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Transmedia Edutainment for Sustainable Advocacy: How Narrative
Engagement and Counterarguments Influence Generation Z’s Response to
Sustainable Development Messages
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Media convergence has created new forms of storytelling, such as transmedia
edutainment (TE-E), which can serve as an innovative communication strategy for
promoting pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors. Because of the limited evidence
about the persuasive outcomes of narrative TE-E, this research investigates the role of
TE-E as a novel communication approach that advocates for sustainable development
among Generation Z. Drawing on narrative persuasion theories, we conducted an
experiment (N = 441) that examined the narrative mechanisms of TE-E, focusing on
narrative engagement and counterargument, and assessed the narrative outcomes of
different single formats—including video, game, and comic—compared with TE-E.
Findings revealed that TE-E effectively minimized counterarguing compared with other
single platforms, yet the video format strongly fostered narrative engagement. Overall,
this research provides practical contributions for environmental advocates in designing
a successful TE-E.

Keywords: transmedia, edutainment, sustainable development, environmental education,
environmental communication, narrative engagement, counterargument

Amid escalating environmental challenges, effective communication about sustainability is more
urgent than ever to raise awareness, influence behavior, and drive collective action toward environmental
preservation. In response to the escalating global environmental challenges, the United Nations (UN)
launched the sustainable development goals (SDG) to foster a better and more sustainable future for
people and the planet by 2030 (UN-SDG, 2015). To support these goals, they developed transmedia
edutainment (TE-E) to promote them. TE-E is a novel communication approach that stems from
transmedia storytelling. It represents several stories with no repetitions, expanded over a period of time
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via multiple media platforms to engage the audience and intensify their narrative experience to drive
social change (Atarama-Rojas & Feijoo, 2023; Gambarato, 2013). Each platform can present different
stories or new extensions of a single story, all interconnected within a larger story world that
communicates the overarching message.

In recent years, a growing body of literature has highlighted the promising potential of TE-E as a
powerful communication strategy for advocating prosocial behaviors (Heilemann, Martinez, & Soderlund,
2018; Wang & Singhal, 2016). TE-E emerged from entertainment-education (E-E) or edutainment, a
valuable approach for designing and implementing a communication intervention that embeds an
educational message in entertaining narratives. By leveraging the power of storytelling across multiple
platforms, TE-E challenges social norms and encourages behavior change (Sangalang, Quintero-Johnson, &
Ciancio, 2013; Wang, Singhal, Quist, Sachdev, & Liu, 2019). The goal is to create educational and enjoyable
messages that foster positive attitudes, which can shift social norms and lead to behavioral, social, and
environmental changes (Singhal & Rogers, 2012).

As sustainability affects individuals in diverse ways, conveying it through a singular narrative or
platform is challenging. Therefore, using TE-E to communicate different stories across different platforms
may effectively address complex issues such as sustainability because of its multidimensionality. This
approach leverages the unique strengths of each medium to create a synergy of content between different
platforms, which helps attract fragmented audiences, adapt to the decline of some platforms, and cater to
audiences’ evolving media preferences (Selvadurai, Vistisen, & Binns, 2022).

TE-E engages the audience in a dynamic, evolving narrative centered around one big story world
expanded across different platforms. For example, East Los High presented a single-story-world online
drama centered on promoting sexual and reproductive health among young Latinos/Latinas (Wang &
Singhal, 2016). It used narrative extensions across various platforms, including websites, social media, and
vlogs. A more recent example is the #EKIN_klima transmedia campaign, which successfully raised
awareness about climate change, enhanced audience engagement, and increased community involvement
by incorporating interactive digital platforms such as websites, short and long-form videos, social media,
mobile apps, and online communities (Alonso-Jurnet & Larrondo-Ureta, 2024).

On the other hand, transmedia research has generally been descriptive (Gambarato &
Medvedev, 2017; Tarcia, Alzamora, Cunha, & Gambarato, 2023) and primarily centered on semiotics
(Pefia & James, 2023; Scolari, 2013) or the creators of transmedia (Kustritz, 2022; Wang et al.,
2019). At present, there is limited evidence on the impact, process, and persuasive effects of TE-E
(Ferreira, Nunes, & Nisi, 2021). Additionally, there is a lack of research comparing the persuasive
impacts of TE-E communication to single digital platforms. Further investigation is needed to broaden
the scope of research beyond qualitative examinations of transmedia cases and to investigate how
audiences engage with transmedia content. Therefore, this article explores TE-E as a new strategy for
environmental advocacy communication, examining Generation Z’s (Gen Z) reception of the UN’s TE-E on
the SDGs (UN-SDG, 2015). We advance theoretical knowledge on the narrative and persuasive effects of
the UN’s TE-E compared with single-media formats (e.g., video, serious game, comic), examine Gen Z's
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responsiveness to TE-E content, and explore how it subtly influences their attitudes, behavioral intentions
toward the SDGs, and potential for social and environmental change.

This research focuses on Gen Z, as they are the most impacted by resource availability and likely
experience the long-term consequences of sustainability challenges. Gen Z favors social and environmental
justice, making them deeply invested in sustainability issues (Swim, Aviste, Lengieza, & Fasano, 2022).
Moreover, they represent a driving force in supporting sustainable development (SD), as they are the future
citizens who will advocate for a more sustainable society (Ghouse, Shekhar, & Chaudhary, 2024).
Additionally, empirical evidence suggests that a multiplatform approach is more effective for engaging Gen
Z, who are digital natives (Alonso-Jurnet & Larrondo-Ureta, 2024). They rely on technology and excel at
media multitasking, seamlessly navigating multiple digital platforms, which makes them more responsive
to diverse digital communication styles (Parker & Igielink, 2020).

Literature Review

Emerging technologies and digital media platforms have ushered in an era of media convergence
(Jensen, 2022) that has transformed discussions about environmental issues and promoted pro-
environmental behaviors among Gen Z (Suryaputra, Daryanti, & Setyowardhani, 2024). Past research has
found that digital media encourages Gen Z to adopt sustainable practices and pro-environmental behaviors,
as they align strongly with their values and priorities (Confetto, Covucci, Addeo, & Normando, 2023). This
media convergence culture has inspired TE-E—a communication strategy that embraces the power of
storytelling across multiple communication platforms to advocate for social or environmental issues and
influence prosocial behaviors (Vantamay, 2019; Wang & Singhal, 2016). For example, Collapsus, a social
activism project, uses integrated newscasts, interactive maps, and video blogging to inform and engage
participants about the future of the global energy crisis (Von Stackelberg & Jones, 2014). Due to the
changing nature of the media landscape, transmedia storytelling helps to reach fragmented audiences and
engage them longer by integrating different media platforms (Lutkenhaus, Jansz, & Bouman, 2019).

Past literature on SD, which balances environmental and social factors for the well-being of both
people and the planet, has primarily focused on a single narrative format (Ruggerio, 2021). For example,
Moyer-Gusé, Tchernev, and Walther-Martin (2019) found limited behavioral changes after young adults
watched a single environmental video. In addition, Moore and Yang (2020) discovered that playing an
environmental game did not influence players’ environmental attitudes. Similarly, Lee, VanDyke, and
Cummins (2018) analyzed the Facebook content of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
and found that while it raised awareness, it failed to foster dialogue or actively engage the audience. In
contrast, research has shown that multimedia platforms can more effectively drive engagement and
behavior change. For example, Williams, Zraik, Schiavo, and Hatz (2008) found that Sustainable Table, an
initiative that used a website, an online newsletter, and a series of short movies, successfully built supportive
attitudes and behaviors among the public toward food sustainability and encouraged community action.
Another recent example is the TE-E project called 3S, which promoted sustainable consumption and pro-
environmental behaviors through videos, social media, e-posters, and classroom activities, effectively
engaging college students and motivating them to adopt more sustainable practices (Vantamay, 2019).
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Theoretical Framework

The literature on TE-E draws on different theories of narrative persuasion, including the
entertainment overcoming resistance model (EORM), narrative engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009),
and extended elaboration likelihood model (Moyer-Gusé & Dale, 2017).

Narrative Engagement

Research shows that storytelling and narrative effectively promote the SDGs (Jgrgensen & Boje,
2020; Lowery, Dagevos, Chuenpagdee, & Vodden, 2020). Narrative engagement helps scholars understand
how a transmedia campaign operates to persuade audiences. Busselle and Bilandzic (2009) propose that
the more engaged a person is with a narrative, the more it influences their attitudes and enjoyment. They
developed a scale for narrative engagement to understand the mechanisms responsible for narrative
outcomes, with four dimensions: narrative understanding, attentional focus, narrative presence, and
emotional engagement. Sangalang and colleagues (2013) argue that those dimensions of narrative
engagement are valuable in exploring the effectiveness of TE-E campaigns.

Narrative engagement influences public engagement with SDGs (Chattoo & Feldman, 2017). Coles
(2024) found that transmedia effectively advocates for SDGs by engaging diverse audiences and fostering
deeper emotional connections through interactive experiences, motivating individuals to contribute to SD
by telling interconnected stories across various platforms such as social media, video games, films, and Web
content. Research indicates that engagement with a narrative is a pleasurable experience correlated with
enjoyment (Yang & Zhang, 2022); the more engaging the narrative, the more enjoyable. Additionally,
emotional arousal may derive enjoyment (Nabi, Moyer-Gusé, & Byrne, 2007). Similarly, Wang and Singhal’s
(2016) study on a TE-E called East Los High found that the TE-E resulted in a high degree of audience
involvement, emotional engagement, and thus enjoyment and supportive attitudes.

Messages on multiple platforms help ensure message exposure and resonance and allow for more
involvement and engaging experiences (Kalinov, 2017). This is because transmedia is a multilayered
approach to storytelling that intensifies the depth of experience and motivates more media consumption and
engagement (Jenkins, 2003). For example, Coombs and Holladay (2021) demonstrated that transmedia can
deeply engage audiences by helping them feel personally connected to sustainability challenges, thus making
complex sustainability topics more relatable and memorable by building stronger emotional ties. Similarly,
Chattoo and Feldman (2017) found that engagement with narratives promoting the SDGs increased
awareness, support, and actions by evoking positive emotions and enjoyment. This aligns with Gambarato’s
(2013) claims that transmedia transforms passive audience consumption into active engagement because
each medium generates an experience that complements and reinforces content on other platforms. Thus,
this interconnected approach contributes to the broader narrative, fostering deeper audience engagement,
enjoyment, and favorable attitudes (Selvadurai et al., 2022). Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hla: Exposure to UN TE-E will lead to high narrative engagement compared with a narrative contained
in a single medium.
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RQ1: How do the subdimensions of narrative engagement vary across transmedia compared with a
narrative contained in a single-medium narrative?

H1b: Narrative engagement will mediate the relationship between conditions and (1) enjoyment, (2)
story-consistent attitudes, such that TE-E’s narrative engagement will lead to (1) higher enjoyment,
(2) higher story-consistent attitudes compared with a single medium.

RQ2: How do narrative engagement subdimensions affect the mediation effects?

Counterargument

Slater and Rouner’s (2002) extended elaboration likelihood model (E-ELM) proposes that as
individuals become immersed in the narrative, they become less critical and less likely to counterargue, thus
making it easier to influence their beliefs, attitudes, and behavior. Green and Clark’s (2013) research on
tobacco use found that narrative immersion reduced counterarguments to persuasive messages.
Furthermore, Ma (2020) found that immersive stories resulted in more narrative immersion, leading to less
counterarguing and promoting prosocial attitudes to fight malaria. Thus, narrative engagement can lead to
persuasion by influencing levels of counterargument.

Additionally, E-E has been effective for its subtle persuasive content and absorption in the
narrative, which suppresses counterarguing and enhances persuasion (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Similarly,
TE-E shares the same subtle approach that is unlikely to lead to opposition to the story because of
reduced cognitive load and narrative immersion (Green & Jenkins, 2014). McCormack, Martin, and
Williams (2021) suggest that immersion, engagement, and enjoyment of narratives centered around
SDG and environmental themes reduce resistance to these messages by limiting the audience’s
cognitive capacity to critique the content, leading them to overlook the persuasive intent behind the
narrative. Indeed, in the UN TE-E, the messaging emphasizes benefits and positive outcomes by
promoting “heroes for change” who tackle global problems and advocate for world rescue efforts. These
messages, reinforced across various platforms, effectively minimized resistance and counterarguing.
Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Exposure to the UN TE-E can reduce (a) counterargument and (b) increase behavioral intentions,
compared with a narrative in a medium.

H3: Narrative engagement will mediate the relationship between medium conditions and
counterarguments, such that narrative engagement in TE-E will reduce counterarguments
compared with a single medium.

Method

An online experiment using a between-subject design was conducted to compare the effect of the
UN TE-E to single forms of a narrative presentation (game, video, comic) to determine how TE-E affected
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Gen Z's perceptions, attitudes, and behavioral intentions toward SD and explore if the actual effectiveness
of TE-E is attributed to a single medium or a combination of all media.

Participants

The sample consisted of Gen Z, aged 18-24, living in the United States, recruited through two
sources: extra credit at a Southwestern University and Qualtrics panels, ensuring a sufficiently large sample
for statistical analysis (Armstrong, 2019). In total, 441 participants completed the experiment. The number
of participants in each condition was as follows: comic (n = 91), videos (n = 84), game (n = 93), transmedia
(n = 85), and control (n = 88). The average length of narrative exposure for the comic (7 min), videos (13
min), game (varied), and transmedia (< 20 min). The majority of the sample was female (n = 288, 65.3%),
while males accounted for (n = 147, 33.3%), and participants ranged between 18 and 24 (M = 20.51, SD
= 1.66). Participants identified primarily as White/Caucasian participants (n = 244, 55.3%), Hispanic/Latino
(n = 89, 20.2%), Asian (n = 51, 11.6%), Black/African American (n = 48, 10.9%), or Middle Eastern (n =
9, 2%). All participants were college students, and when asked about their environmental awareness, 23.4%
said very much, 61% a little bit, 10.9% neutral, 4.1% not really, and 0.7% not at all.

In the control condition, the participants were not exposed to any treatment and were asked to
answer the posttest. This approach has been used in the E-E literature by Chen and Lin (2014) and Kim,
Lee, and Macias (2014).

Stimuli

Given the limited cases of TE-E in sustainability, this research uses the UN’s TE-E as it is the leading
international body responsible for establishing and promoting the SDGs. The UN launched this TE-E to
promote the 17 SDGs to foster a more sustainable and equitable future for people and the planet by 2030
(UN-SDG, 2015). Their educational efforts provide credibility and ensure alignment with the SDGs, as they
produce materials that combine educational content with entertainment across multiple platforms, making
it essential to evaluate its effectiveness.

The UN SDG's TE-E includes a game, videos, and a comic. The game is called "World Rescue,” and
it is a narrative, scenario-based online game inspired by the 17 SDGs. It presents five young characters,
each helping to solve a global environmental problem that takes place where they live: Kenya, Norway,
Brazil, India, and China (World Rescue, 2017). The videos, referred to as the “"World's Largest Lesson,” are
three short, interrelated animated narratives with the same narrator that introduce SD and present several
inspirational stories of different individuals from diverse countries (such as Turkey, India, the United States,
Nigeria, Indonesia, Jordan) solving several sustainable issues and environmental problems where they live
(Global Goals, 2015). The comic, “Heroes for Change,” presented stories of different characters trying to
overcome environmental challenges and save the world (Global Goals, 2015). All these platforms shared
the same purpose (to promote SDGs and solve environmental problems), as well as narrative and rational
arguments in their messaging.
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Procedures

An online survey was developed and administered using Qualtrics. After participants were informed
about the study and provided their consent, only Gen Z age criteria of 18-24 and living in the United States
were recruited for participation. First, participants answered questions on environmental awareness and
completed a pretest before being randomly assigned via Qualtrics. The experiment was designed to ensure
exposure and to avoid skipping the video and comic conditions. For example, they watched the video or
read the comic before the button to proceed to the next step appeared. This was also followed by attention-
check questions to ensure they engaged with the message. For the game and transmedia condition,
participants were given a link to the game to explore and play, then take a screenshot of their game level
and upload it as part of the posttest. Every screenshot was manually checked to ensure exposure; those
who uploaded irrelevant pictures were disqualified. In the transmedia condition, participants were asked to
watch a video, read a comic, play a game, and conclude by answering a posttest.

Measures

Attitudes are defined as individual attitudes toward SD that were adapted from Michalos et al.
(2012), measured using 11 items such as “It is important to find ways to reduce poverty” using a 5-point
Likert scale (M = 47.30; SD = 6.43; a = 0.819).

Behavioral intention is the intention to perform sustainable behaviors that were adapted from
Michalos et al. (2012), measured using 10 items using a 5-point Likert scale, such as "I will not waste water”
(M =42.64; SD = 6.01; a = 0.867).

Narrative engagement is the experience of individuals engaging with a narrative (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2009). It consisted of four subscales: narrative understanding (ease of comprehending a
narrative), attentional focus (viewers’ focus/distraction from the narrative), narrative presence (a sense of
transitioning from the actual world to the story world), and emotional engagement (emotions viewers have
toward the narrative). The scale has 12 items and was assessed using a 5-point Likert scale adapted from
Busselle and Bilandzic (2009). Sample items included "I had a hard time recognizing the thread of the story”
and “The story affected me emotionally.” The reliability of the overall narrative engagement scale was (M =
38.40; SD = 9.02; a = 0.858), and the four subscales were narrative understanding (a = 0.835), attentional
focus (a = 0.940), narrative presence (a = 0.753), and emotional engagement (a = 0.801).

Counterarguing is an individual’s tendency to critically disagree with or dispute the persuasive
message as a form of resistance (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). The scale was assessed using four items adapted
from Nabi et al. (2007), measured with a 5-point Likert scale, for example, “I found myself actively
disagreeing with the author’s message” (M = 8.04; SD = 2.96; a = 0.628).

Enjoyment is defined as whether the narrative was a pleasurable experience (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2009). The scale was adapted from Tal-Or and Cohen (2010) and consisted of three items and
measured using a 5-point Likert scale such as “This is a transmedia that I can enjoy” (M = 9.99; SD =
3.32; a = 0.927).
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Results

Narrative Engagement

The first hypothesis (H1a) aimed to compare narrative engagement among the transmedia, videos,
the game, and the comic. To test this, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was run, and Levene’s test
showed that equality of variance was met (F (3, 349) = 1.22, p = .30). Results found a statistically significant
difference between groups as determined by one-way ANOVA (F (3, 349) = 16.51, p < .001). A Tukey post
hoc test revealed that narrative engagement for transmedia (M = 3.15, SD = .74) was higher than the game
(M =2.83,SD = .72, p < .05) but lower than the videos (M = 3.51, SD = .71, p < .05; see Figure 1). There
was no statistically significant difference between the transmedia and the comic (p = .15). The results
partially support H1.
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Figure 1. Estimated means for narrative engagement.

The first research question (RQ1) explored how the subdimensions of narrative engagement—
specifically narrative understanding, attentional focus, narrative presence, and emotional engagement—
differ across transmedia and other single-media groups. A one-way multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was run, and Box’s M of 37.56 indicates that the homogeneity of covariance matrices across
groups is assumed (F (30, 330372) = 1.23, p = .18). The results show a statistically significant difference
between subdimensions of narrative engagement across conditions (Wilk’'s A = 0.823, F (12, 916) = 5.84,
p < .01, n%2 = .06).

A pairwise comparison revealed that, for the subdimension of narrative understanding, transmedia
engagement was higher than game engagement (M.diff = .462, SE = .139, p < .05), but lower than video
engagement (M.diff = —.391, SE = .143, p < .05). No statistically significant difference was found between
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transmedia and comic (p = .39). In the subdimension attentional focus, the transmedia engagement was
higher than that of the game (M.diff = .452, SE = .178, p < .05), but lower than that of the comic (M.diff
= —-0.431, SE = 0.179, p < 0.05). There was no statistically significant difference between transmedia and
video (p = .06). For both the subdimensions of narrative presence and emotional engagement, transmedia
engagement was lower than that of video (M.diff = —.301, SE = .144; M.diff = —.381, SE = .148, p < .05,
respectively). However, no statistically significant differences were found between transmedia and comic (p
= .14; p = .37, respectively) or the game (p = .06; p = .42, respectively; see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Means of narrative engagement dimensions across conditions.

The first mediation hypothesis (H1bl) assesses whether narrative engagement mediates the
relationship between conditions/channels and enjoyment. The SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) was
used for the analysis, with a multicategorical independent variable (IV) comparing all groups to a designated
“reference group,” which, in this case, was transmedia. The type of coding used was an “indicator.” Using
model 4, bootstrap analysis was run with the default 5,000 iterations. With narrative engagement as the
mediator, results indicated that the model significantly predicted enjoyment [F(4, 348) = 102.30, p < .01,
R? = .54]. Specifically, relative to the transmedia, the video condition resulted in higher enjoyment by .38
units, driven by eliciting higher narrative engagement (B = .38, 95% CI of .14 to .62). Similarly, the comic
condition resulted in greater enjoyment by .24 units (B = .24, 95% CI of .02 to .46). However, the game
condition had a negative impact on enjoyment relative to the transmedia by —.35 due to lower narrative
engagement (B = —.35, 95% CI of —.59 to —.11; see Figure 3). Thus, we can conclude that the effect of
conditions on enjoyment is mediated by narrative engagement, so H1b1 is partially supported.
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Figure 3. Mediation model with narrative engagement as the mediator.

The second research question (RQ2-1) seeks to investigate the four subdimensions of narrative
engagement to enhance understanding of the relationship between conditions/medium and enjoyment,
using the same SPSS PROCESS macro for mediation analysis. For the video condition, relative to the
transmedia, the video resulted in higher enjoyment because it elicited higher narrative understanding (B =
.10, 95% CI of .02 to .22) and emotional engagement (B = .23, 95% CI of .05 to .42). However, no
significant mediation was established between the video and attentional focus or narrative presence. For
the comic condition, relative to the transmedia, it led to higher enjoyment because reading the comic
resulted in high attentional focus (B = .24, 95% CI of .04 to .44). However, no significant mediation was
established between the comic and the three subdimensions: narrative understanding, narrative presence,
and emotional engagement. For the game condition, relative to the transmedia, it had a significantly lower
effect on enjoyment because playing the game resulted in lower narrative understanding (B = —.12, 95%
CI of —.23 to —.04) and lower attentional focus (B = —.25, 95% CI of —.46 to —.05). However, no significant
mediation was established between the game and narrative presence or emotional engagement.

To test the second mediation hypothesis (H1b2), the same SPSS PROCESS macro was used to
assess whether narrative engagement mediates the relationship between conditions/channels and attitudes.
With narrative engagement as the mediator, the results indicated that the model significantly predicted
attitudes [F(4, 348) = 14.04, p < .01, R? = .14]. Specifically, relative to the transmedia, the video condition
resulted in higher attitudes by .09 units because it evoked higher narrative engagement (B = .09, 95% CI
of .03 to .16). Similarly, the comic condition resulted in stronger attitudes by .06 units (B = .06, 95% CI of
.01 to .12). However, the game condition had a negative effect on attitudes than the transmedia by —.08
units because it resulted in lower narrative engagement (B = —.08, 95% CI of —.15 to —.03; see Figure 4).
Thus, we can conclude that the effect of conditions on attitudes is mediated by narrative engagement, so
H1b2 was partially supported.
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Figure 4. Mediation model 2 with narrative engagement as the mediator.

The second part of (RQ2-2) seeks to investigate the four subdimensions of narrative engagement
to enhance understanding of the relationship between conditions/medium and attitudes, using the same
SPSS PROCESS macro for mediation analysis. For the video condition, relative to the transmedia, the video
resulted in stronger attitudes because it elicited higher narrative understanding (B = .07, 95% CI of .02 to
.14) and emotional engagement (B = .04, 95% CI of .00 to .10). Yet, no significant mediation was
established between the video and attentional focus or narrative presence. For the comic condition, relative
to the transmedia, it led to stronger attitudes because reading the comic resulted in a high attentional focus
(B = .06, 95% CI of .01 to .12). However, no significant mediation was established between the comic and
the three subdimensions: narrative understanding, narrative presence, and emotional engagement. For the
game condition, relative to the transmedia, it had a significantly negative effect on attitudes because playing
the game resulted in lower attentional focus (B = —.06, 95% CI of —.12 to —.01) and lower narrative
understanding (B = —.09, 95% CI of —.15 to —.03). Yet, no significant mediation was established between
the game and narrative presence or emotional engagement.

Counterargument

The second set of hypotheses studied counterarguments, specifically H2, aimed to examine
counterarguments and behavioral intentions across the transmedia, video, game, and comic. Thus, a one-
way MANOVA was run, and Box’s M of 21.21 indicates that the homogeneity of covariance matrices across
groups was not met (F (12, 1382602) = 1.75, p = .05). Thus, Pillai’s trace was used instead of Wilks
Lambda. The results suggest that there is a statistically significant difference between counterarguments
and behavioral intentions across conditions (Pillai’s trace = 0.09, F (8, 872) = 4.85, p < .01, n2 = .043). A
pairwise comparison revealed that the transmedia resulted in fewer counterarguments than the comic (M. diff
= —.246, SE = .109, p < .05), the game (M.diff = —.202, SE = .108, p < 0.1), and the control (M.diff =
—-.356, SE = .110, p < .05; see Figure 5). Yet no statistically significant difference was found between
transmedia and video (p = .15). Regarding behavioral intentions, the transmedia resulted in higher
behavioral intentions than the comic (M.diff = .169, SE = .085, p < .05) and the control (M.diff = .426, SE
= .085, p < .05). Yet, no significant difference was found between transmedia and video (p = .96) or game
(p = .47). The results partially support H2.
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Figure 5. Estimated means for counterargument.

The third mediation analysis (H3) was run using the same SPSS PROCESS macro to evaluate
whether narrative engagement mediates the relationship between conditions/channels and
counterarguments. With narrative engagement as the mediator, the results indicated that the model
significantly predicted counterargument [F(4, 348) = 11.73, p < .01, R? = .12]. The analysis showed that
relative to the transmedia, the video condition resulted in a higher counterargument when mediated through
narrative engagement (B = .12, 95% CI of .05 to .21). The same applied to the comic (B = .07, 95% CI of
.01 to .16). However, the game condition had a lower reduced counterargument relative to transmedia (B
= —.11, 95% CI of —.20 to —.03; see Figure 6). Thus, we can conclude that the effect of conditions on
counterarguments was mediated by narrative engagement. TE-E resulted in fewer counterarguments than
the video and comic, partially supporting H3.
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Figure 6. Mediation model 2 with narrative engagement as the mediator.

Discussion

This study integrates E-E literature and narrative persuasion theories to explore TE-E as an
innovative communication approach, examining its persuasive outcomes and narrative processing
mechanisms, specifically counterargument and narrative engagement, compared with single narrative
presentations. The goal is to determine how effective a transmedia approach is in shaping attitudes and
behavioral intentions toward SD and its potential for driving social change.

Counterargument and Repeated Exposure

Counterarguing, or cognitive resistance, plays a crucial role in understanding the narrative
persuasion of TE-E. One key finding was that TE-E resulted in relatively fewer counterarguments than a
single medium. This reduction in counterarguing is critical for influencing the audience’s beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviors toward SD. There are several explanations for this reduction; one justification is the subtle
narrative approach inherent in TE-E. Consistent with past research, E-E-based narratives reduce
counterarguments through an implicit, subtle form of persuasion because engaging and being immersed in
the narrative can avoid resistance and forget that the message is persuasive (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010).
When people are immersed in the narrative, they become less critical, less likely to counterargue, and thus
easier to influence (Slater & Rouner, 2002). Based on our results, TE-E builds on E-E principles and shares
the same subtle approach to persuasion. Hence, presenting multiple narratives across multiple platforms in
the TE-E leads to less resistance and enhances message reinforcement.

In addition, EORM supports the notion that the subtle approach in E-E narratives is less likely to
induce psychological reactance, while explicit messages evoke greater perceptions of persuasive intent,
resulting in more negative reactance and resistance (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Consistent with past research,
explicit messages in environmental narratives undermine the subtle nature of the narrative by evoking
greater perceived persuasive intent, resulting in more negative reactance and resistance (Moyer-Gusé et
al., 2019). Furthermore, our findings showed that TE-E featured stories of heroes for change and focused
on successful sustainable initiatives, evoking emotional arousal and inspiration, while making the audience
less critical and more receptive across various platforms. This aligns with research on the effectiveness of
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science communication videos, which has found that their narrative evoked strong emotional arousal,
making viewers less critical (Huang & Grant, 2020). Therefore, TE-E narratives can effectively influence
audiences by subtly reducing counterarguing compared with a traditional single narrative, making them
more receptive to messages about sustainability.

Repeated narrative exposure and reinforcement across platforms offer another possible explanation
for our finding that TE-E results in less counterarguing than a single medium. Previous research has shown
that frequent exposure to a persuasive narrative across different platforms not only enhances message
reinforcement but also intensifies the audience’s experience with the content and its embedded narrative
(Jenkins, 2003). This is because each platform generates an experience that complements and reinforces
content on other platforms, making the audience more receptive to the message rather than resistant
(Selvadurai et al., 2022). Similarly, in our TE-E, the video, game, and comic experiences complement one
another, reinforcing the narrative about sustainability. Furthermore, repeated exposure to the story world
helps to construct a mental model in the audience; when they encounter similar/relevant narratives across
different platforms, the message feels familiar to the user/viewer. This familiarity reduces cognitive effort
in processing the narrative by minimizing the need for critical evaluation of the content, thereby reducing
resistance (Green et al., 2008). It also increases engagement, allowing the audience to notice new aspects
of the story or gain a deeper understanding, further diminishing the likelihood of counterarguing.

This process is particularly effective because it promotes emotional involvement. Past research has
found that repeated exposure to narrative content across platforms increases emotional involvement (Green
et al., 2008), enhances the salience of the issue (Eden et al., 2014), and positively influences attitudes,
efficacy, and behavioral intentions (Van Laer, De Ruyter, Visconti, & Wetzels, 2014). Emotional engagement
fosters a stronger connection with the message, reducing resistance and counterarguing. Additionally, it
enhances memory retention and heightens the anticipation of enjoyable moments, which further reduces
the cognitive resources needed for critical processing (Quintero-Johnson & Sangalang, 2017). Together,
these cognitive and emotional factors contribute to reduced message resistance in TE-E, making the
audience more receptive to the message about sustainability and more likely to internalize and embrace it.

Another important finding was that our experiment emphasizes “transmedial reinforcement,” not
message repetition. While there is a fine line between reinforcement and repetition in TE-E, this distinction
can lead to less resistance and greater message acceptance. By transmedial reinforcement, we mean that
the same overarching story world message of “promoting SDGs” is reinforced in different ways across
different stories using various platforms. This approach allows us to echo the overall idea, the central theme,
and the overarching message within one big story world or expansive narrative, rather than merely repeating
identical messages. For example, we are not repeatedly saying, “Reduce food waste,” but promoting
adopting sustainable practices. This difference is essential because repetitive messages can cause boredom
and annoyance, whereas transmedial reinforcement enhances message acceptance and reduces resistance.

Narrative Engagement

Despite TE-E’s effectiveness in reducing counterarguments, the video fostered strong narrative
engagement with the sustainability narratives. Specifically, we found that the TE-E exhibited higher
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narrative engagement than the game but lower than the video, and that the comic was mostly
insignificant. One likely explanation is that the video condition elicited the highest enjoyment levels,
making the participants more receptive to the persuasive message on sustainability. In contrast, games
and comics might require more effort and time to follow the storyline, which likely reduced overall TE-E
engagement. Past research indicates that enjoyment leads to a more positive narrative evaluation
(Bilandzic & Busselle, 2011). Viewers who enjoy media content tend to engage with it more and are likely
to maintain consistent beliefs about it.

Our mediation analyses further confirmed that narrative engagement strongly mediated the
relationship between conditions and enjoyment, explaining 54% of the variance in the relationship.
Specifically, the results indicated that the video and comic conditions resulted in higher enjoyment than
transmedia, while the game resulted in less enjoyment. This can be attributed to the fact that participants
preferred the videos because they enjoyed the stories of young people worldwide driving positive change
through sustainable initiatives. This emotional connection helped convey and promote the sustainability
message more effectively and allowed participants to retain information better than the game, where many
participants skipped the narrative, likely diminishing its persuasive potential. Given that the audience liked
the video but not the game, it could negatively affect the perceptions and outcomes of TE-E as it includes
both. This aligns with past research that found engagement with a video narrative on learning the Spanish
language/culture resulted in high enjoyment levels and improved learning outcomes (Benitez-Galbraith &
Galbraith, 2019).

According to our study findings, the higher narrative engagement observed in the video compared
with the TE-E can be attributed to the lack of unified characters across the TE-E, which results in lower
character identification. This difference in engagement is further clarified by the distinction between two
types of transmedia, intra-compositional and inter-compositional, which vary in their narrative connectivity
and, consequently, their impact on narrative engagement (Dena, 2009). The intra-compositional transmedia
is a single-story world with the same characters distributed across different platforms, offering a more
unified and connected narrative, while inter-compositional transmedia, as seen in this study, consists of
independent yet interconnected stories featuring diverse characters that can be consumed separately,
leading to a fragmented/loose narrative and less character identification, which reduces emotional and
narrative engagement. This suggests that different types of transmedia may not be equally effective due to
varying degrees of narrative connectivity. This aligns with past research, which suggests that TE-E featuring
the same characters across different platforms can strengthen narrative engagement (Munaro & Vieira,
2016; Wang & Singhal, 2016) because participants relate emotionally to the characters in the TE-E, and this
emotional involvement boosts the characters’ relatability and appropriateness, ultimately fostering sustained
engagement (Heilemann et al., 2018). This explains our finding that the TE-E had less emotional
engagement than the video due to the absence of unified characters that the audience can identify with.
Previous research further supports this, showing that the cultural authenticity of the characters in TE-E, East
Los High, led to stronger character identification, which increased the audience’s narrative engagement
(Wang et al., 2019).

Further analysis of the subdimensions of narrative engagement in sustainability highlighted the
strengths and weaknesses of the narrative engagement mechanisms for all the conditions. For instance, the
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video was engaging, particularly in the subdimensions of narrative understanding and emotional
engagement, suggesting that the audience both comprehended the sustainability narrative and felt
emotionally connected to it, likely due to stronger character identification and high levels of enjoyment.
However, the game suffered low engagement because of low narrative understanding and attentional focus
subdimensions, indicating that the audience did not understand the game and were easily distracted from
the narrative, probably because they skipped the narrative. Given that both the video and the game are
part of the TE-E, the mixed responses to these components may negatively impact TE-E’s overall narrative
engagement. Additionally, the narrative presence subdimension was the lowest, suggesting that participants
were not immersed in the narrative, probably because the use of animated characters can reduce realism
(Shata & Seelig, 2025). Overall, the narrative provided across different platforms was more informational
than emotional, which reduced narrative engagement. Thus, future TE-E should be carefully developed to
build a stronger emotional connection between the audience and the narrative.

Limitations

Among the limitations of this study is that it focuses on the overall transmedia experience compared
with a single-media experience and does not compare the influence of intermedia repetition or dose effect,
which is a good suggestion for future studies. Furthermore, some confounding effects from the story quality,
synergy level, or information richness vary from one case/story to another to see if these affect the
outcomes. Moreover, the likes/dislikes of a specific platform can transfer to the transmedia, making it hard
to measure TE-E’s true impact. Additionally, experimenting online may have impacted the participants’
levels of attention and engagement with the content (Rodd, 2024).

The study primarily focused on Gen Z participants, which may limit the generalizability of the
findings to other age groups or demographics. It also specifically examined SD, and the results can vary
depending on the issue presented. Additionally, the study examined TE-E using specific platforms such
as videos, games, and comics. However, other forms of media, such as social media platforms, interactive
websites, podcasts, or virtual reality, may engage the audience in different ways. Therefore, to enhance
the external validity of the study, future research should broaden the sample to include diverse age
groups, cultural backgrounds, geographic locations, and a wider range of media platforms and social
change topics.

Implications

Regarding the theoretical implications, this study advances our understanding of how TE-E
functions as a communication strategy for promoting SD. It extends and bridges the theories of narrative
persuasion and E-E by offering a comprehensive understanding of how these frameworks work together
in a transmedia context to promote SD. While much of the existing literature focuses on single-medium
narratives, this study explores the impact of transmedia multi-platforms on audience engagement with
sustainability narratives, a relatively underexplored area. Findings show support for E-ELM and EORM
models but suggest revisiting narrative engagement theories in the context of TE-E. By examining both
cognitive (counterarguing) and emotional (engagement) narrative processing mechanisms, this study
refines our understanding of how narrative structures across platforms can effectively reduce resistance
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to persuasive messages. However, it also highlights challenges in maintaining an emotional connection
with SD issues, indicating that emotional engagement may be harder to sustain in transmedia formats.
Furthermore, this study discusses different types of transmedia and offers insights into the role of
narrative connectivity and consistency of characters, suggesting that future research should investigate
the role of identification theory in transmedia narratives and its potential contribution to persuasive
outcomes. Overall, this study offers new perspectives on how transmedia narratives affect audience
engagement, persuasion, and behavioral change, thus advancing research on media effects, particularly
in the context of SD communication.

Nevertheless, these findings have broader practical implications that expand our understanding of
how TE-E can inform advocates on designing, planning, and implementing a successful intervention using
TE-E. Given the more favorable engagement of the video condition, participants enjoyed the embedded
narrative and the visual elements, while the comic was static; this suggests that Gen Z enjoys interactive
narratives, as they would rather listen to or watch a video narrative than read long story texts. Thus, we
recommend using more interactive, visually rich platforms as effective media choices for Gen Z. For message
design, short narratives and human characters are recommended, while long text-based storylines should
be avoided to prevent skipping or message fatigue.

Future Research

Future research should consider expanding on the effects of repeated narrative exposure to
understand its role in narrative persuasion in TE-E. Also, examine the role of character identification in
transmedia persuasion and empirically test narratives of different levels of connectivity to determine if it
has more persuasive outcomes for TE-E. Although the participants’ level of environmental consciousness or
interest in the topic did not affect the results, future research must consider the role and impact of their
prior knowledge or interest.

Conclusion

This research is one of the few empirical investigations examining the role and persuasive effects
of TE-E as a communication approach advocating for SD. It extends the narrative persuasion literature and
establishes a theoretical framework to understand the persuasive mechanisms of TE-E compared with
individual narrative forms like a video, game, or comic. The findings suggest that TE-E effectively minimizes
counterarguments compared with other conditions because it shares the same subtle persuasion as E-E to
suppress counterarguments, making it more effective than overt persuasion. In addition, repeated narrative
exposure across multiple platforms (transmedial reinforcement) leads to message reinforcement and further
reduces resistance. However, regarding narrative engagement, Gen Z prefers videos because they enjoy
the narrative and the dynamic visual elements. In contrast, they often find static comics less engaging and
perceive the game’s lengthy narrative as unclear and cumbersome, negatively affecting TE-E’s effectiveness.
These preferences highlight the importance of concise storytelling and interactive content, which may
resonate more effectively with Gen Z.
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