW SCRIPTS: COMMUNITY 

PARTICIPATION. 

The process of creating the scripts for the puppet shows is a C4D initiative in 

and of itself: through a participatory communications activity, members of the 

community drive the process of creatively and collaboratively engaging with 

local conflict dynamics, to craft a localized and engaging script. 

SFCG-Yemen and UNICEF designed episodes for eight ‘peacebuilding’ 

puppet shows together, based on research about violence against children. This 

encompassed both searching out appropriate peacebuilding parameters as well 

as observing children. The topics chosen for the episodes’ content cover 

anything to do with violence in and outside school, with each script focusing 

on one of the following: 

i. Violence Against Children (also serving to introduce the programme) 
ii. Child Rights 

iii. Verbal Violence and Abuse  
iv. Corporal Violence and Abuse 
v. Violence Among Children 



124 PEACEBUILDING COMMUNICATION FOR DEVELOPMENT: YEMEN 

 

vi. Family Violence 
vii. The School Environment 

viii. A Healthy Education Community 

After identifying the topics, a writer was selected and was given pre-defined 

materials on the topics selected to read. A discussion workshop followed to 

ensure the writer understood the “common ground” approach SFCG had 

adopted in the script writing. Then the writer wrote the summary of each 

puppet show flash script, which then had to be approved by SFCG before the 

writer started writing the scripts. To ensure the puppet show appealed to the 

local community, particular attention was given to the dialect used by the 

characters. The dialect selected was that of a Yemeni local society that does 

not have political power nor is it engaged in the ongoing conflict. After 

production of the puppet show flashes, the flashes were used in the community 

outreach through structured viewing sessions followed by discussions 

facilitated and moderated by trained facilitators.  

• Each story revolved around a protagonist and an antagonist, to make the 

meaning clear and the show exciting. The protagonist models a wise 

approach to the situations s/he is faced with. Where possible, the puppet 

characters are recognizable figures from the community who the audience 

know personally. This makes the material more immediately relevant and 

engaging. 

o For example: the puppets might question whether it is okay to 

bully, refuse to assist, give food to, etc. to someone who is different 

from you – different in height, or from a different background? 

This is a particularly important episode from a peacebuilding 

angle: social norms mean that people often take advantage of 

common, everyday practices, and therefore don’t see the need, for 

example, to respect those of different ethnicities. 

After the show, structured dialogue sessions were organized with participants 

including children, community members, parents and educators in the targeted 

communities. This is particularly important as it gives local community 
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members the chance to discuss issues pertinent to their attitudes and practices 

on using violence against children. 

DISSEMINATION TO A BROADER AUDIENCE 

To reach a wider audience the puppet shows were complimented by TV and 

radio flashes. 

The television flashes feature footage of the puppets, as well as incorporating 

photographs relevant to their dialogue – such as a child being physically 

threatened and scared. As television broadcast is increasingly limited by 

airstrikes which are shutting down a number of stations, these puppet shows 

have nonetheless also been screened to local watching groups: that is, a 

specific group within a community who hold a communal viewing session 

around a TV screen and DVD/video player or computer. Social media has 

provided a channel for the international circulation of these video and audio 

flashes, primarily through SFCG-Yemen’s Facebook page. 

 

TV Flashes Radio Flashes: 

01 – Stop school violence 01 – Laws barring violence against 

children 

02 – No to family violence 02 – Impacts of violence against 

children  

03 – No to violence among 

children 

 

 

Other partners beyond SFCG have also been using the peacebuilding episode 

design, if not fully-produced puppet show scripts and materials, in 

interventions in other Yemeni districts where SFCG is not operating.  
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The puppet shows have also prompted UNICEF PBEA to delve further into 

common obstacles to peaceful behavior and to develop further material on 

topics such as school dropout due to early marriage. 

ILDING 

RESULTS AND IMPACT  

 

A comprehensive evaluation of the puppet show intervention has not yet been 

conducted (as of January 2016) – in part owing to the acute conflict in Yemen, 

which restricts these monitoring and evaluation efforts. UNICEF partners on 

the project therefore suggest that it is too early to confirm whether the project 

has been successful.  

  

A puppet show video available through social media and attracting considerable online 

attention10 

 
                                                
10 SFCG-Yemen, ‘The Team Yemen’ Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/TheTeamYemen 
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Nonetheless, there is quantifiable data of audience numbers for  the puppet 

show ‘flashes’, which have attracted a significant number of viewers, through 

social media, television and radio. A single flash on ‘Family violence against 

children’ which appeared on the SFCG Yemen Facebook page, for example, 

has had 394,230 viewers and 11,762 Facebook ‘likes’ since November 2015.  

UNICEF staff on the project have also reported a shared sense of the puppet 

shows’ success, saying that “You can feel it, you can hear it, you can see it!” 

The expansion of this peacebuilding project across channels, finding more and 

more enthusiastic audiences, while it continues to be rolled-out on the ground, 

has created a great buzz among SFCG, UNICEF and other media and 

development partners in Yemen. “From past experience”, UNICEF staff report, 

“we can see it’s going to be a huge success.” 

Monitoring and Evaluation   

As the outreach campaign has just started and formal M&E has not yet been 

feasible, given Yemen’s conflict status, UNICEF would make every effort to 

monitor the activities during the programme period. Since December 2015, 

meanwhile, a third party agency has been contracted to undertake field 

monitoring for UNICEF programmes including PBEA programme, where  

UNICEF staff have been unable to do so. This monitoring is in progress, and 

will encompass visiting the communities and collecting data every month, in 

order to help UNICEF understand how the programmes are being 

implemented. 

 

KEY FACILITATING FACTORS 

 

The puppet shows’ result in highly popular and participatory shows. These 

levels of engagement are, more specifically, owing to:  

• Easy adaptability into local contexts: Actors use the local accent, local 
dialect and relevant names to make their audience feel a part of the 
puppets’ stories. This sense of relevance is key to winning the audience’s 
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buy-in to the project, and subsequently their agreement with the suggested 
behaviours and ownership of the actions to be taken. 

 

• Comedy: Being funny enough to prompt audience laughter – from the 
youngest to the oldest spectators – makes the puppets likeable, popular, and 
introduces a sense of inter-generational collaboration among participants. 
The puppet shows’ light-hearted nature also makes it fun and attractive to 
join in, facilitating high participation rates and more enthusiastic audience 
engagement. 

 

• Puppets as proxies: While resembling members of the community, the 
puppets are nonetheless clearly just playful ‘proxy’ representations. This 
allows them to avoid sensitivities and transgress social norms, to enact 
more ‘outrageous’ behaviour for a more striking communication of their 
messages. While a focus group discussion on violence and bullying, for 
example, has the potential for conflict between participants, the puppet is 
able to diffuse such tensions and ask pointed questions which would 
otherwise be met with hostility. 

Exploiting the full range of multi-media channels has greatly spread the target 

audience of the puppet shows, beyond what UNICEF and SFCG have the 

resources to implement through their community performances. SFCG and 

UNICEF plan to have over 204 viewing sessions around the puppet shows and 

TV flashes in 134 communities in three target governorates, over the first 

months of 2016. These viewing sessions require fewer resources than the 

design of a community-specific show, but work through the same model of 

engagement through the puppets and group participation in a dialogue. SFCG’s 

outreach programme also now utilizes social media – such as Facebook and 

WhatsApp application groups and Twitter – to reach Yemen’s computer-

literate and online population, as well as those interested in other countries. 

Collaboration with Yemeni Ministries facilitated the television dispersal of the 

puppet show. After a SFCG representative met with Yemen’s Minister for 

Education in Emergency, the Minister was very pleased with the material, and 

so agreed to allow its broadcast on national television. 
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Actors producing TV flashes of the Yemeni puppet show, and sharing this photograph through 

social media11 

 

KEY CHALLENGES 

 

The greatest challenge to this project has been the acute conflict ongoing in 

Yemen. The project’s staff themselves and target communities have been 

                                                
11 SFCG-Yemen, ‘The Team Yemen’ Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/TheTeamYemen  
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victim to airstrikes and ground violence, halting project operations for two 

months at a time, and with UNICEF international staff in charge of the 

programme evacuated to Amman. In addition, the number of target 

communities were reduced from 200 to 134 due to the same reason. 

A specifically C4D-related challenge has been adapting to changing 

circumstances and opportunities for undertaking this project. SFCG didn’t 

originally intend for the Partnership for Behaviour and Social Change to 

include the development of puppet shows; rather, they were aiming for twelve 

TV shows of 30-minutes per week. They did not however, prioritise a preferred 

C4D strategy or channel over careful situational analysis. Therefore in 

response to difficulty with television broadcast during airstrikes, puppet shows 

were chosen as a more feasible, community-based C4D channel. “What we 

have isn’t what we ‘wanted”12, reported a member of UNICEF staff, at the 

same time as celebrating the success of ‘what we have’, and the programmatic 

flexibility which supported it. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

Ø The disruptions of conflict demand an innovative and flexible approach to 
C4D work that can prompt unexpected and successful results. In this case, 
when television broadcasting was no longer a feasible option due to 
shutdowns.  UNICEF and SFCG had to re-think their strategy (from TV 
dramas) and instead came to implement puppet shows – which are now 
growing in popularity in Yemeni communities. 
 

Ø Conflict can nonetheless still have a serious, debilitating impact on the 
implementation of C4D projects, and particularly on those which rely on 
community participation and the close work of facilitators. If participants’ 
safety concerns make programme operations impossible, then projects can 
be significantly delayed and results can be slow to collect. 
 

Ø Flexibility between communication channels – beyond being a necessity 
during conflict – is a key strength of a multi-media intervention approach. 

                                                
12 Interview with UNICEF Yemen, November 2015 
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Exploiting the various benefits of different channels means that the puppet 
shows have a wide-ranging audience, who participate in schools (through 
DVDs), at viewing clubs (through TV/computer), and on social media 
(through online content). The socio-economic profiles of these viewers 
varies greatly: social media, for example, has helped to show the popularity 
of the puppet TV ‘flashes’, and thus win the endorsement of the Ministry 
of Education. 
 

Ø Different C4D strategies can play their part at different points in a single 
intervention, in order to promote peacebuilding in a variety of ways. In this 
case study: a knowledge building strategy determines how audiences 
receive key information on childcare practices through the puppets’ stories, 
as well as providing facilitators with information through the Training 
Manual; and a dialogue strategy is employed while the puppet asks 
questions. 
 

Ø Puppet show is increasingly being used for Health, Nutrition and WASH 
interventions: how can techniques from these fields improve the use of 
puppets for peacebuilding elsewhere? 
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