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ABSTRACT
Despite many water, sanitation, hygiene (WASH) and other environmental health challenges in

sub-Saharan Africa, little is known about interactions involving scientists, journalists and the public to aid

public understanding of the relationship between WASH and health. Using purposive sampling, we

conducted key informant interviews and focus group discussions with scientists, journalists and

members of the public in Ghana and Uganda to identify issues associated with the promotion of public

engagement with WASH and environmental health issues. An inductive thematic analysis was used to

explore the evidence, challenges and opportunities of public engagement. The effectiveness of public

engagement was constrained by poor interaction between scientists and journalists and limited

understanding among the public on WASH and other environmental health issues. Challenges identified

included inadequate scientists–journalists collaborations, scientists’ lack of time, pressure from media

organizations and concerns about journalists’ inadequate capacity to communicate environmental issues

due to lack of training. Possible solutions included increased interactions, science communication

training and using public information officers as knowledge brokers between scientists and journalists to

boost public engagementwithWASHandother environmental health issues. Our study contributes to the

literature on the need to actively engage the public withWASH and other environmental health concerns.
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INTRODUCTION
Environmental health issues such as water, sanitation and

hygiene (WASH) confront sub-Saharan Africa, resulting

in avoidable diseases on the continent (World Health

Organization ). Unfortunately, sub-Saharan Africa is

one of the developing regions that missed the water and

sanitation targets proposed in the Millennium Development

Goal (World Health Organization ). Greater efforts

are needed to attain the Sustainable Development Goals

(SDGs) of increasing access to improved water sources

for all by 2030 (Cornish ). Such efforts require a

multidisciplinary approach (Cornish ), including the

active involvement of scientists, science journalists, policy-

makers and members of the public.

Interactions between scientists and others, such as

science journalists, policymakers and members of the

public, are important for at least three reasons. First,

scientists have a social responsibility to let members of

the public – taxpayers – and policymakers understand the

potential impact of their research through such interactions

(Davies ). Second, many journalists with interest in

reporting science do not have scientific backgrounds

(Appiah et al. ), and thus such interactions could help

journalists develop more interest in covering science.

Finally, in part through the public image of scientists as

people who are disconnected from society or not ‘normal’,

the gap between scientists and the public is wider

(Massarani & Peters ). Scientists’ interactions with the

public in forms such as media interviews and face-to-face

meetings including scientific café could help bridge this

gap (Matheson ). While it is the responsibility of journal-

ists to translate scientific terms to the public, scientists

should be able to communicate directly with the public

(Brownell Price & Steinman ).

The interactions involving scientists, science journalists

and members constitute a form of public engagement.

In addressing the effectiveness of public engagement in the

context of WASH and other environmental health issues,

it is necessary to describe what is meant by ‘public engage-

ment’. Some researchers indicate that public engagement

has no specific definition and have interchanged it with

the term ‘public participation’ (Bauer & Jensen ).
om https://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev20
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Others define public engagement as ‘any scientific com-

munication that engages an audience outside of academia’

(Poliakoff & Webb , p. 244). Moreover, public

engagement is defined as ‘a two-way process, involving inter-

acting and listening, with the goal of generating mutual

benefit’ (http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/explore-it/

what-public-engagement). The variations in the definitions

have implications for the audiences and mechanisms for

achieving public engagement goals and objectives (Rowe

& Frewer ).

Journalists view public engagement as an opportunity

to educate the public on scientific issues (Besley & Roberts

). In such a context, journalists act as advocates for

an idea rather than as conveyors of news. The ‘public’ in

public engagement includes several groups including com-

munity members who may identify themselves differently

depending on the issue being described (McCallie et al.

). Studies with community members have identified

trust between the public and service providers as important

for public engagement with municipal water decision-

making (Wilson et al. ) and education of community

members as key to sustainable waste management (Goven

& Langer ).

In addressing water and other environmental health

issues, there is a need for active engagement with commu-

nity members, advocacy and civil society organizations to

achieve sustainable solutions (Seppälä ; Stewart &

Gray ). Knowledge sharing involving community

residents is key to addressing WASH and related challenges

(Furlong & Tippett ). Studies have documented chal-

lenges to public engagement such as difficulty in

motivating the public and the time-consuming nature of

such interactions (Cohen et al. ). Factors that influence

scientists’ potential participation in public engagement

include facilitators such as efforts by institutions to help

their scientists popularize their findings (Marcinkowski

et al. ) and barriers such as lack of skills and a belief

that their colleagues are not taking part in public engage-

ment either (Poliakoff & Webb ).

Many studies have explored scientists–journalists

interactions (e.g., Peters ; Dijkstra et al. ), but
19019.pdf
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environmental health issues in sub-Saharan Africa are

hardly discussed in such studies. Moreover, some studies

with scientists as respondents have explored attitudes to

public engagement, with many indicating a need for

scientists to be trained in science communication (Besley

; Ndlovu et al. ). A study of experts identified the

challenges and strategies for promoting handwashing pro-

motion in humanitarian emergencies (Vujcic et al. ).

Studies involving only journalists or communicators as

respondents also show a need for journalists to receive

more training in science communication to promote public

engagement (Besley & Roberts ; Besley et al. ).

Despite the importance of such studies exploring WASH-

related issues, they miss the perspectives of a key actor:

members of the public.

Some scholars have documented the importance of

engaging the public to help address WASH and related

challenges (Allen et al. ). However, little is currently

known about the challenges and opportunities of public

engagement with WASH and other environmental health

issues from the perspectives of scientists, journalists and

members of the public in sub-Saharan Africa.

Thus, to understand the challenges faced by scientists

and journalists in promoting public engagement with

WASH and other environmental issues, and the opportu-

nities that exist for addressing the challenges, the present

exploratory study focussed on the local context of scientists,

journalists and members of the public from Ghana and

Uganda.

The two countries were selected because of the

following reasons:

(1) Both ‘made limited or no progress’ on the Millennium

Development Goal targeting water and sanitation

(World Health Organization ).

(2) Both have made recent discoveries of oil, resulting in the

likelihood of environmental issues becoming prominent

(Bybee & Johannes ).

(3) A science and technology university in each country was

part of a consortium that aimed to tackle water and sani-

tation issues. The consortium, called AfricanSNOWS

(Scientists Networked for Outcomes from Water

and Sanitation), aimed ‘to build African capacity for

interdisciplinary research in water supply, sanitation
s://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev2019019.
and environmental health, bringing together universities

from across the continent, with research-active univer-

sities in the North’ (http://www.africansnows.org/).

The current study involves scientists with research

interest in environmental health issues from the Kwame

Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (KNUST)

in Kumasi, Ghana, and Mbarara University of Science and

Technology (MUST) in Mbarara, Uganda. Journalists and

members of the public with interest in environmental

issues in the two cities were included.

Our main objective was to seek the perspectives of

scientists, journalists and members of the public on the chal-

lenges and opportunities for promoting public engagement

in the context of water, sanitation, hygiene and other

environmental health issues. For the purpose of this study,

we defined public engagement as ‘the interactions among

WASH researchers, journalists and members of the public

with a goal of discussing and or addressing WASH-related

issues’.
METHODS

Sampling and recruitment

In both Ghana and Uganda, we conducted key informant

interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) with

journalists, scientists and members of the public.

The scientists whose views were sought distinguished

themselves from the others through their involvement in

the AfricanSNOWS consortium. The journalists had a

special interest in reporting on WASH and other environ-

mental health issues, and the members of the public had a

particular interest in addressing WASH and environmental

issues, including one in Ghana who worked for a waste

disposal company and another in Uganda who worked for

a water and sewerage company.

The respondents were purposively selected. In Ghana,

one of the co-authors, who is a scientist and a science

journalist, helped in recruiting the journalists. He phoned

an executive of the Ghana Journalists Association, who

identified reporters residing at Kumasi, Ghana. The repor-

ters were then recruited based on their interest in
pdf
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reporting about scientific issues, including WASH and other

environmental health issues.

In Uganda, a co-author, who is a science journalist,

helped recruit journalists with a similar interest in the Mbar-

ara region of Uganda. The scientists were purposively selected

from the KNUST in Ghana and the MUST in Uganda. In

each country, the respective AfricanSNOWS consortium pro-

ject manager helped recruit scientists and members of the

public with interest in WASH and other environmental

health issues. The project managers had face-to-face contacts

with, or telephoned, scientists and members of the public

most of whom had previously participated in AfricanSNOWS

consortium activities including workshops.

Data collection tools and process

Respondents were informed of the voluntary nature of the

study. Written informed consent was obtained from all

respondents before beginning the interviews and the FGDs.

The research was approved by the Texas A&M University

Institutional Review Board, research ethics committees of

the KNUST and MUST, and the research ethics committee

of the Uganda National Council of Science and Technology,

a body in Uganda that approves research ethics following

approvals from review boards of local institutions.

The interview and FGD guides had the same open-

ended and closed questions (Kaplowitz & Hoehn ).

Both the FGDs and the semi-structured interviews began
Table 1 | Characteristics of respondents who took part in the study

Data collection method Ghana (n¼ 15)

Focus group discussion 1 2 female scientists
1 male, newspaper j
1 male member of t

Focus group discussion 2 1 male scientist
1 male, multimedia
1 female member of

Interviews 3 male scientists
1 male, newswire jo
1 male, newspaper j
3 male members of

om https://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev20
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with questions seeking the respondents’ places of work,

job positions and brief job responsibilities, with a goal of

making them comfortable (Guenther et al. ). The

guides solicited answers to our research questions about

environmental issues covered by the mass media, and chal-

lenges and solutions for engaging with the public with

environmental health from the perspectives of scientists,

journalists and members of the public (see Supplementary

Material). For example, we asked both journalists and scien-

tists to describe their interactions with each other in the

context of WASH and other environmental health issues,

and whether the interactions were positive. We also asked

members of the public to indicate the extent to which

these environmental health issues were presented in the

mass media with the perspectives of the public. All respon-

dents were asked to describe the challenges and potential

solutions in regards to public engagement with WASH and

other environmental health issues (see Supplementary

Material). The interviews lasted between 19 and 45 min,

whereas the FGDs lasted between 45 and 101 min.

A researcher with expertise in qualitative research, but

who is not involved in the AfricanSNOWS consortium,

conducted the interviews and moderated the FGDs.

Data collection occurred in March 2015 and March

2016 in Ghana and Uganda, respectively. Each FGD had

at least a scientist, journalist and member of the public

(Table 1). The mix of three diverse groups – scientists,

journalists and members of the public – in the FGDs
Uganda (n¼ 20)

ournalist
he public

2 male scientists
1 female radio journalist
1 male, newspaper journalist
1 male member of the public

journalist
the public

2 male scientists
1 female radio journalist
1 male online news reporter
1 male member of the public

urnalist
ournalist
the public

3 male scientists
1 female scientist
1 female radio journalist
1 female TV journalist
1 male, newspaper journalist
3 male members of the public

19019.pdf
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helped explore different perspectives on a similar topic:

public engagement with WASH and other environmental

health issues (Kitzinger ). The responses were recorded

in an audio device and used later for data transcription and

analysis.

As shown in Table 1, across the two countries, there

were four FGDs involving a mix of scientists, journalists

and members of the public; seven interviews with

scientists, five interviews with journalists and six interviews

with members of the public. Overall, across the two

countries, 35 respondents made up of 14 scientists, 11

journalists and 10 members of the public participated in

the study (Table 1).
Data analysis

An inductive thematic analysis based on the framework

analysis (Gale et al. ) was conducted on the interview

and focus group transcripts. In the thematic analysis, what

is identified as a theme is not necessarily dependent on

the number of times it is mentioned but whether it helped

answer the research questions (Braun & Clarke ).

In other words, the quality of a theme is valued more

than the frequency of statements that make up the theme

(Vaismoradi et al. ).

Two coders with experience in analysing qualitative

data used an integrated approach to develop a thematic

index from the transcripts. Using Excel spreadsheets, the

data were summarized and assigned to three broad

themes: evidence of public engagement efforts, challenges

of public engagement and facilitators of public engagement.

Similar identified themes were grouped and relationships

existing between them were explored. The two coders met

several times to resolve discrepancies such as the wrong

placement of quotes and themes.
RESULTS

In both countries, themes that resulted from the interviews

and the FGDs were about (a) current nature of public

engagement, (b) challenges of public engagement and (c)

facilitators of public engagement.
s://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev2019019.
Evidence of public engagement

In Ghana, members of the public thought that environ-

mental health issues were reported less in media than

other issues. Among the few environmental health topics,

journalists covered water and sanitation issues more than

other environmental health topics. Limited understanding

and curiosity among the public on matters related to

environmental health was a potential reason for low cover-

age of such issues in the media.

When it comes to interaction between scientists

and journalists, journalists reached out to the scientists

more frequently to discuss environmental health stories

than the other way around. Such interaction, however,

was highly limited to drastic situations such as disaster or

epidemics.

‘Normally they [journalists] would contact you when

there is a disaster or there is a problem. (Interview 1,

Scientist, Ghana)’

In Uganda, participants regarded the scientist–journalist

interaction important mostly because it is through journal-

ists that scientists reach the public.

‘Journalist are… the avenues through which we commu-

nicate to… the community. (Interview 2, Scientist,

Uganda)’

Although scientists mentioned journalists’ inclination to

‘catchy’ news rather than those that are environmentally sig-

nificant, there was a consensus on the role of scientists,

journalists and the public on reporting environmental

health issues. Journalists who were trained in health

reporting were considered important assets to public

engagement. Members of the public noted scientists’ limited

involvement in discussing environmental health issues in

the mass media.

‘So we haven’t even seen scientist are actively writing

media science to guide the community. It is mostly the

comments that are made in the media by an expert at a

meeting or at a conference. (Interview 5, Member of the

public, Uganda)’
pdf
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Challenges of public engagement

Scientists’ lack of communication training or expertise

in communication techniques was a barrier to public engage-

ment. Thus, scientists had difficulties in simplifying the

‘scientific’ language into a version that the public could

understand. The fear of being misquoted, especially during

the process of simplifying the language, demotivated scien-

tists from talking to journalists. For example, a journalist said:

‘Scientists most of the time[s] have problems

with journalist[s], because they think if you give them

[journalists] information they are going to turn things

[around] to their [scientists’] dissatisfaction.’ (Interview

8, Journalist, Ghana)’

Also, the lack of collaboration between scientists and jour-

nalists was considered to be a barrier to public

engagement with environmental health issues. Journalists

had limited knowledge of scientific issues and required

expert consultation to report on environmental health

issues. However, scientists were not easily accessible

mostly due to teaching and research obligations. Addition-

ally, scientists were under constant pressure due to lack of

funds within the universities, which limited their time and

interest in public engagement.

An important finding was scientists’ reluctance to

communicate the research findings because they felt that

the journalists lacked the knowledge and skills needed to

communicate these issues to the public.

‘Some findings are such that they are very sensitive. So

you must be careful how you handle them. If you don’t

take care, you will create panic, you see, within the popu-

lace. (Interview 1, Scientist, Ghana)’

The apparent lack of interest among the public in environ-

mental health issues was also cited as a barrier to public

engagement. Other key barriers to effective public engage-

ment included financial pressure among scientists and

journalists, scientists’ lack of time, lack of education

among the public on environmental health issues, lack of

scientists who communicate their research findings outside

of journal articles, incomprehensible scientific language of
om https://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev20
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journal articles that cannot be simplified for the mass

media and political interference in media coverage.

‘I think we over-politicize issues here. So anytime you want

to talk about issues that affect people directly, sometimes

the scientists are unable to speak based on the fact that

they may be maligned in terms of thoughts to a political

party. (Focus Group Discussion 2, Journalist, Ghana)’

In Uganda, important barriers to public engagement

included public’s lack of interest in environmental health

issues and their ignorance on the severity of the issues.

The public preferred news focussing on immediate conse-

quences and threats, and responded less to the future

implications, especially if the news report failed to provide

enough justification or emotional appeal.

‘The stories do not carry the deep human interest… feel-

ing of it, they tend to report mostly like I said disaster

water, floods has killed four people. But nobody actually

goes beyond the occurrences resulting from this flood,

nobody goes into reporting to tell me why the flood, why

in this area. (Interview 5, Member of the public, Uganda)’

Another important barrier to reporting was the lack of

funds to cover environmental health stories. Very few organ-

izations supported their journalists to cover environmental

health issues because such coverage was expensive.

‘Every media house in Uganda is a profit making venture

and to be honest with you… the owners of this media

houses they will tell you they are looking at very

cheap content that attracts the audience. (Focus Group

Discussion 1, Journalist, Uganda)’

Much like Ghana, political involvement in news reporting

limited journalists’ ability to cover a topic of their choices.

‘There is one main barrier, for example, national water

advises us, you cannot write a very very bad report

about them [government] exposing their [government’s]

weaknesses. (Interview 9, Journalist, Uganda)’

A journalist indicated that scientists are willing to speak

with the public if they viewed the story as positive for the
19019.pdf
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government – ‘If I am writing about nutrition, that one is a

positive reporting… it is very easy to get a doctor to interview

but if… a machine… is not working it becomes difficult for

me to get a comment from hospital director because this is a

government hospital.’ (Interview 10, Journalist, Uganda)

Journalists were often exasperated when the govern-

ment ignored their suggestions. Lack of investigation by

law enforcement or policies through government on critical

environmental issues, despite media attention, demotivated

journalists from covering such issues.

‘You will write today. Tomorrow we will write the same

thing but it will just still mean nothing. (Focus Group

Discussion 1, Journalist, Uganda)’

Much like Ghana, participants from Uganda indicated that

they had difficulty in understanding medical jargons or

scientific terms.
Facilitators of public engagement

In Ghana, collaborations among corporate bodies, govern-

ments, research institutions and media houses were considered

integral topromotepublic engagement.Respondentsmentioned

the critical role of government agencies such as information

service department in publicizing environmental health issues.

A collaboration suggested was one involving research

institutions and the country’s information service department.

‘Maybe the information service department too can do

more… to educate us so if the public health officials

carry out a research which would be beneficial to the

community I believe the information service department

too should be empowered to spread these outcomes.

(Interview 2, Member of the public, Ghana)’

Simplifying scientific language and covering stories with

narratives and ‘human element’ could enhance public

engagement on environmental health issues.

‘And if they [public] get to know the impact of it, they would

gladly accept itwhatever you force even downon them. That

is one of the things that we have to look at in addressing the

problem. (Focus Group Discussion 1, Journalist, Ghana)’
s://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev2019019.
To avoid misinterpretation, scientists suggested having

science experts review news articles before publishing

them. At the organizational level, awards or recognition of

journalists, training editors and organizational decision-

makers on the significance of environmental health

issues were mentioned as potential solutions to addressing

challenges of public engagement.

In Uganda, the increased interaction between

scientists and journalists was suggested to promote public

engagement. Journalists viewed themselves as key bridges

between the public and scientists in communicating

WASH and other environmental health issues.

‘It is our job to entertain, inform and teach people.

Because trust me a peasant down there, if you don’t

teach them garbage near their houses is not good there

is no way they will learn. (Interview 9, Journalist,

Uganda)’

For better communication between scientists and journal-

ists, there was a growing interest among participants on

the role of public information officers (PIO) in research

institutions.

‘We need a communication officer who could also help

us to package this thing with the journalist. The journal-

ists become one of our routes of communication.

(Interview 2, Scientist, Uganda)’

Having a science communication training programme that

brought together scientists and journalists for interactions

was suggested as having the potential to increase public

engagement. Social media and conventional channels,

such as television and radio, were mentioned as important

channels to disseminate environmental health information

to the public.

Finally, participants suggested the important role of law

enforcement agencies and government in facilitating public

engagement with WASH and other environmental health

issues. ‘The government should come in and may be put a

requirement on media houses like a policy maybe 10% of

the airtime may be weekly… should be specifically about

environment, water and sanitation issues.’ (Focus Group

Discussion 1, Scientist, Uganda)
pdf
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DISCUSSION

Using Ghana and Uganda as case studies for exploring

public engagement related to WASH and other environ-

mental health issues from the perspectives of scientists,

journalists and members of the public, we found that, in gen-

eral, there was a limited interaction among these key actors.

Across the two countries, the evidence of public engagement

with WASH and other environmental health concerns

appear to be similar. For example, respondents in both

countries mentioned the irregular interaction between jour-

nalists and scientists. Our findings appear to be similar to

those of studies that have accessed scientists–journalists

interactions in Ghana (Appiah et al. ) and the United

States (Gunter et al. ). Although the current study did

not specifically quantify the number of interactions, our

findings appear to be different from that of the study of

biomedical researchers in the United States, Japan,

Germany, Great Britain and France that showed increased

interactions with media professionals (Peters et al. ).

Moreover, there appeared to be similar challenges faced

by journalists and scientists in both countries. These suggest

that similar public engagement interventions could be

implemented in both countries, although they need to be

adapted to the local context (Bull et al. ).

Some findings were specific to the countries. In Uganda,

respondents mentioned how members of the public were

interested more in short-term rather than long-term WASH

and other environmental health issues. Such a stance calls

for a need for journalists and scientists to frame WASH

environmental health issues (Nisbet ; Wibeck ) in

ways that would make members of the public appreciate

both the short-term and long-term consequences. These

could include the use of images and metaphors (O’Neill &

Nicholson-Cole ) in communicating environmental

issues such as climate change.

In both countries, the potential influence of politics and

government was cited as a barrier to scientists interacting

with journalists. Given that journalists tend to seek societal

and political dimensions of stories especially when covering

environmental risks (Dunwoody & Peters ), if this chal-

lenge is not adequately addressed, it could have a negative

impact on engagement with risk issues. In Ghana, scientists

indicated a need to review news stories on WASH and other
om https://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev20
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environmental health issues before they are to be published.

Journalists, on the other hand, might have organizational

pressure not to entertain this request. Such observation

reflects the view that perhaps scientists do not know how

the media operates and vice versa (Dunwoody & Peters

). Moreover, this study identified the need for simplifica-

tion of scientific terms to aid understanding by the public.

However, there is a need to avoid over-simplification,

which can be a problem (Pew Research Center for the

People and the Press ).

Organizational challenges such as a lack of funding for

journalists undertaking investigative WASH and environ-

mental stories could also discourage reporters to engage

with scientists and members of the public (Hansen ).

The study by Poliakoff & Webb () also identified a

lack of skills as a barrier to public engagement among UK

scientists. The lack of efforts by scientific institutions to

popularize environmental health research was also ident-

ified by Marcinkowski et al. ().

In both countries, the solutions to the identified pro-

blems included increased interaction between journalists

and scientists. This could be achieved through strategies

such as the formation of scientists–journalists networks,

with regular meetings to discuss public engagement with

environmental health issues. The network, with funding,

could meet at least twice a year to discuss issues relevant

to public engagement with WASH and other environmental

health issues. Such face-to-face meetings could be

complemented with an online platform in the form of a dis-

cussion group. To sustain the online discussion group, a

moderator may be needed to provide information relevant

to the group, although the members may need to be encour-

aged to initiate interactions. An award scheme could be

introduced to reward members of the network for their

exemplary public engagement efforts in a particular year.

Such networks could increase interactions among scientists

and journalists and help build trust. This increased interaction

is important to ensure that journalists understand the scienti-

fic language because they are key to engaging with the public

especially with WASH and environmental risk issues (Covello

et al. ). Conversely, increased interactions are likely to

enable scientists understand how media professionals work.

There is a need to train scientists and journalists to

engage with each other and help journalists acquire more
19019.pdf
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WASH and environmental knowledge to serve as mediators

for the public (Giannoulis et al. ; Besley et al. ).

The interactions between scientists and science communica-

tors could lead to strategies that may enhance increased

public awareness and changes in behaviour in regards to

WASH and other environmental health issues (Davis et al.

).

In Uganda, the role of PIO in research institutions,

who act as responsible entities connecting scientists and

journalists, was considered integral in ensuring better

public engagement. This finding may well be applicable in

Ghana and other African countries. In general, PIOs may

be more willing to provide information to journalists, but

even then journalists may prefer to interact with scientists

as credible sources. In regards to promoting engagement

with environmental issues such as disasters, it is necessary

to involve PIOs, journalists and scientists together in

collaborative interventions to help them understand each

other’s roles (Lowrey et al. ). The call for effective

collaborations among scientists and journalists identified

mirrors that found in a study of only experts regarding

handwashing promotion in humanitarian emergencies

(Vujcic et al. ).

In both countries, funding or some forms of rewards

for encouraging scientists and journalists to communicate

WASH and other environmental health issues seem appeal-

ing. For example, journalists could be given small grants to

investigate environmental health issues. Already, a two-

year initiative that began in 2018 and is being implemented

by the African Academy of Sciences gives US$700 per story

to journalists from Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal and South Africa

to report on scientific issues, including water and sanitation

(Otieno ). Upon a successful pilot, the initiative may be

extended to other African countries, including Ethiopia,

Ghana, Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Similar funding

for scientists to engage with journalists to boost public

engagement with environmental issues might also be

useful. For example, in Zimbabwe, researchers have cited

lack of funding as a reason for their lack of interest in

engaging with the public (Ndlovu et al. ). Given that

the public as taxpayers have a right to be more informed

about scientific issues such as WASH being tackled by

scientists (Davies ), prioritizing funding for public

engagement may be justified. As members of the public
s://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/doi/10.2166/washdev.2019.019/632647/washdev2019019.
become more enlightened on scientific issues, they may be

likely to advocate influence policymakers to commit for

funding to research.

Our findings have some strengths and limitations. First,

our study combines FGD and interview data, thus enhan-

cing data richness (Lambert & Loiselle ). Second, that

each focus group had all the three key actors – scientists,

journalists and members of the public – ensured each per-

spective was valued (Kitzinger ). However, we were

aware that having different groups in FGDs could lead to

intimidation, especially in instances similar to that of a

teacher–pupil relationship. Moreover, larger studies, includ-

ing surveys with rigorous sampling strategies, are needed to

explore this topic, so that the findings could be generalized

to the populations of scientists, journalists and the public

in the two countries.
CONCLUSION

The current study contributes to the literature on the need to

actively engage the public with WASH and other environ-

mental health concerns by integrating the perspectives of

scientists, journalists and members of the public to explore

the topic. Our findings show that despite the challenges of

public engagement with WASH and environmental health

issues in Ghana and Uganda, potential solutions exist for

strengthening effective engagement among these actors. Dis-

seminating WASH and other environmental health issues

accurately to the public is a collective effort that requires

the active participation of journalists, scientists and the

public. More research is needed to explore the extent to

which these actors could engage or collaborate with each

other to tackle WASH and related issues.
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