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FIGURE 1: YOUNG PEOPLE IN A RECORDING STUDIO CONTRIBUTING TO A BROADCAST [UNICEF LIBERIA] 

Written by C4D Network; With thanks for the contributions of UNICEF Liberia (Kezang Deki), and SFCG Liberia 

(Aaron Weah), and the support of UNICEF HQ Communication for Development Section 

This case study illustrates how radio can be used as a media platform for participatory peacebuilding and for 

a knowledge-building approach to address conflict drivers. 

At the epicentre of a global health emergency, Liberia reacted to the Ebola crisis with not only a large-scale 

health response, but also a cross-sector collaboration of Education, C4D and Peacebuilding. With the closure 

of schools denying children access to formal educational spaces, another communication channel – in this 

case, radio – had to be used instead. This case study explores UNICEF Liberia and Search for Common Ground’s 

role in innovating the radio platform to (a) fulfil core C4D principals of participation and interaction, and (b) 

strengthen the curriculum to address Liberia’s deep-seated peacebuilding needs. In this way, change evolved 

from individual education and behaviour change, to social change and institutional strengthening for radio 

stations and the education system. 

Conflict Analysis 

After the first case of Ebola was confirmed in Liberia in March 2014, the country swiftly became the epicentre 

of an unprecedented outbreak. By August, the Government of Liberia had announced a state of emergency, 

involving the indefinite shut down of the operations of schools across the country. The congregation of more 

than five children or adults was forbidden, thus displacing children from structured learning spaces. Public 

offices and international NGOs similarly had to shut down, save a few essential staff, while many of the 

remainder fled the country.  

This emergency was therefore not just a public health crisis, but posed a unique challenge to create an 

education-focused response. The crisis revealed deeply rooted issues including mistrust, heightened fears of 

instability and it revived and exacerbated various conflicts. Even though more than 12 years had passed since 

the country suffered wide-scale conflict, progress in national reconciliation and peacebuilding had been slow. 

Several conflict drivers remained prevalent, such as inter- and intra-ethnic disputes and grievances over land, 

as well as the festering of post-war dynamics between groups.  

“A delayed reconciliation is causing mistrust between citizens and governing political elites. Even 

though non-governmental organizations remain a critical third party, their efforts and plans are 

undermined by weak institutional structures and leadership. The recent Ebola outbreak has 
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pushed Liberia’s post-war challenges further to the brink of collapse.” (Search for Common 

Ground Liberia1) 

This conflict analysis determined that peacebuilding would be an important element of the initiative, which 

would need to address social cohesion and peace competencies (such as tolerance, constructive dialogue, 

etc.) within its education-focused response. The initiative therefore tried to minimise the potential for youth-

led violence in communities by providing practical lessons on peacebuilding and conflict resolution in 

everyday situations. This approach was largely informed by the 2008 National Security Strategy, which 

assessed the threat to Liberia’s stability at both the internal and external levels. The Security Strategy found 

that Liberia’s internal threat of instability was increased by the high numbers of young people lacking any 

employment or education – a shortfall which was blamed on the inconclusive nature of the ‘Disarmament, 

Demobilization, Reintegration and Rehabilitation’ (DDRR) process. The radio initiative was also therefore 

conceived as a response to minimise this level of threat by increasing levels of responsive education. 

 

FIGURE 2: MAP SHOWING INCIDENCE OF EBOLA IN LIBERIA AS OF NOVEMBER 2014 [CREDIT: CENTRE FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND 

PREVENTION] 

Peacebuilding Partnerships  

A project of Search for Common Ground (SFCG) Liberia – popularly known as Talking Drum Studio, after one 

of their most popular radio shows – is a branch of the international NGO SFCG, that specializes in conflict 

resolution and peacebuilding. SFCG Liberia was established in 1997, initially working through a multi-media 

production studio and a community services programme. Since then, the NGO has focused on youth 

engagement, and on strengthening the capacity of civil society and to improve communication and decision-

making between citizens and an increasingly centralized government2. 

When the Ebola crisis hit, UNICEF collaborated with SFCG Liberia to provide technical support to the Ministry 

of Education in the development of peace building lessons and scaling up the airing of lessons on radio. This 

partnership builds on previous work on strengthening CSOs to best collaborate with government and to 

sufficiently support government performance.  

Education: Bridging C4D and Peacebuilding   

The Ebola crisis presented Liberia with multiple cross-sector challenges, that demanded a collaborative, 

cross-sectoral response. The closure of schools presented the opportunity for education to serve as the 

                                                           
1 Liberia profile, Search for Common Ground, https://www.sfcg.org/liberia/  
2 ‘Strengthening The Capacity Of Civil Society To Promote Sustainable Governance’, SFCG, 
https://www.sfcg.org/strengthening-the-capacity-of-civil-society-to-promote-sustainable-governance/  

https://www.sfcg.org/liberia/
https://www.sfcg.org/strengthening-the-capacity-of-civil-society-to-promote-sustainable-governance/
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avenue for assisting Behaviour Change Communication and social mobilization around a number of issues: 

helping to break disease transmission; reducing stigma and discrimination; preventing early pregnancies, 

preventing child labour, and mitigating violent conflict. This cross-sector work required the collaboration of 

multiple programme staff in UNICEF, the Ministry of Education and in SFCG. 

Theory of Change  

If children do not have formal education spaces in which to learn about conflict issues and to have structured 

interactions with other children, then they are more likely to become intolerant or violent. The Ebola crisis 

denied children access to these formal education spaces. If children are alternatively enabled to access peace 

curriculum (tailored to Liberian conflict dynamics and to addressing inherited inter-group tensions) through 

a different structured platform– radio – then they could become more motivated to, and capable of, 

contributing to social cohesion. If this radio channel can recreate interactivity as much as possible – through 

youth involvement in broadcast and peer learning – then young students will be more engaged and develop 

further peace competencies of tolerance and empathy. 

C4D Strategies 

Radio Edutainment  

C4D and Education strategies were brought together collaboratively as an emergency response with a 

behaviour change approach. 

The closure of Liberian schools meant that children faced almost a year (9 months) without formal education 

during the Ebola crisis. There was thus a necessity to create channels for accessing educational content that 

would stimulate children’s academic and psychosocial development outside of the classroom. In response, 

the Liberian Ministry of Education (MoE) created the ‘Learning by Radio’ programme as an alternative 

channel of schooling for children of all ages. Radio edutainment was an attractive C4D method to address 

the Liberian Ebola crisis, as it offered a rich platform for tackling the multiple educational needs for out-of-

school children. The programme was aired twice daily: an hour scheduled in the morning, and another at 

6pm. 

UNICEF’s technical support to the government 

While the MoE launched the first phase of the program, UNICEF Liberia offered technical assistance. 

Although there was an initial reluctance from the MoE, which wanted to work independently, delivery of the 

programme soon exceeded its capacities. Answering the MoE’s request for funds, UNICEF began to 

contribute and introduced the following elements of technical support: 

i. Conceptual Frameworks: UNICEF defined targets and objectives of who to engage, as well as developing a 

full concept note. 

a. Experts in media production: UNICEF collaborated with SFCG’s Talking Drum Studio which had 

already made a number of popular radio productions in Liberia, and had a track record for work in 

civil society engagement; 

b. Specialists in curriculum building: The first materials broadcast by the MoE did not prove engaging 

and were low in educational quality, so UNICEF engaged specialists who prioritized the design of 

more innovative, creative and engaging material; 

c. C4D specialist – technical monitoring was supported through peer-review with assessment of the 

quality of the lessons from creative and rights-based perspective. 

ii. Peacebuilding within the curriculum: The CO’s Conflict Analysis confirmed the need for more systematic 

and direct teaching of peacebuilding and conflict resolution skills. In consultation with MoE, UNICEF 

therefore suggested that – in addition to teaching the basic academic subjects already in the curriculum, 

such as maths and English literature – peacebuilding also be developed into mainstream courses alongside 
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regular lessons. SFCG peacebuilding experts developed the 37-page peacebuilding curriculum manuscript 

for this, and UNICEF and MoE staff (among others) led the peer reviewing of this document. The lessons 

were adopted to fit the Liberian context and responded to everyday conflict issues such land, ethnicity and 

legacy of the civil war.  Sensitisation and awareness messages were aired that targeted children, principals 

of schools and community leaders. 

iii Broader reach: Initially, the programme was airing only on private radio stations in Monrovia, as the 

government lacked the resources to broadcast nationwide. With UNICEF’s funds, the stipulation was 

outlined that the programme should be scaled up to provide outreach to 44 community radio stations. 

iv. Broader targeting across the socio-ecological model: MoE previously conducted phase one of this 

program, which did not include sensitisation/awareness messages to school principals, parents and 

community leaders. It was observed that the involvement of these actors was critical to achieve the 

programme goals because children were often required to engage in household chores competing with their 

time for studies. Therefore, awareness targeting parents and principals, as well as community leaders, 

helped to prepare the community to facilitate or allow children the opportunity to engage in and learn from 

the radio programme. 

v. Participatory C4D methodologies for Education: Student participation was a key C4D philosophy that 

UNICEF incorporated to enhance ‘Learning by Radio’. SFCG led the development of this piece. They selected 

10 students from a variety of schools (from the Islamic, Pentecostal and Salvation Army School systems) to 

promote both ethnic and religious diversity.  

These students were then used as both 

discussants and actors in the teaching and 

learning process: lessons were presented as 

if in a real classroom context with active 

student participation and brain-teaser 

questions. The ten students were engaged 

in reading and reflecting on the lessons with 

the view of identifying concrete examples 

of their personal experiences. Students 

asked critical questions in order to help 

listeners to think through the lessons and to 

apply them to everyday situations. 

 

Emerging Results & Impact  

Three-pronged Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) approach 

A listenership feedback session was held at each of the 44 radio stations airing the programme. These were 

designed to gather listeners’ impressions about ‘Learning by Radio’: what they saw as the positive and 

negative aspects, the continuity and relevance of the material and suggestions on how to improve it. In total, 

486 persons participated (127 female and 359 male). Secondly, independent monitors were also recruited 

to monitor the community radio stations and to report on their compliance with the agreed airing schedule. 

This oversight mechanism proved useful and effective. Finally, focus group discussions were conducted in six 

counties3, with listeners of the programme. 

Results 

                                                           
3 Grand Cape Mount, Bomi, Bong, Nimba, Grand Bassa and Rivercess. 

Figure 3: School lessons were recreated and recorded with teachers 
and students in the radio studio [credit: UNICEF Liberia] 



Liberia – C4D in Education and Peacebuilding in an Emergency Context: The Role of 

Community Radio 

5 

The monitoring and evaluation processes outlined above highlighted that ‘Learning by Radio’ was successful 

in a number of ways. The radio medium was very popular and engaged loyal listeners: the majority of 

listeners in feedback sessions called for the programme to be continued, and some were so familiar with the 

programme that they could sing the introductory theme song. These qualities contributed to a successful 

teaching platform, as was reinforced by the participatory elements that prompted peer-to-peer learning. As 

expressed by one of the students, “You always remember the students speaking good English and it is 

challenge to be like them. We all want to learn to speak like them.” The programme also was seen to be 

beneficial by the parents. As expressed by one of the parents “Beyond the children, the materials are also 

good for adults; we get to learn about conflict ourselves,” said one parent. 

As well as promoting learning and behaviour change, ‘Learning by Radio’ also motivated various efforts at 

sharing and social mobilisation. In Nimba in north-central Liberia, students were inspired to record all the 

lessons on their cell phones and use the opportunity to play them for their siblings. In another notable case, 

one student reported that the programme inspired him to organize a peace club called “Movement of 

Progressive Change [MPC]”.  His main aim was to positively resolve and settle student based conflict. As a 

start, he went to Radio Gbehzon and requested all  15 lessons (produced and aired under the program) and 

had them transferred to his memory card. He then played these lessons for his colleagues to help them 

understand how to handle conflict. In these ways, the reach and influence of the radio show was broadened 

organically. 

 An area where the programme performed less well was in the ability to ensure relevance of programme 

content for rural students. Participants in the project evaluation asked to hear greater representation of rural 

Liberians within the material. These rural students rejected the notion that Monrovia represents Liberia, and 

called for the process to be decentralised or inclusive of children from rural areas. 

Lessons Learned 

Key Facilitating Factors 

 A tripartite collaboration was the foundation of the project’s success, capitalizing on the respective 

strengths of the Ministry of Education, UNICEF and Search for Common Ground.  While it took some 

effort to secure commitment of the MoE for the concept of the radio programme, this was 

eventually achieved and the partnership arrangements eventually earned significant success.  

 Funds from the Ebola response were a catalyst for this collaboration and for the development of an 

advanced C4D platform. The development process for the learning programmes was instrumental 

in building the capacity of community radios in conducting conflict-sensitive radio shows, which will 

be a legacy gained from the programme. Despite this, the C4D platform and its multi-agency 

collaboration did not continue beyond the crisis. This signals the intervention’s heavy reliance upon 

funding and lack of a sufficient exit strategy.  

 The Learning by Radio Committee – comprised of MoE, UNICEF and SFCG staff, and chaired by the 

Assistant Minister for Early Childhood Development Bureau – was key to producing high-quality 

academic lessons. The committee was responsible for reviewing the quality of the lessons and for 

guiding the process. The operation of the committee nonetheless stopped after schools resumed 

their normal schedules. 

 A phased scale-up set a manageable pace in moving from airing only in Monrovia, to also involving 

community radios elsewhere in the country. 

Key challenges 

 Intergenerational ‘transfer of memory’: Although many children were too young to have 

experienced the conflict themselves, there was an accelerated transfer of memory during the Ebola 

crisis. Without structured learning opportunities, children were increasingly inheriting their parents’ 

and grandparents’ stories of conflict and attitudes to difference. As key influencers, these parents 

and grandparents also needed support in thinking and talking about conflict, but they were 

repeatedly overlooked by interventions. 
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 The indefinite closure of schools gave an uncertain timeline that made the scheduling of activities 

very difficult. The urgency of the situation further challenged the development of of a considered 

exit strategy.  

Conclusions 

In the original design of the project, it was assumed that the production of academic lessons would be quick. 

During implementation, however, it was realised that development of radio programme material is a 

rigorous exercise, requiring a significant amount of time for the quality of the output to meet required 

professional standards. Radio education for children requires specialised expertise that encompasses 

curriculum experts for content development, systematic peer review of lesson plans, as well as 

communication experts to supply creative inputs. 

Though this programme was originally designed for the Ebola intervention, it was discovered that the gap in 

peacebuilding and conflict resolution interventions is pervasive and requires robust intervention. People 

across the lifecycle – from young children to adults – should benefit from such these initiatives to ensure a 

more holistic approach to peacebuilding. 

Radio is a powerful medium for information sharing, though in Liberia – as in many other places – the 

airwaves are saturated with politics and social commentary. The Ebola crisis allowed ‘Learning by Radio’ to 

show itself as valuable way of using this platform for education and behaviour change. 
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