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Abstract

The study was conducted with the aim of understanding the operation and role of community radio
stations and community COVID-19 teams in Vietnam during the pandemic. To conduct the research,
the author used the methods of observation and in-depth interviews. By observation, the researcher
directly observes the commune radio stations and their operation. As well as their activities related to
communication about the COVID-19 epidemic. The in-depth interviews were conducted with a number
of people in different residential areas, in different provinces to further clarify the findings from the
observations and to obtain the generalisability of the study. Observational results show that with regular
and continuous activities of the community radio stations and community COVID teams, people feel
that the community is always with them, and no one is left behind, contributing to people’s peace of
mind and trust in addressing the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

In Vietnam, the radio broadcasting system has five levels: national radio stations, radio stations of
provinces and cities, radio stations at the district level, radio stations at the community level and radio
stations at residential areas (Nguyen, D.D., 2014). The most numerous are the community radio stations
(CRS). Particularly in Hanoi, there are 579 radio stations in communes, wards and townships, providing
essential information to the people (Viet, A., 2021). CRS was once the most popular mass media in
Vietnam until television, electronic newspapers and internet, and social networks appeared (Nguyen,
D.D., 2014). Although it no longer maintains a leading position in the media, radio broadcasting and
CRS operations still retain their own position and audience. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the
advantages of grassroots radio stations once again were promoted and they made an important
contribution to epidemic prevention and control in Vietnam (Viet, A., 2021).

Along with the development of modern technology, CRS has undergone drastic changes in the
production and broadcasting process. For example, in the current Bac Ninh province, CRS uses the
internet in combination with 4G technology to broadcast wirelessly (Minh, L., 2021). This 4G smart
radio system was used for both district, commune and residential broadcasts. This system has a high
level of availability and can operate at any time, in any location with an internet-connected device. The
CRS brings information directly to people in residential areas. Urban residential areas where basic radio
stations are not installed, as in Hanoi, have mobile radio crews (Viet, A., 2021). Also during the
COVID-19 pandemic, in Vietnam, along with CRS, group communication activities, and personal
communications in residential areas, especially isolation and blockade areas, there were new creative
developments. The birth of the community COVID team (CCT) is an example.

The CCTs were established in residential areas. The number of members of the team depends on the
epidemic situation and the number of people in the area. The CCT was born as a combination of
community health authorities and socio-political organisations, social organisations and people of
residential areas. “The task of the CCT is to go every day, knocking from door to door to
communication, mobilise and remind people of measures to prevent and control the epidemic; request
and guide people to self-monitor their health, proactively make medical declarations when themselves
or their family members show signs of illness (Ministry of Health Portal, 2021)”. Members of CCT
participate voluntarily.

The media has made an important contribution to the achievements in the prevention and control of
COVID-19 in Vietnam in the past two years (Information and Communication Emagazine, 2021),
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including the active participations of CRS and CCT (Ministry of Health Portal, 2021). Realizing that,
the author has conducted a study to find out and clarify the role and method that CRS and CCT have
coordinated with other media in communicating about COVID-19 pandemic in Vietnam.

Methods

The study was carried out through observation, in-depth interviews, and data collected from electronic
portals and online newspapers. The in-depth interviews conducted were based on two major issues:
First is on accessing information during the epidemic and the problem of fake news. The second one is
about CRS and CCT. Through social relationships and social networks, the researcher interviewed 29
people. The selected informants include people living or working in the provinces of Bac Giang, Bac
Ninh.

The researcher made observations in Bac Ninh province and Bac Giang province, two industrial
provinces with a large number of workers and once the epicenter of the epidemic during the fourth
outbreak, from 27 April 2021. Bac Ninh province alone has about 332,000 employees working in ten
industrial zones, “the COVID-19 epidemic has caused more than 200,000 workers to stop, quit and
social distance (Nhat, T., 2021)”. As for Bac Giang, during the peak of the epidemic, four industrial
parks in the province with about 150,000 workers had to stop operating (Thien, T., 2021).

The researcher directly observed the CRS system and its operation in communicating about the
COVID-19 epidemic in residential areas, thereby, assessing the usefulness of information about the
epidemic that people were updated with and the advantages of information from CRS. For CCT, the
researcher observes their activities in residential areas, the information that CCT provides to the people,
and the impact of that information on the people. At the same time, in that process, the researcher
compares the information from CRS and CCT with information on other media such as television,
online newspapers and social networks, and compares CRS with CCT in analysing the ability to support
each other in the process of communicating about the epidemic to the public.

For the purpose of understanding and clarifying the role of communication messages from CRS and
CCT, the author conducted in-depth interviews with people, mainly from districts of Bac Ninh province.
Due to epidemic conditions, in-depth interviews were conducted by phone. The author selects
interviewees who are active in social interactions because their information can ensure the
representativeness of the residential community. Interviewees include both men and women; both
young, middle-aged, and elderly people; accommodation from urban to rural with many different
occupations.

Through in-depth interviews, this researcher assesses the impact of messages from CRS and CCT
on people’s awareness, attitudes, and behaviours in response to the pandemic in Vietnam. From that,
the author draws out the role of CRS and CCT in the prevention and control of COVID-19.

Research Findings
CRS systems and their operation

Observational results show that each residential area was installed with 6-15 speaker clusters, each
cluster has 1-2 speakers, including 4G wireless speakers and wired speakers. The number of speaker
clusters depends on the conditions of geography and population in each region. CRSs were installed in
high positions and were capable of spreading sound to a large number of households in a residential
area. In Yen Phong district, Bac Ninh province, the researcher found that there were 476 4G speaker
clusters in 11/14 communes.

CRS was used for broadcasting activities at three levels namely district, commune and residential
area. The district level has a fixed distribution time frame: 6:30, 11:30, and 17:00. In the commune,
there was a schedule to distribute at 6:00 and 18:00. In residential areas, depending on the actual
conditions, it is possible to choose a time suitable for the content to be communicated. In case of
emergency, they could communicate at any time. For example, during peak times communication
frequency can be up to 20 - 30 messages per day. The earliest news can be broadcast at 5:00 and the
latest can be until 23:00.

11



Roles and Strategies of Community Radio and Community COVID Teams during the COVID-19 Pandemic in Vietnam

CRS uses outdoor loudspeakers for broadcasting, so it was affected by outdoor conditions and
weather conditions. There were locations where people cannot hear or clearly hear the sounds from the
CRS. CRS work is based on the main device’s internet connection and depends on 4G signal at the
installation site. If the 4G mobile signal is not stable, it will affect the radio quality.

CRS provides information on the COVID-19 epidemic situation directly related to people in
residential areas, including information on disease prevention and control; 5K, 5T messages, epidemic
levels, government policy, number of cases, medical isolation cases, locked areas; information on
registration and vaccination. These are all specific and practical information aimed at serving the people
of each residential area. This information is completely not available from other media such as
television, online newspapers or social networks. In emergency cases, the responsible people of the
government directly broadcast information to counter incorrect messages spread among the people and
on social media networks.

The target audience of CRS is mainly elderly people. They do not have the ability to access or have
little access to other information sources such as online newspapers, television and social networks.
However, in the centre of epidemic areas, CRS is the main means of communication for the general
community.

Based on the collected data, Vinh Phuc province, where the CCT models started, had 1,496 groups
with 11,314 members (Tran, Q.V., 2021). Da Nang city had more than 2,200 CCTs in residential groups
and residential areas. As for Ho Chi Minh City, there were 19,000 CCTs with 52,000 members,
operating on a voluntary basis, under the organisation and management of local authorities and
professional guidance from the health sector (Diep, C., 2021). In Yen Phong district, Bac Ninh province,
the researcher counted 816 CCTs in 14 communes with 1940 participants.

Each CCT is organised by 3-5 members; they went to people’s houses, especially families infected
with COVID-19, or families in isolation or under blockade, to communicate, mobilise and to remind
them of epidemic prevention and control measures in each household. They requested them, for
instance, to stay at home, limit going out when not really necessary, wear the mask, wash hands with
soap, keep their distance, and limit their contact with outsiders.

Communication messages from CCT have the advantages of personal communication, a direct
impact on people’s thoughts and feelings, making them feel secure and confident in the prevention and
control of the epidemic. At the same time, information from CCTs contribute to correcting false
information about the epidemic. In addition, information from CCTs is important in supplementing the
information from CRSs and other media.

Discussion

CRS is a mass media that had appeared in the 1970s (Duc, D., 2003), and so far it is no longer the main
means of communication. But we can see, through the collected data, that in the context of the COVID-
19 epidemic, in Vietnam, CRS thanks to its advantages, still has its own place and position (Viet, A.,
2021).

Modern media such as online newspapers, social networks and television have the ability to spread
messages about the epidemic on a very large scale but cannot provide detailed information on the
situation of each residential area. Meanwhile, with a limited scope of impact, CRS is arranged in a large
enough number to be able to inform the majority of residents in residential areas in a timely and accurate
manner about the local epidemic situation, along with other useful information.

The limitation of CRS is fixed installation. But there is also an advantage of CRS. When there is
information about the epidemic, people can actively go to CRS installation locations to update
information or at least focus on the direction of CRS to listen to information.

The sound from the CRS is susceptible to weather and ambient noise. But it has one advantage which
is the power of direct speech. The direct speech of the broadcaster has the power to affect the listener’s
emotions, making them ready to express their attitudes and respond behaviourally to the received
messages. At the same time, the broadcaster can also adjust the intonation to suit the audience who are
the elderly and do not depend on strict standards.

The CCT is considered as an innovative solution to epidemic prevention and control in Vietnam.
CCT has both responded to information and communication needs about the COVID-19 epidemic in
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residential areas more quickly, proactively, and drastically, while helping to control the source of
infection, trace the disease and take care of people in residential areas. The birth of CCT created a
decisive turning point in the fight against COVID-19 in Vietnam (Tran, Q.V., 2021).

Data from surveys show that Vietnamese people were very concerned about the disease. Most of them
took the initiative to understand the disease from the early days of the outbreak, around the end of 2019
to the beginning of 2020, and they always follow any updates on the pandemic. When information
became too much, many people were overloaded with information on social networks and online
newspapers. They turned to monitoring only with a limited frequency and only through mainstream
media such as television and radio. In epidemic areas, many people were only interested in information
from CRS and CCT without paying attention to other sources.

That said, when an issue is communicated to the public long enough and with extreme quantity, the
recipients are overloaded with information and they will no longer be interested in that information
unless it is directly relevant to their lives. At that time, they will look to reliable information sources
and only follow information from that source.

Since Vietnam transitioned to a safe coexistence with the epidemic, when the Government issued
Resolution 128, marking a new turning point in epidemic prevention and control (Vietnam Government
Portal, October 2021), information from CRS and CCT becomes more and more interesting and in
demand. The epidemic situation of each locality is continuously updated and there are changes in
standard procedures based on the level of the epidemic to ensure both epidemic prevention and
economic development. Therefore, information about the local epidemic situation is very important and
such information is only available on SRC and CCT.

In addition, we must also affirm that, in order to build a picture of information about the epidemic
to form an objective and comprehensive view for the public, it requires the involvement of the entire
media. The mass media provide broad information covering the whole society. Individual and group
media provide in-depth, local information. That coordination has been very evident in Vietnam. The
mass media is also actively involved in social networking platforms. Information about the epidemic is
continuously provided by authorities, along with measures to prevent and control the epidemic. This
information about epidemics in the world as well as throughout the provinces and cities in the country
is continuously updated (Zalo of the Ministry of Health).

On a local level, information channels are also very rich and diverse. But the most prominent at the
commune are CRS and CCT. The combination of CRS and CCT created a deep and wide information
coverage in each residential area, and at the same time is a reliable information channel. During the
epidemic, when people had to distance themselves and were not allowed to gather in large numbers, it
affected not only their daily activities but also their spiritual lives. Therefore, CCT is not only a personal
communication channel, it is also deeply spiritual during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In conclusion, this study shows the importance of group communication and individual
communication during the pandemic in isolation and lockdown areas, as they spread the spirit of
community, love for people, and the spirit of humanity. The study also shows the significant role of
CRS and CCT to help in communicating information about the epidemic as well as the policies and
procedures of the government and local authorities. The coordination between CRS and CCT is one of
the important deciding factors in epidemic prevention and control in Vietnam. This model of
cooperation is a valuable and very creative experience that can become a lesson for others. However,
the total involvement of the media is significant to convey the messages of the government and
authorities in a timely and coordinated manner.
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