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ABSTRACT
Background 
Radio programmes that combine entertainment with education may be effective in improving public knowledge, attitudes and practice (KAP) regarding important health issues. 

Objectives 
To evaluate a locally-developed radio soap opera including public health messages relating to malaria on public KAP regarding malaria. 

Methods 
A training workshop for script writers informed them of key malaria messages, identified in consultation with the National Malaria Control Programme. Malaria themes were plotted across episodes of a soap opera based on the day-to-day lives of people living in a fictional Gambian village called “Bolonghodala” – literally “by the stream”. The 26 episode series was broadcast nationally twice-weekly in Mandinka. 

The impact of the programme was assessed by a national cluster sample of radio use and audience reaction was assessed in a 30 minute radio phone-in following each episode. In one rural community, Julangel, radio listening patterns were monitored, 7 radio clubs were established to promote discussion of the programmes and bed nets were made available at subsidized cost. KAP of mothers were assessed by questionnaire before and after the series and a survey of bed net use conducted. Focus group discussions were held amongst radio club listeners. 

Findings 
In the national survey, the interview response rate in 2000 adults was >99.5%. 97% of respondents were radio listeners and 88% had listened during the previous week. More men than women had listened to radio the previous day (61% versus 48% respectively). Overall, 22% respondents had listened to Bolonghodala (representing about 170,000 people in The Gambia). Listening rates were greater amongst older listeners and those who had had no form! al education. 

In Julangel, KAP amongst mothers improved with 40% with a low score (<60% appropriate responses) before the programme (75 women interviewed) and 5% after (81 women interviewed). Bed net use for children <5 years increased from 49% before to 69% after the broadcasts. 

Conclusions 
A radio soap opera can be an effective medium for health promotion in malaria and can have an impact on knowledge and the adoption of positive malaria prevention practices. 

Policy implications 
Radio drama should be evaluated further as a popular and effective means of changing health-related behaviours. A longer time frame, and a more formal evaluation study design, would be required to determine if reported changes are sustained and whether these have an impact on malaria prevention. 

