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ABSTRACT: The successful implementation of Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in Sub-Saharan Africa depends 

not only on policy formulation but also on effective public 

awareness, stakeholder engagement, and participatory 

communication. This study examines the role of public 

relations (PR) strategies in enhancing SDG awareness and 

fostering active citizen participation across the region. Using a 

qualitative, exploratory approach, data were collected through 

semi-structured interviews with PR practitioners, government 

communication officers, media professionals, and community 

leaders, complemented by document analysis of development 

communication campaigns. Findings reveal that media 

relations, community engagement, advocacy, and digital 

communication are central to raising awareness and building 

trust among diverse stakeholders. Integrated, culturally 

adapted, and participatory PR approaches were found to be 

most effective in promoting comprehension, local ownership, 

and behavioural change. Anchored on the Excellence Theory 

of Public Relations, Stakeholder Theory, and the Two-Way 

Symmetrical Communication Model, the study concludes that 

strategic public relations is a critical mechanism for bridging  
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the SDG awareness gap, enhancing stakeholder collaboration, and improving the 

sustainability of development initiatives. Recommendations include adopting multi-

platform communication strategies, prioritizing community engagement, leveraging 

digital tools, and strengthening capacity and coordination among development actors. 

Keywords: Public Relations, Sustainable Development Goals, Stakeholder 

Engagement, Development Communication, Sub-Saharan Africa, Strategic 

Communication    

Introduction  

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by the United Nations in 2015, 

constitute a comprehensive global framework aimed at addressing multidimensional 

development challenges, including poverty reduction, environmental sustainability, 

economic growth, governance reforms, and social inclusion. The SDGs emphasize 

universal participation and integrated policy implementation across multiple 

governance levels, recognizing that sustainable development cannot be achieved 

solely through top-down global or national interventions. Rather, successful SDG 

implementation requires strong institutional coordination, localized policy 

adaptation, and inclusive public engagement mechanisms that encourage citizen 

participation in development processes (United Nations, 2015; Sachs et al., 2022). 

Sub-Saharan Africa occupies a central position within global SDG discourse due to 

the region’s persistent developmental challenges and emerging opportunities for 

inclusive growth. Despite significant progress in areas such as primary education 

enrolment, digital transformation, and health sector interventions, many countries in 

the region continue to experience structural barriers including weak governance 

systems, infrastructural deficits, poverty, gender inequality, and climate 

vulnerability. These challenges underscore the necessity for effective development 

communication strategies that promote public awareness, behavioural change, and 

stakeholder collaboration in achieving sustainable development outcomes (African 

Union, 2021; UNDP, 2023). 

A major constraint affecting SDG implementation across Sub-Saharan Africa is the 

limited awareness and understanding of development programmes among local 

https://zenodo.org/records/18710696


Page 3 of 17                                                                https://zenodo.org/records/18710696 

populations. Research indicates that insufficient public knowledge of development 

initiatives often results in low citizen participation, weak policy ownership, and 

reduced sustainability of development interventions (Servaes, 2020; Waisbord, 

2018). Development initiatives that fail to incorporate participatory communication 

strategies frequently encounter resistance, misinformation, and limited community 

engagement, ultimately weakening policy effectiveness and long-term impact. 

Consequently, communication processes have become increasingly recognized as 

core drivers of sustainable development implementation rather than supplementary 

support mechanisms. 

Public relations (PR) and strategic communication have emerged as critical 

instruments for facilitating development awareness, fostering stakeholder 

relationships, and promoting behavioural transformation within complex socio-

political environments. Contemporary public relations theory positions PR as a 

strategic management function that builds mutually beneficial relationships between 

institutions and their publics through dialogue, transparency, and trust-building 

mechanisms (Grunig, 2013; Heath, 2013). Within development contexts, PR extends 

beyond reputation management to include advocacy communication, stakeholder 

engagement, community mobilization, and participatory information dissemination 

designed to support social change initiatives. 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, public relations approaches are particularly relevant due to 

the region’s cultural diversity, communication inequalities, and evolving media 

landscapes. Traditional communication channels such as community gatherings, 

indigenous storytelling, and local leadership structures continue to influence public 

opinion alongside expanding digital communication platforms, social media 

networks, and mobile communication technologies. The integration of culturally 

contextual communication strategies with modern digital engagement tools offers 

significant opportunities for strengthening SDG awareness and enhancing citizen 

participation across diverse socio-cultural environments (Melkote & Steeves, 2015; 

Mefalopulos, 2017). 

Furthermore, strategic communication frameworks contribute to strengthening 

institutional legitimacy and public trust in development governance. Trust plays a 
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fundamental role in determining citizen willingness to support policy interventions, 

adopt behavioural change initiatives, and participate in development programmes. In 

contexts where public institutions face credibility challenges, transparent and 

relationship-centred communication strategies become essential for promoting 

accountability and sustaining development partnerships (Edwards, 2018; Zerfass et 

al., 2022). Public relations approaches that prioritize stakeholder dialogue, 

collaborative problem-solving, and community-based engagement therefore provide 

critical pathways for strengthening development communication effectiveness across 

Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Despite the growing recognition of communication as a development driver, 

scholarly attention has largely focused on media-based development communication 

models, often overlooking the broader strategic management and relationship-

building functions embedded within public relations frameworks. Existing literature 

suggests that integrating PR approaches into development communication can 

enhance policy advocacy, stakeholder mobilization, and participatory governance, 

thereby improving development programme sustainability and impact (Dutta, 2019; 

Servaes, 2020). However, empirical and conceptual analyses exploring PR-driven 

SDG communication strategies within the Sub-Saharan African context remain 

limited. 

This study therefore examines public relations approaches for enhancing Sustainable 

Development Goal awareness in Sub-Saharan Africa. The paper explores how 

stakeholder engagement strategies, advocacy communication, community relations 

programmes, media partnerships, and digital public relations initiatives can 

strengthen development awareness and participation across the region. By situating 

SDG communication within strategic public relations theory and development 

communication practice, the study contributes to emerging interdisciplinary 

scholarship linking public relations, governance communication, and sustainable 

development implementation. 
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Problem Statement 

Despite increased policy commitment and development investments aimed at 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) across Sub-Saharan Africa, 

public awareness and stakeholder engagement in SDG-related initiatives remain 

significantly limited. Many development programmes are implemented through top-

down governance structures that inadequately incorporate participatory 

communication and stakeholder relationship management strategies. This 

communication gap often results in low public understanding of SDG priorities, 

weak community ownership of development initiatives, and limited behavioural 

change necessary for sustainable development outcomes. Although media-based 

development communication strategies have received considerable scholarly 

attention, there remains insufficient focus on the strategic role of public relations in 

fostering stakeholder dialogue, building institutional trust, and enhancing 

participatory development processes. The absence of structured public relations 

frameworks tailored to the socio-cultural and communication dynamics of Sub-

Saharan Africa presents a critical gap in SDG awareness and implementation 

effectiveness. Addressing this gap requires the integration of strategic public 

relations approaches into development communication practices to strengthen 

stakeholder engagement and promote inclusive participation in sustainable 

development initiatives across the region. 

Objectives of the Study 

The main objective of this study is to examine the role of public relations and 

strategic communication approaches in enhancing Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) awareness and stakeholder participation in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

The specific objectives are: 

1. To assess the current level of public awareness and understanding of SDGs 

among citizens in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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2. To evaluate the effectiveness of public relations strategies, including media 

relations, advocacy communication, and community engagement, in promoting 

SDG awareness. 

3. To explore the role of digital communication platforms and social media as 

tools for participatory SDG communication and stakeholder engagement. 

4. To examine the influence of culturally contextualized and relationship-based 

PR approaches on public trust and citizen participation in development 

initiatives. 

5. To propose a strategic public relations framework for enhancing SDG 

communication and sustainable development participation at regional and local 

levels in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Research Questions 

The study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. What is the current level of awareness and understanding of SDGs among 

citizens in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

2. How effective are public relations strategies, including media relations, 

advocacy, and community engagement, in promoting SDG awareness? 

3. In what ways do digital communication platforms and social media facilitate 

participatory SDG communication and stakeholder engagement? 

4. How do culturally contextualized and relationship-based public relations 

approaches influence public trust and citizen participation in SDG initiatives? 

5. What strategic public relations framework can be adopted to enhance SDG 

communication and stakeholder participation across Sub-Saharan Africa? 
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Literature Review 

Public Relations and Sustainable Development Communication 

Public relations (PR) has increasingly been recognized as a strategic tool for 

managing relationships between organizations and their stakeholders, extending 

beyond mere image management to shaping perceptions, building trust, and 

facilitating dialogue (Grunig, 2013; Zerfass et al., 2022). In the context of sustainable 

development, PR plays a critical role in communicating development objectives, 

influencing behaviour, and fostering participatory engagement. Effective strategic 

communication ensures that development messages are not only delivered but also 

understood, internalized, and acted upon by relevant audiences (Servaes, 2020; 

Dutta, 2019). 

Key elements of strategic communication in development include stakeholder 

identification and engagement, advocacy and policy communication, participatory 

community interaction, behaviour change campaigns, and reputation management 

(Melkote & Steeves, 2015; Waisbord, 2018). In Sub-Saharan Africa, where 

governance systems face structural challenges and socio-cultural diversity is high, 

PR and strategic communication are essential for fostering credibility, transparency, 

and trust between governments, development agencies, and local communities 

(UNDP, 2023; African Union, 2021). 

Stakeholder-Centred Communication in SDG Implementation 

The successful realization of SDGs depends heavily on the involvement of multiple 

stakeholders, including government agencies, civil society organizations, traditional 

and community leaders, youth groups, private sector actors, media houses, and 

marginalized populations (Heath, 2013; Mefalopulos, 2017). Public relations 

approaches that emphasize two-way communication are particularly effective, as 

they allow for dialogue, feedback, and iterative improvement of development 

programmes (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Participatory communication ensures that 

communities are active contributors to, rather than passive recipients of, 

development initiatives, which strengthens both the legitimacy and sustainability of 

interventions (Servaes, 2020). In regions where top-down approaches have often 
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failed, stakeholder-focused communication is critical for fostering engagement and 

ownership of SDG projects (Waisbord, 2018). 

Public Relations Tools for Enhancing SDG Awareness 

Media Relations 

Collaboration with media professionals is a cornerstone of PR strategies aimed at 

promoting SDG awareness. Journalists, broadcasters, and digital influencers can 

amplify development messages, increase their credibility, and broaden public reach 

(Heath, 2013; Edwards, 2018). Effective media relations include press briefings, 

storytelling around successful development interventions, advocacy campaigns, 

partnerships with development journalists, and proactive management of 

misinformation. By strengthening transparency and public accountability, media-

focused PR initiatives contribute to more informed citizenry and greater engagement 

with development programmes (Melkote & Steeves, 2015). 

Community Relations and Grassroots Engagement 

Engaging directly with communities is vital for localizing SDG initiatives. Strategies 

such as town hall meetings, community mobilization events, consultations with 

traditional and religious leaders, participatory forums, and indigenous language 

communication help ensure messages are culturally relevant and accessible 

(Mefalopulos, 2017). These approaches foster trust and encourage active 

participation, leading to stronger local ownership of development projects and more 

sustainable outcomes (Servaes, 2020). 

Advocacy and Policy Communication 

Advocacy-focused communication aims to influence policy formulation, institutional 

commitment, and public perception in support of sustainable development goals 

(Dutta, 2019). Effective advocacy strategies include multi-stakeholder coalitions, 

policy campaigns, legislative engagement, dialogue platforms, and strategic 

partnerships with NGOs and international organizations. By shaping institutional 

priorities and fostering policy continuity, advocacy communication contributes to 

long-term development impact (Sachs et al., 2022). 
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Digital Public Relations and Social Media Engagement 

Digital tools have reshaped PR practices in Sub-Saharan Africa, offering interactive, 

scalable, and real-time communication opportunities (Edwards, 2018; Zerfass et al., 

2022). Social media campaigns, influencer collaborations, mobile messaging, online 

stakeholder forums, and audience analytics enable development actors to reach youth 

and urban populations effectively. Digital PR not only enhances message 

dissemination but also facilitates immediate feedback, increasing transparency and 

participatory engagement (UNDP, 2023). 

Strategic Communication Framework for SDG Awareness 

Integrated Strategic Communication 

Combining traditional PR channels with digital platforms enhances the reach and 

impact of SDG messaging (Melkote & Steeves, 2015). Integrated strategies ensure 

consistent communication across multiple media, reinforcing development messages 

and sustaining public attention. 

Cultural Localization 

Effective communication must resonate with the socio-cultural realities of target 

communities. Indigenous language messaging, culturally informed storytelling, 

community-led framing, and alignment with local priorities increase message 

acceptance and influence behavioural change (Mefalopulos, 2017; Servaes, 2020). 

Behavioural Change Communication 

Behavioural change is a central goal of development-focused PR. By employing 

persuasive communication, social marketing, and public education campaigns, PR 

practitioners encourage adoption of desired behaviours in areas such as public health, 

environmental sustainability, gender equality, education, and civic responsibility 

(Waisbord, 2018). 

Relationship Management 

Sustained engagement relies on building and maintaining positive relationships with 

stakeholders. PR strategies that emphasize trust, collaboration, and conflict 
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resolution strengthen institutional credibility, facilitate long-term participation, and 

support the sustainability of SDG initiatives (Grunig, 2013; Zerfass et al., 2022). 

Institutional and Policy Support for Strategic SDG Communication 

Multi-Stakeholder Governance 

Coordinated communication across governments, development partners, civil 

society, media, and private sector actors enhances efficiency, reduces duplication, 

and fosters inclusive participation (African Union, 2021). 

Capacity Development 

Equipping PR practitioners and government communication officers with skills in 

storytelling, crisis management, stakeholder engagement, and data-driven 

communication is essential for effective SDG messaging (Heath, 2013; Melkote & 

Steeves, 2015). 

Sustainable Funding 

Adequate and consistent funding is critical to maintain high-quality PR campaigns. 

Resources can come from government budgets, development grants, public-private 

partnerships, and corporate social responsibility initiatives (Dutta, 2019). 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

Assessing communication outcomes through metrics such as public awareness, 

stakeholder engagement, behavioural change, trust, and policy adoption ensures 

continuous improvement and accountability in SDG communication efforts (Servaes, 

2020; UNDP, 2023). 

Theoretical Framework 

The study is anchored on the Excellence Theory of Public Relations, Stakeholder 

Theory, and the Two-Way Symmetrical Communication Model. 

The Excellence Theory posits that public relations is a strategic management 

function that fosters trust, engagement, and mutually beneficial relationships between 
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organizations and stakeholders (Grunig, 2013). Applied to SDG communication, it 

highlights the importance of strategic, participatory PR practices to enhance 

awareness and citizen support for development initiatives. 

Stakeholder Theory emphasizes identifying and engaging all parties affected by 

organizational activities (Freeman, 1984). In Sub-Saharan Africa, these include 

governments, civil society, community leaders, media institutions, youth, and 

marginalized groups. Tailored engagement ensures inclusive participation and 

strengthens ownership of SDG programmes. 

Two-Way Symmetrical Communication advocates dialogue-based interaction 

rather than one-way messaging (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). This approach allows 

communities to provide feedback, co-create messages, and participate actively in 

development processes, enhancing trust, behavioural change, and SDG 

implementation outcomes. 

Together, these theories provide a framework for understanding how PR strategies: 

media relations, community engagement, advocacy, and digital communication, can 

effectively enhance awareness, trust, and participation in SDG initiatives across Sub-

Saharan Africa. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The study employs a qualitative, exploratory research design to investigate how 

public relations strategies can enhance awareness, engagement, and participation in 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in Sub-Saharan Africa. An exploratory 

approach is appropriate due to the limited empirical evidence on the use of PR 

frameworks for SDG communication in the region. The research combines case 

studies with semi-structured interviews to capture in-depth insights into strategic 

communication practices, stakeholder engagement, and PR interventions in 

development initiatives. 
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Population and Sampling Technique 

The research targets professionals directly involved in SDG-related 

communication, including government communication officers, PR practitioners in 

development agencies, media professionals, and community leaders. A purposive 

sampling method was used to select participants with practical experience in 

designing or implementing communication strategies for sustainable development. 

This ensured the data are rich, relevant, and reflective of real-world practices. The 

study included 40 (10 each) participants across different countries in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa and Ghana) to ensure diversity of perspectives. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data were gathered using a combination of methods to ensure depth and credibility: 

Semi-structured interviews: Participants were asked about their experiences, 

strategies, and challenges in using PR to promote SDG awareness and engagement. 

Document and content review: Reports, media releases, social media campaigns, 

and development communication materials from relevant organizations were 

analyzed to understand practical PR applications. 

Observational insights: Community engagement events and SDG campaigns were 

observed to examine communication strategies in action. 

This triangulated approach enhanced the validity of findings by cross-verifying 

insights from multiple sources. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, following both inductive and deductive 

approaches. Initial coding identified patterns and emerging themes from interview 

transcripts and documents, while subsequent categorization aligned the data with key 

PR functions, including media relations, community engagement, advocacy, digital 

communication, and stakeholder relationship management. The NVivo software was 

employed to organize, code, and track thematic developments systematically. 
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Ethical Considerations 

The study adhered to strict ethical standards. Informed consent was obtained from 

all participants, and confidentiality is maintained through anonymization of personal 

data. Participation was voluntary, and participants were informed of their right to 

withdraw at any time. Data are securely stored, and findings are reported accurately 

and transparently. 

Ensuring Trustworthiness 

To maintain the rigor and reliability of the study, several strategies are applied: 

a. Triangulation: Combining interviews, documents, and observational data to 

validate findings. 

b. Member checking: Allowing participants to review interpretations to ensure 

accuracy. 

c. Audit trails: Keeping detailed records of coding decisions and data analysis 

steps. 

d. Reflexivity: The researcher reflects on potential biases throughout the study to 

maintain objectivity. 

Results and Findings 

Data from interviews, document analysis, and observations revealed five key 

insights: 

1. Media Relations: Collaboration with journalists, broadcasters, and digital 

influencers increases visibility and credibility of SDG initiatives. Limited 

media infrastructure in rural areas, however, constrains outreach. 

2. Community Engagement: Participatory approaches such as town hall 

meetings, dialogue with traditional leaders, and use of local languages enhance 

trust, comprehension, and local ownership of SDG programs. 
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3. Advocacy and Policy Communication: Strategic advocacy through multi-

stakeholder coalitions and policy dialogue strengthens institutional 

commitment but requires effective coordination among stakeholders. 

4. Digital PR: Social media and mobile communication effectively engage youth 

and urban populations, offering real-time feedback. Yet, digital literacy gaps 

and limited rural connectivity restrict impact. 

5. Integrated and Culturally Localized Strategies: Combining traditional, 

digital, and grassroots approaches with culturally adapted messaging 

maximizes reach, comprehension, and behavioural adoption. 

Discussion 

The findings highlight that strategic public relations is a crucial tool for SDG 

communication. Excellence Theory explains the importance of relationship-oriented 

PR for building trust and credibility (Grunig, 2013). Stakeholder Theory emphasizes 

the need to identify and engage diverse actors, from government agencies to 

community leaders (Freeman, 1984). Two-Way Symmetrical Communication 

underscores the value of dialogue, feedback, and participatory engagement for 

enhancing message acceptance and behavioural change (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). 

a. Media relations and digital PR enhance visibility and interactivity but must 

be complemented by community-level strategies to overcome infrastructural 

and literacy barriers. 

b. Community engagement and culturally localized messaging foster ownership, 

trust, and sustainability of SDG initiatives. 

c. Advocacy efforts improve policy alignment and institutional commitment but 

require coordinated multi-stakeholder communication. 

Summary of Key Insights 

1. PR strategies in Sub-Saharan Africa function most effectively when they 

combine media relations, community engagement, advocacy, and digital 

platforms. 
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2. Community participation and cultural localization are essential for message 

acceptance, trust-building, and behavioural change. 

3. Policy advocacy enhances institutional commitment but requires coordination 

and multi-stakeholder collaboration. 

4. Digital communication offers rapid reach and interactivity but is limited by the 

digital divide and misinformation risks. 

5. An integrated, strategic PR framework ensures consistency, credibility, and 

wider impact of SDG awareness campaigns. 

Conclusion 

The study demonstrates that public relations strategies are vital for enhancing 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) awareness, stakeholder engagement, and 

behavioural change in Sub-Saharan Africa. Media relations, community engagement, 

advocacy, and digital communication each play complementary roles in promoting 

visibility, trust, and participation. Integrated, multi-platform, and culturally adapted 

PR approaches are particularly effective in ensuring message comprehension, local 

ownership, and sustainability of development initiatives. The findings underscore 

that strategic, participatory, and context-sensitive communication is essential for 

bridging the awareness gap and fostering citizen involvement in SDG 

implementation. 

Recommendations 

1. Development agencies and governments should combine traditional media, 

digital platforms, and grassroots engagement to maximize reach and impact. 

2. Participatory approaches, including local language messaging and dialogue 

with community leaders, should be central to SDG communication to foster 

trust and ownership. 

3. Multi-stakeholder advocacy coalitions and policy dialogue platforms should be 

established to enhance institutional commitment and policy alignment with 

SDG priorities. 
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4. Social media, mobile messaging, and online engagement tools should target 

youth and urban populations, while being complemented by offline strategies 

to address digital access gaps. 

5. Governments, NGOs, and development partners should provide training for PR 

practitioners and allocate sustainable funding to support strategic, culturally 

relevant SDG communication campaigns. 
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