
Communication of Development Messages
Among Rural Poor .^

Communication and development are inseparable from each other. Communication is part
and parcel of human life and helps in the process of development. People use
communication sources to articulate their grievances on local problems. There are several
development issues facing the rural poor. The development messages have not
necessarily produced the desired results. Solution to poverty alleviation lies in raising the
capacities of people through education and resource transfers, social and physical
infrastructure development and removing a multitude of social barriers. All these
development activities need appropriate communication support.

This study was undertaken with the following specific objectives: (1)To describe
socio-economic characteristics of the rural poor; (2) To seek perception of people
regarding development issues; (3) To study the availability and use of information sources
with regard to development messages; (4) To suggest approaches suitable for the
communication of development messages to the rural poor.

The study revealed local structures of communication based on caste, community
and religion. Due to the peculiar demographic features of the village, the leadership varied
according to caste/religion. However, more important from the point of view of rural
development programmes for the poor, were the grassroot level development
functionaries viz. Village Development Officer (gram sevak) and other village level
workers, whose attitudes created more problems than solutions. In view of the above, the
paper suggests that the poor cannot make full use of available governmental facilities
unless they receive external support.

MANISH KUMAR

R ural development is one of the gravest concerns for
the planners and policy makers of the country.

Rightly so, attention was paid to it ever since the First
Five-Year Plan. Communication is the basic and indis-
pensable tool for all human development endeavours.
Effective communication of development messages, no
doubt, is key to the success. Communication component
was included in various forms since the early years of
planned developmental efforts in the country. Communi-
cation was conceptualised as a linear, top down process,
with feed back from the people. The plan document in-
cluded a chapter referring to 'Plan Publicity' that in-

At present the author is working as Senior Research Fellow
in World Bank-assisted Project under National Agricultural
Technology Project, entitled: Team of Excellence in
Agricultural Information and Communication at G.B. Pant
University of Agriculture and Technology, Pantnagar -
263145. The author has completed his Master of Science
degree in Development Communication from this university.

eluded 'channels' viz. interpersonal, mass media (radio,
film, print), traditional media (song, drama, etc.). Realis-
ing value of interpersonal communication in develop-
ment communication publicity, the Directorate of Field
Publicity was set up in 1953. It reaches people through
221 field units and seeks public support for national
campaigns on plan development, family welfare, national
integration and defence preparedness. Publicity against
social evils like drinking, dowry, etc., is also done by the
directorate. The field units, provided with mobile vans
organize film shows, photo-exhibition, songs and drama
programmes. Oral communication such as seminars, group
discussions and debates are also organized. Feed back
from people was seen as important in successfully adapt-
ing the government messages to the local requirement
and achieving popular support.

Communication in terms of 'plan publicity' continued
through 1960's. Interpersonal channels of communica-
tion were used. Government steps against their exploita-
tion were told to the people to motivate them. Village
level worker(VLW) was seen as a change agent, friend,
philosopher and guide of farmers for catalysing develop-
ment at the grass root.
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Special emphasis was given to radio in the wake of
special drives to boost agricultural production. The Farm
and Home programme was started in 1966. Before that
the Krishi Darshan programme had been started in 1965.

It was during Fourth Five Year Plan (1969-74); exten-
sive campaigns were taken up for development pro-
grammes in family planning, health, nutrition, adult edu-
cation and agriculture. This was the first time that the
interpersonal channels of communication among friends,
family and opinion leaders were identified and utilized.
Other communication channels included group discus-
sion, mass meetings, mobile demonstration, and interper-
sonal contact on house-to-house basis. Films were also
used to create awareness about programmes. Over time
the attention turned to the ubiquitous television as a me-
dium of development communication and number of cen-
tres were increased by leaps and bounds to cover the
entire country. Arrangements for community television
sets were also made in some states to encourage viewing
of television. However, the dimensions of rural poverty
received its due attention with the launching of Integrated
Rural Development Programme (IRDP) in 1978-79.
Training of Rural Youth for Self-Employment (TRYSEM),
a facilitating component of IRDP was started in 1979 to
provide technical skills to the rural youth from the fami-
lies below the poverty line. Development of Women and
Children in Rural Areas (DWCRA) was launched as a
sub-scheme of IRDP in 1982-83 to have a sharper focus
on providing assistance to women. Since then we have
come a long way to Employment Assurance Scheme
(EAS), Mahila Samridhi Yojna (MSY), Swran Jayanti
Rojgar Yojna, etc., targeted at the below poverty line
population, nearly 320 million. Poverty is a condition in
which a person is not capable of providing the minimum
amount of food required for one's own sustenance and of
the members of the family. In India it is about 2400 Kcal
per day for an individual in rural areas. Mere existence of
food stock in the country does not indicate absence of
poverty. One must have the ability to purchase or pro-
duce it for consumption. Melkote et al. (1986) reported
that the action for cultural and political change (ACPC),
on organization of Harijan (scheduled caste) agriculture
labourers in Tamil Nadu, India, believes that cause of
poverty and under development is not the inadequacies
and ignorance of the poor, it is the structural relationship
which keep the poor powerless, subservient and exploited.
This organization does not see any merit in the conven-
tional approach to development where the victims of an
inequitable and unjust structure are given benefits in the
form of handouts (i.e. hand aids) to temporarily relieve
their misery and then promptly sent back to accept a
compliant role is in the structure, which produced their
misery in the first place.

Economically, poverty is an issue of livelihood to
meet the basic needs of food, clothing and shelter. The
socio-cultural dimension explains the alienation of peo-
ple from the main stream of social development. There is
another dimension called intellectual poverty, where peo-
ple perceive a sense of worthlessness and believe they
know nothing. The 'institutional' dimension of poverty

explains that people are unorganized and there is no
solidarity among them for their well-being and better-
ment. The seasonal dimension of rural poverty states that
there is simultaneous prevalence of sickness, malnutri-
tion, indebtedness, hard work, discomfort and poor food
availability at certain times of the year, usually during the
rains.

All the dimensions of poverty are dynamic and inter-
related. Alleviation of poverty is more a question of
removing barriers than offering special favours to the
poor. Poverty is a complex phenomenon. It implies eco-
nomic backwardness, a very low purchasing power or
low living standards. Persistent poverty leads to severe
erosion of self- confidence, self -reliance and self- asser-
tion. The poor have strong sense of marginality, depend-
ence and inferiority. A sense of resignation towards life,
fatalism and low level of aspirations is way of life shared
by the poor. These tendencies, if perpetuated from gen-
eration to generation, dissuade them from taking full
advantage of opportunities. Rural poverty is unprincipled
because of the distance between the administration and
the poor. Mukharjee (1990:37-40) stated that poverty
has been attacked in a piece-meal manner in plans. The
emphasis has been on the qualitative aspect. Thus, there
is need for shift in planning from below to include the
demand side of rural poor.

People use communication sources to articulate their
grievances on local problems. There are several develop-
ment issues facing the rural poor. The development mes-
sages have not necessarily produced the desired results.
The solution to poverty alleviation lies in raising the
capacities of people through education and resource trans-
fers, social and physical infrastructure development and
removing a multitude of social barriers. All these devel-
opment activities need appropriate communication sup-
port.

Dialogue has been advocated to raise the critical con-
sciousness of people so that they can realize the reasons
behind their wretched condition and think of suitable
responses. The poor in particular need dialogue for their
betterment. The rural social structure, rigid and highly
stratified at the micro-level, has eclipsed development.
The poor have very little access to, and understanding of,
the information they are provided with. Often they know
next to nothing about plans and programmes designed to
promote their development. The basic problem in the
majority of our plans is that they are not effectively
communicated to the concerned.

Though, there has been a reduction in extent of pov-
erty, the pace of reduction has not been commensurate
with the resources deployed and magnitude of the prob-
lem indicating flaws in the delivery mechanism. Major
failure of the strategies of poverty alleviation efforts is
the top down and 'over determined' approach. The deliv-
ery mechanism's pre-eminent concern being physical and
financial achievement, it failed to enthuse people and
they were not taken in as partners affecting the quality
and effectiveness of programme. It is this aspect of devel-
opment that calls for understanding; how development
programmes are communicated among people and made
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use of; how do people view their problems. Analysis of
communication aspects of development will help in de-
fining existing social structures, interaction within and
between groups, value and perception regarding develop-
ment and priorities of the people. Collective action for
development depends on a number of facts.

Thus, keeping the woes of the poor and significance of
communication in view, the need was acutely felt to
explore the communication of development messages
among rural poor in-depth.

Research Methodology
The present study was carried out in the district of Udham
Singh Nagar of Uttaranchal state of India because it fell
in the area of jurisdiction of the G.B. Pant University of
Agriculture and Technology, Pantnagar. The findings of
the study would help in formulation of appropriate devel-
opment action plan, if possible, by the relevant depart-
ment of the university, and the data so gathered can help
in formulation of appropriate development action, if pos-
sible, by the relevant department.

Rudrapur block of Udham Singh Nagar district was
selected for the following reasons:
• Heterogeneous population
• Sufficient concentration of rural poor
• Easy access to the village
• Language compatibility as Hindi was predominant
• Time and resource constraints at the command of the
investigator.

A village named Rajapur* was selected purposively
for the study. It had the maximum population (273) of
families below poverty line in the block. Besides, it was
the second most populated village of the district. Since
the study involved intensive observation, interviewing
and interaction, it was not possible to conduct an in depth
study of more than one village. Moreover, it would have
caused loss of time, energy, resources and the researcher
might have missed some important event/incident. This
village had a mixed population of Hindus and Muslims.
As per the official records there were 273 families living
below poverty line.

The criteria for deciding below or above poverty line
population had been prescribed by the government of
India. Thus, on the basis of actual condition observed and
detailed discussion held with the key informants, and
development officials a list of 155 poor was prepared for
the purpose of the study. Thus, a total of 155 poor
served as the respondents for the study.

Field Work
Before visiting the field for collecting initial information
on different aspects of the village life, background infor-
mation was gathered from a university employee, who
belonged to that village. Further information on census
details was gathered from the block officials. After get-

*The original name has been changed to maintain anonymity.

ting a general picture of the village, the researcher visited
the field. During his first visit he talked with the Horse
cart (Tonga) driver and the passengers about the village
and its people. He first contacted a high school teacher in
the village, who briefly narrated about the village. On his
second visit, the researcher interacted with village elders.
They were gossiping by the roadside. The researcher
carefully listened to them and reciprocated through his
gestures. After some time they included him in their
conversation, asking his opinion on the topic being con-
versed. In this way, he got introduced to the villagers.
Thus, questions on history of the village were initiated.
An elderly villager, answered most of his questions. Later,
the old man introduced the researcher to his son, a young
man in his early twenties. They and their family members
were the caretakers of the researcher's food and other
basic necessities during the stay and helped him in his
field work. They were the reason for researchers' accept-
ance in the Muslim community. On the other hand, Hin-
dus easily interacted because of the same religion.

In the beginning a general survey was conducted to
learn the basics: the native language, the kinship ties,
census information, historical data and the basic structure
and function of the culture under study. During this pe-
riod, personal rapport was built with the natives of village
and also with the government officials viz. teachers, ex-
tension workers, working in the village. After carrying
out general survey for three months (non-continuously),
the researcher carried out his in-depth investigation by
staying in the village panchayat house for fifteen days. It
was done through intensive observation, key-informant
interviews, structured interviews and focused group dis-
cussion. The researcher spent three nights in a Muslim
house and one night with a Hindu family. The researcher
had to cope up with the religious conflict. He never
mentioned to a Hindu that he stayed and ate with a
Muslim family because Hindus forbade him, time and
again. But in spite of all these, all sections of the popula-
tion, sympathized with the researcher's effort for his study.

Observations

The researcher during his stay in the village intensively
observed the respondents with the help of observation
schedule. People going towards their field or agricultural
laborers on their way to work in the fields were observed
in the early morning. The type of work done by the
respondents in field and at the house was observed. How
they spent their time after their work and the place they
gathered at was also noticed. With whom they interacted
and for what purpose, were also taken care of. Drinking,
gambling and other habits were also observed.

Interaction between and within the communities was
observed, while interacting with the people. Activities of
different village institutions viz. school, Maternity Home
(prasuti grih), Panchayat(local governing body), Post
Office, Temple (Mandir), Mosque (Masjids) were also
observed. Women were also observed at home and in the
field. Festivals and other religious activities, rituals were
noted down. All this was done without any interference
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in their work. It used to begin at 4.30 A.M. and continued
till 10.30 P.M. in the night to observe more comprehen-
sively. Observation facilitated comprehensive and effec-
tive interviewing. Thus, supporting other methods of data
collection.

Key informant technique

Key informants are those local people who are willing to
take or be interviewed regarding the matter of specific
interest.

Based on the experiences, interaction with villagers,
data gathered during preliminary survey and a few pre-
liminary discussions with local school teachers, local
extension agents, and members of cooperative society
and rural poor themselves, five persons were selected as
the key informants. They belonged to different caste,
religion, age group and education level.

They were rich in experience, besides being inheritors
and promoters of their culture. They were willing and
ready to talk on the socio-economic, cultural, religious
and other developmental aspects of village life. The key
informants were interviewed on development-related is-
sues and other issues enlisted through focus group dis-
cussion. They were also interviewed on other facets, like
history, education, occupation, health etc., of village life.
During this process an especially developed interview
schedule was used.

Structured interview

The selected respondents were interviewed through a
thoroughly prepared structured interview schedule. It
consisted of three sections. The first section was related
with socio-economic characteristics, while second sec-
tion dealt with information sources of rural poor. The
third and final section contained questions on agricultural
problems and other developmental issues.

Focus group discussion

The ability to probe deeply about the attitudes and feelings
with a group of community members is the strength of
focus group method. Focus group discussions were
conducted to generate development issues and peoples'
feelings about them. These issues were enlisted and put
before the respondents who ranked them according to their
priority. The issues generated through focus group
discussion were verified through observation and further
cross-checked by putting some development issues enlisted
by the researcher to the respondents.

Documentation of Information Collected

Besides interview schedule and observation schedule, a
small notebook was used to immediately jot down the
emotional account of the observation on the spot. It was
done to avoid error caused by dependability on memory.
At the end of the day, the researcher used to give a

complete description of his activities for that day. This
helped in tracing out the occurrence of a particular event
or incident. Tape recorder was used to record relevant
conversation among the people at different locations.
Most of the time it was done secretly, as people were
suspicious about it. The data recorded revealed some
facts not revealed by the villagers openly in the village.
Further, it served as an authentic material for analysis and
documentation.

Photographs were used for documenting people, places,
events and setting over time. It helped in creating a pho-
tographic record of specific behaviour and in describing
the village life in real life situation.

Analysis and interpretation of the data

The collected information were classified and tabulated
in the light of the objectives of the investigation. The
appropriate statistical tools and procedures like frequency,
percentage and weighted mean score were used in the
study. The qualitative data was analyzed and interpreted
through triangulation, which means testing one source of
information against another to check the quality of infor-
mation (and the person sharing it).

Salient Findings

Socio-economic characteristics

The findings clearly indicated that rural poor were mostly
in the age group between 21-35 years. Majority (97.42
per cent) of them were male. Illiteracy was still ruling the
fate of the majority (66.45 per cent). This widely affected
people's awareness and knowledge about various devel-
opment programmes. The General caste, which consti-
tuted mostly of Pathans (upper caste Muslims), was the
largest group (42.58 per cent). Pradhan (Panchayat head)
was also a Pathan. Backward caste and Scheduled Caste
(SC)/ Scheduled Tribe (ST) were deprived of formal
institutional power, though their combined strength was
more. This shows the accumulation of power in the hands
of upper caste people. Muslims in this study area were in
majority while Hindus in minority.

Agriculture was still the occupation of the majority
(46.45 per cent) in rural area. This confirms that rural
India is heavily dependent on agriculture till now, even
after 52 years of independence. Nuclear families were the
majority (85.10 per cent), indicating the disintegration of
the traditional joint family system. Family size of five-
eight members was common in the village. This was an
indication of the poor performance of the family plan-
ning efforts made by government agencies. Katcha houses
(i.e. lacking concrete roofs) were more common among
the rural poor, in spite of various schemes like Indira
Awas Yojna (IAY) and Nirbal Varg Awas Yojna. Mar-
ginal farmers and landless labourers formed two major
parts of the village population. This reflected increased
pressure of population on land, resulting in low per capita
land availability. Bicycle was the most used means of
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transport. Radio and television was also with the people.
Pumping sets were mostly used means of irrigation. Bul-
locks were mainly used in bullock carts and farming.
Buffalo, cow and goat were domesticated for both milk
and meat purpose. Poultry was done by most of the
people. Horse (in horse cart) was the most important
means of transport.

Social participation was confined to the membership
of sahkari samiti (cooperative). Poor were still devoid of
power positions in different organizations. So far as
political participation was concerned, all the respondents
knew some political leader at block/district/state level.
Majority of the population was aware about the gram
sevak (Village Development Officer). This was an
indication of the people's political activism. Caste and
money were the main factors affecting local elections.
This was in accordance with the traditional village structure
dominated by general caste people. Role of money in
local/ national election is well known to the people and it
further strengthened the position of powerful and rich
people. Similar findings have been reported by Sharma
(1993:23-25). He found that scheduled castes (SCs),
backward castes or the marginal landholders, happen to
be dependent, by and large on the agricultural land owned
by the upper caste for their livelihood. The poorer sections
of the village work in the fields of the agriculturists. The
entire rural power structure is totally dominated and
controlled by the upper castes because of their occupation
of key positions of power and privilege, particularly in
police, bureaucracy and higher political leadership and
the linkages of the panchayat leaders with these bodies.

Information sources

Among the various sources existing and available to the
rural poor, interpersonal sources of a local nature, like
relatives, the majority used family members and gram
pradhan. The studies conducted by Thakur (1986) and
Rajput (1993) in the past had also reported similar find-
ings. The area selected for the present study was among
the least developed areas of the region. The respondents
were the people living below poverty line as per as the list
of government (block level) officials. The greater reli-
ance of respondents on personal local sources of informa-
tion can be attributed to their low literacy level. It also
denotes the dominance of primary relationship in the
rural social set up. Lesser use of personal cosmopolite
sources also implied that the respondents have less faith
on government officials. This was supported by a further
probe, which revealed that corruption had become a regu-
lar feature with the bureaucracy at the grass roots. Time
and precious money was wasted in running around. The
official dissuades people to seek them for information.

Among the mass media sources, radio and TV were
possessed by a majority of the respondents (90.32 per
cent and 79.35 per cent, respectively). Television and
radio were used more as compared to print media like
newspapers, magazine/books, pamphlet/handbills, ban-
ner, etc. This can be attributed to their low literacy level.
During the investigation it was found that majority of the

Muslims could read and write Urdu while the print media
used were mostly in Hindi. Some of the posters printed in
Urdu concerning religious matters, were easily read and
comprehended by the Muslim respondents. Thus, it can
be concluded that in order to be effective, print media
should use the language prevalent in the area. Respond-
ents were more frequently exposed to religious TV seri-
als. It could be inferred that development messages, dis-
seminated through these programmes would have a bet-
ter reach to the people. As these programmes were dis-
cussed with others who could not see it. Singh et al.
(1975) reported that radio was the most used channel of
information input followed by progressive farmers, VLW
and Block level officers. Malhan (1982:134-135) reported
that media of communication such as radio, film, and
television are a playing vital roles to inform and educate
people in creating awareness about the need to protect
and develop the environment followed by interpersonal
media

Gram Sevak was the most preferred and most fre-
quently contacted source of information regarding devel-
opment programmes details, benefits, procedure etc.
Tripathi et al. (1984) had also reported that extension
personnel like Village Level Worker, Agricultural Exten-
sion Officer, Bank Officials, Block Development Officer
had been used as sources of information for rural devel-
opment programmes. Radio and TV were not preferred
more frequently for getting detailed information about
rural development programmes. Moreover, mass media
is not supposed to provide details on localized pro-
grammes. This is in agreement with the basic principle
that mass media are more effective in generating aware-
ness among people.

Extension workers mostly visited the pradhan. They
seldom contacted people at their residence. Rather, farm-
ers approached extension workers in the majority of the
cases (81.29 per cent). The respondent perceived exten-
sion worker's frequent contact with the pradhan as mutu-
ally beneficial relationships between government offi-
cials and the powerful village leader. It was a general
belief that both of them were involved in misutilization of
development funds. Many of the respondents reported
that gram sevak was fully dictated to by the pradhan. He
merely disseminated the development information to the
respondents at his office, the only meeting place, but the
ultimate beneficiaries were decided by the pradhan. Thus,
it was clear from the findings that extension personnel in
the village were partisan in approach. They were not
interested in poor people's development. His irregular
visit to the village had made respondents think that he
was not at all interested in the village and its poor popu-
lation. Therefore, any strategy for communication of de-
velopment messages among rural poor should give due
consideration to the above facts.

Agricultural problems and development issues

The findings clearly indicated agriculture as the main
occupation of most of the respondents (46.45%). They in
general faced a number of problems in agriculture. Among
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