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Introduc)on

The aim of this presenta/on is:

To explore concepts, methodologies and impacts of par3cipatory and 
ethnographic filmmaking as an approach for suppor3ng posi3ve social change 
within marginalised and disadvantaged socie3es.

Presenta/on Content:

• Recognise different models of communica3on approaches

• Consider our posi3oning as filmmakers to our subject(s)

• Explore three case studies

• Invite par3cipant feedback

• Address ques3ons and comments
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Early Models of Mass Media Communica)on

In the late 1940s Harold Lasswell explained mass media theory by a series of ques3ons: WHO 
says WHAT in which CHANNEL to WHOM and with what EFFECT (Melkote,1991:P65 from Lasswell, 1948). 

Who In which 
Channel

Says 
What

With what 
Effect

To 
Whom

This model has been termed the 'hypodermic needle' model (Melkote 1991 from Berio, 1960),
the 'bullet theory' (Melkote 1991 from Schramm, 1971) and the 's3mulus-response theory' (Melkote,1991 
from DeFleur,1975). 
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Early Models of Mass Media Communica)on

With increasing need for the message originator to know the effects produced in the 
audience, two-way communica3on models were conceptualised. However, most approaches 
took the same components in the one-way model and, with the addi3on of 'feedback', bent 
them into a communica3on cycle. 

Source

ChannelMessage

Effects

Audience

Feedback
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Nora Cruz Quebral - Development Communica$on

The term 'development communica3on' was first 
coined in 1971 by Nora Cruz Quebral in the 
Philippines, who is oBen referred to as the 
'mother of development communica3on', and the 
term became formalised as an academic 
discipline.

Development communica3on refers to the use of 
communica3on to facilitate social development.



PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS

Nora Cruz Quebral - Development Communica$on

Quebral (2001) offered her defini3on as 'the art and science of 
human communicaAon linked to a society's planned transformaAon 
from a state of poverty to one of dynamic socio-economic growth 
that makes for greater equity and the larger unfolding of individual 
potenAal’.
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Paulo Freire – cri$cal consciousness

Paulo Freire was a Brazilian educator and 
philosopher who supported marginalised and 
disadvantaged people to improve their life 
situa3ons. Freire's idea of 'cri3cal consciousness' 
reinforced processes of problem-solving with 
communi3es (Aubel,1992:P.24). Emancipa3on 
from oppression is pursued through the 
awakening consciousness of one's own situa3on 
within community and society, driven by self-
actualising ac3ons for change.
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Par)cipatory Communica)on for Social Change

This is where we can frame parAcipatory filmmaking for social 
change. Instead of focusing on communica3on (and filmmaking) as a 
noun, a product, we must focus on communica3on (and filmmaking) 
as a verb, an ac3on. Par3cipatory communica3on can facilitate us to 
inves3gate our own situa3on through self-reflec3on, listening to each 
other, engaged dialogue, developing new understanding and 
awareness, and ul3mately changing our behaviours to ourselves, to 
other people, to other living things, to our planet.
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Characteris)cs of the Par)cipatory Filmmaking

• Help in the development of the community's cultural iden3ty

• Act as a vehicle for ci3zen self-expression

• Facilitate problem ar3cula3on

• Serve as a tool for the diagnosis of a community's problems

• Lead to collec3ve ac3on
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Models of Par)cipatory Communica)on

An early model of par.cipatory 
communica.on was actually proposed 
back in 1982 (Thunberg et al, 1982), called the
Spiral of InteracAon.

Four func)ons of communica)on are iden)fied: 

• The expressive func)on. Individuals and groups express 
themselves in order to create an iden)ty for themselves.

• The social func)on. By communica)ng together people 
create a sense of community.

• The informa)on func)on. Through communica)on, 
individuals can share informa)on and thereby increase 
their own knowledge.

• The control ac)va)on func)on. Communica)on leads to 
joint ac)on, modifying the environment and improving the 
situa)on of individuals and their groups.
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Characteris)cs of Par)cipatory Communica)on

Oepen (1991) offered further thoughts about the par3cipatory 
communica3on approach:
• The entry point of the communica3on strategy is the specific 

reali3es and problems of local groups, which are oBen rooted in 
rural subsistence, poverty and lack of organisa3onal capacity.

• Horizontal communica3on processes mo3vate people and 
mobilise them to change behaviour. These processes occur 
through communica3on networks at the local level.

• The main criteria of success of communica3on interven3ons are 
the degree of par3cipa3on and ac3on by non-privileged groups in 
decision-making.
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Ethnographic Films

Ethnography is generally described as the study of peoples and 
cultures with their customs, habits, and mutual differences. It is a 
dimension of anthropology, the study of human socieAes.

Ethnographic film, then, is a way of documen3ng and inves3ga3ng 
people and their cultures.

I would also argue that animals and landscapes can be explored in film 
with an ethnographic mindset.

Anthropology meets Zoology = Anthrozoology
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Ethnographic Films

The author Heider (2006: 2) makes a strong case for resis/ng the tempta/on to define 
ethnographic film as an absolute, but rather ‘to look for the various aDributes, or 
dimensions, that effect ethnographicness in films’.

As filmmakers, we immerse ourselves into the seXng, the community, the person’s life. 

We build a rela3onship to the point where our presence no longer affects the way people 
behave. 

Then we can start to film material that is authen3c to the situa3on.

Longevity of engagement with, and in, the subject and their environment is essen/al.

Heider, K. G. 2006. Ethnographic Film: Revised Edi6on. AusNn: University of Texas Press.
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Ethnographic Films

• Direct Cinema: non-interven3onist, the filmmaker remains un-seen and detached from 
events, and the film has no commentary. 

• Observa/onal Cinema: de-emphasises persuasion to give a sense of what a given 
situa3on is like, but the filmmaker’s presence is more obvious, and the film may 
incorporate interviews.

• Cinéma Verité: translated as ‘truthful cinema’, the interac3on between filmmaker and 
subjects is acknowledged, with the filmmaker o[en placing themselves within the film. 
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My Own Prac)ce – Three Case Studies

As a development communica3on prac33oner and ethnographic and documentary 
filmmaker, I seek to engage with marginalised, disadvantaged or declining peoples and 
their cultures, animals and the environment, promo3ng discussion and dialogue around 
issues that directly affect them.

I do, periodically, amend the way I describe my own work, as I learn.

I work locally and globally 
with communi3es and social 
development organisa3ons, 
u3lising par3cipatory 
methods. You can find out 
more about my work at 
www.marginalvoices.org
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My Own Prac)ce – Three Case Studies
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Case Study 1 – Disability and Development
(InvesAgaAve Filmmaking)
The aim of this work was to help young people in the UK and Ireland have a broader world 
view, and deeper understanding of the issues affec3ng other young people around the 
world. So, as they grow into adults and take on jobs with responsibility, they have a greater 
understanding of global issues. 
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Case Study 1 – Disability and Development
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Case Study 1 – Disability and Development
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
(Ethnographic Filmmaking)
This work explored the use of film 
ethnography as an ac3on research 
methodology based on Paulo 
Freire's principles, where vulnerable 
Nepali communi3es (whose lives 
and livelihoods are heavily 
dependent on working equines) and 
their equines engaged in 
par3cipatory film ethnography, as 
part of ongoing engagement 
ac3vi3es by project partners seeking 
transforma3on in working equine 
welfare and the economic stability 
of equine-owning communi3es. 
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Case Study 2 – Brick Mule
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Evidencing Impact

Evidencing the impact of the process in realising 
posi/ve social change is extremely important. As 
par/cipatory filmmakers for social change we need to 
be cri/cally aware of the impact of our work.

You can read about this project more fully in this journal 
ar3cle:
h>ps://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1472586X.2022.2161410

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1472586X.2022.2161410
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices
(ParAcipatory Filmmaking)
I lived full-3me in Nepal from 1990-1995, and in 1994 I ins3gated a par3cipatory 
communica3on ini3a3ve with inner city youth groups in Patan. I was young, but very 
uncomfortable with the top-down development communica3on models being used by the 
NGO I was working for. I was intrigued by Paulo Freire's ideas and the concept of 
par3cipatory communica3on, and I wanted to apply the theories in real life. The project 
lasted a whole year and followed this process:

Stage 1 - exploring their iden3ty, building group cohesion and finding a common goal
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices

Gujibahal - teenage girls being married and then not being 
allowed to con6nue in school, go to college, seek employment 
and have a career. The daughter-in-law situa6on.

Nagabahal - abuse of alcohol and domes6c violence in the 
home, influencing drugs and alcohol abuse by teenagers.
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices

Stage 2 - deepening understanding and building a suppor3ve community
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices

Stage 3 - Ac3on

Each group then decided the best way to use par3cipatory communica3on ac3ons to 
present their issues and ini3ate dialogue within their wider community.

Gugibahal - street drama

Nagbahal - tv drama for screening on their local cable tv network
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices

Stage 4 - Impact

Following the presenta3on of their dramas, each group then organised focus group 
discussions within their communi3es over the following three weeks. Using a prepared 
structure, and supported by a facilitator, the youth used the focus groups to ini3ate a 
dialogue within their community, so their issues could be brought out into the open. 
Discussion spread beyond the focus groups and became widespread within their 
communi3es.
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Case Study 3 – Community Voices
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Masters and PhD

I supervise students and researchers in the areas of:

• ethnographic filmmaking and video ethnography

• development communica/on

• par/cipatory filmmaking

• filmmaking for social change

Professor Michael Brown

Faculty of Business and Crea7ve Industries

University of South Wales

United Kingdom

Michael.brown@southwales.ac.uk
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Summary

In conclusion then, we have looked at:

• A concise background to the evolu3on of par3cipatory communica3on.

• Selected theore3cal underpinning and communica3on Models.

• Three case studies

Main conclusion:

Making a film is not enough if we want to catalyse social change. We must think very 
hard about how we engage with subject(s), how we posi/on ourselves, and how we 
use our films to engage society and create discussion and dialogue.

• Par3cipant Feedback.

• Ques3ons and discussion.
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