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Abstract  

The use of communication tools to improve health seeking behaviour of communities has found 
relevance in numerous successful health and nutrition interventions around the world and 
hence, the need for Social and Behaviour Change Communication (SBCC) is ever-increasing in 
today’s policy space. A component long ignored in India’s welfare policy, SBCC can lead to 
inclusive policy action, and social accountability. In the past, India has struggled with basic 
supply constraints, the reasons behind which have been weak state capacity, lack of funds or 
delayed releases, and cumbersome processes. While some of those challenges have been 
addressed, the demand constraints can prove to be much harder to tackle. Habits such as open 
defecation or not consuming certain things during pregnancy have roots not only in a lack of 
access but have social, economic, cultural, and political contexts as well.  Existing research 
shows that increasing access might not always lead to uptake. Studies show that while 
government toilets have been built, people are still not using them. What could be the possible 
reasons behind this active abandonment? Is it just that the toilets are poorly built, or are 
preferences not aligned with using toilets? Clearly, these problems are complex, contextual, and 
nuanced.  
Welfare programmes in the country have focused on supply-side interventions. Schemes like 
the Integrated Child Development Services, and the National Health Mission, aim to strengthen 
supply services and facilities such as building of hospitals, health and wellness centres, 
childcare centres, and deploying trained human resources. Despite these schemes that have 
been in operation since decades, rates of malnutrition, underweight and stunted children have 
not decreased at the pace they should have, given some of the targets set by the government 
and the overall increase in income levels in India.  
One way this paper explores the inadequacy of the above-mentioned programmes with 
reference to SBCC is by analysing their budget documents and tracing expenditure on 
Information, Education, and Communication (IEC) component by Centre and State 
governments. Government of India’s efforts to shift to this paradigm through new interventions 
are also discussed. This paper looks into what constitutes an effective response to present-day 
health and nutrition policy challenges and how global experience can help in shaping local 
efforts towards better behaviour, resource efficiency and outcomes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Behaviour Change, Information, Education, and Communication, Swachh Bharat 
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Introduction  
Over the past decades, India’s health outcomes have improved at remarkable rates. This 

advancement, however, has not kept pace with the country’s ever-rising per capita income. 
Rapid improvements are happening throughout the developing world like scientific knowledge, 
increasing public health investments, economic growth and spread of literacy. The average 
person in India is richer, lives longer, eats better, and can send their child to school. Surprisingly, 
this progress has not translated to better, proportionate health outcomes1.  

The health policy albeit well conceptualised is poorly implemented with evident gaps in 
on-ground achievement. A number of reasons can be attributed behind the slow progress of 
health and nutrition indicators against wealth indicators. There are newer problems that are 
emerging, along with old problems that were always present. With chronic public 
underfunding2, subsequent unaffordability by households, weak institutional capacity, lax 
regulatory practices of states already plaguing the health system, the emerging issues are even 
more precarious because of unsatisfactory results. The initial focus of the Government of India 
(GoI) was on addressing supply-side constraints, as a result, not much attention could be given 
to demand side constraints. Supply-side parameters are concerned with improving 
infrastructure, providing facilities, and human resources. Demand side constraints are to do with 
the kind and quality of services demanded by communities, which is based on behaviour change 
initiated through government's efforts.  

The use of communication tools to improve health seeking behaviour of communities 
has found relevance in numerous successful health and nutrition interventions around the 
world. Communication has come to play an important role in addressing barriers, shaping 
demand for and adoption of preventive and promotional practices related to health and 
nutrition. With the realization that individual behaviour is also determined by socio-cultural, 
political and economic factors in addition to one’s own rationale has added an important, yet 
intricate dimension policy making and its implications3.  

Social and Behaviour Change Communication (SBCC) is a framework that uses the 
strategies of advocacy, Behaviour Change Communication (BCC) and community mobilization 
to influence both individual and societal change4. To initiate the same, interactive and 
participatory approaches are used to ensure constant engagement5 and sustainability of 
positive behaviours. Among the tools employed by SBCC programs are mass media, 
community-level activities, interpersonal communication, information and communication 

 
1 Dean Spears and Diane Coffey, Where India Goes: Abandoned Toilets, Stunted Development and the Costs of 
Caste (Noida: HarperCollins India, 2017)) 
2 Rao, Sujatha. Do We Care?: India’s Health System. New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2017. 
3 "Social and Behaviour Change Communication (SBCC ... - USAID." Accessed January 19, 2020. Social and 
Behaviour Change Communication (SBCC) Training for Information, Education, and Communication (IEC) Officers. 
4 "Social and Behaviour Change Communication (SBCC ... - USAID." Accessed January 18, 2020. Social and 
behaviour Change Communication (SBCC) Training for Information, Education, and Communication (IEC) Officers. 
5 "Social and Behaviour change | Communication for ... - Unicef." Accessed January 18, 2020. Social and behaviour 
change | Communication for Development (C4D). 

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00K6VP.pdf
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00K6VP.pdf
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00K6VP.pdf
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00K6VP.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/cbsc/index_65736.html
https://www.unicef.org/cbsc/index_65736.html
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technologies, and new media.6 This has also been India’s recent focus - the realisation of the 
importance of behaviour change is reflected in designs of welfare schemes as well as uptake of 
the concept by government departments and think tanks. For the same, a lot of attention is 
being given to nudge theory, the details of which are provided hereafter.  
Richard Thaler, 2017 recipient of The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory 
of Alfred Nobel has been analyzing economic decision-making with the aid of insights from 
psychology7. His and Cass Sunstein’s work on nudge theory, wherein ‘nudges’ are used as 
policy tools for shaping people’s behaviour has gained immense popularity. This concept is a 
relatively subtle policy shift that encourages people to make decisions that are in their broad 
self-interest8. Governments across the globe have set up Nudge units to develop effective 
policies9.  

In India’s context, the shift to nudge policy based on incentives and mandates can be 
observed across programmes and sectors. The abstract of the second chapter of the Economic 
Survey, 2018-19 titled ‘Policy for Homo Sapiens, Not Homo Economicus: Leveraging the 
Behavioural Economics of Nudge’ outlines two welfare schemes that are cases in point for 
success, according to the government. These are the Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM) and the 
Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao (BBBP).  

The introductory part of the article will look into how behaviour change is 
operationalized in schemes. The second section will analyse Swachh Bharat Mission (Gramin) 
in relation to one of its focal points, that is, behaviour change, along with its outcomes. The third 
section will explore this is being implemented on ground, along with accompanying fund 
allocations and releases. The paper will end with concluding observations.   
 
Information, Education, and Communication  

The Economic Survey 2018-19 laid major emphasis on the importance of behaviour 
change, hailing it to be a worthy consideration whilst designing and implementing programmes. 
Appraising it to be a valuable instrument of change in a society where social and religious norms 
dominate behaviour, the Survey went on to suggest that every programme should go through 
a behavioural economics audit before implementation to improve efficacy and show results.  
Research has consistently shown evidence-based communication programs can increase 
knowledge, shift attitudes and cultural norms and produce changes in a wide variety of 
behaviours. SBCC has proven effective in several health areas, such as increasing the use of 
family planning methods, preventing HIV and AIDS, and improving new-born and maternal 

 
6 "Why Social and behaviour Change Communication? – Health ...." Accessed January 18, 2020. 
https://healthcommcapacity.org/about/why-social-and-behaviour-change-communication/. 
7 "Richard H. Thaler - Facts - NobelPrize.org." Accessed January 19, 2020. Richard H. Thaler - Facts. 
8 "What is 'nudge theory' - The Independent." Accessed January 18, 2020. What is 'nudge theory' and why should 
we care? Explaining Richard Thaler's Nobel economics prize-winning concept. 
9 "This year's economics Nobel winner invented a tool ... - Vox." Accessed January 18, 2020. This year’s economics 
Nobel winner invented a tool that’s both brilliant and undemocratic. 

https://healthcommcapacity.org/about/why-social-and-behavior-change-communication/
https://healthcommcapacity.org/about/why-social-and-behavior-change-communication/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/economic-sciences/2017/thaler/facts/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/analysis-and-features/nudge-theory-richard-thaler-meaning-explanation-what-is-it-nobel-economics-prize-winner-2017-a7990461.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/analysis-and-features/nudge-theory-richard-thaler-meaning-explanation-what-is-it-nobel-economics-prize-winner-2017-a7990461.html
https://www.vox.com/the-big-idea/2017/10/16/16481836/nudges-thaler-nobel-economics-prize-undemocratic-tool
https://www.vox.com/the-big-idea/2017/10/16/16481836/nudges-thaler-nobel-economics-prize-undemocratic-tool
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health. Understanding its principles therefore, can bridge the gap between people’s preferences 
and the choices they make, and thereby enable informed policymaking10. 
Information, Education, and Communication (IEC) activities are an effort to initiate behaviour 
change. An important part of interventions, they are an essential tool for spreading awareness 
among people through usual and innovative mediums. An operational definition of IEC refers to 
a public health approach aimed at changing or reinforcing health-related behaviours in a target 
audience, concerning a specific problem and within a predefined period of time, through 
communication methods and principles11. IEC activities, though not exhaustive, can provide a 
good headway into sustainable behaviour change. However, it is important to note the 
difference between IEC and BCC. The IEC approach usually manifests in a top down 
dissemination of information on a mass scale, whereas BCC places greater reliance on 
interpersonal communication (IPC) and dialogue.12 

Since IEC is primarily concerned with public health, several welfare programmes like 
Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS), National Health Mission (NHM), and Swachh 
Bharat Mission (Gramin and Urban) have also accounted for it in their designs. The ICDS aims 
at providing basic education, health and nutrition services for early childhood development13. 
Between FY 2015-16 and FY 2018-19, approvals for IEC and training, as a proportion to total 
GoI allocations fell to 0%.14   

The National Health Mission (NHM), launched in 2013, is the largest public health 
programme in the country and aims to achieve universal access to healthcare by strengthening 
health systems, institutions and capabilities15. The Project Implementation Plans of NHM are 
submitted by the state governments to the GoI that approves the allocations for each budget 
head. For FY 2018-19, the allocation to IEC/BCC was not accessible, even though it was on the 
official website. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 “Economic Survey 2018-19 .” Accessed January 18, 2020. 
https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/economicsurvey/doc/echapter.pdf. 
11 "WHO EMRO | Child health and development - WHO EMRO." Accessed January 19, 2020. Information, 
education and communication | Community-information | Child health and development | All-Pages. 
12 "Deshpande , Devashish, and Avani Kapur. “Unpacking the Processes of Open Defecation Free Status in 
Udaipur.” Accountability Initiative: Responsive Governance. Accessed January 18, 2020. UNPACKING THE 
PROCESSES OF ACHIEVING OPEN DEFECATION FREE STATUS. 
13 Kapur, Avani, and Ritwik Shukla. “Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS).” Accountability Initiative: 
Responsive Governance. Accessed January 18, 2020. Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS). 
14 Kapur, Avani, and Ritwik Shukla. “Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS).” Accountability Initiative: 
Responsive Governance. Accessed January 18, 2020. Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS). 
15 Shah, Snehal, Ruchi Junnarkar, and Avani Kapur . “National Health Mission (NHM).” Accountability Initiative: 
Responsive Governance. Accessed January 19, 2020. National Health Mission (NHM). 

https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/economicsurvey/doc/echapter.pdf
http://www.emro.who.int/child-health/community-information/information/All-Pages.html
http://www.emro.who.int/child-health/community-information/information/All-Pages.html
http://accountabilityindia.in/sites/default/files/pdf_files/Unpacking%20the%20Processes%20of%20Achieving%20ODF-%20Case%20Study%20of%20Udaipur.pdf
http://accountabilityindia.in/sites/default/files/pdf_files/Unpacking%20the%20Processes%20of%20Achieving%20ODF-%20Case%20Study%20of%20Udaipur.pdf
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/integrated-child-development-services-icds-2/
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/integrated-child-development-services-icds-2/
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/national-health-mission-nhm-2/
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An Attempt Towards Sustainable Sanitation 
The Swachh Bharat Mission (Gramin) is the Government of India’s (GoI) flagship rural 

sanitation programme. It was launched in 2014, with the aim of providing access to sanitation 
facilities and ending open defecation by 2019. It is operated by the Ministry of Drinking Water 
and Sanitation (MDWS). Attempts to address India’s sanitation problem began in 1986 with 
the launch of the Central Rural Sanitation Programme (CRSP). Since then, the Total Sanitation 
Campaign (TSC), then came the Nirmal Bharat Abhiyan (NBA), and since 2014, the Swachh 
Bharat Mission (SBM) has been operational16. The major focus of the first three schemes was 
construction of toilets. With each programme, the importance of behaviour change activities 
has increased. To that effect, the IEC component in the budget was also enhanced.  

The theme of behaviour change has been central to the design of the Swachh Bharat 
Mission. The guidelines make the priority of the programme clear. Citing a departure from 
previous sanitation schemes, the IEC guidelines state: The Swachh Bharat Mission (Gramin) is 
not about constructing toilets but aims at behaviour change of the masses to adopt better 
sanitation practices. Therefore, information, education and communication (IEC) strategies, 
planning and their effective implementation is the key to the success of Swachh Bharat. The 
SBM-G is largely about effective IEC to nudge communities into adopting safe and sustainable 
sanitation practices. The intent of the SBM (G) is also to build an inclusive mass movement, 
wherein everyone will be engaged in practicing sanitation and cleanliness activities. The feeling 
of being in a collective quest is what was hoped will give the movement a definite momentum17.  

As per information provided by the Ministry of Jal Shakti, under Swachh Bharat Mission 
(Gramin), more than 10.15 crore toilets had been constructed till the 5th of December, 2019. 
Sanitation coverage in rural areas was 38.7% as on 2nd October 2014, which has now 
increased to 100%. All the 5, 99,963 villages of the country have declared themselves Open 
Defecation Free (ODF)18.  

However, despite GoI’s claims of India being 100% ODF, discrepancy with 
administrative data exists. Evidence from the government’s own National Sample Survey (NSS) 
contradicts GoI’s data on the progress of SBM. The 76th round conducted by the National 
Statistical Organisation (NSO) found that as of September 2018, 28.7% of India’s rural 
households lacked access to toilets and 32% practised open defecation. At that time, official 
data from the Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM) painted a rosier sight, claiming that only 6% of 
India’s households lacked access to a toilet. The GoI has explained these discrepancies by the 
respondent bias, saying that respondents may have lied about access to toilets in the hope of 

 
16 "Deshpande , Devashish, and Avani Kapur. “Unpacking the Processes of Open Defecation Free Status in 
Udaipur.” Accountability Initiative: Responsive Governance. Accessed January 18, 2020. UNPACKING THE 
PROCESSES OF ACHIEVING OPEN DEFECATION FREE STATUS. 
 
 
17 "SBM(G) IEC Guidelines - Department of Drinking Water and ...." Accessed January 19, 2020. IEC Guidelines for 
States and Districts. 
18 “Parliament of India Lok Sabha House of the People.” Questions : Lok Sabha. Accessed January 19, 2020. 
http://loksabhaph.nic.in/Questions/QResult15.aspx?qref=10165&lsno=17. 

http://accountabilityindia.in/sites/default/files/pdf_files/Unpacking%20the%20Processes%20of%20Achieving%20ODF-%20Case%20Study%20of%20Udaipur.pdf
http://accountabilityindia.in/sites/default/files/pdf_files/Unpacking%20the%20Processes%20of%20Achieving%20ODF-%20Case%20Study%20of%20Udaipur.pdf
https://jalshakti-ddws.gov.in/sites/default/files/SBMG%20IEC%20Guidelines.pdf
https://jalshakti-ddws.gov.in/sites/default/files/SBMG%20IEC%20Guidelines.pdf
http://loksabhaph.nic.in/Questions/QResult15.aspx?qref=10165&lsno=17
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getting more benefits from the government which may have resulted in under-reporting of 
sanitation coverage19. The question on benefits received by the households from government 
schemes was asked prior to the question on access of households to latrine, which may have 
contributed to this number.  
 
Implementation of Behaviour Change   

People who had access to toilets and people who defecated in the open varied by 
almost 4 percentage points. The problem of access does not seem to be the only issue here, 
but the fact that many people in rural India who receive a government latrine still choose to 
defecate in the open20. This is puzzling especially a lot of iterations have been tried to solve the 
problem: construction funds, democratic pressure, international expertise, and decades of 
economic growth21.  

A study conducted by the research group, Accountability Initiative, Centre for Policy 
Research to understand and evaluate the processes involved in SBM. This also included 
behaviour change adoption by Gram Panchayats (GP). Out of all the sampled households, 42% 
reported having been visited at home by anyone in the context of the SBM. This proportion was 
found to vary between a maximum of 77% and a minimum of 14% across GPs. Even among 
households that were visited, the discussions do not seem to have played a decisive role in the 
subsequent decision-making process. 86% of those who had been visited at least had 
constructed toilets, as against 77% of those who had never been visited. At least two guidelines 
were found to be flounced - a) overemphasis on women’s safety and honour and, b) using 
shame and coercion in ensuring toilet construction. 

Another such study was conducted by the Research Institute of Compassionate 
Economics (r.i.c.e.) from December 2013 to April 2014 in 5 states - Bihar, Haryana, Madhya 
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan. The SQUAT survey was a survey of Sanitation Quality, 
Use, Access and Trends in rural north India. 3,235 rural households were asked about their 
sanitation behaviour and beliefs, and data was collected on the defecation practices of 22,787 
people. It forms a significant part of sanitation literature as it throws up intriguing insights on 
people’s behaviour towards sanitation and their preferences towards open defecation. Survey 
results show that many respondents’ behaviour revealed a preference for open defecation: over 
40% of households with a working latrine had at least one member who defecated in the open. 
Many respondents believed there were benefits to defecating in the open: 47% of those that 
defecated in the open said they did so because it is pleasant, comfortable, or convenient. The 
survey also reported that many respondents in the state of Uttar Pradesh were unaware of the 

 
19 "India's toilet stats raise a stink - Livemint." Accessed January 19, 2020. India's toilet stats raise a stink. 
20 Dean Spears and Diane Coffey, Where India Goes: Abandoned Toilets, Stunted Development and the Costs of 
Caste (Noida: HarperCollins India, 2017)) 
21 Dean Spears and Diane Coffey, Where India Goes: Abandoned Toilets, Stunted Development and the Costs of 
Caste (Noida: HarperCollins India, 2017)) 

https://www.livemint.com/news/india/india-s-toilet-stats-raise-a-stink-11576658602838.html
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specific goals that the Swachh Bharat Mission was set out to achieve, thereby suggesting that 
IEC efforts till date had failed to reach the villagers22.  

An article in The Lancet, Modi's health reforms: between hope and hype reports on the 
gap between access and usage. In this, Stanford epidemiologist Stephen Luby says that he 
finds the claim of open defecation being completely eradicated in rural India, not credible. If true, 
it would be a degree of behaviour change on a scale without precedent in the history of public 
health. He also mentions that the primary barrier to a credible assessment is the disincentive to 
report less-than-targeted figures on an issue that has been politicised23. 
 
Where are the Funds Going? 

Despite behaviour change being the focal point, expenditure on IEC has been 
inadequate. Out of the total expenditure under the SBM (G) since its launch, 3.24% has been 
on IEC and capacity building activities till March 2018 as opposed to 8% which had been 
allocated for the same. SBM (G) guidelines issued by the MDWS required that 8% of the total 
SBM (G) national allocation would be spent on IEC, of which 5% was to be used at the state 
level, and 3% at the GoI level. States had to spend at least 60% of their IEC allocation (both 
Central and State share) on interpersonal communication24. The guidelines, till 2016-17, also 
pointed towards ineffective utilisation of funds by states. Between FY 2015-16 and FY 2018-
19, on average, 2% of expenditure out of GoI’s fund was spent on IEC, with no expenditure 
reported in 2015-1625. Expenditure, however, kept increasing in the subsequent years - with 
Rs. 82 crore in 2016-17, Rs. 284 crore in 2017-18, and Rs. 491 crore in 2018-19 (which 
accounted for 4 % of the GoI share)26.  
 
Conclusion  

The GoI’s shift to making programmes sustainable and improving outcomes through 
initiating behaviour change is a worthy endeavour. With more funds being approved and 
allocated for IEC and BCC activities, there has been a shift in thinking as well as action. In SBM 
(G)’s context, despite this impetus, systemic gaps seem to be present, especially in regard to 
how state and local governments perceive the notions of behaviour change. At the central level, 

 
22 Mohapatra, Gadadhara. “Projected Behavioural Change in Swachh Bharat Mission: A Public Policy Perspective.” 
Indian Journal of Public Administration 65, no. 2 (2019): 451–74. https://doi.org/10.1177/0019556119863856. 
23 Chatterjee, Patralekha. “Modi's Health Reforms: between Hope and Hype.” The Lancet 394, no. 10208 (2019): 
1495–98. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(19)32601-7. 
 
24 "SBM(G) IEC Guidelines - Department of Drinking Water and ...." Accessed January 19, 2020. IEC Guidelines for 
States and Districts. 
25 “Kapur, Avani, and Sanjana Malhotra. “Swachh Bharat Mission - Gramin (SBM-G).” Accountability Initiative: 
Responsive Governance. Accessed January 18, 2020 https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/swachh-bharat-
mission-gramin-sbm-g-2/. 
26 “Kapur, Avani, and Sanjana Malhotra. “Swachh Bharat Mission - Gramin (SBM-G).” Accountability Initiative: 
Responsive Governance. Accessed January 18, 2020 https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/swachh-bharat-
mission-gramin-sbm-g-2/. 
 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0019556119863856
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(19)32601-7
https://jalshakti-ddws.gov.in/sites/default/files/SBMG%20IEC%20Guidelines.pdf
https://jalshakti-ddws.gov.in/sites/default/files/SBMG%20IEC%20Guidelines.pdf
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/swachh-bharat-mission-gramin-sbm-g-2/
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/swachh-bharat-mission-gramin-sbm-g-2/
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/swachh-bharat-mission-gramin-sbm-g-2/
https://accountabilityindia.in/publication/swachh-bharat-mission-gramin-sbm-g-2/
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IEC and BCC have been used interchangeably, which is leading to misdirected efforts and 
subsequent. Administrative data does not seem to be reflective of on-ground reality. With 
immense politicisation and tall promises, claims are being made, which cannot be completely 
verified. It is important to note that while behaviour change is not a panacea for good 
governance and vastly improved outcomes, it does serve as an immensely important tool to 
generate demand and initiate community ownership. SBM (G)’s implementation has been 
varied across states and the complexities involved are numerous for it to be universalised. Many 
current interventions like the POSHAN Abhiyaan and Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao are keeping 
communities central to design, which is a step in the right direction. However, in order to make 
a lasting change, the above-mentioned challenges need to be considered.  
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