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 Storytelling, like love, is a universal language, captivating 
people in every culture around the world. Today, people curl up 
together at the end of a long day to relax and watch favorite TV 
shows and movies. Day or night, they can view their favorite 
episodes on tablets, smart phones and computer screens, or create 
their own stories and upload them to social media sites.  

 “Great stories communicate simple truths that reflect the 
dimensions of the human soul,” said one leading Hollywood 
producer. “Powerful characters help us understand our lives; 
their stories reflect our core values as human beings. Meaningful 
themes universalize the human experience and help the audience 
relate.” 

 Television, movies and emerging media are among the most 
powerful tools available for communicating health and climate 
change messages to the public. A growing body of research 
indicates that storylines in entertainment shows can affect 
outcomes, including awareness of health risks, attitudes toward 
prevention measures, policy priorities and behavior change. The 
great jazz musician Charles Mingus said, “Anyone can make 
the simple complicated. Creativity is making the complicated 
simple.” Storytelling through media can simplify the complex 
world of public health and make it accessible for viewers. 

 In the United States, the groups with a disproportionate 
health risk include Hispanics and African-Americans. These 
groups experience more challenges with regard to health literacy 
and access to care, watch more TV shows, and consistently 
report more effects after viewing health storylines—whether it’s 
discussing a health topic, calling for information, visiting a clinic 
or taking preventive measures (Beck, Huang, Pollard & Johnson, 
2003).

 Examples of health storylines that have generated strong 
audience response are found in shows that are popular among 
minority viewers, such as:

• Law & Order: SVU: African-American viewers who 
saw a diabetes storyline involving an obese African-
American youth were much more likely than other 
viewers to report their intention to eat a healthier diet 
and exercise more (Murphy et al., 2006). 

• Amarte Así: A telenovela (Spanish-language soap 
opera) that addressed diabetes and posted a web link 
for more information on their home page generated 
37% of all web hits to the CDC’s diabetes site for 
the month the storyline aired; National Institutes of 
Health was the next highest at 9% (CDC NDEP, 
2005).

• ER: Men who have sex with men (MSM) who saw 
a syphilis storyline were twice as likely to say they 
would get tested for syphilis, compared to non-
viewers (69% vs. 33%). (Whittier et al., 2005).

• The Bold and the Beautiful: The highest spike of 
callers all year to CDC’s AIDS hotline occurred when 
a PSA/800 number aired after an episode that featured 
a young Hispanic character telling his girlfriend that 
he was HIV-positive. (Kennedy et al., 2004).

 Favorable outcomes such as these are particularly likely 
when audience members are “transported” into the narrative, 
meaning a measure of engrossment that occurs when viewers 
lose track of time, forget their surroundings, and feel as if they 
are experiencing the events portrayed. In this state, viewers tend 
to suspend their disbelief, heightening the persuasiveness of the 
storyline and accompanying health or science messages. (Green 
et al., 2004). Therefore, it’s especially important that storylines, 
first of all, transport viewers through high-quality entertainment 
and, second, portray health or climate change accurately. 

 Toward that end, Hollywood, Health & Society, a program of 
the Norman Lear Center at the University of Southern California’s 
Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, was 
established in 2001 with the goal of leveraging the power of 
entertainment media to improve the health and well-being of 
people worldwide. Through popular TV shows and movies, we 
reach viewers on a wide range of public health topics to motivate 
action on a massive scale. The most popular TV shows we work 
with in the U.S. reach up to 20 million viewers in an hour; 
through syndication, that number jumps to over 400 million 
viewers in more than 100 countries around the world. 
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 HH&S provides resources to Hollywood writers and 
producers through a sustained and systematic program of 
outreach—from expert briefings to research trips—and the results 
have been impressive. The program assisted with more than 
565-aired health storylines on 91 shows across 31 networks from 
2009-2012. The 2,000 weblinks we posted on shows’ web and 
social media sites provided viewers easy access to credible health 
resources. HH&S also worked with TV networks to create and air 
public service announcements featuring the lead characters in the 
story referring viewers to call-in hotline numbers and web sites. 

 A sampling of the shows HH&S has worked with includes 
90210, Army Wives, Beauty & the Beast, The Big C, Boardwalk 
Empire, Bones, Body of Proof, Breaking Bad, Castle, CSI, CSI: 
Miami, CSI: New York, Cult, Days of Our Lives, Dexter, Doc 
McStuffins, Elementary, Falling Skies, Fringe, The Good Wife, 
Grey’s Anatomy, Hawaii-Five-O, House, In Treatment, Law & 
Order: SVU, The Office, Mad Men, Monday Mornings, NCIS, 
Parenthood, Perception, Private Practice, Royal Pains, Switched 
at Birth and Touch.

 Funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Skoll Global Threats 
Fund, and The California Endowment, among others, HH&S 
has built a successful track record of working with the U.S. 
entertainment industry, and more recently with the creative 
capitals of India (Bollywood) and Nigeria (Nollywood). We have 
had a measurable impact not only on the frequency and accuracy 
of health-related storylines, but also on audiences’ knowledge, 
attitudes and behavior. Key findings from the HH&S and Lear 
Center’s ongoing program of research include the following:

• A BRCA-gene breast cancer 
storyline (90210) motivated 
11.5% of viewers surveyed 
to schedule a doctor’s 
appointment to talk about 
their risk of breast cancer. 
(Rosenthal et al., 2013)

• A storyline about conflict 
minerals and rape in the 
Congo (Law and Order: 
SVU) resulted in increased 
knowledge regarding sexual 
violence and immigration 
and asylum issues, more 
supportive attitudes toward 
global health policy 
priorities and increased 
discussion of global health 
issues. (Murphy et al., 
2012)

• Ten percent of the viewers of 
a Numb3rs transplantation 

storyline who were not already registered as organ 
donors said the episode made them more likely to 
become a potential donor. (Movius et al., 2009)

• From 2008 to 2011, HH&S tracked a seven-fold 
increase in global health storylines on topics such as 
malaria, polio, vaccines, and HIV/AIDS. (Buffington, 
2012)

 Our experience working with Hollywood has shown that 
writers and producers of popular TV shows don’t see themselves 
as being responsible for educating viewers about health when 
they’re writing scripts. Instead, they’re focused solely on telling 
the most compelling stories they can, and HH&S supports them 
in this goal by helping to make their stories realistic and accurate. 
We find that writers are receptive to including topics about health 
and, more recently, climate change in their storylines when we 
inspire them with “real stories of real people,” present accurate 
information, and connect them to experts who serve as resources. 

 “We know that people learn about health from TV shows, 
and writers constantly need interesting scenarios to incorporate 
into scripts,” said Dr. Neal Baer, a Harvard-trained pediatrician 
known for his award-winning TV work as executive producer of 
ER, Law & Order: SVU, and A Gifted Man, and also co-chair of 
the HH&S board. “That’s why we turn to experts and people who 
are in the trenches. They give us added grist for storytelling.” 

 As mentioned above in a brief list of research findings, 
HH&S consulted with the CBS series Numb3rs on an organ 
transplantation storyline. The resulting episode, “Harvest,” was 
one of the most popular episodes of the season with 13.36 
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million viewers on the original airdate. In the final scene of this 
episode, the main characters discuss the importance of becoming 
an organ donor and the need for more donors in the U.S. One 
of the characters pulls out his driver’s license to show his organ 
donation sticker and offers his friends applications from the 
DMV.

 To see if this episode had an effect on viewers’ attitudes and 
beliefs about organ donation, HH&S coordinated an evaluation 
of the Numb3rs storyline. Online surveys were used to determine 
how the episode affected those who watched it. The dataset 
collected for Numb3rs was part of a larger study that included 
several other episodes from popular primetime TV dramas 
with storylines that also focused on organ donation and organ 
transplants. Compared to the other dramas, those who watched 
the Numb3rs episode were the most likely to become donors. 

 Out of all the episodes about organ donation, the Numb3rs 
episode was the only one to use social modeling to demonstrate 
how to become an organ donor, and the study’s findings suggest 
that this factor significantly influenced audiences’ attitudes and 
actions. About 10 percent of non-donors surveyed who saw 
the Numb3rs episode decided to become a donor. Results also 
indicate that the viewers of “Harvest” had “higher levels of 
perceived importance to become a donor,” and would urge others 
to donate (Movius 2007).  

 In addition to the entertainment industry, Hollywood, Health 
& Society achieves its results through outreach to the public 
and policy makers, evaluation and strategic partnerships. Key 
elements of the HH&S model are outlined below.

Reaching the industry: 

On-demand writer consultations: Via a toll-free 
hotline, HH&S connects writers with top medical 
experts specializing in hundreds of different health 
topics.

Writer briefings: The latest health studies and stories 
are brought to writers’ rooms by a range of experts 
who discuss their work.

Storybus Tours: Inspiring and informative trips connect 
writers and producers with local storytellers to 
inspire them to craft realistic, compelling drama 
about health and climate change. 

Research trips overseas:  To learn about global health 
and culture in a local context, writers meet with 
storytellers on the ground in countries such as 
India and South Africa.  

Panels: Our panels feature public health experts, writers 
and producers, and “real people” exploring timely 
health topics for TV and film. 

Writers John Vorhaus (left) and Cindy Lichtman listen to 
scientist Sassan Saatchi discuss effects of climate change 
on forest ecosystems. PHOTO BY HOWARD PASAMANICK

JPL visual strategist Dan Goods with “Doc McStuffins” 
creator and executive producer Chris Nee in the Left Field 
room, where scientists and engineers go to try out and 
refine “crazy” ideas. PHOTO BY HOWARD PASAMANICK

Writers get a tour of exhibits at the JPL museum inside the 
von Karman Visitor Center. PHOTO BY HOWARD PASAMANICK
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Tip Sheets: Accessible and current, tip sheets cover a 
wide range of health and climate topics.

Real to Reel newsletter: Sent to 800 writers quarterly, 
this digital newsletter features a lively mix of 
headlines and news reports relating to health.

Best of the Best: Our Sentinel for Health Awards 
recognizes exemplary TV health storylines, judged 
by experts from the fields of public health and 
entertainment.

Reaching the public: 

Entertainment storylines in television, movies and news  
media reach viewers with critical health and climate 
change storylines.

Facebook, Twitter, and digital content linked to a TV 
narrative moves audiences across a range of media 
platforms—known as transmedia—from online 
webisodes to video gaming and social media. 

PSA spots featuring lead characters in a storyline refer 
viewers to help lines and credible sources of health 
information.

Reaching policymakers: 

Congressional briefings reveal the power of entertainment 
media to educate viewers.

One-on-one meetings educate congressional staff with 
short clips of health storylines and impact results.

Educational events such as “Hollywood Meets the Hill” 
feature leading writers, producers and celebrities to 
educate Congress about critical health issues.

Evaluation: 

Audience impact evaluations: Using survey-based 
research, HH&S evaluates changes in knowledge, 
attitudes and behaviors associated with exposure 
to health-related storylines on TV. Quantitative 
research approaches include quasi-experimental, 
experimental, correlational, dosage effects and 
modeling. 

HH&S TV Monitoring Project: Through trained 
coders, we assess content trends in top scripted 
TV shows (frequency, accuracy, topic distribution) 
over time and across demographic groups (gender, 
age, ethnicity).

Airdate tracking:  HH&S tracks inquiries and 
briefings, and their associated airdates. 

Transmedia evaluation:  Tracking and analyzing 
web hits and social media discussions enables 
HH&S to assess impact of aired episodes of TV 
health storylines in relation to related new media 
platforms.

 With such resources and a proven track record, is it any 
wonder that the HH&S model would be a natural fit for the 
topic of global warming, which involves complex climate 
science and sometimes seemingly contradictory effects? In the 
constant back and forth argument about the validity of climate 
change, audiences must weigh sometimes conflicting factors, as 
illustrated in this bit of dialogue between Homer and his daughter 
Lisa from a 2009 episode of The Simpsons, surely one of the first 
TV shows to include climate change in a storyline:

Lisa looks outside the window at a massive snowstorm. 
Homer, Lisa’s father, joins her. 

Homer: Hey Lisa, looks like tomorrow I’ll be shoveling 
10 feet of global warming.

Lisa: Global warming can cause weather at both 
extremes—hot and cold.

Homer: I see, so you’re saying warming makes it 
colder. Well aren’t you the queen of Crazyland?! 
Everything’s the opposite of everything.

Homer begins dancing around the room mocking Lisa.
Homer: Ladi-dadi-da! I’m Lisa Simpson. Ladi-dadi-da! 
Lisa: Really? Really? Uh-huh. Alright.

 In 2010, HH&S recognized the need to inform and inspire 
Hollywood writers on the topic of climate change.  The program 
initially received funding from the CDC to address climate change 
within HH&S’ portfolio of public health topics. Following an 
article on grist.org by David Roberts about applying the HH&S 
model to climate change, and a post by Andrew Revkin on The 
New York Times blog Dot Earth, additional funding for the effort 
came from the Barr Foundation, the Grantham Foundation, Skoll 
Global Threats Fund, ClimateWorks and an anonymous donor. 
Like any other public health topic, the objective is to enable TV 
writers, producers and other entertainment industry professionals 

© 20th Century Fox Film Corp.
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to accurately portray climate change, which 
experts say will have a profound impact on 
people’s health. 

 HH&S’s TV Monitoring Project tracks 
climate change storylines in the top 20 to 
30 scripted primetime TV shows. Baseline 
data were collected from all episodes of the 
top 10 comedy and drama series for General, 
African-American, and Hispanic audiences 
(ages 18-49) that aired between January 1 and 
May 31, 2012.  This sample of 472 episodes 
of 28 shows coded nearly 360 hours of 
television content for both health and climate 
change content.

Preliminary findings of the data from the 
2012 season are summarized below:

• Over 3,000 storylines relating to 
health, violence or climate change 
were tracked. Of these, only 24 
(less than 1%) pertained to climate 
change.

• Of these 24 climate change storylines, 12 depicted 
extreme weather events, 11 addressed sustainability 
topics, and one portrayed the health effects of climate 
change.

 Storylines depicting extreme weather events were featured in 
major or minor story arcs. In most cases, they did not explicitly 
mention climate change. Storylines addressing sustainability 
topics tended to be brief mentions or visual cues.

 These baseline data reveal the need for HH&S to inspire 
and inform scriptwriters to address climate change. In order 
to measure the extent to which climate change is explicitly 
mentioned in storylines, HH&S revised the coding instruments 
for the 2013 TV Monitoring Project to include:

• Depictions of extreme weather events, and whether 
climate change is explicitly mentioned in relation to 
them;

• Depictions of the health effects of climate change 
(e.g., extreme heat, storm-related injuries/deaths, 
changes in vector-borne diseases);

• Depictions of sustainable practices or technologies 
(e.g., recycling, use of public transportation, 
carpooling, purchasing locally sourced food) and 
whether climate change is explicitly mentioned in 
relation to them;

• Depictions of characters at various stages of climate 
change concern (alarmed, concerned, doubtful, 
dismissive), based on the Yale Project on Climate 

Change Communication’s “Six Americas” Study 
framework;

• Props, posters, and other set-pieces relating to 
sustainability issues;

 Other climate change-related depictions, including 
activism/protests, legal action, attempts to affect policy change, 
ecoterrorism, climate justice, alternative energy resources, climate 
science/research, climate skepticism and adaptation strategies.

 Today, entertainment media are within reach of most 
people in the world, including those in developing countries. 
The emergence of international entertainment capitals such as 
Bollywood and Nollywood presents a unique opportunity for 
HH&S to facilitate the development of storylines on a wide range 
of health and climate change topics in the major media markets 
that serve the developing world. We have recently launched 
franchises for entertainment education to work with the film and 
TV industries in India and Nigeria, drawing on the resources 
of HH&S and its Hollywood partners. Like HH&S—which 
will serve as the hub—the regionally branded centers are being 
trained to conduct a sustained and systematic program of industry 
outreach to increase the accuracy and frequency of socially 
provocative topics in television, radio, film and new media.  The 
franchises will join HH&S in measuring behavior change and 
tracking audience engagement with that programming. 

 Health and climate change storylines with the potential to 
reach hundreds of millions of people? This is change on a global 
scale. Improving the health of people worldwide, and possibly 
helping to heal the planet itself, is just what the doctor ordered.
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