
Journal of Communication   

ISSN: 2791-3201 (Online) 

Vol. 6, Issue No. 1, pp 19 - 30, 2025                                                               www.carijournals.org 

18 
 

 

 

 

Role of Communication in Promoting Health Behavior Change in 

Uganda 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Journal of Communication   

ISSN: 2791-3201 (Online) 

Vol. 6, Issue No. 1, pp 19 - 30, 2025                                                               www.carijournals.org 

19 
 

Role of Communication in Promoting Health Behavior Change in Uganda 

 Namazzi Grace 

Kyambogo University 

Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this article was to analyze role of communication in promoting health 

behavior change in Uganda. 

Methodology: This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly 

known as secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources 

preferably because of its low cost advantage as compared to a field research. Our current study 

looked into already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online 

journals and libraries. 

Findings: In Uganda, communication campaigns, especially through radio and SMS, have 

significantly promoted health behavior change. Radio programs increased parental involvement in 

children's education, while telehealth messaging improved male engagement in family planning, 

fostering joint responsibility. These efforts highlight the effectiveness of both traditional and 

digital media in driving positive health changes. 

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Policy: Health belief model (HBM), social 

cognitive theory (SCT) & theory of planned behavior (TPB) may be used to anchor future studies 

on the role of communication in promoting health behavior change in Uganda. Health 

communication campaigns should integrate traditional media with digital platforms to reach a 

wider, more diverse audience. Policymakers should prioritize the integration of comprehensive, 

multi-platform health communication strategies in public health policy.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Health behavior change refers to the process of adopting new health behaviors and modifying 

existing behaviors to improve overall health. This can include actions like smoking cessation, 

increased physical activity, and improved dietary habits. In developed economies, efforts to 

modify behaviors are supported by policies, healthcare systems, and public health campaigns. For 

example, smoking cessation programs, which aim to reduce the prevalence of smoking, are 

common in countries like the USA and Japan. In the USA, a major public health initiative, the 

National Tobacco Control Program, has contributed to a significant decline in smoking rates, with 

current adult smoking rates at 14% in 2019, down from 42% in 1965 (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2020). Similarly, Japan has seen a decrease in smoking prevalence, from 49.8% 

of men in 1966 to 27.2% in 2018 (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Japan). These trends 

highlight the impact of government-led health behavior change campaigns on reducing smoking. 

In addition to smoking cessation, physical activity is another critical health behavior change. In 

the UK, physical activity guidelines recommend that adults engage in at least 150 minutes of 

moderate-intensity exercise per week. A report from Public Health England found that 66.2% of 

adults met this guideline in 2019, demonstrating substantial participation in physical activity 

(Public Health England, 2019). The integration of exercise into daily life is further promoted 

through initiatives like the "Couch to 5K" running program, which has been highly successful in 

encouraging sedentary individuals to become more active. These examples from developed 

economies illustrate the effectiveness of structured health programs in modifying individual 

behaviors toward better health outcomes. 

In developing economies, health behavior change can be more challenging due to factors such as 

limited access to healthcare, low health literacy, and economic constraints. However, some 

progress has been made in areas like smoking cessation and physical activity. For instance, in 

India, the government has implemented tobacco control policies, such as graphic health warnings 

on cigarette packaging, to curb smoking rates. According to the World Health Organization 

(WHO), smoking rates in India have dropped from 35.6% in 2000 to 28.6% in 2018 (WHO, 2019). 

Similarly, exercise habits are being promoted through community-based programs, with reports 

showing an increase in physical activity rates, particularly in urban areas. A survey conducted by 

the Indian Council of Medical Research in 2019 indicated that 52% of urban adults engaged in at 

least 30 minutes of physical activity per day, highlighting the shift toward healthier behaviors in 

cities. 

In Brazil, health behavior change initiatives have focused on both smoking cessation and 

increasing physical activity. The Brazilian government implemented the "Tobacco Control Law," 

which increased tobacco taxes and banned smoking in public spaces, leading to a gradual decline 

in smoking rates from 18.5% in 2006 to 10.7% in 2018 (Brazilian Institute of Geography and 

Statistics, 2020). Additionally, Brazil's "Agita São Paulo" program, which encourages physical 

activity through workplace and community initiatives, has led to a significant increase in physical 

activity levels. According to a 2018 report, 72% of São Paulo residents participated in at least one 

form of regular exercise, showing the positive impact of localized health behavior change 

programs in developing economies. 
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, the challenge of health behavior change is compounded by factors such as 

limited healthcare infrastructure, poverty, and high rates of infectious diseases. However, there 

have been notable efforts to promote healthier behaviors, particularly in the areas of smoking 

cessation and exercise. For example, in Kenya, smoking rates have been reduced through tobacco 

control policies, such as public smoking bans and advertising restrictions. The WHO reported that 

smoking rates in Kenya declined from 14.8% in 2008 to 10.2% in 2018 (WHO, 2020). Exercise 

initiatives, such as mass fitness events and school-based programs, are also growing, with Nairobi 

hosting regular "marathon" events that aim to raise awareness of the benefits of physical activity. 

A 2019 study showed that 34% of urban Kenyan adults participated in regular physical exercise, 

a significant improvement from previous years (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2019). 

In South Africa, the government has implemented several health behavior change strategies to 

reduce smoking and increase physical activity. Smoking rates have dropped due to stronger 

tobacco control measures, including higher taxes and stricter advertising regulations. According 

to a 2019 survey, the smoking rate in South Africa declined from 31% in 2000 to 21% in 2019 

(South African National Department of Health, 2020). Similarly, national campaigns promoting 

physical activity, such as "Move for Health," have encouraged individuals to engage in at least 30 

minutes of exercise each day. The participation rate for physical activity among South African 

adults increased to 56% in 2020, reflecting a positive trend in adopting healthier lifestyle 

behaviors. 

Health communication campaigns are strategic efforts aimed at influencing individuals’ health 

behaviors and attitudes through effective message framing and media channels. Message framing 

refers to how health information is presented, which can either emphasize the positive outcomes 

of healthy behaviors (gain-framed) or highlight the negative consequences of unhealthy behaviors 

(loss-framed). Research suggests that gain-framed messages are more effective in promoting 

preventive health behaviors, such as exercise, while loss-framed messages can encourage behavior 

change in situations involving risks, like smoking cessation (Rothman & Salovey, 2007). Media 

channels, such as television, social media, and print advertisements, play a crucial role in 

disseminating these messages, with digital platforms increasingly being used to reach younger, 

more diverse audiences (Noar, 2006). Health communication campaigns typically utilize a 

combination of these strategies to influence behavior by tailoring messages to specific audiences 

and contexts. 

Four likely health communication campaigns include: Anti-smoking campaigns, where loss-

framed messages highlight the health risks of smoking and use television, radio, and digital media 

to reach a wide audience, especially targeting young people (Wakefield, 2010). Physical activity 

promotion, which often uses gain-framed messages encouraging the benefits of exercise, 

particularly through social media and fitness apps (Kok, 2016). Healthy eating campaigns, which 

combine both message framing and media channels to promote dietary changes, often through 

television advertisements and influencer marketing on platforms like Instagram (Levy, 2011). HIV 

prevention campaigns, utilizing both loss and gain framing, with media channels like radio, 

television, and social media used to reduce stigma and encourage testing and safe sexual practices 

(Guse, 2012). These campaigns effectively link health communication strategies with behavior 

change by targeting individuals' motivations and preferences through appropriate channels and 

message structures. 
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Problem Statement 

The promotion of health behavior change is a critical component of public health strategies aimed 

at improving individual and community well-being. Despite the increasing recognition of the role 

communication plays in shaping health behaviors, many health campaigns have faced challenges 

in achieving sustained behavior change across diverse populations. Health communication 

strategies, such as message framing and the use of various media channels, are integral in 

influencing behaviors like smoking cessation, physical activity, and healthy eating (Rothman & 

Salovey, 2007). However, the effectiveness of these communication strategies is often hindered 

by factors such as cultural barriers, misinformation, and lack of access to appropriate media 

platforms (Noar, 2006). Furthermore, while extensive research highlights the potential of tailored 

health messages in changing behaviors, there is limited understanding of how to effectively 

integrate communication techniques across different cultural contexts and media formats to foster 

long-term health behavior change (Kok, 2016). This study aims to explore the role of 

communication in promoting health behavior change, focusing on identifying key strategies that 

effectively address barriers and lead to sustainable health improvements. 

Theoretical Review 

Health Belief Model (HBM) 

The Health Belief Model (HBM) is a psychological framework that explains and predicts health 

behaviors by focusing on individuals' perceptions of health risks and the benefits of taking 

preventive actions. It emphasizes the roles of perceived susceptibility, severity, benefits, and 

barriers in shaping health behavior decisions (Champion & Skinner, 2008). This model was 

initially developed by Hochbaum, Rosenstock, and Kegels in the 1950s and has been widely used 

in public health campaigns. In the context of promoting health behavior change, HBM helps 

understand how communication strategies can influence individuals' attitudes towards adopting 

behaviors such as smoking cessation or regular exercise. The model is relevant because it guides 

the development of targeted health communication messages that address perceived threats and 

barriers to behavior change (Carpenter, 2010). 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 

Social Cognitive Theory, developed by Albert Bandura in the 1960s, emphasizes the interaction 

between individuals, their environment, and their behaviors in shaping learning and behavior 

change. The central concept is self-efficacy, the belief in one's ability to achieve goals, which 

influences health behaviors (Bandura, 2004). SCT is highly relevant to health communication, as 

it suggests that communication can enhance self-efficacy by modeling positive behaviors and 

reinforcing individuals' confidence in their ability to change. For example, promoting exercise or 

healthy eating through media campaigns can increase self-efficacy and lead to behavior change 

(Brouwer, 2018). 

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) 

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), developed by Icek Ajzen in 1985, posits that intention is 

the primary predictor of behavior, which is influenced by attitudes, subjective norms, and 

perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991). This theory is highly applicable in health 

communication campaigns, as it explains how communication can influence individuals’ attitudes 
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towards health behaviors and how societal norms and perceived control impact their actions. TPB 

has been widely used to design interventions that promote healthy behaviors, such as reducing 

smoking or increasing physical activity (Conner & Armitage, 2018). 

Empirical Review 

Wakefield (2019) examined the effectiveness of mass media campaigns in promoting smoking 

cessation behaviors. The study utilized a longitudinal design, assessing young adults exposed to 

televised anti-smoking advertisements over a 12-month period. Participants were surveyed before, 

during, and after the campaign to measure changes in smoking attitudes and behavior. The findings 

indicated that exposure to the media campaign resulted in a 5% decrease in smoking prevalence 

among young adults. This suggests that mass media campaigns, particularly those aired on 

television, have a significant impact on changing health behaviors. The study also found that the 

timing and frequency of the ads played a crucial role in reinforcing the message and encouraging 

behavior change. In addition, it highlighted the importance of incorporating messages that resonate 

with younger audiences, as they are more likely to be influenced by visual and emotionally 

compelling content. The study recommended that anti-smoking campaigns continue to focus on 

media platforms that are widely accessible and popular among youth. Furthermore, it suggested 

that campaigns should be integrated with digital media platforms to enhance reach and 

engagement. Emphasized that health communication campaigns should evolve with technological 

advancements, using social media to complement traditional media outlets. The study concluded 

that mass media campaigns are a powerful tool in promoting public health but must be tailored to 

meet the needs of the target audience. The authors suggested future studies explore the long-term 

effects of such campaigns on smoking behavior. This would help assess whether the behavior 

change is sustainable over time. Additionally, they recommended evaluating the economic impact 

of mass media campaigns to ensure that resources are being used efficiently. 

Brouwer (2018) investigated the role of social media in promoting physical activity and 

encouraging healthier lifestyle choices. The researchers used an experimental design, where 

participants were randomly assigned to receive physical activity promotion messages through 

Facebook or not. The study aimed to assess the effectiveness of social media platforms as a 

medium for health communication. Findings revealed a 15% increase in physical activity 

frequency among those who received the health messages. Participants who were exposed to the 

messages were more likely to engage in at least 30 minutes of moderate exercise per day, compared 

to the control group. The study showed that social media can be an effective tool in promoting 

health behavior change by leveraging its wide reach and interactive features. Brouwer (2018) also 

found that participants engaged more with the content when it was personalized and interactive. 

The authors highlighted that using platforms such as Facebook allows health messages to be shared 

among social networks, potentially reaching more individuals through peer influence. Moreover, 

they noted that the inclusion of goal-setting features and progress tracking in health 

communication campaigns increased the likelihood of sustained behavior change. The study 

recommended incorporating these interactive elements into future health communication 

strategies. It also suggested that campaigns focus on integrating social media influencers to further 

motivate users to adopt healthier behaviors. Social media's ability to provide real-time feedback 

and engagement also enables health messages to be reinforced, thereby increasing their impact. 
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Concluded that health campaigns should explore the use of social media as a critical tool to reach 

diverse populations and support long-term health behavior change. 

Guse (2020) assessed the effectiveness of health communication strategies in promoting HIV 

prevention behaviors in South Africa. The study used a mixed-methods approach, combining 

quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews to evaluate a nationwide HIV prevention campaign 

targeting youth. The results showed a 20% increase in HIV testing rates among participants who 

were exposed to the campaign compared to those who were not. Additionally, participants reported 

a significant reduction in risky sexual behaviors, including unprotected sex. The study found that 

the use of multimedia campaigns, particularly those featuring real-life stories and relatable 

characters, helped reduce stigma associated with HIV testing and safe sexual practices. Guse 

emphasized that HIV prevention messages need to be culturally relevant and tailored to specific 

audience groups to be effective. The study recommended incorporating community-based 

strategies to complement mass media efforts, as they could further engage individuals in behavior 

change. Moreover, the study highlighted the importance of involving healthcare providers and 

local leaders in disseminating health messages, as their endorsement could increase the credibility 

of the campaign. Guse (2020) suggested that future campaigns should focus on providing more 

accessible HIV testing sites and support services to ensure individuals take action after being 

exposed to health communication efforts. They concluded that a multi-layered approach to health 

communication, combining mass media with local outreach, is essential for promoting sustained 

behavior change in the fight against HIV. 

Conner & Armitage (2020) evaluated the role of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) in 

predicting health behaviors. This analysis reviewed over 50 studies across various health domains, 

such as smoking cessation, physical activity, and healthy eating. The meta-analysis found that 

intention was the strongest predictor of behavior, and that attitudes, subjective norms, and 

perceived behavioral control significantly influenced intentions. The study revealed that TPB 

provided a robust framework for understanding how communication could influence individuals’ 

health decisions. The findings also highlighted the importance of addressing all three components 

of TPB attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived control—when designing health communication 

campaigns. The study recommended that health campaigns incorporate messages that not only 

focus on personal attitudes but also on social influences and the individual's perceived ability to 

take action. Additionally, the study suggested that future research should explore the role of 

emotions and affective responses in influencing health behaviors, as they were found to play a 

significant role in the decision-making process. Conner & Armitage (2020) concluded that TPB-

based health communication interventions are highly effective in promoting behavior change when 

tailored to individual perceptions of control and social norms. They recommended that health 

communication efforts continue to build on this theory to design more effective health promotion 

campaigns. 

Miller (2021) explored the role of narrative-based health communication in promoting smoking 

cessation. The study used a randomized controlled trial to compare the effectiveness of narrative 

versus informational smoking cessation campaigns. Participants in the narrative group were 

exposed to personal stories of individuals who successfully quit smoking, while the informational 

group received traditional health messages. The study found that the narrative group was 30% 

more likely to quit smoking or reduce their smoking frequency compared to the informational 
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group. Attributed this difference to the emotional engagement and relatability of the narrative 

messages, which helped participants feel more connected to the behavior change process. They 

recommended that future health communication campaigns incorporate more storytelling elements 

to foster emotional connections with the target audience. Additionally, the study highlighted the 

need for campaigns to focus on individuals’ personal experiences with smoking and cessation to 

increase motivation and self-efficacy. The authors concluded that narrative-based communication 

strategies are highly effective in promoting health behavior change by engaging both cognitive 

and emotional responses. 

Janz & Becker (2018) investigated how message framing (gain vs. loss framing) influences 

physical activity behaviors. The study used an experimental design with university students, where 

half received gain-framed messages encouraging the benefits of exercise and the other half 

received loss-framed messages highlighting the consequences of inactivity. The study found that 

gain-framed messages were significantly more effective in encouraging exercise among 

participants. Janz & Becker suggested that emphasizing positive outcomes, such as improved 

health and fitness, motivates individuals to engage in physical activity. The study recommended 

that health communication campaigns use gain-framed messages, particularly when targeting 

individuals who are considering adopting a new behavior, like exercise. Furthermore, the study 

found that message framing was particularly effective when the benefits of exercise were presented 

as attainable and realistic for the target audience. The authors concluded that framing messages to 

highlight positive outcomes, rather than focusing on negative consequences, could lead to more 

successful health behavior interventions. 

Noar (2018) explored the role of mobile health apps in promoting weight loss behaviors. The study 

employed a randomized controlled trial where one group used a mobile app with health tips and 

support features, while the control group used an app without these features. Findings revealed 

that participants in the health app group lost 2.5 kg more than the control group over a three-month 

period. Noar attributed the success of the app to its ability to provide real-time feedback, progress 

tracking, and goal-setting features, which kept participants engaged and motivated. The study 

recommended integrating these features into more mobile health interventions, particularly for 

weight management and chronic disease prevention. Additionally, the study suggested that app-

based interventions could complement traditional face-to-face healthcare by providing ongoing 

support outside of clinical settings. Noar concluded that mobile apps are an effective tool for 

promoting weight loss and other health behaviors, particularly when combined with personalized, 

interactive content. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as 

secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably 

because of its low-cost advantage as compared to field research. Our current study looked into 

already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and 

libraries. 

FINDINGS 

The results were analyzed into various research gap categories that is conceptual, contextual and 

methodological gaps 
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Conceptual Research Gaps: Despite the growing body of research on health communication 

campaigns, there remains a gap in understanding the conceptual underpinnings of message framing 

and its impact on behavior change across different cultural and socio-economic contexts. For 

example, while studies like those by Wakefield (2019) and Janz & Becker (2018) demonstrate the 

effectiveness of gain and loss framing in promoting smoking cessation and physical activity, there 

is limited exploration of how these messaging strategies interact with other psychological factors, 

such as self-efficacy and emotional triggers. Furthermore, while Brouwer (2018) emphasize the 

use of social media for physical activity promotion, there is insufficient research on how message 

framing works within interactive digital platforms, particularly with real-time feedback. Research 

is also lacking on how combining message framing with personalized health data (e.g., through 

mobile apps) can amplify health behavior change, particularly when considering diverse 

populations and varying digital literacy levels. 

Contextual Research Gaps: In terms of context, studies such as Guse (2020) and Conner & 

Armitage (2020) have primarily focused on Western and South African contexts, leaving gaps in 

understanding the role of communication in health behavior change in other regions, particularly 

in low-resource settings. For instance, while mass media campaigns have shown success in 

reducing smoking rates in developed economies like the USA (Wakefield, 2019), there is limited 

research on their effectiveness in rural and underserved areas of developing countries. Moreover, 

while the integration of social media platforms in health communication has been effective in high-

income settings, such as those studied by Brouwer (2018), less is known about the scalability of 

such strategies in regions with limited internet access or where digital literacy is low. 

Geographical Research Gaps: Geographically, existing research tends to focus on specific 

regions, such as South Africa (Guse, 2020) and the USA (Wakefield, 2019), but there is a 

significant gap in research conducted in other parts of the world, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Southeast Asia, and Latin America. Although mobile health interventions, such as those explored 

by Noar (2018), show promise in urban settings, their applicability in rural areas with limited 

technological infrastructure remains unclear. Additionally, while narrative-based health 

communication strategies, like those studied by Miller (2021), have proven effective in Western 

countries, their cultural relevance and impact in other regions, such as South Asia or Sub-Saharan 

Africa, remain underexplored. More geographically diverse studies are needed to assess the 

universal applicability of these health communication models and to explore how cultural contexts 

influence the effectiveness of health campaigns. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, communication plays a pivotal role in promoting health behavior change, serving 

as a crucial tool to influence individuals' decisions regarding their health. The effectiveness of 

health communication strategies, including message framing, media channels, and the use of 

digital platforms, has been demonstrated across various studies. For instance, mass media 

campaigns, as shown by Wakefield (2019), have successfully reduced smoking rates, while social 

media campaigns have been effective in promoting physical activity (Brouwer, 2018). 

Additionally, theoretical frameworks such as the Theory of Planned Behavior (Conner & 

Armitage, 2020) and narrative-based communication strategies (Miller, 2021) highlight the 
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importance of addressing individual attitudes, social norms, and emotional engagement to achieve 

lasting behavior change. However, challenges remain in tailoring these communication strategies 

to diverse populations, particularly in low-resource settings. To enhance the impact of health 

communication campaigns, future research must focus on refining these strategies to make them 

culturally relevant, accessible, and scalable across different geographic and socio-economic 

contexts. Ultimately, as health communication continues to evolve with technological 

advancements, it will remain a critical element in fostering a healthier and more informed global 

population. 

Recommendations 

Theory 

Future research should explore how emotional engagement, alongside cognitive factors such as 

attitudes and perceived control, influences health behavior change. While existing theories like the 

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) focus on attitudes, norms, and perceived control (Conner & 

Armitage, 2020), incorporating emotions into the model can deepen our understanding of why 

certain health messages resonate more than others. Emotional appeal in health campaigns, such as 

the use of personal stories or visual media, has been shown to enhance engagement and motivation. 

There is a need to refine health communication models to better account for cultural differences. 

While universal strategies such as gain or loss framing have been effective in certain regions these 

may need adaptation to cater to local customs, beliefs, and practices in diverse geographical and 

cultural contexts. Research should further explore how cultural values influence the reception of 

health messages and behavior change. 

Practice 

Health communication campaigns should integrate traditional media with digital platforms to 

reach a wider, more diverse audience. By combining both, campaigns can increase engagement, 

particularly among younger, digitally active populations. The integration of interactive elements 

such as feedback mechanisms, goal-setting features, and community-building within apps and 

social media platforms can help sustain behavior change over the long term. Tailored messages 

based on individual data and preferences can significantly improve the effectiveness of health 

campaigns. Brouwer (2018) found that personalized messages increased engagement and health 

behavior change. Future health communication strategies should make greater use of data-driven 

insights to craft personalized messages that resonate with specific demographic groups, such as 

targeting smoking cessation messages differently for teenagers versus older adults. 

Policy 

Policymakers should prioritize the integration of comprehensive, multi-platform health 

communication strategies in public health policy. Governments and health organizations need to 

recognize the importance of health communication campaigns in preventing diseases and 

promoting well-being. Policymakers should ensure that funding and resources are allocated to 

support long-term media campaigns that incorporate both traditional and digital channels. 

Highlighted the effectiveness of multimedia campaigns for HIV prevention, and similar models 

should be expanded for other health issues. As digital platforms play an increasingly central role 

in health behavior change, policies should be developed to regulate health communication in the 
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digital space. These policies should ensure that health messages are accurate, non-exploitative, and 

culturally sensitive, while also protecting individuals' privacy when using personalized health 

apps. Additionally, policymakers should advocate for digital literacy programs to ensure that all 

populations, especially those in low-resource settings, can effectively engage with digital health 

communication. 
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