Pre-testing & evaluating the impact of communication materials
Literature review
Background
Pre-testing and evaluation of communication materials ensures that the products are understood, attractive, acceptable and useful to the target audiences.
Monina Escalada (2007) proposes that unless communication planners test their ideas with the intended end-users, there is no assurance that the communication material they have developed will work.

Materials pre-testing and evaluation also gives deeper insights for any future material development. The main purpose of materials pre-testing should therefore be to measure the reaction of members of the intended audience, to the concepts and messages of the materials, before proceeding to final production (Jane Bertrand, 1978)
Overview
According to C-Change (2012), communication material developers should collaborate with audiences as much as possible. This essentially requires tests and reviews at three levels:
· A concept test to decide on the big ideas

· A stakeholder review to assure accuracy and acceptance by decision makers

· Repeated pre-testing to assess effectiveness of the materials

This is highly dependent on budget restrictions. C-Change (2012) and Monina Escalada (2007) indicate that these pre-tests should be designed to measure the general components of effectiveness:
	Comprehension:
	Is the content of the material clearly explained? 

Is the visual presentation clear?

	Attractiveness:
	Is the material interesting enough to attract and hold the audience’s attention? 

Do they like it?

	Acceptability:

	Does the message contain anything offensive/ distasteful by local standards? 

Does it contain factual information?

	Involvement:

	Does the audience identify with the material?

Do they feel it speaks to them and their experiences?



	Relevance/ Persuasion:
	Whether the material/ message convinces the target audience to want to take up the desired behavioral change


Pre-testing of communication materials is a useful means of determining which of several ideas or messages is most effective. This process usually involves concept development and message creation, and also the gauging of sensitive elements within these. Key sections or areas of interest in the messages and materials under development have to be identified, tested and adjusted accordingly. The advantage of pretesting concepts may be realized in the form of entirely new concepts emerging from the target audience’s input, or the generation of words, phrases and vernacular used by them, so that inappropriate language is revised (Atkins and Freimuth, 2001). 
Jane Bertrand (1978) emphasizes that pre-tests may vary from sophisticated to very simple procedures in terms of design.  Simple pre-tests carried out among a small sample of the target audience can provide useful, valid information for improving communications. She also indicates that accurate prediction of audiences’ reaction to a set of materials or messages can only be achieved by testing them with a sample of the actual group of intended end-users.

Materials developed through a participatory planning and design process are also more likely to be highly understandable, acceptable and attractive to the participants. (Tirol et al, 2012)
The materials pre-test/evaluation process requires collection of data from the target audience, and this may take either of two forms (or both) - quantitative and/or qualitative data collection. 
Quantitative data collection is mainly undertaken through a survey among the intended audience, with a sample of the group. 
Qualitative data collection is mainly through the use of focus groups, and individual in-depth interviews.
Pre-testing with literate farmers 

Surveys are useful and powerful tools in evaluating communication campaigns, but only when used appropriately (Rusonello and Stewart, 2004). They suggest three conditions that should be met in order to conduct a successful survey:
· Surveys are most useful when you have a targeted, identifiable audience whose attitudes can be measured. 

· A survey is the right choice when you need to know more about how your media or other outreach affected an audience’s awareness and feelings. While behavior can be measured in other ways, awareness and feelings cannot. 

· Surveys are most useful when high levels of resources are spent communicating to a narrowly defined audience. Too often, non-profit efforts suffer from the opposite proportion – few resources with broadly defined goals and audiences.
The following excerpt from Atkin and Freimuth’s paper, Guidelines for formative evaluation research in campaign design, details further considerations for the use of surveys (self-administered questionnaires) in evaluating communication materials;

“An efficient approach for assessing audience responses to messages is a fairly brief set of questionnaire items that can be administered following exposure to a specimen message. The instrument measures the perceived effectiveness of the message for producing an impact on an intended audience (e.g. ‘How effective is this message in influencing college students to avoid driving drunk?’ with response categories such as Very effective, Fairly effective, Slightly effective, and Not effective). Then, respondents evaluate the message along, perhaps, a dozen quality dimensions using a numerical scale (‘What is your personal reaction to the message? Give ratings using a scale from 0 to 10 on each of these factors.’). 

Typical factors and accompanying definitions: 

	Factors 
	Definition 

	Informative
	Tells you something new and increases your knowledge

	Sensible
	Presents wise advice that seems reasonable

	Memorable
	Vivid image, fascinating fact, and catchy slogan

	Enjoyable
	Interesting, entertaining, and stimulating message

	Useful 
	Information, helpful advice worth remembering

	Imaginative
	Style is refreshing, novel, unique, and clever

	Believable
	Accurate information, sincere and trustworthy characters 

	Professional
	High production quality

	Motivating
	Presents influential reasons to prompt changes in behavior

	Relevant
	Personally meaningful content, identifiable with characters and situations


Next, respondents provide assessments of whether or not the message has any of these negative features using a simple Yes or No response to a series of questions on factors such as the following: 
	Factors 
	Definition 

	Preachy
	Tone of message too moralistic or righteous

	Disturbing
	Turned off because it is too emotional or threatening

	Confusing
	Vague or difficult to understand

	Irritating
	Offensive or annoying

	Dull
	Boring, stale, or trite style

	Misleading
	Biased arguments or exaggerated claims


These standardized evaluations may be supplemented with open-ended questions soliciting positive or critical comments as well as suggestions for improving the message.” (Atkin and Freimuth, 2001)
For literate or non-literate farmers 

Focus groups
Focus groups are conducted with a group of approximately 5 to 10 respondents simultaneously. Using a discussion outline, a moderator builds rapport and trust and keeps the session on track while allowing respondents to talk freely and spontaneously.
As new topics related to the outline emerge, the moderator probes further to gain useful insights. An experienced, capable moderator should lead the groups. The moderator must be well informed about the subject and the purpose of the group sessions. These focus groups should be designed to provide insights into the audience’s opinion(s) and perceptions of concepts, materials and messages, and help trigger the creative thinking of communication professionals (Atkin and Freimuth, 2004). 
Group discussion, such as focus groups, are advantageous in that they are spontaneous, build on synergy from group dynamics and avail more time to pursue specific points in-depth as compared to questionnaire based surveys. 
Individual in-depth interviews though resource intensive, should be used for pre-testing sensitive issues or those requiring extensive details. They are also useful with groups that may be difficult to recruit for focus group interviews.  
Evaluation 

The evaluation of communication materials and messages is another important step in the design and development of these tools. It enables the assessment of the impact of the communication material or technology, while embracing the learning process. 
Evaluation is more reliable the more participatory it is, as there is a higher probability that it will capture the actual opinions of the relevant stakeholders. This in turn allows for shared learning, co-ownership, mutual respect and empowerment of materials and messages between the developers and the audience/ clients. 
A participatory materials evaluation process is a highly engaging activity for the community/ target group, as it gives them a sense of pride when their ideas and input are seen to be valued and useful. It also develops a synergy between the experts, technical staff and target group. 
For more detail on how to pre-test/ evaluate communication materials, refer to the guidelines under the ‘How to…’ section of our website, at www.cabi.org/ashc
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