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Introduction 

Environmental challenges like climate change, deforestation, and resource depletion remain urgent, yet 

communicating them effectively to the public is difficult. Traditional climate documentaries primarily 

reach already-engaged audiences, limiting their broader impact. 

Films like Okja (2017) and Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) offer an alternative through indirect 

environmental messaging. Okja critiques industrial farming and consumerism via an emotional story, 

while Mad Max warns of ecological collapse through a dystopian lens. Both films use compelling 

narratives to engage and resonate with diverse audiences. 

This brief explores how indirect storytelling in mainstream media can foster awareness, inspire reflection, 

and drive cultural shifts toward climate-conscious behaviors and policies, offering recommendations to 

maximize its impact. 

Case Studies 

Case Study 1: Okja (2017) 

Directed by Bong Joon-ho, Okja critiques industrial farming and consumerism through an emotional story 

of a young girl, Mija, and her genetically engineered "super pig" (High on Films). The film highlights the 

environmental impacts of industrial meat production, including deforestation, greenhouse gas emissions, 

and animal welfare concerns (The Astromech). 

Instead of directly advocating for vegetarianism, Okja evokes empathy through the bond between Mija 

and Okja, encouraging reflection on food ethics. Reports suggest that some viewers reconsidered their 

dietary habits, with many adopting vegetarian or vegan lifestyles (GQ). This showcases how subtle 

storytelling can inspire individual change without explicit advocacy. 

Case Study 2: Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) 

Directed by George Miller, Mad Max: Fury Road imagines a dystopian future where environmental 

collapse has resulted in resource scarcity and societal breakdown (Oxford Political Review). Its central 

conflict revolves around water scarcity, symbolizing the dire consequences of ecological neglect (The 

Astromech). 

The film integrates ecofeminist themes, paralleling the exploitation of women and nature under 

patriarchal systems. Women reclaim agency and resources, symbolizing hope for redemption (Cogan). 

While the film raises awareness of systemic environmental issues, it does not drive direct action. Its 

intense narrative instead fosters broader discussions on sustainability and resource management (The 

Astromech). 

Comparison and Insights 

Both Okja and Mad Max: Fury Road use emotional storytelling to highlight environmental concerns. 

Okja emphasizes personal reflection and behavior change, while Mad Max raises awareness of systemic 

issues like water scarcity and societal collapse. These films demonstrate how indirect environmental 

messaging can engage audiences across different genres and contexts, making complex topics more 

accessible and fostering meaningful discourse. 
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Findings 

The analysis of Okja and Mad Max: Fury Road highlights the power of indirect environmental messaging 

in engaging diverse audiences. These films embed environmental themes into emotionally resonant 

narratives, sparking reflection, discourse, and shifts in public attitudes. Key insights include: 

1. Emotional Engagement: Emotional storytelling, such as Okja’s bond between Mija and her 

super pig, and Mad Max’s dystopian depiction of water scarcity, makes environmental issues 

accessible and thought-provoking (High on Films; Oxford Political Review). 

2. Reflection Over Resistance: By avoiding direct advocacy, these films encourage self-directed 

change. Okja critiques consumerism subtly, inspiring dietary shifts in some viewers (GQ; The 

Astromech). 

3. Broad Audience Appeal: Okja uses family-friendly sci-fi, while Mad Max employs high-energy 

action, demonstrating how diverse genres can reach and influence varied demographics (Cogan). 

4. Cultural Impact: Both films normalize environmental concerns, integrating them into 

mainstream discourse, which lays the groundwork for cultural and policy shifts (The Astromech). 

5. Measurement Challenges: While Okja shows some evidence of behavioral impact, Mad Max 

primarily raises awareness without direct measurable change, underscoring the challenge of 

evaluating long-term effects (Cogan; GQ). 

Policy Recommendations 

1. Public-Private Partnerships for Environmental Storytelling 

Governments, NGOs, and film studios should collaborate to fund films that embed climate 

themes into mainstream genres. 

● Mechanism: Grants or loans for filmmakers integrating subtle climate messages. 

● Precedent: Modeled on the UK’s BFI Film Fund. 

● Impact: Reduces financial barriers and promotes broader audience engagement. 

 

2. Awards for Climate-Conscious Storytelling 

Introduce award categories at major film festivals to incentivize environmental narratives. 

● Precedent: Similar to the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation's awards for science films. 

● Impact: Recognized films gain wider distribution, amplifying their influence on cultural 

discourse. 

 

3. Streaming Platform Curation 

Create dedicated collections on platforms like Netflix and Hulu for films addressing 

environmental themes. 

● Precedent: Netflix’s "Stories for Our Planet" Earth Day campaign. 

● Impact: Increases visibility and normalizes climate conversations globally. 

 

4. Public Campaigns Using Film Clips 

Repurpose scenes from films like Okja and Mad Max for public awareness campaigns. 

● Precedent: Australia’s effective “Drink Driving” campaigns. 
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● Impact: Makes climate concepts relatable to a broader audience. 

 

5. Research on Audience Impact 

Fund studies on how films influence behavior and attitudes over time. 

● Precedent: Longitudinal studies on health campaigns. 

● Impact: Provides empirical evidence to inform future media-driven climate initiatives. 

Historical Parallels: Lessons from Media-Driven Social Movements 

The potential of indirect environmental messaging in film to influence public attitudes is supported by 

historical examples of media driving cultural shifts. For instance, anti-smoking campaigns successfully 

leveraged film and television to depict smoking less favorably, contributing to significant declines in 

smoking rates (Glantz et al., 2008). Similarly, films like To Kill a Mockingbird and Guess Who’s Coming 

to Dinner humanized racial justice issues, fostering empathy and cultural support for the Civil Rights 

Movement (Entman, 1993). More recently, LGBTQ+ representation in shows like Will & Grace and films 

like Brokeback Mountain normalized these relationships, shifting public perceptions and paving the way 

for legislative milestones like marriage equality (Horton & Wohl, 1956). 

These examples illustrate how subtle, emotionally resonant narratives can normalize complex issues and 

build public support for policy changes, a strategy that could be equally effective in addressing climate 

challenges through indirect environmental messaging. 

Conclusion 

History shows that indirect messaging in popular media can shape public opinion and drive social change. 

Successes like anti-smoking campaigns, civil rights films, and LGBTQ+ representation demonstrate how 

storytelling can normalize complex issues and build support for policy advancements. 

Applying these lessons to environmental challenges, the recommendations—funding environmental 

storytelling, curating climate-focused collections, and promoting research—can position mainstream 

media as a key player in climate advocacy. Films like Okja and Mad Max: Fury Road exemplify how 

engaging narratives can embed climate themes without alienating audiences. 

By aligning entertainment with public advocacy, this approach fosters immediate awareness and paves the 

way for lasting policy change, making storytelling a vital tool for a sustainable future. 
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