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CHAPTER 21

Epilogue: The Next Reel 
for Entertainment-Education

Paul Falzone and Lauren B. Frank

In this collection we endeavored to bring together many of the preemi-
nent theorists, researchers, and practitioners of entertainment-educa-
tion (EE) to make sense of the field’s history and present moment. New 
technology has radically transformed the field since the early 2000s, and 
recent review articles have highlighted challenges and recommenda-
tions (Chatterjee, Sangalang, & Cody, 2017; Sood, Riley, & Alarcon, 
2017; Storey & Sood, 2013). Thus, we asked each chapter author to 
answer some of those outstanding questions and to recommend practi-
cal advice, lessons learned, and best practices for working in the field 
going forward.
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Lessons Learned and Best Practices

In compiling the recommendations this volume offers, we have grouped 
them into categories on media channels and distribution, research, theory, 
message design, relationship building, and growing the EE field. We high-
light ways in which they overlap or suggest contradictory directions. Some 
of the recommendations reiterate important guidelines that have long 
grounded our field, and others offer new suggestions that reflect rapidly 
changing media environments. These recommendations leave us with the 
question: where does the field go from here? What questions and develop-
ments will emerge, and what must be addressed in the next key collection 
in this field, whether that be 5, 10, or 15  years down the road? 
Prognostication is a risky proposition, but we would anticipate that the 
next collection will need to fill in the blanks that our own historical 
moment was unable to address.

Media Channels and Distribution

With the advent of new digital technologies, the case studies in this collec-
tion detail many innovative new EE formats that rely on digital and social 
media (e.g. Bouman, 2021; Sabido, 2021). Recent EE interventions use 
transmedia storytelling in which multiple channels tell consistent stories to 
reach and engage audiences (e.g. Chatterjee, Pasricha, Mitra, & Frank, 
2021; Ryerson & Negussie, 2021; Wang & Singhal, 2021). Not only do 
we need transmedia campaigns that tell a single story, but also we need 
multiple different campaigns that all work together to affect social norms 
over time (Borum Chattoo, 2021). M. Green (2021b), D. Green (2021a), 
and Murphy (2021) call for more research to understand how much expo-
sure to a campaign is necessary for change in knowledge, attitudes, social 
norms, and behaviors. As Falzone and Lukomska (2021) highlight, we 
must plan for distribution from the beginning of developing a new EE 
initiative. This includes considering which media channels are most appro-
priate and what schedule makes the most sense. As Bouman (2021) notes, 
audience expectations in the online realm are not the single new episode 
each week; viewing patterns have changed, and binge-watching is becom-
ing more common.

What new platforms, channels, and media have emerged as distribution 
channels, and what unique challenges and opportunities do they present? 
At the time of this writing, TikTok is emerging as a popular platform, and 
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examples like the Vietnam handwashing choreography (#vudieuruatay 
#handwashingmove; see Chirinos-Espin, 2021) have already shown what 
possibilities this platform may offer to advance EE.

The advances of new digital technologies hold promise for innovative 
new EE formats. However, they can also leave behind those with less 
access to media. To reach these less connected audiences, Chirinos-Espin 
(2021) collaborates on music interventions with songs that resonate with 
audiences, Jahn (2021) describes her literacy work through live perfor-
mances, and Falzone and Lukomska (2021) use basic mobile phones, off-
grid, and out-of-home venues. What are the ethical implications of the 
digital divide? Are there ways to combine old and new media channels 
within the same campaign to reach more of the audience? Perhaps a new 
initiative by Johns Hopkins University Center for Communication 
Programs (JHU CCP) to promote malaria testing and treatment in 
Guyana will help to answer this question. They plan to use a mix of social 
media and WhatsApp, along with more static media such as DVDs and 
flash drives.

Research

Echoing recent reviews of the field (Sood et al., 2017; Storey & Sood, 
2013), many of the chapters end with explicit recommendations for 
research. There is strong agreement on the importance of using formative 
research with audience members to develop and pilot messages. Moreover, 
Chirinos-Espin (2021), D. Green (2021a), and Murphy (2021) call for 
funding of and planning for outcome evaluation from the beginning. 
However, there is disagreement on exactly what kind of research should 
count as evidence for our field. While some scholars call for more robust 
designs that are better able to demonstrate causal impacts from EE cam-
paigns (D.  Green, 2021a), others focus on the need to adapt research 
methodologies to the realities of the field (e.g., Gowland, Colquuhoun, 
Nyoi, & Thawng, 2021; Rosenthal & Folb, 2021; Wang & Singhal, 
2021). Both sets of concerns are important, and balancing the two with 
limited resources is especially difficult. Laboratory studies (e.g. Ophir, 
Sangalang, & Cappella, 2021) can provide great insight into the processes 
that underlie narrative persuasion, but such research does not always trans-
late to how people actually experience EE campaigns (D. Green, 2021a; 
Wang & Singhal, 2021). As Riley, Rodrigues, and Sood (2021) note, large 
changes in social norms cannot result from a single program, and indeed, 

21  EPILOGUE: THE NEXT REEL FOR ENTERTAINMENT-EDUCATION 



342

most rigorous study finds small effects (D. Green, 2021a). Perhaps itera-
tive pretesting of alternative story features can increase the impact that EE 
interventions can have (D. Green, 2021a).

Studies of EE’s impact are still largely dependent on surveys and self-
report. It is possible that as more advanced measurement tools and tech-
nologies emerge and evolve, including biometric tools that are not 
currently operating at scale, we may have a more nuanced understanding 
of how persuasion operates. Bernard and Francis (2021) and Bouman 
(2021) highlight opportunities for using hashtags and tools embedded 
within social media for ongoing measurement of engagement with EE 
campaigns. Wang and Singhal (2021) mention the use of social network 
analysis to improve evaluation. There is also the potential to establish 
broader consensus or consistency across studies. The Participant Index 
(TPI), developed by Participant Media and the Norman Lear Center, 
attempted to quantify the relative social impact of films, TV shows, and 
online video in the United States and indicates a direction that EE might 
take. Is there the potential to develop generalized scales that measure 
social impact of EE in a more global context? Paired with a cost-per-
impression analysis, such measures might put us on a path to understand 
the benefits of investing in EE solutions as opposed to other approaches.

Theory

As Obregon, Wendorf Muhamad, and Lapsansky (2021) note, 
entertainment-education and the broader field of social and behavior 
change communication (SBCC) value interventions that are grounded in 
theory. However, they and others call for more communication theories 
and question how theory is currently applied. Notably, Cole and Piotrowski 
(2021) recommend the use of information processing theories that already 
drive entertaining media for children. Incorporation of critical theory can 
also improve the field (Chatterjee et  al., 2021; Chirinos-Espin, 2021). 
Many authors reiterate the need for multi-level theories and socioecologi-
cal models that speak not only to individual processing of EE campaigns 
but also to institutions and societies (Borum Chattoo, 2021; Obregon 
et al., 2021; Wang & Singhal, 2021). From its inception, EE has focused 
on social change with a goal of impacting not only individuals but also 
societal norms. However, many of the theories that most directly ground 
EE interventions focus on individual message processing. Given the 
importance of talking about campaigns for how they create change (Frank 
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et al., 2012; Southwell & Yzer, 2009), our theories must better incorpo-
rate the viewing environment.

Riley et al. (2021) mark the need for theory to be accessible for practi-
tioners. We currently have a large array of theories available, and we can 
look to many other fields to become truly transdisciplinary. However, we 
must always tie theory to practical advice for creating and implementing 
campaigns. Many practitioners rely on applied “theories of change” rooted 
in their local contexts that draw upon a few academic concepts without 
taking advantage of entire theories. Given that many of the theories avail-
able to the field were developed in Western contexts and focus on indi-
viduals (Dutta, 2008), this adaptation is unsurprising. Development and 
progression of theory should not live within academic literature alone. 
Going forward, how can we best adapt and iterate theories with our audi-
ences and stakeholders to create overarching theories that reflect local 
understandings?

Message Design

As explained by M. Green (2021b), there are many possible ways to use 
theory to design effective EE content. Indeed, we will never be able to 
fully create a formula for crafting messages because novelty is part of what 
engages audiences. That said, the case studies here provide practical les-
sons that can guide content creators. Stories should make sense and be 
believable within the local context (M.  Green, 2021b; Obregon et  al., 
2021). It helps if the educational content is part of the primary storyline, 
rather than incidental to the script (M.  Green, 2021b); however, it’s 
essential to prioritize entertainment over education to ensure what your 
audience wants to watch (Bouman, 2021). Content that people value can 
be shared and increase overall exposure to the campaign message (Bernard 
& Francis, 2021). Although no clear pattern of emotional flow has 
emerged as best (Ophir et al., 2021), tapping into emotions can help to 
avoid being one more message in an environment of information overload 
(Chirinos-Espin, 2021). Characters who are relatable, particularly the pro-
tagonists, are key (Ophir et al., 2021; Ryerson & Negussie, 2021).

There is tension in how much the prosocial message should push for 
change. Ryerson and Negussie (2021) recommend that messages be tied to 
publicly espoused values of the government, but Chatterjee et al. (2021) 
note the constraints of not being able to fully challenge social norms. 
Perhaps the answer lies in relying on cultural advisors (Murphy, 2021) and  
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having the audience help to actually shape the message (Chirinos-Espin, 
2021). Working from research, theory, and principles grounded therein, 
what new ideas will emerge to help creators design strong content?

Relationship Building

A recurring theme across chapters is the importance of relationship build-
ing. In order to achieve goals, a diverse array of talents is needed. Bouman 
(2021) highlights the importance of strong relationships between scholars 
and creative content designers, as do many others (e.g. Borum Chattoo, 
2021; M. Green, 2021b; Rosenthal & Folb, 2021). Relationship building 
and local capacity building with researchers in the field are also essential 
(Gowland et al., 2021; Riley et al., 2021; Wang & Singhal, 2021). Notably, 
these relationships must move beyond the actual creation and implemen-
tation of EE interventions. We must also coordinate with the government 
and private organizations that may provide access to services that EE pro-
gramming creates demand for (Ryerson & Negussie, 2021; Sabido, 2021). 
Falzone and Lukomska (2021) suggest that relationships with media com-
panies should highlight ways in which providing content can be cost-
effective for distributors and yield mutual benefits. Going forward, how 
can we ensure that the list of stakeholders is not limited to those with 
institutional power? How can we best include our audience as active par-
ticipants in the co-creation of long-term relationships to promote 
social change?

Growing the Entertainment-Education Field

As many of the chapters in this collection illustrate, EE is tasked with the 
challenge of having to compete in a commercial marketplace, but bound 
by the twin limitations of needing to have a positive impact and being able 
to demonstrate that impact. This makes it more expensive to produce and 
more challenging to script than a purely commercial project. Chatterjee 
et al. (2021) highlight the importance of funding that is sustainable for 
long-term projects to allow for incremental social change. At the same 
time, because it is not driven by audience demand or profit margins, but 
by broader (and often slower-moving) funding mechanisms, EE operates 
parallel to, but separate from, commercial projects. This is a challenge and 
an opportunity. How will practitioners expand and evolve the 
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opportunities, while also keeping pace with evolutions in audience taste 
and the marketplace?

What is clear from this collection is that while there are many examples 
and practitioners of EE, they are quite disparate and disconnected. Many 
authors call for opportunities to share effective campaign frameworks (e.g. 
Obregon et al., 2021; Ryerson & Negussie, 2021; Sabido, 2021). While 
EE has standing in the broader field of Social and Behavior Change 
Communication (SBCC), there is no consistent conference that brings us 
all together. Since 1989, there have been six Entertainment Education for 
Social Change conferences, the most recent being within the 2018 
International Social and Behavior Change Communication Summit. Both 
the Communication Initiative Network and Compass provide spaces for 
sharing SBCC projects and include sections for entertainment-education 
(Communication Initiative, n.d.; USAID, n.d.). It is only when we work 
together that the field can evolve as a whole, and more frequent direct 
contact yields such opportunities. The opportunity to grow our collabora-
tion, share our tools and findings, and co-create more effectively is not yet 
fully realized. Doing so requires a more consistent community of practice.

Parting Thoughts from This Moment

At the time of this collection, we are in the midst of a global pandemic and 
in the throes of what the World Health Organization calls an “infodemic” 
related to rampant misinformation, conjecture, rumor, and conspiracies. 
It seems in this crisis that there is a growing awareness of the power and 
impact of media on a population’s knowledge, beliefs, and behavior and a 
growing understanding that media and communication are what connect, 
bind, and potentially divide us. Media can entertain us and inform us. We 
anticipate that at this moment, we are in the dawn of a deeper respect for 
the power of media; media must be willfully and more conscientiously 
studied, funded, shaped, and utilized if we hope to create a better future. 
As entertainment-education scholars and practitioners, we can be a key 
part of that future.
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