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Good Evening Ladies and Gentlemen:

I feel greatly honored and immensely pleased to be here with you this evening for the first AfriComNet Annual Awards for Excellence in HIV and AIDS Communication in Africa.   And to be informed of these award-winning wonderful examples of communication initiatives that have truly made a difference in the lives of ordinary people.

Among many professional publications, one of my favorites is a paper  entitled : “What my grandmother taught me about communication.” In the paper I recall an incident. I had been invited to address the Union of Journalists in Benin City, an ancient  town in south western Nigeria. I flew in from Lagos, the national capital where I was teaching at the time. My lecture was about media ethics and freedom of speech. The response was enthusiastic, and there were several good questions. Afterwards, I went to lunch at the family home where my mother lived. And my grandmother was visiting from the village. Always curious about what I did for a living, my grandmother wanted to know why I was in town.  I explained that some people had asked me to come and talk to them. “What did you talk to them about?’ she asked. I started to tell her about truth, and accuracy and fairness and balance in reporting, about freedom and justice; but soon I was stuttering. While I had been fairly fluent, even eloquent, at the public lecture, I found myself now hesitant and slow of speech. The problem was that I could not articulate those ideas and concepts in my mother tongue! 

That set me thinking about what the scholars call the ethnography of communication. So the next time I saw my grand mother, I decided to probe her wisdom.” Nene, what is truth?”  I asked. She looked directly into my eyes and repeated my question:” What is truth?’ I nodded. She hesitated for a short while. Then she rose from the table, removed her head-tie or scarf, wrapped it around her waist, and burst into song:



Ti mo ri mo gin, me je gb’eru biba gin nwun o



Ti mo ri mo gin, me je gb’eru biba gin nwun o



A ma m’orusun gben tsale, odon ma to da ka ri nwun o ee



A ma m’oniye gben tsale, odon ma to a si ri nwun o ee



Ti mo ri mo gin, me je gb’eru biba gin nwun o.

Translation: That which I have seen, that is what I say;
I will not say it with fear.
That which I have seen, that is what I say;
I will not say it with fear.
When a piece of yam is planted in the ground,
The rains come, the season comes; and it grows;
When a human being is planted in the ground,
The rains come, the season comes; and he doesn't grow.
That which I have seen that is what I say;
I will not say it with fear.
What did I learn from my grandmother?

First the importance of language: that every language embodies a point of view and fundamental attitudes that are capable of expressing concepts and ideas in its own way, and that we need to understand how this is done if we want to successfully communicate with others. Secondly, that each person or cultural group has its preferred modality for self-expression. My grandmother was empowered when she responded in song, and dance, (multi-channel) and was able to easily convey her understanding of what some would consider a highly conceptual idea: truth. Her examples were graphic and memorable, based on folk wisdom and tradition, shared by the family and the community. I myself knew the song from my childhood, and I joined her in singing; and my mother and uncle who were with us also joined in. But now the song had a new meaning, a deeper almost philosophical meaning, not just about planting and growing yams , but also about human existence, and truth. I learned that communication is about empowering individuals and groups to create and share meaning and profound thoughts, through conversations that enable them to feel close, to build trust and confidence. Almost twenty years ago, I can remember now, what happened that day, because I actively participated in it; I was involved in it. And I am able to share it with you, here in this magnificent hall, in Johannesburg, South Africa, so distant and so different from where we were in my mother’s house in Benin City, Nigeria. So communication enables the sharing of ideas and feelings that can affect other people across time and space and cultures.

There are many other things I learned about communication from 

my grandmother that strengthens my understanding about how communication is fundamental to making a difference in HIV and AIDS in Africa.  

When we communicate, we not only share meaning, we also seek to create understanding, change information levels, even change the attitudes and values of our interlocutors. Many decades ago, a social psychologist by the name of Herbert Kelman, tried to explain three models of attitude change. He called them: coercion, identification and internalization.
In coercion, we seek to force people to think or do as we command them, usually through some form of physical or psychological threat. But as soon as the threat is removed, they go back to their status quo. In identification, people change because a respected or loved individual, such as a friend or religious leader, tells them to do so. Of course when the person concerned is no longer respected or loved, there is a return to status quo! With internalization, the individual himself or herself discovers and accepts reasons why the proposed change is beneficial. They are therefore self-motivated to continue in the new way, and are likely to do so for a long time.

Permit me to share a few more thoughts with you about all of this. I want to speak about not just any communication. I want to speak about strategic communication.  And, I think that the winners tonight are excellent examples of how strategic communication works.

What on earth do we mean by strategic communication????  Why not just call it communication?

Strategic communication focuses on the family and community as well as the individual. People do not live in isolation. They have social networks, faiths, cultures, gender roles, and traditions; they live in societies that teach them what is acceptable and unacceptable behavior. People learn from one another, in their families and neighborhoods, in their offices, in churches, mosques and even in market places, all those places where people gather--to communicate and to exchange meaning with loved ones and with strangers.

Strategic communication leads us not only to approach communication with a good understanding of our audiences, about who they are, what they value, who their networks include, but also to try to engage them as change agents.  Instead of telling people what to do, or persuading them to adopt recommended practices, as in previous communication approaches, we try to build their competence so that people and communities can solve problems on their own, in ways that are appropriate for them, ways that they have internalized. Strategic communication is designed to have positive and beneficial results, in terms of changed behaviors, changed laws and policies, and changes in social values.

And, when we understand and adopt strategic communication principles, we find that communication initiatives are more effective.  The experience of the award winners we have acknowledged tonight, show that strategic communication can stimulate market women in Uganda to talk with young girls on the dangers of taking gifts from men.   It can provoke thousands to get tested for HIV. It can enable people living with HIV and AIDS to share their secret with their loved ones.  These are but a few examples of what strategic communication can result in.

However a word of warning: strategic communication is both a science and an art.   It is not quick and easy magic bullet.  Strategic communication is a process, that is based on a body of knowledge that communicators need to know and embrace.   It takes time and resources.   But if we are going to continue to make a difference , strategic communication is essential.  There is no single advance in health or social development that has taken place without communication. And, the more effective our communication is, the better our health and development efforts will be.

In conclusion ladies and gentlemen, I would like to thank AfriComNet for organizing these annual awards, and for its other efforts to advance the science and the art of strategic communication in Africa.   I would also like to thank all members of AfriComNet for taking strategic communication seriously, and for recognizing the unique and essential nature of communication in Africa.  As we continue to combat HIV and AIDS on the continent, we will be challenged to continue our research, experimentation and documentation in strategic communication.  We need to grow and refine techniques that are even more effective than any we have recognized tonight. We need to be inspired by the wisdom of our ancestors, especially our grandmothers, mothers and aunts, and to see how those treasures can be adapted and re-interpreted to base our practice on a solid base of our African cultures. And we need to share and learn from our successes and our failures.

Once again, congratulations AfriComNet and congratulations to all of the 2007 award winners!!!  Let us continue our work in strategic communication for health and development and learn together so that together we can conquer HIV and AIDS.  Thank you.
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