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objective. Teams are now ready for the storyline writing
phase of the game. In this phase, teams are given about
an hour in which to write a brief story about their char-
acter that integrates the barrier, facilitator, and setback
cards they possess.

The Pathways to Change Chart

As a result of repeated exposure to the Pathways to
Change game, scriptwriters gain a greater familiarity with
the formative assessment as expressed in the data sum-
mary grids and consider how this assessment provides
information about barriers and facilitators to behavior
change that dramatic characters might face. Introducing
the Pathways to Change chart at this point reminds team
members that behavior change is a process that occurs in
stages and that their goal is to create a realistic model of
behavior change with which the audience can identify.
The chart, shown in Figure 3, is a grid whose vertical col-
umn sets out the five stages of change and whose hori-
zontal axis provides a timeline.

Using the chart, the moderator helps each team plot
the storylines written as a result of the game. Once the
storyline has been plotted, the moderator asks the users
to identify (a) where barriers and facilitators influenced
the trajectory, (b) how setbacks are reflected in the tra-
jectory, and (c) areas of the trajectory that are implausi-
ble given what we know about how people change. By
using the Pathways to Change game and the chart in
succession, scriptwriters acquire an appreciation both
for the complexity of behavior change and for their jobs
as developers of a serial drama that entertains as well
as models realistic behavior change for the audience.

The Pathways to Change BCA Routine

The challenge for a MARCH scriptwriting team does
not stop at learning how behavior change principles can
be integrated into an entertaining narrative. The challenge
continues in figuring out whether the team is, indeed,
modeling these elements and revealing to the listeners
how characters are thinking, feeling, reacting, and moving

FIGURE 2 Pathways to Change Game
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toward their behavioral objectives. Our response to this
challenge is reflected in the Pathways to Change BCA
routine, which centers on the notion of speech acts.

Although the term speech act comes out of linguistics
and literary theory (Austin, 1975; Searle, 1985), it has a
more generic usage that is very valuable in BCC/EE pro-
jects that depend on language as a means of intervention.
The notion of a speech act is meant to call attention to the
distinction between what language says and what lan-
guage does. All utterances have these two dimensions,
and we usually find little reason to distinguish between
them. In BCC/EE projects, however, it is critical that we
ensure that the words we script actually correspond to
the behavior change ideas being put forth. Ironically, this
is something that creative writers are sometimes trained
to avoid, having been encouraged to believe that good writ-
ers show rather than tell. In literary practice, this dictum
may be true, but in a BCC/EE intervention using dialogue,
behaviors revealed by showing must be accompanied by
telling; audiences must actually hear behavior revealed in
what characters say.

The BCA routine makes operational two distinct 
levels at which scriptwriters must integrate behavior
change concepts into the serial drama. The “macro”
level sets out a character’s behavioral trajectory over

time, guides the overall development of the storyline,
and keeps it in line with broad theoretical objectives.
The “micro” level serves to guide scriptwriters in actu-
ally putting words in the characters’ mouths and ensures
that what the storyline was designed to model at the
macro level is executed in the dialogue. Used consistently
and conscientiously, a three-part BCA routine (a macro
chart, a micro process, and a coordinating tool that
bridges the macro and micro process) enables BCC/EE
implementers and managers to plan for, monitor, and
evaluate the behavioral integrity of scripts.

The macro chart for mapping the behavioral trajectory.
MARCH projects require a tool that enables scriptwriters
to track each transitional character’s behavioral trajec-
tory over time and across stages of change; this macro
chart, therefore, looks identical to a completed Pathways
to Change chart (Figure 3) but is used in a very different
way. A macro chart for a character named Sam, for
instance, will plot a line representing key junctures and
events of Sam’s behavioral trajectory. These junctures
and events reveal a particular stage of change or a tran-
sition point between stages. For instance, the first time
Sam refuses to go to a brothel with his friend Martin 
may mark a transition from the preparation stage to the

FIGURE 3 Pathways to Change Chart
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action stage. In this case, the scriptwriting team will
put a bullet on the macro chart at the approximate time
in the storyline that it plans for this event to occur and
within the appropriate stage of change. As the actual sto-
ryline is written over time, the timing of events may shift
slightly, although the sequencing remains unchanged.

The micro process notation system. As noted above, a
speech act is a bit of dialogue that reveals something
about a character’s progress toward his or her behavioral
change objective. If Sam, for instance, were to say to
Martin, “Hey, man, I just got my paycheck—let’s find
some girls and party!” the listener would know that Sam
is not concerned that this sort of behavior is risky.
Conversely, if he were to think aloud, “When I drink too
much, I end up waking up next to a stranger. . . . I should
try to stay out of bars,” the listener would know that he is
aware of the problem and thinking about how to handle
it. By using speech acts as a means of conveying charac-
ters’ thoughts and feelings, scriptwriters can structure
dialogue that tells the listener not only where characters
are in terms of behavioral change but also about common
barriers and facilitators to behavioral change that are rel-
evant in their community.

The micro process is simply a means of coding speech
acts that signal the attitudes, beliefs, and interpersonal
relationships that MARCH is trying to model. In MARCH
we use seven types of speech acts:

A. Speech revealing specific psychosocial variables
(e.g., risk perception, outcome expectation, and self-
efficacy) that signal the character’s stage of change.

B. Speech revealing helpful and unhelpful metacognition
(e.g., “When I’m really angry, I’m not able to think
straight” or “Before I confront her, I better think
through what I really want to say”).

C. Speech illustrating social facilitators or barriers (e.g.,
requests for, offers of, or denial of help, support, or
empathy).

D. Speech modeling both positive and negative debate
and negotiation (e.g., arguments, exchange of ideas,
and problem solving).

E. Speech articulating both positive and negative beliefs,
attitudes, desires, or fears relating to the behavioral
objective.

F. Speech unambiguously signaling an intention to act.
G. Speech in which an environmental or structural bar-

rier or facilitator is identified.

Using this coding system during and after the scriptwrit-
ing process requires the scriptwriting and production
team members to consider questions such as “Where in
the dialogue do we signal at what point characters are in

terms of their stage of change?” “Where do we model
useful social interaction and support?” and “Are we
making characters’ thoughts and feelings about how they
are experiencing their behavior change explicit?”

The coordinating tool for linking the macro chart to the
micro process. It is necessary to integrate behavior
change information at the trajectory level to specific
bits of dialogue found in the script; thus, a third tool is
needed to coordinate these two levels. The coordinat-
ing tool (Figure 4) is a blown-up segment of the macro
chart that zooms in on the section of the storyline cur-
rently under development and provides scriptwriters
with a more usable piece of the macro chart to guide
their micro process notation.

As with the Pathways to Change game and chart,
creative writers’ collaborative use of the BCA routine
teaches and reinforces otherwise abstract concepts. For
instance, a discussion in which the micro process is
undertaken might go something like this:

Writer 1: In this scene, Sam is in precontemplation, and
in previous scenes we’ve shown that he does not
believe he is at risk of HIV and that he sees nothing
wrong with going to commercial sex workers. As we
can see, most of the codes we have written on the
coordinating tool until now are A and E.

Writer 2: Yes, but because we can see from the macro
chart that Sam needs to start moving toward the con-
templation stage, perhaps we should have some
social facilitation going in this next scene. So we’ll
need to script a C type of speech act soon . . . well,
maybe not in scene 46 but definitely no later than
scene 48. Also, this social facilitation might come in
the form of an argument he has with his older
brother who tells him that going to brothels is an
embarrassment to the family. Hmmm . . . that might
give us a chance to model a good argument against
casual sex—that’s one of those D speech acts as well
as a C speech act. We kill two birds with one stone!

Of course, this imagined exchange is a bit stilted, but
it demonstrates several key points about undertaking the
BCA routine, especially the micro process. For instance,
it shows how the codes help structure the behavior
change content of the scenes, but they do not dictate the
dramatic content. Second, with practice, the codes can
provide a shorthand for talking about what has to hap-
pen in terms of behavior change without getting theoret-
ical. Finally, note that a single speech act can serve
multiple purposes; for instance, an interior monologue
can not only show reflection on one’s thinking (B), but
also model problem solving (D). In other words, using
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codes for speech acts helps structure the behavior
change elements in the drama before writers move on to
actually scripting the dialogue.

>>DISCUSSION

This article has outlined both the challenges we 
have faced in developing theoretically sound and
research-sensitive BCC/EE and our response to those chal-
lenges. In setting out the Pathways to Change tools, we
have sought to illustrate how they can be used to address
several key junctures in intervention design and imple-
mentation in areas such as building local scriptwriter
capacity to use behavioral theory and research, develop-
ing the product, and monitoring the theoretical integrity of

scripts. Although we believe that aspects of our approach
are applicable to any behavior change intervention, this
explication of Pathways to Change tools may be useful
primarily to readers as a case study: an account of how
one project has approached the integration of behavioral
science with narrative forms such as serial drama.

This is not to say that use of the Pathways to Change
tools has always been seamless or that scriptwriters are
always eager to embrace the approach to BCC/EE that the
tools are designed to structure. Among scriptwriters work-
ing on Mopani Junction in Zimbabwe, for instance, there
seemed to be a persistent desire to script sensational and
exceptional events to explain sudden behavior changes
rather than using the more mundane barriers and facilita-
tors identified during the research. We frequently noted

FIGURE 4 The Coordinating Chart
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scriptwriters’ tendency to make the passage from stage to
stage too neat and to treat setbacks as dramatically awk-
ward obstacles in an otherwise linear path.

In Zimbabwe and elsewhere, the scriptwriting teams
had to be periodically reminded to keep on top of the
macro and coordination charts throughout the 18-month
production period and encouraged to integrate a range of
useful speech acts for each scene rather than just build-
ing the dialogue around a couple of key speech acts.
Related to the issue of speech acts, some writers con-
tinue to find it difficult to convey the full range of psy-
chosocial and social influences on characters using
words. Conveying decision-making processes and the
operation of supportive or unsupportive social norms
through dialogue, for instance, is a novel challenge for
many writers. This also seemed to be the case in Ghana
and Uganda at the outset of the respective dramas.

Most fundamentally, perhaps, in a few instances,
scriptwriters—and especially older and more experi-
enced scriptwriters—have complained that the Pathways
to Change tools hinder their creativity. Younger writers,
on the other hand, seem to adopt the Pathways to Change
approach with relative ease; this may be due to the fact
that they are newcomers to the genre of serial drama as
well as to the tools and thus have fewer expectations that
can be confounded. Ongoing support as they use the
tools, however, suggests that complaints about con-
strained creativity generally give way to an appreciation
for the depth of creativity that remains available. In the
words of experienced scriptwriter Tafadwa Njovana,

For me it was like being thrown into the deep end.
You had to learn a lot of new concepts very quickly
and learn how to interact with people that do not
come from an artistic background . . . [people] who
come from the scientific side, the behavior change
side. But all of us are the better for it. (Riber, 2004)

Challenges aside, we have also been surprised by
some of the ways in which scriptwriters have taken own-
ership of Pathways to Change tools to serve purposes we
had not originally anticipated. For instance, whereas we
intended the game to be used exclusively as a training
tool that introduces a number of key principles, we have
found that some writing teams continue to play the game,
even after the drama is on the air, not only using
research in the data summary grids, but also drawing on
scriptwriters’ own thinking about personal, social, and
environmental barriers and facilitators. Members of the
writing team have reported that when they are bogged
down thinking through a set of difficult scenes, playing
the game using the actual characters in question provides
a way of helping them break through creative impasses.

In short, although scriptwriter adoption and use of the
Pathways to Change tools may require monitoring and
guidance from a lead editor, from the perspective of the
MARCH project leader, the consistent and correct use of
the Pathways to Change tools provides a reasonably
transparent means of ensuring that the serial dramas are
conveying the behavior change ideas as intended. In
terms of process evaluation, the tools permit MARCH
project leaders and managers to assess whether charac-
ters are modeling the kinds of thought, behavior, and dis-
cussion they are expected to model and that plausible
barriers and facilitators that motivate behavior change are
made evident. Keeping track of all this information and
archiving the Pathways to Change BCA routines provide
a good deal of the information needed to assess the effec-
tiveness of the serial drama and to determine whether lis-
teners are using transitional characters as role models to
help them change their own risk behaviors.

>>CONCLUSION

Many health professionals in Africa and elsewhere
acknowledge the importance of BBC/EE in helping people
make sense of their lives and the health risks that endan-
ger them, yet the tenets of behavioral science have proven
difficult to integrate into the actual scripts. When we first
undertook the MARCH project, tools promoting this inte-
gration were unavailable; guidelines and techniques cre-
ated for use in some other BBC/EE projects either gave
practical advice on the scriptwriting process independent
of research or behavioral science, or they reiterated the
importance of making theory- and science-based inter-
ventions without providing much in the way of practical
scaffolding.

The Pathways to Change tools, we believe, go some
way toward making BCC/EE more behaviorally sound
and amenable to process evaluation. These tools rein-
force the premise that creative writers can see their job of
scripting behavior change as entirely compatible with
their desire to tell interesting stories. They do this not
only by introducing new vocabulary and a behavioral
worldview but also by helping writers articulate and inte-
grate many technical aspects of behavior change that are
often ignored.
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