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Preface


This handbook’s mission is to compile and to advance the state of the art of contemporary entertainment theory and research in communication studies and media psychology. Such an enterprise cannot be achieved without contextualizing the field in its historical roots and without a brief review of how entertainment research has evolved from its very beginning. In February 2019, the editors of this handbook visited Elihu Katz in Jerusalem and had a conversation with him and his wife, Ruth Katz, and his former student Jonathan Cohen. The insights from this conversation over a cup of coffee may serve as a first introduction to this book.

We start with Paul Lazarsfeld, who for many communication scholars may stand as one of, if not the most important founding father of their field. While he achieved the greatest social impact with his groundbreaking research on election campaigns and associated political effects of mass communication in the United States, he—together with his collaborators—had also begun to develop a rather sociological perspective on the entertaining use of mass media. In this context, Herta Herzog (1941), for example, studied the gratifications that female listeners obtained from their exposure to fictional daytime radio serials, and Bernard Berelson pioneered a diet methodology to study media gratifications by depriving study participants from their desired media fare and observing their responses. These early contributions to what we might today call entertainment research, however, did not really impact or at least inspire a fraction of the public and academic interest. It has therefore never led to any significant follow-up research that could be compared to the studies on influencing, campaigning, voting, even controlling the electorate for which Lazarsfeld and his group became so well known. Metaphorically speaking, entertainment research fell asleep for a while, and mass communication scholarship evolved with a focus on political issues and persuasion rather than on entertainment (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955).

Nevertheless, entertainment research was revitalized by the Institute for Social Research at the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, an important sociological and philosophical innovation center, originally funded in 1924 by Carl Grünberg, in affiliation with the University of Frankfurt in Germany. Grünberg was succeeded by Max Horkheimer in 1930, but the entire institute had to escape Nazi prosecution in 1933. It first moved from Frankfurt to Geneva and in 1934 to New York City, where the president of Columbia University offered a new home. After World War II, the Institute relocated again and reopened in Frankfurt am Main in 1950/51, and Theodor W. Adorno succeeded Horkheimer in 1953. Other important members of the core team included Herbert Marcuse, Walter Benjamin, and—particularly relevant for entertainment research—Leo Löwenthal. The group focused on the critical analysis of power relations in contemporary societies, including the study of capitalist ideology and the (presumed) manipulation of the masses by the political and economic elites.

From this perspective, media entertainment was of scholarly interest as it particularly served what might colloquially be called “bread and circuses”: Entertainment was stipulated to serve the power-preserving goals of the elites by distracting and “narcotizing” the masses. Three classic themes were identified: contest, conquest, and coronation (cf., Dayan & Katz, 1992)—themes that continue to characterize contemporary entertainment fare. An example for Frankfurt School research on entertainment is a study by Leo Löwenthal (1944) that examined celebrity biographies reviewed in popular magazines. Löwenthal found a shift in the dominant category of people who were portrayed in such biographies: Earlier editions tended to present individuals who had an outstanding career, for example, professional and economic achievements such as entrepreneurs (“idols of production”), whereas later magazine issues tended to introduce celebrities primarily from an entertainment context such as sports, music, and the movies (“idols of consumption”). Löwenthal interpreted this pattern of content change as an attempt of the elites to promote their power-preserving ideology of consumerism and the capitalist order in general. Interestingly, the cultivation perspective, later advanced by George Gerbner, a pioneer of the study of television entertainment, was motivated by a similar idea. Gerbner and Gross (1976) assumed reality portrayals in (fictional) television to scare the masses into staying home for fear of encountering violence outside and thereby advising them not to question the capitalist-consumerist American way of life.

Beyond this ideology-focused view on entertainment, Frankfurt-like thinking also rediscovered the gratifications perspective on entertainment and asked about the benefits that people are seeking when tuning in to media of mass entertainment (e.g., Katz & Foulkes, 1962; Rosenberg & White, 1957). One contribution of this category was the “The Happiness Game,” the master thesis authored by Elihu Katz (2012/1950). Katz investigated fan mail messages sent to radio raconteur Ted Malone, a particularly successful US broadcasting talk-master in the 1940s. He extracted four key elements of “happiness,” which clearly substantiate the notion of audiences’ entertainment gratifications: “Relief from strain, Fulfillment, Recognition, Identification (vicarious)” (p. 80).

While the Frankfurt principles of criticizing (dominant) ideologies continued to guide sociological research on entertainment in general and studies of popular culture in particular, an interesting historical disconnect phenomenon occurred to (empirical) research on entertainment gratifications in the 1970s. At this time, research on media entertainment as a genuinely psychological and primarily experimental field of inquiry was “invented” by Dolf Zillmann and his collaborators, initially at the Annenberg School for Communication (University of Pennsylvania), and subsequently at Indiana University and at the University of Alabama (e.g., Zillmann & Bryant, 1975; Zillmann & Cantor, 1972). While their early works did not immediately lead to the establishment of an entertainment subfield within communication scholarship, they would later be recognized as foundational to this field once it was configurated in the 1990s and early 2000 years (cf., Bryant & Vorderer, 2006; Zillmann & Vorderer, 2000). Unfortunately, though, Zillmann and his group never really interacted and exchanged ideas with the sociological pioneers of entertainment scholarship. For today’s younger researchers, it is certainly the Zillmann tradition that defines what entertainment research is about, yet historically, this stream actually represents a rather “late” series of contributions that did not acknowledge or build on earlier scholarship, which had been around for more than three decades.

Therefore, the Oxford Handbook of Entertainment Theory is more a compilation of those conceptual approaches that have been developed over the past decades in this Zillmann tradition. It presents the products of a primarily psychology-driven field within communication scholarship that is focused on the audience experience as explanandum. It most often employs experimental designs and advanced techniques of data acquisition and analysis. Sometimes, it views entertainment experiences not as dependent variables, but as catalysts of subsequent media effects such as persuasion or learning. But in general, the currently dominant paradigm of entertainment theory and scholarship can be characterized as “Zillmann plus,” whereas there does not seem to be much take-up of Herzog’s, Berelson’s, or Frankfurtian works.

Of course, there has also been a broad range of survey-based research within what is often labeled the “uses-and-gratifications paradigm” (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974), and some of this does certainly focus on media use as entertainment. Going back to early work on radio research (Lazarsfeld & Stanton, 1944) but thriving particularly in and after the 1960s, most of this later work had similarly few and thin connections to scholarship on popular culture with its Frankfurt tradition of questioning power relations, ideologies, and propaganda. In this way, the historic disconnect of subfields, that is, the divide between the sociological paradigm that was promoted by the Frankfurt School and the psychological paradigm inspired by Zillmann and his collaborators seems to persist to this very day (for more detail, see Vorderer, Klimmt, & Bryant, this volume).

As a consequence of this, the current handbook is, at least from a field-historic perspective, only half the story. However, this story is versatile enough to be told in four major parts and it is narrated by many outstanding scholars of contemporary entertainment research. The first section is dedicated to general theoretical accounts of media entertainment, the second contains a collection of contributions about specific experiential processes. The third section comprises chapters on models bound to specific types of entertainment media or messages. And the last section reflects on various consequences or correlates of entertainment phenomena. All-together, the 41 contributions to this handbook represent a very comprehensive collection of those perspectives that current theorizing about media entertainment has adopted.

What may be concluded from our brief historical review of entertainment scholarship traditions? Like in other subfields of communication, there has never been a “linear development” of paradigms, but rather a coexistence of methodologies, traditions, and perspectives (Craig, 1999; Vorderer, Parks, & Lutz, 2020). The manifold tradition(s) of entertainment research certainly call for more historical and interdisciplinary awareness, as much can be learned from alternative, neglected or even forgotten subfields. Notwithstanding, the readers of the current handbook will find a strong collection of powerful psychology-based theories and models on media entertainment, and we hope that they shall make use of this theoretical resource for any academic and applied purpose. The history of entertainment research, however, teaches us not to forget that even if a field is converging to a seemingly dominant perspective, paradigm, and methodology, there are more views, alternative approaches, and different yet equally illuminative ways of thinking about the field. Young scholars may find innovative ways to reconcile empirical-theoretical approaches to the experience of entertainment with such alternative views. And there are numerous entertainment-related phenomena in contemporary societies that still fit the “bread and circuses” perspective of the initial Frankfurt School thinking.

So while the mission of the present handbook is to compile and advance current theories about media entertainment, we invite scholars active or interested in the topic to also consider the historic roots of the field and the great diversity it has featured over the past nearly 100 years. Many lessons can be learned from this history, and future innovations in entertainment theory may just as likely emerge from refining those approaches compiled in the present handbook as from building on neglected, forgotten, or marginalized streams of scholarship. In doing so, we believe they will realize the importance of the giants on whose shoulders we all stand:

Because of their lifelong inspirations, their devoted and rigorous thinking and theorizing about pertinent issues in communication studies and media psychology alike, and their intellectual leadership in the field, we dedicate this handbook to our role-models, teachers and mentors, colleagues and friends, Jennings Bryant (†), Elihu Katz and Dolf Zillmann.

Peter Vorderer and Christoph Klimmt
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section 1 

General Theoretical Accounts of Media Entertainment






chapter 1

A Brief Analysis of The State of Entertainment Theory

Historical Achievements, Contemporary Challenges, and Future Possibilities


Peter Vorderer, Christoph Klimmt, and †Jennings Bryant




Powered by an ever-increasing prevalence of entertainment fare in mass and digital media around the globe, social-scientific research on entertainment consumption and effects has evolved over the past decades into a dynamic field of communication scholarship. Today, this field is being pursued by a dynamic, still growing, and vibrant academic community. Nevertheless, the long-attempted promotion of entertainment studies as a “serious” and relevant research domain has been remarkably challenging (cf., Bryant, 2004). This was primarily due to the fact that more “serious” domains of mass communication—political communication and research on persuasion in particular—dominated the field from its very beginning (see Preface to this volume; Bryant & Miron, 2003; Katz & Foulkes, 1962). But with a reawakening interest in entertainment phenomena from the 1970s on, theorizing about human media experiences in general began to thrive. Entertainment research now seems to be well established and in fact resting on an impressive base of theoretical concepts and constructs; many of them being developed from foundations in motivational and emotion psychology (e.g., Zillmann, 2006) or, more recently, from roots in positive psychology (Reinecke & Oliver, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The present chapter offers a brief analysis of the state of entertainment theory. It is structured in a simple temporal logic: A short historic review is followed by the discussion of current challenges and a programmatic agenda for scholars interested in future entertainment theories and research. This history-based reflection is not meant as a grumpy “everything was better in the old days”-complaint, nor do we insinuate that current entertainment theories only mirror what early scholars have already thought or written. We rather wish to explicate a few perspectives in order to guide future scholarship in media entertainment that may improve its theoretical substance, its comprehensiveness, and its connectivity within the field.

A Brief History of the Field of Entertainment Theory and Research


One earmark of the importance of an area of inquiry is the reputation of those who have systematically examined it. So, if a topic has been a primary area of interest for Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Hobbes, Kant, Hazlitt, Schopenhauer, Freud, and many other one-name-is-enough scholars, a case readily could be made that it is worthy of investigation. Such is the case for entertainment. Great thinkers throughout the ages, especially in Western cultures, have struggled with the whys, hows, and wherefores of consuming drama, comedy, suspense, sports, games, and other forms of divertissement and recreational engagement.

Ancient Philosophers’ Reflections on Entertainment


A thumbnail sketch of some prominent early Greek and Roman philosophers’ musings about humor and drama may be useful for understanding contemporary entertainment theory. The pioneering Greek philosopher Plato (428–348 bce), who founded the Academy, the first institution of higher learning in the Western world, noted in The Republic that “no human affairs are worth taking very seriously” (Ardley, 1967, p. 226) and spent considerable time in his dialogues dealing with the concept of play (paidia). In Philebus he remarked that we delight in the sufferings and misfortunes of others and gain amusement in the stupid actions of others (Beerbohm, 1921).

Plato’s pupil, Aristotle (384–322 bce), who has been called the father of Western philosophy, devoted considerable attention to entertainment. Aristotle shadowed Plato in The Poetics in indicating that the enjoyment of the ludicrous is to be found in some defect, deformity, or ugliness that is neither painful nor destructive (Keith-Spiegel, 1972). He also posited a relatively comprehensive theory of the enjoyment of drama, indicating prescriptively the conditions that make for enjoyable drama. Among many other contributions to dramatic theory, Aristotle proposed that “a good man must not be seen passing from happiness to misery” nor “a bad man from misery to happiness” (Zillmann, 2000a, p. 38). In presenting a moral rationale for the enjoyment of drama, he suggested that “transitions that violate precepts of what is fair and just not only cannot be enjoyed, but also are irritating and distressing because they amount to miscarriages of justice” (Zillmann, 2000a, p. 38). Aristotle’s relatively comprehensive treatment of drama was extremely influential in the Middle Ages (e.g., Comisky & Bryant, 1982), helping maintain a modicum of interest in drama in what was a bleak period for most forms of entertainment, and it is still studied today in many university theater and drama departments.

The Roman orator and statesman Cicero (Marcus Tullius Cicero, 106–43 bce) devoted less attention to entertainment than did Plato or Aristotle, but in De Oratore, he echoed their musings in reflecting that mirth results from observing the ugliness, deformity, or mental afflictions of others (Diserens & Bonifield, 1930). It should be noted that Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero all roundly condemned mirth reactions to baseness and deformities as inappropriate and immoral (Zillmann & Cantor, 1976) despite their common occurrence.

Although writings about entertainment were quite sparse during the Middle Ages, the ruminations of the ancient philosophers were to find renewed life in the 17th century, especially in Britain and Germany, with a spirited revival of interest in explaining various aspects of entertainment, including its appeal. The British social commentator Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679 ce), one of the founders of modern political philosophy, essentially parroted the humor formula of the ancient philosophers in his superiority theory of humor. Hobbes (1968/1651) proposed, “Those grimaces called laughter” are expressions of self-glorification, brought about “by the apprehension of some deformed thing in another, by comparison whereof they suddenly applaud themselves” (p. 125). Hobbes also echoed prior expressions of condemnation when he added that this self-aggrandizement is “incident most to them, that are conscious of the fewest abilities in themselves; who are forced to keep themselves in their own favor, by observing the imperfections of other men” (p. 125).

The 17th-century French mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal (1663–1662 ce) offered a nonsuperiority theory rationale for the need for entertainment, when he claimed that people “have a secret instinct which impels them to seek amusement…, which arises from the sense of their constant unhappiness” (1670, p. 103). He concluded by moralizing: “How hollow and full of ribaldry is the heart” (p. 103).

The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804 ce) also departed from superiority-theory notions, and from moralizing, and suggested that humor that produced laughter is “an affection arising from a strained expectation that is suddenly transformed into nothing” (Kant, 1788, p. 409, translated by Zillmann & Bryant, 1991). In other words, people are expected to respond mirthfully when a problem resolves itself and proves to be negligible or trivial. From Kant’s point of view, humor is not a human weakness but is the ability to put oneself into a particular frame of mind that reveals one’s sense of humor, claims that foreshadow later framing theories of humor and laughter.

William Hazlitt (1778–1830 ce) was one of the European philosophers most devoted to considerations of entertainment, especially humor. The intellectual plane of his thought is represented by his lecture “On Wit and Humor” published in Lectures on the English Comic Writers (1818), in which he reported, “Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between what things are, and what they ought to be” (p. 6). His contributions to superiority theory of humor harken directly back to the ancient philosophers we have considered. For example, in Lectures on the English Comic Writers (1841/1818), he wrote, “We laugh at a bottle-nose in a caricature; at a stuffed figure of an alderman in a pantomime, and…a dwarf standing by a giant makes a contemptible figure enough.…We laugh to show our satisfaction with ourselves, or our contempt for those about us, or to conceal our envy or our ignorance” (p. 6). The embodiment of Hazlitt’s contribution to superiority theory is this often-quoted statement from On the Pleasure of Hating: “We grow tired of every thing but turning others into ridicule, and congratulating ourselves on their defects” (2005/1826, p. 17).

The Victorian era British philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820–1903 ce) adopted Kant’s 1788 view and labeled it “descending incongruity” (Spencer, 1888, p. 198), ushering in the influential incongruity theory of humor and laughter. He stated that laughter results when an effort suddenly encounters a void. The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860 ce) broadened this notion by claiming that any incongruity between concepts and percepts triggers mirthful responses (Schopenhauer, 1891).

Spencer (1888) also proposed an early physiological theory of humor. Pointing to laughter’s semiconvulsive characteristics, he posited that such behaviors deplete nervous energy and provide relief from apprehension, therefore diminishing unpleasant emotional states.

Other philosophers and social critics of the Enlightenment, Victorian, and later prescientific eras also contributed to our understanding of drama and humor; however, in the interest of parsimony, their contributions will not be discussed in depth. In terms of drama, both Freytag’s Technique of the Drama (1894/1863) and Brunetier’s The Law of the Drama, 1914/1893) reprised Aristotelian dramatic theory and expanded it, contributing many of the foundations of contemporary dramatic theory. For a more recent and detailed examination of the role of suspense in drama, see Vorderer, Wulff, and Friedrichsen (1996). Regarding humor, Stanley (1898), McDougall (1903, 1922), Bergson (1912), Wallis (1922), Greig (1923) and many others provided incremental contributions to our understanding of superiority, biological, incongruity, relief, and surprise theories. For a more comprehensive treatment of the historical development of these early conceptions of humor, see Keith-Spiegel (1972).

A Freudian Approach to Entertainment Theory


One individual more than any other spanned the divide between the philosophical examination of entertainment and its early scientific scrutiny: Sigmund Freud (1856–1939 ce), the originator of psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis is both a theory of human behavior and a methodology through which an analyst “unpacks” unconscious conflicts, typically originating in childhood, based on the free associations, dreams, humor, and fantasies of his patient. Freud’s (1958/1905) theory of humor usage and appreciation, like most of his theories of human behavior, is based on the interplay of the id, ego, and superego—in his conceptualization, the three essential parts of the human identity or personality. The id is the primitive unconscious that operates to produce pleasure or pain and drives instincts to sex and aggression. The ego is the self-perception that evaluates the external physical and social milieu and governs behaviors and makes plans accordingly. The ego represents reason and common sense, in contrast to the id, which represents the passions. And the superego is the conscience and moral voice that interprets and guides the ego; violating it yields feelings of guilt and anxiety. In Freud’s humor theory, the enjoyment of wit (the verbal and interpersonal form of humor) or jokes occurs when the superego or conscious allows the baser elements of sex and hostility or aggression to come through, expressing thoughts that society usually suppresses or forbids. Moreover, Freud adopted Spencer’s (1888) biological theory that energy—in this instance, emotional or psychic energy—is bottled up and has to be released to avoid an explosion or some form of antisocial behavior or even mental illness. In Freud’s (1958/1905) view, tendentious humor, or humor that involves considerable hostility or lust, can be directed against adversaries in most forms of social encounter, and “the humorous format appears to set free mirthful reactions in all those who are motivated to enjoy the application of hostility” (Zillmann & Bryant, 1980, p. 148), thereby permitting the release of suppressed psychic energy. Obviously this theory of entertainment assumes a relatively negative view of human nature.

Transition to Modern Entertainment Theory


The modern era of empirical and theoretical research into entertainment and enjoyment began in the 1970s, but it had several important 20th-century precursors. Katz and Foulkes (1962), influenced by the critical thinking of the Frankfurt School (particularly of Löwenthal, 1980), offered an early clarion call for the importance of entertainment research when they pondered why communication researchers had focused so heavily on persuasion and so lightly on entertainment, when most mass communication consumption so obviously was in the cause of entertainment.

Shortly after Katz and Foulkes (1962) called for entertainment research, Mendelsohn published the important book Mass Entertainment (1966). One of the merits of this volume was that it married the early sociological work on the functions of mass communication with the (largely Freudian) literature on the psychological functions of mass media-derived entertainment. From the sociological perspective, Mendelsohn reviewed Löwenthal’s (1980) insightful contrast of the views of Montaigne versus Pascal on entertainment; examined the attacks on the merits of entertainment from Marxism and from intellectuals like Georg Simmel, Ernest Van den Haag, Erich Fromm, T. W. Adorno, and Hannah Arendt; considered the merits and research underpinnings of mass society/alienation theory; reviewed the early functional analysis studies of Herzog, Klapper, Wright, Wolf and Fiske, and Warner and Henry, which provided impetus for uses-and-gratifications research that followed; treated emerging concepts like narcotization, anticipatory socialization, emulation, and addiction; reviewed the early research on social class and leisure pursuits; thoughtfully contrasted the notion of relaxation versus escape in entertainment seeking within the context of the active/passive audience; and emphasized the role of social context in examining the entertainment experience.

In considering the psychological functions of media entertainment, Mendelsohn (1966) attempted to integrate the behavioral research of Skinner at Harvard; of Belgado, Roberts, and Miller at Yale; and of Hebb and Olds at McGill University with Freud’s psychoanalytic concepts presented in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1922), The Interpretation of Dreams (1899), and Wit and Its Relationship to the Unconscious (1905), and to use this treatment to explain the findings of the early functional analysis studies. This book is a treasure for entertainment theorists but was published as a fragile paperback, has long been out of print, and is therefore difficult for current entertainment scholars to access.

In 1967, Stephenson introduced the concept of play theory in The Play Theory of Mass Communication. Play theory examined how consumers use media for their satisfaction and how media contents affect their lives. The theory has Freudian underpinnings in that pain and pleasure are opposite ends of an important continuum that predicts media usage, and he attempted to illustrate how viewers use fantasy and relationships with characters to affect their own emotions and maximize their entertainment enjoyment. Stephenson (1967) also posited a methodological procedure that could be used to examine individual differences in media usage to obtain pleasure. In terms of some of its assumptions and procedures, play theory was similar to uses and gratifications research.

We have mentioned uses-and-gratifications research on a couple of occasions. Beginning in the 1940s and 1950s with functional analyses of the description of audience subgroups selection and usage of particular media forms like radio soap operas and serial dramas; evolving in the 1960s primarily to “an operationalization of the social and psychological variables presumed to give rise to differentiated patterns of media consumption” (Blumler & Katz, 1974, p. 13); then morphing in the 1970s and beyond “to use gratifications data to provide explanations of such other facets of the communication process with which audience motives and expectations may be connected” (Blumler & Katz, 1974, p. 13), uses-and-gratifications studies have attempted to explain what type of media content audiences seek for what psychological purposes. By the time of the publication of Blumler and Katz’s influential The Uses of Mass Communications in 1974, the empirical research in psychology and communication had matured to the level that McGuire (1974) could delineate a sophisticated 16-cell typology of the paradigms of human motivation that would lead to possible communication usages and gratifications. For better or for worse, uses and gratifications habitually relied on markedly different assumptions, methodologies, and approaches to theory construction than did other approaches to entertainment theory, so it has remained on the periphery of current theoretical and empirical entertainment research.

The Entertainment Functions of Television, edited by Tannenbaum (1980b), proved to be a transitional volume in that it presented and synthesized much of the early empirical work on entertainment and enjoyment and even proffered some early forays into entertainment theory. The book was one of the outcomes of a conference on television and social behavior sponsored by the US Social Science Research Council (SSRC) and, as Tannenbaum (1980a) claimed using a phrase coined by Katz (1977), was an early effort “to take entertainment seriously” (p. 2). The volume dealt with, among other issues, definitions of entertainment, motivations for seeking entertainment, the nature of the entertainment experience, and the short- and long-term consequences of entertainment.

The Contributions of Dolf Zillmann and Associates


The aforementioned edited volume by Tannenbaum (1980b) contained an early synthesis of research on suspense crafted by Dolf Zillmann and titled “Anatomy of Suspense.” That chapter foreshadowed what was to be the “formula” of work by Zillmann and associates. It contained tight explications of key concepts, using classification rules and definitions; carefully crafted propositions using formal principles of logic; a synthesis of diverse literatures from different disciplines, featuring research by scholars from many different countries; presentation of the results from tightly controlled experimental studies; and, perhaps most important, genuine theory construction. It should be noted that this definitely was not the norm for theory construction during this period, but it was the norm for Zillmann, and this approach was to successfully launch the subdiscipline of what was to become entertainment theory. As Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) noted, “the systematic study of theoretically derived hypotheses and their empirical testing was novel and innovative at the time. The research group around Zillmann in particular was interested in the underlying affective processes of media use and started in the 1970s to systematically investigate” (p. 2) entertainment uses and processes.

It is difficult to succinctly synthesize the research and theory construction of Zillmann and his associates on entertainment, because of the vast number of studies, the large variety of genres of entertainment considered, and the sheer number of original theories advanced. Many syntheses of this research tradition are organized by entertainment genre, for example: sports (e.g., Bryant & Raney, 2000), video games (e.g., Vorderer & Bryant, 2006), horror films (e.g., Weaver & Tamborini, 1996), or pornography (e.g., Brown, 2003). Other scholars have chosen to focus on broad content features that occur across genres that have been associated with increased enjoyment. These include aesthetics (e.g., Cupchik & Kemp, 2000), interactivity (e.g., Klimmt, Roth, Vermeulen, Vorderer, & Roth, 2012), moral complexity (e.g., Raney & Janicke, 2013; Tamborini, 2013), frightening depictions (e.g., Cantor, 2006), and violence (e.g., Goldstein, 1998; Miron, 2003; Sparks, Sparks, & Sparks, 2009) as well as several other factors.

We have chosen to approach this literature another way, organizing it by theory. Recognizing in advance that we will be overly terse in description, we first briefly outline some of the “name brand” theories advanced by the Zillmann research group that underlie the empirical research on diverse genres of entertainment across varied media platforms.

Selective Exposure


One of the first set of theoretical propositions advanced by Zillmann and collaborators related to selective exposure processes. The roots of selective-exposure research run deep in communication study and are often cited in the propaganda arena (Bryant & Davies, 2006). However, Zillmann and Bryant (1985) presented a different orientation toward selective exposure in their affect-dependent theory of stimulus arrangement, which was presented in a chapter in their edited volume Selective Exposure to Communication. Two basic premises underlie this theory: “First, the theory assumes… that people are motivated to minimize exposure to negative, noxious, or aversive stimuli, and second…are motivated to maximize exposure to positive, pleasurable stimuli” (Bryant & Davies, 2006, p. 26). Therefore, people are expected to select media content that will maximize the chances of achieving these goals. Four critical aspects of media messages are proposed to be relevant in selecting content to achieve such ends: excitatory homeostasis, intervention potential, message-behavioral affinity, and hedonic valence. Considerable empirical evidence has supported propositions derived from these message characteristics, helping us understand some of the complex choice behaviors of the sovereign consumer of the media age.

Excitation-Transfer Theory


“Excitation-transfer theory and the more inclusive three-factor theory of emotion might well be regarded as the crown jewels of Dolf Zillmann’s abundant contributions to theory construction” (Bryant & Miron, 2003, p. 31). Initially developed to examine the effects of consuming violent and sexual media content (e.g., Zillmann, 1971), this theory, which fused elements from psychophysiology, biochemistry, and media psychology, has been applied to explain and predict numerous phenomena of entertaining media use as well. The mechanisms of excitation transfer are far beyond the scope of this chapter, because specific propositions related to excitation, time, cognition, attribution and misattribution, attentional shift, hedonic assimilation, and moral judgment are essential parts of the model, but a soundbite version of the model is: Sympathetic excitation derived from consuming emotion-inducing portions of a narrative transfer into temporally proximate later portions of the film, novel, video game, or other entertainment-oriented message system, enhancing the cognitively derived appraisal of the subsequent material. This could include making a gruesome scene more appalling or a satisfying happy ending of a storyline more appealing. The more pronounced the initial excitatory reaction, the more extreme the resultant euphoria or dysphoria. Thus excitation-transfer theory is an important tool to help explain and predict entertainment experiences across many different entertainment genres.

Affective Disposition Theory


Obviously, characters are an important component of most media narratives. Affective disposition theory predicts that the nature of the characters and the media consumer’s reaction to them, especially how much we like or dislike them, as well as what happens to these characters, greatly affects the degree of enjoyment of the mediated entertainment experience. Zillmann and Cantor first articulated a comprehensive disposition theory of humor and mirth in 1976, substantiated by empirical research they had conducted on cartoons and other forms of humor in the early 1970s (e.g., Zillmann & Cantor, 1972). In a nutshell, disposition theory of humor stated: “humor appreciation varies inversely with the favorableness of the disposition toward the agent or entity being disparaged and varies directly with the favorableness of the disposition toward the agent or entity disparaging it” (Zillmann & Cantor, 1976, p. 100). Moreover, the authors argued that “appreciation should be maximal when our friends humiliate our enemies, and minimal when our enemies manage to get the upper hand over our friends” (Zillmann & Cantor, 1976, p. 101).

Affective disposition theory has proven to “travel well” and has been successfully examined in the context of suspenseful drama, sports, video games, reality programming, and many other entertainment genres (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015; Raney, 2003, 2006; Raney & Bryant, 2019). More generally, it is quite evident that “the emotional affiliations that viewers form and hold toward characters in a media narrative play a primary role in the process of enjoyment” (Raney & Bryant, 2019, p. 329).

Mood-Management Theory


One of the most frequently cited entertainment theories to emerge from the Zillmann camp is mood management (Oliver, 2003; Zillmann, 1988; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). In many ways this theory rides on the shoulders of selective-exposure theory, but it is much more general and readily adaptable. At its core, the essential hypotheses of mood-management theory were summarized by Zillmann (2000b): “The indicated hedonistic objective is best served by selective exposure to material that (a) is excitationally opposite to prevailing states associated with noxiously experienced hypo- or hyperarousal, (b) has positive hedonic value above that of prevailing states, and (c) in hedonically negative states, has little or no semantic affinity with the prevailing states” (p. 104). At the practical level, “insofar as entertainment provides its audience with the opportunity to symbolically arrange the environment, mood-management theory posits that viewer’s entertainment choices should similarly reflect the motivation to maximize pleasure and minimize pain” (Oliver, 2003, p. 86). In reviewing the empirical evidence relating to mood management, Knobloch-Westerwick (2006) reported that consumers rather consistently have selected media narratives to help them overcome boredom and stress, to improve negative moods, to control levels of arousal, to disrupt anger and fear, to provide relief from loneliness, to relieve exasperation from hormonal phases, along with several other examples of controlling undesirable mood states through media message selection. Mood-management theory is not without its challenges, but it has proven to be a potent entertainment theory.

Many theories other than those from Zillmann have been created for or applied to understanding the enjoyment of entertainment. These theories include symbolic catharsis, parasocial interaction, social identity theory, transportation theory, identification theory, play theory, attribution theory, third-person effects, anticipatory socialization, ornamental-mind theory, emulation, sensation seeking, equity theory, and many others. However, the ones that we have briefly explicated account for the lion’s share of research in entertainment theory, certainly until the 1990s, when the next generation of communication scholars started to question and subsequently to expand some of the core assumptions of this school of thought (cf., Vorderer, this volume; Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019).

A Brief Analysis on Contemporary Entertainment Theories’ Epistemology and Other “Problems”


This historic overview should show that over the past years and decades, the diversity of different theoretical approaches has enabled the scholarly community to describe, to explain, and to predict many of the phenomena that today are considered as media entertainment. This endeavor has certainly increased the field of communication’s capacity to offer a number of solid answers to key questions of contemporary societies. However, with the emergence and advancements of such a remarkable diversity of entertainment theories, some problems have arisen as well. Some of these problems refer to terminology, such as: To which extent do different theories (or theorists) refer to the same phenomena, to the same experiential qualities, or to the same dynamics of effects when they employ apparently identical terms? To use an example: Both the theoretical concepts of “transportation” (Green & Brock, 2000) and of “presence” (Steuer, 1992) have been applied to entertainment research (cf., Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003); both metaphorically describe a media user’s experience of being (cognitively and emotionally) shifted into an illusionary (mediated or story-) world. What is still missing, however, is an integration or at least a systematic explication of the relation between these concepts in order to preserve a conceptual or, at least, a terminological differentiation between them instead of leaving the use of any of them to the individual scholar. An entertainment researcher might only come across any of them by pure chance or by path dependencies caused by his or her academic socialization. Therefore, for advancing the field further, an explicit discussion of similarities and differences between these and many other theoretical constructs is certainly important and desirable. One example of successfully doing so has been provided by Brown (2015; this volume), who compares four different concepts of involvement with media personae. Others need to follow to prevent the community speaking about different constructs when they actually refer to the same phenomena.

But beyond the question of simple compatibilities between similar conceptualizations, the rapid growth and differentiation of entertainment theories also puts forward the necessity to reflect more on the epistemology of the field. What are the basic assumptions underlying a given concept of media entertainment experiences? To use an example again: How much hard-wired biology, how much active self-reflection, how much “free will” do entertainment theorists take for granted when proposing a certain user motivation, an experience during exposure, or a specific effect some entertainment fare might have on its users? And how do the only rarely explicated propositions underlying the various theories differ between discrepant (yet similar and/or competing) models and theories?

A systematic review of the theoretical literature as well as of the theory sections of empirical research papers on media entertainment would likely reveal that many authors are not really offering an explicit reasoning of their epistemological grounds. Instead, they adopt the same epistemology that is inherent to the basic works on which they operate. As a consequence, some entertainment theories rest on rather behavioristic underlying assumptions, as they are grounded on the respective epistemologies (e.g., Zillmann, 1980; Fischer, Lonergan, Hopp, and Weber, this volume), whereas other approaches (seem to) employ epistemological foundations that are centered around a highly active, reflective, self-controlled subject (e.g., Oliver et al., 2018). While such diversity of epistemologies is not a problem per se for a field of social science, it would be desirable to make such metaconceptual foundations (more) explicit (cf., as an excellent example for this: Zillmann, 1988).

Moreover, explicating such underlying epistemological assumptions will quickly reveal that empirically testable hypotheses that are based on these assumptions may be inconsistent or even contradictory and call for a metatheoretical “resolution.” Take Zillmann’s most basic premise that individuals are first and foremost seeking entertainment in order to elevate their moods, and the notion that these same individuals are also eager to transcend their current state by appreciating thought-provoking, challenging, and irritating films or books (Oliver et al., 2018, Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume). So-called two-factor theories or models of entertainment do in fact claim that both premises are plausible and that media users choose one over the other depending on situational, personal, or media-related factors. In fact, any future comprehensive entertainment theory will need to incorporate these different ambitions by providing an epistemological model that explicitly integrates the two motivations by specifying when and how these two apparently divergent motivations compete with each other (cf., Vorderer, this volume). Kahneman’s (2011) dual model of “Thinking, fast and slow” might be an excellent candidate for such a more comprehensive epistemology (cf., Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012), as would be other key works on bounded rationality (e.g., Gigerenzer & Goldstein, 1996). We are convinced that any incremental theory development would benefit from avoiding epistemological inconsistencies, and next-generation theorists should be given orientation knowledge about fundamental research traditions on which they can, need to, and want to build.

In addition to making the epistemology of entertainment theories and theorists more explicit, the rapid expansion of the field with an at least seemingly ever-increasing number of new empirical studies that are being published year by year also brings about the problem that the history of the field tends to be neglected. Recent innovation in entertainment theory mostly rested on importings of conceptual raw materials from concurrent research in neighbor fields such as positive psychology (Reinecke & Oliver, 2016; Janicke-Bowles, Schubert, & Blomster, this volume), self-control theory (Reinecke & Meier, this volume), work and organizational psychology (Rieger, Reinecke, Frischlich, & Bente, 2014) or moral psychology (Haidt, 2007; see the MIME model by Tamborini, this volume). While this strategy of theory innovation has dynamized entertainment research significantly, the focus on the latest developments in neighboring fields seems to have prevented communication scholars from reading, reflecting on, and working with past achievements of their own field. This obliviousness of past communication scholarship should be considered as a deficit, because many ideas that are being discussed nowadays have already been put forward at earlier times, and today’s theoretical innovations could benefit from considering such earlier approaches (see Preface of this volume). For example, linking the relatively new phenomenon of “binge-watching” to past theorizing about “escapism” offers strong background knowledge that makes it possible to harvest ideas and concepts that are certainly older than video streaming services (see, as a successful example: Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume). All contributors to a young and dynamic field such as entertainment research should therefore be reminded not to step over past works, theories, and models, as they may find much useful reasoning there and can avoid reinventions of already existing notions, concepts, and assumptions.

A Brief Programmatic Mission Statement for Future Media Entertainment Theory


Modern psychological entertainment theory has now been thriving for about four decades. The remaining chapters of this handbook provide a powerful overview of these dynamics and the impressive research progress that has been made. While there is no question that the field is now being accepted and recognized as a relevant domain of communication scholarship, the analysis of the historical achievements and the current state suggests that there are important questions and challenges, but also great chances awaiting entertainment theorists in the (near) future. What therefore follows from the previously explicated issues are a few items for the agenda of future works on entertainment theory.

Is This Entertainment?


To this point, we have focused on entertainment that potentially provides pleasure maximization—selecting and consuming media to provide the optimal level of entertainment. In reality, this does not necessarily describe the nature of many of our experiences that pass as entertainment. Much of everyday, ordinary “entertainment” involves selecting between the best of six so-so movies, or choosing the least annoying music satellite channel, or the like. Considered from the perspective of media programming scholars (e.g., Eastman & Ferguson, 2013; MacFarland, 1997), this relates to the concepts of defensive programming strategies or providing potential media consumers with “least objectionable programming.” This explains, at least in large part, why service departments of automobile dealers in the United States and other English-speaking countries leave their flat screens tuned to the HGTV network throughout the workday—nothing about a home remodeling show is apt to offend any viewer, the programming is minimally interesting to a wide demographic, and it is rarely so engaging that those not interested in the topic find their attention diverted from their novel, their email, their texting, or other forms of multitasking.

Considered from the perspective of media psychology, what this means in the typical media landscape of diverse entertainment options is that some media users may not be selecting and consuming a media message system because it is appealing to them, but because they do not dislike certain programming as much as they like other forms of entertainment that are available. Fahr and Böcking (2009) define this as “media choice as avoidance behavior.” Although a few scholars have considered this range of media choice and consumption behaviors that typically fall under the umbrella of entertainment (e.g., Hartmann, 2009), it has yet to receive the systematic theoretical and empirical attention it deserves from the standpoint of understanding normative human behavior.

This “satisficing” kind of entertainment use may have been overlooked in recent times because online media such as video streaming services seem to offer endless options to maximize entertainment experiences for individuals with any kind of preference (Jenner, 2018). But even in high-choice environments, users do not always want to nor are able to invest the energy to make optimal decisions as entertainment audiences are usually not hyperactive (Schönbach, 2001). Are therefore the “little bit” of pleasure obtained from TV, the “ok but not so great” movie experience of last Wednesday evening, or the small dose of inspiration received daily through social media (Rieger & Klimmt, 2019) different entertainment phenomena than those typically theorized and studied in our laboratories? The challenge for future entertainment theory and research that is addressed here refers to the experiential quality and conceptual distinctiveness of “small,” imperfect entertainment phenomena. Existing theoretical approaches seem to focus on pure, optimal, “orgasmic” experiences of entertainment users, which is helpful in clarifying psychological dimensions and processes. But in real life, entertainment experiences are, like many other psychological phenomena, constrained, compromised, and polluted by external factors and boundaries that need to be understood with greater theoretical precision and innovative (field) research methods.

A Call Against Overstretching the Term “Entertainment”


Despite the fact that our understanding of entertainment, in the sense of both a specific media format and a way of using such media fare, has broadened over the past decades, it is time to recognize that not everything is entertainment. There are media programs and content forms that are certainly not eligible to be enjoyed or appreciated by its audience and there are ways of thinking or feeling about such programs that are all but of positive valence. Some books, films, or shows are simply boring and uninspiring and in no way “speak” to a reader or onlooker, at least in some situations, so that it would be meaningless to describe such an experience of exposure as entertaining. Other offerings are neither good nor bad entertainment, but they may be informative and allow the users to learn and understand without being entertained by them. We need to understand what entertainment means for media users and what it does to them but we should also accept that entertainment is not everything (cf., Vorderer, this volume).

Toward Connecting the “Psychological” with the “Critical Perspective” in Entertainment Theory


Much has been said about the various theoretical and metatheoretical traditions and divisions in communication as a field (Craig, 1999) and the resulting dichotomy between the two schools of thought within communication as a discipline (Vorderer & Groeben, 1992; Vorderer, Parks, & Lutz, 2020). But it is probably entertainment theory where the preclusion of one of these perspectives by the other impairs a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon the most. Our brief historic review should indicate how much the development of entertainment theory indeed owes to both perspectives, to the psychological as well as to the critical one. We believe that despite the fact that entertainment theory has thrived throughout the past years and decades a solid and coherent integration of the various theoretical perspectives and ultimately a comprehensive description and explanation of entertainment is still to come.

Specifically, critical approaches to entertainment media offer very precise observations on contents and forms of messages and rich accounts of symbol systems and contexts of relevance to (audience) interpretations of entertainment. Such analytics would empower psychological approaches to entertainment theory, as they could point to specific (intended or unintended) experiential effects of message exposure. Oftentimes, these analyses refer to particularly prominent examples of (contemporary or historic) media entertainment: For instance, in only two recent consecutive issues of th Journal of Popular Culture, elaborate critical writing can be found on entertainment megamedia such as the “Harry Potter” (Seymour, 2019), “Hunger Games” (Halsall, 2019), “Call of Duty” (Höglund, 2018) franchises. In turn, the principle of systematic and empirical pattern discovery that is at the core of psychological entertainment theory would empower critical approaches on media entertainment to achieve greater levels of generalizability and independence from subjective author assessments. So there are great chances to be found in working toward conceptual convergence between psychological and critical entertainment theories. Overcoming the inevitable difficulties that will arise with such integration attempts are certainly worth the effort, as they are (or would be) with many other themes in communication scholarship (Vorderer & Weinmann, 2016).

Submitting Entertainment Theory to a Global Dialogue


In addition to the metaconceptual pathway of paradigm connection within communication, a related agenda item for the entertainment theory of the future is a more systematic approach to global-cultural diversity. Only recently, empirical work on cross-cultural perspectives on media entertainment has emerged (e.g., Schneider, Bartsch, & Oliver, 2017). Odag (this volume) is leading the way toward expanding Western theorizing about media entertainment to acknowledge the simple fact that entertainment media are cultural products—their contents, forms, historical-social contexts, and modes of reception vary massively around the world (e.g., Teo, 2013), and clearly, the past achievements of the field are far from sufficient to cover these differences and complexities. Future theorizing on media entertainment will thus have to approach the challenge of dewesternization (Wang, 2011; Waisbord & Mellado, 2014). It is obvious that the previous agenda item of connecting psychological and critical entertainment theory is of primary importance to the project of such globalized concept work, as in-depth knowledge of popular cultures is a necessary foundation of any attempt of dewesternizing entertainment theory.

Technological Innovation Requires Theoretical Innovation


Finally, there can be no doubt that the rate of technological innovations has not only increased but also significantly altered the landscape of media use in general and of entertainment experiences in particular. Digitalization has brought about entirely new media categories, genres, and modes of entertainment reception, such as videostreaming (Jenner, 2018), location-based video gaming (Yang & Liu, 2017), or social media poetry (Paquet, 2019). These rapid spreadings of new types of media entertainment call for theoretical responses in communication scholarship. For instance, virtual reality applications with entertaining content are now available and pervasive for more users and in more situations than ever before, so there is a pressing need to revisit and expand entertainment theory to realign the state of scientific knowledge with the developments of media technology and audience realities as well as to find answers to societies’ new questions (cf., Hartmann & Fox, this volume). As technological innovation is continuing at fast pace, the breadth and the depth of new entertainment content and formats will most likely soon reach unprecedented intensities and qualities. But our knowledge about media users’ enjoying and appreciating these new forms without losing self-determination and -control is rather limited. It is here where we see the greatest need for future research: to describe and to explain the overwhelming appeal of such state-of-the-art applications and offers, to understand the users’ urge to apprehend and enjoy them as much and as often as possible (and that is: everywhere and anytime, cf. Vorderer, Hefner, Reinecke, & Klimmt, 2018), and to derive scholarly informed suggestions and guidance for these users as well as ethical conclusions and recommendations to entertainment producers and society at large.
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chapter 2

Entertainment Is a Journey, Not Just a Destination

Process Perspectives in Entertainment Theories


Andreas Fahr and Hannah Früh




Introduction


This chapter is concerned with entertainment as moments of experience triggered by media content. These experiences could be a characteristic sequence of moments, a final evaluation after the media exposure, or a combination of the two. If the latter applies, the question arises: How do audience experiences in media exposure culminate in the feeling of being entertained after the media experience? If experiences agglomerate, how exactly do they add up? How are different experiences during media exposure related with regard to their magnitude, frequency, variance, and succession that indicate maximum enjoyment?

To address these questions, this chapter discusses how one can define processes and how media experience processes contribute to entertainment. Thus, the point of interest is how entertainment evolves and which determinants cause this experience. While many authors claim that entertainment has processual aspects, a process perspective has rarely been taken with respect to theory and measurement. In fact, a quite common practice consists of designating processes to entertainment in terms of some recognizable outcome of events, even if the events themselves, the linkages among them, and the consequences are little known or understood. If a process is a set of recurrent sequences of intelligibly connected events occurring according to specifiable rules and within specifiable parameters of time (Vayda, McCay, & Eghenter, 1991), it is necessary to identify the repeated unfolding of events that may occur during media exposure and link them to entertainment (e.g., Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 9–28). To give processes more attention, more precise theoretical assumptions on the shape of a process have to be made (e.g., Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 77–96); also, measurement techniques have to credit the requirements of processes more adequately.

This ambitious inquiry is probed by focusing on theoretical views on process dynamics in general (part 1) as well as in entertainment theories specifically (part 2). In doing so, the present research contributes to the call of Vorderer, Klimmt, and Ritterfeld (2004) that “achieving a pure description of this [entertainment] process, let alone an explanation, presents a tremendous challenge for researchers in the field of communication and in related disciplines” (p. 391).

To lay the foundation of the journey through this chapter, Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 try to model some hypothetical relationships between experiences before, during, and after media exposure. Those time-based perspectives draw on three premises. First, our understanding of “entertainment” follows the definition from the old/middle French entretenir, which refers to the Latin inter- (“among”) + tenere (“to hold”) and means to keep up, to maintain, to hold together, or to support (Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d.). Thus, the hallmark of entertainment is process oriented in the way that content is manufactured to attract and maintain audiences’ involvement. Second, entertainment is seen as a subjective and dynamic experience of an audience member, not simply a characteristic of the media content. As Vorderer et al. (2004) wrote, “most entertainment experiences in which we engage so often and deliberately seem to offer complex, dynamic, and even multi-faceted experiences” (p. 391). Third, accounting for the dynamic characteristics of processes (Abbott, 2001, pp. 181–182; 250–251; Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 77–96), individual experiences are not always best modeled as the average or sum of all the experiences in mediated communication (i.e., adding or averaging measures of events e1 … en through t1 … t6; see Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1 Processes of and to entertainment.

Note: e1 to en: Events or experiences during exposure; numbers indicate occurrence/intensity of experience (0 = not experienced to 5 = intensely experienced); t indicates time points.
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Figure 2.2 A basic model of entertainment.

Note: Entertainment is a function of experiences e1 … en during media exposure, depending on their initial values at t0, where every ei has m real values, ei1, … eim, are the different states of experiences at a particular point in time. These values can range between 0 (no experience of ei) and M (highest possible intensity of ei). This does not imply that the experience of entertainment is, in principle, conceptualized as the final outcome of a process. It could also be seen as a recurrent sequence of intelligibly connected actions or events (ei t1 … eit6–enjoying the journey); t indicates time points.
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Figure 2.3 Temporal assumptions of entertainment theories.

Note: The model is based on Figure 2.1 that appears in Vorderer et al., 2004 (p. 393). Regarding the overarching pattern of entertainment, one finds cyclic aspects (c) as well as seemingly linear aspects (a and b). Stages I, II, and III can be seen as discrete points in time. In this case, the effect interval of different shapes might be described by a, b, and c; I, II, and III might also be seen as processes themselves.





Enjoying the Journey


One could argue that scrutinizing the dynamics of the exposure process and its time pattern is not important because, ultimately, the audience’s final evaluation of a journey leads to judgments, learning, consecutive selective exposures, and other outcomes in question. Studies that hold this position expose their participants to different versions of a story or other message characteristics that strategically vary theoretically important features and then measure the respondents’ overall enjoyment of those messages. But these types of research designs shed little insight on how experiences actually evolve over time.

Some entertainment scholars find it important to measure cognitive, affective, or behavioral responses during media use. In this view, experiences during media exposure are either entertainment itself or they are somehow connected to ex post feelings of entertainment. However, those time-based data are oftentimes simply averaged or counted over the entire exposure and then correlated with ex post measures such as entertainment or enjoyment (E = Mean (e1-ent1 … e1-ent6)). For example, excitation transfer theory (Bryant & Miron, 2003) points in particular to the importance in the ending of a media exposure (ent7) being explained by the experience of the events that happened during exposure. Other examples for this view are the peak and end rule or the duration neglect (e.g., Fredrickson & Kahneman, 1993) that show, for example, that memories of experiences heavily depend on not only how an experience ended but also what was felt during the most extreme point(s) of an experience (e.g., E = e2t3 + e2t6). Hence, an individual’s final recollection and perception of events is largely affected by the interpretation of those special events.

Finally, the experience of entertainment can also be seen as an entity of its own, which cannot sufficiently be explained by some technical or statistical accumulation of preceding experiences. This perspective follows the notion that the final evaluation or interpretation forms a percept or “Gestalt” in which this “whole” has a reality of its own, independent of the parts (Koffka, 1935). According to this view, it is not fruitful or even possible to try to reconstruct an entertainment experience by using a characteristic pattern of experiences. Elaborating on this notion that the whole is something else than the sum of its parts and that this whole has an independent existence is beyond the scope of this chapter. Rather, this chapter is interested not only in media entertainment as a final destination but also in the journey of causally linked and theoretically well-founded funded events during the journey. Those events and their pattern should be identified, measured, and weighted to better explain the presence or absence of entertainment. Taken together, Figure 2.2 shows a basic model (in the form of function) for entertainment being the consequence of a particular journey over time.

This chapter is devoted to expounding on this dynamic perspective. The exposure phase is examined more deeply, concentrating on experiences and sequences that lead to entertainment experiences during as well as after media exposure. The first part summarizes how processes are conceptualized in the social sciences in general. This theoretical consideration then allows for the detection of the concept of process in the most common entertainment theories in communication research.

Processes in the Social Sciences


In the social sciences, many different theoretical forms of processes are discussed. This perspective concentrates on causal processes (Abbott, 2001, pp. 178–179) and conceptualizes entertainment and its components as “whole stories” (Abbott, 2001, p. 181), where each point in time (a state of a construct/event) is not only temporarily ordered but also causally related (also see Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 29–56).

Potential causal factors that determine entertainment experiences can be seen in Figures 2.1 and 2.3. First, factors include an initial state of an experience, which also comprises anticipations of future states. These initial states and anticipations can be described by prerequisites and motives as summarized by Vorderer et al. (2004). They lead to enjoyment (which is, for example, characterized by suspense, emotion, or perceived control; proximal effect), which may lead to distal effects (e.g., relaxation, learning, catharsis). Second, there are preceding states of a unit of reference that serve as permanently changing initial states for subsequent effects: (I) Prerequisites and motives precede and influence (II) enjoyment and both precede and lead to (III) further effects. Hence, the process of entertainment is treated as a function of qualitatively different, discrete states of media users (I, II, & III) that are causally ordered. Each of these different experiential states may be seen as a process itself, consisting of temporarily ordered causal changes: Prerequisites and motives (I) may change in media users over time, just as enjoyment (II) or further effects such as knowledge (III). Each preceding state of I, II, or III may serve as an initial state as well as a cause for following states and therefore changes within an audience member. This converges with the assumptions of Valkenburg, Peter, and Walther (2016), who considered that most media effects are volatile and transactional. Third, there are preceding states of other causally linked processes and external factors. This means that not only preceding states within a specific process can lead to changes in a subject but also changes in preceding states of causally linked processes. For example, preceding excitement processes can affect the enjoyment of a particular experience.

Theories and empirical approaches to processes often implicitly or explicitly suppose that they are linear and monotonic (Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 23–24). With respect to entertainment, this means that entertainment is presumed as a sum of various preceding experienced events such as suspense or affect and that entertainment experiences can be predicted from initial values and a uniform slope. Knowing both, one can predict entertainment experiences at any time later on, if entertainment is a linear process. Also, linear relationships of entertainment and related concepts are often assumed, such as the more someone is transported into the experience, the stronger the feeling of entertainment is (see Figure 2.1: e2 and e7 at t7). A linear relationship can also be stated for both constructs over time: The more someone becomes transported into the experience during exposure (e3t1 … e3t6), the higher the enjoyment becomes (e7t1 … e7t6). This implies that being transported or immersed in the experience and the feeling of enjoyment evolve during media exposure and that the pattern of evolvement of those constructs during the exposure is linear and meaningful. Finally, one of the concepts can be dynamically related to time while the other is related to a particular point in time: The higher that transportation becomes during exposure (e3t1 … e3t6), the higher the experience of entertainment is at the end (e7t7).

If entertainment were such a linear process incorporating only one theoretical construct (e.g., fun), sophisticated theoretical assumptions on temporal or processual components on entertainment theory would be superfluous: Knowing the basic fun level in the beginning and registering the final level of fun in the end would be sufficient to infer on the process. One only needs theoretical explanations for the beginning and some plausible explanations for the difference between both points in time to explain the slope of fun. But the evolvement of experiences and the relationship between two or more processes relating to entertainment do not need to be linear over time. Because most causal relationships in the social sciences are nonlinear (Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 14–15), it is very unlikely that causally linked events and responses in the context of entertainment are linked only in a linear way. Therefore, one needs theoretical assumptions on these causal relationships of events that account for (1) nonlinearity, (2) multidimensionality in entertainment processes, (3) varying rates of change within the same processes as a function of time, and (4) varying rates of change among different entertainment-related processes that are temporarily synchronized to make up entertainment experiences. This means, for example, that the initial state of a subject or media prerequisite (such as motives or previous experiences and expectations) might reveal something about the starting point of an entertainment episode but nothing about its actual evolving shape: Some motives or expectations are met during exposure, whereas some are not. Because experiences through media exposure change, motives and expectations change, too. The comparison of initial motives and gratifications resulting from the media exposure might illuminate that, for example, entertainment motives are not met, but the difference between both constructs does not reveal anything about how and when motives started to change. It is very unlikely that motives constantly change during exposure (which might be represented by the slope of a linear function). Therefore, calculating a difference between pre-exposure and post-exposure measures implies linear processes, which might be a misleading assumption: Stating a difference does not tell us anything about how and when change happened. Stating no difference only tells us that expectations still look the same, but it is not possible to tell there has been no change at all during media exposure; they might not necessarily have been the same throughout the entertainment experience. It is therefore necessary to look with greater temporal resolution (in a theoretical as well as in an empirical sense) into the processes as they evolve and reveal crucial factors that influence entertainment processes to determine the actual shape of the “Gestalt.” Changes in entertainment experiences can occur at any point in time during media exposure and shortly after. This has several implications beyond the need for more precise theoretical assumptions: First, to measure change, one needs to know how fast a process might change (e.g., Newell, 1994, pp. 121-123). Second, one needs to hypothesize about the external and internal triggers influencing the entertainment processes. External triggers may be narrative structures of the media content. Internal triggers are transactional effects like autocorrelations, a natural return to a baseline level (e.g., physiological arousal), and reciprocal effects as comprehensively described by Valkenburg et al. (2016).

The theoretical conceptualization and measurement of a process requires assumptions not only on its time scale or changing rate but also on its reversibility. Some media content might have a long-term effect, such as a shocking scene in a horror movie. Those effects might last a long time, so in research, they can be measured retrospectively via self-reported data. The changes that took place in the media user are hardly “reversible.” However, some media content provokes fleeting emotions that cannot be remembered later, so these emotions can be measured only at the moment of media exposure. They are reversible in the sense that, for example, excitation can return to an initial state during exposure and cannot be measured later.

Based on these examples and assumptions, six general aspects of processes can be adapted to processes in media research (Coleman, 1981, pp. 6–7; Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 9–28):



1. Change is represented by a difference of discrete states of viewers.


2. Changes do not necessarily need to be predetermined by a specific temporal impulse generator; they can occur at any time during a process.


3. Besides internal factors, there may be external factors influencing change.


4. Changes are not necessarily predetermined by a single initial state before media exposure.


5. Changes may be reversible or not; reversible changes return to their initial discrete state after some time, whereas irreversible changes make up a shift to a different level.


6. Change is not necessarily observable.






In sum, processes are time dependent and influenced by other constructs that are processes themselves or discrete events in time (McGrath & Tschan, 2004, as cited in Collins, 2006). Regarding the theoretical conceptualization and measurement of a process, it is necessary to uncover the assumed temporal aspects of processes first, at least temporal intervals, defined as the time span between cause and effect and thus as the time it takes for “the cause to have an impact” (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1997, p. 366). Moreover, one has to specify the assumed temporal shape, defined as the characteristic course of a process. From a broader perspective, one can also look for periodicity of specific cause–effect relations such as cyclic patterns (see Collins, 2006). Regarding the impact of the initial state of a process, one might also add the (non)linearity of processes (Coleman, 1981). Abrupt changes can be described in terms of breaks, smoother changes in terms of turning points, or decreases and increases of smoother slopes as trajectories (e.g., Abbott, 2001, pp. 243–250).

Processes in Entertainment Theories


Following the definition and general assumptions on processes, the next section details entertainment-related processes. This contribution assumes that entertainment experiences are made up by several (linear and nonlinear) subprocesses (connected events) that are temporarily synchronized. For this purpose, the following section draws on the theoretical outlines of Vorderer et al. (2004) as well as Oliver and Bartsch (2010) to identify important constructs and processes that are related to the concept of entertainment. The processual assumptions from the previous section provide the background to describe the nature or the shape of a process. The first part focuses on affect-related components of entertainment, which are core concepts of most theoretical reasonings and empirical research on entertainment. The second part deals with concepts that are important facilitators of entertainment experiences.

Affect-Related Components of Entertainment


One major line of entertainment research has focused on affective gratifications or affective responses like media users seeking feelings of reward as an end in themselves. These include, for example, moods and feelings of fun, thrill, or joy (Vorderer et al., 2004; Zillmann, 1988; Zuckerman, 2006).

Mood


Mood management and escapism (Henning & Vorderer, 2001; Vorderer et al., 2004) are rooted in motivation theories and selective exposure perspectives. Both concepts are discussed from a process perspective on entertainment, not just as an outcome of media exposure. Mood management and escapism locate the main gratification of entertainment experiences in positive affective valence (approach perspective) as well as in absorption and distraction from negative thoughts (avoidance perspective; Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006; Zillmann, 1988). Mood is connected to initial points of exposure, to audience responses to events, and to outcomes of exposure processes. In particular, perspectives on mood adjustment (Holbrook & Gardner, 2000), mood repair, and mood fixing reveal the importance of the processuality of mood management theory (Bowman & Tamborini, 2012; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). Here, “the time frame and the development of the processes in question are […] essential and deserve special attention, especially in empirical investigations” (Knobloch, 2003, p. 237). From a formal process view, mood management refers to two possible perspectives: (1) the media user pursues a shift from one hedonic level to another, or (2) the media user continually readjusts to maintain an individual equilibrium or homeostasis. The theoretical basis of this process perspective was formalized in expectancy-value theories (Eccles, 2009; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Subsequently, in repeated exposures, expectancy and value calculations are continuously updated and affect subsequent behavior (e.g., influence the probability of exposing, staying with, or withdrawing from a particular media content). The uses and gratifications (both sought and obtained; Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1985) as well as the mood-updating model (Holbrook & Gardner, 2000) both clearly integrate the process perspective in communication-related research. Beyond the communicative phase, expectancy-value theories explain the selective exposure to content that future audiences might find entertaining.

Empirical tests of mood-adjusting and mood-management processes sometimes focus on the microdynamics of those selections and exposures over time (e.g., immediate selective exposures after inducing mood experimentally; Chen, Zhou, & Bryant, 2007; Knobloch, 2003). Other studies try to explain repeated selective exposures over longer periods of time or more distant intervals. Explanations for emerging nonlinear patterns are hard to interpret and are mostly derived ex post. Little is still known about when and how mood changes over time and with respect to which content, as Knobloch (2003) stated: “the interplay of pace and valence of the anticipated activity created very different adjustment patterns, only partly converging with a priori assumptions. This can be explained by conflicting requirements” (p. 247).

Emotions


Theories of emotion (as the more sophisticated variants of appraisal theories) typically conceptualize emotions and their related constructs as nonlinear processes that are temporarily synchronized (Scherer, 2005, 2009). As most entertainment theories consider entertainment experiences to be related to emotion and affect, the theoretical, nonlinear, and temporal assumptions of appraisal theories of emotion have to be considered in entertainment theory.

Simple approaches equate enjoyment with a single response, such as the short-lived sense of arousal as a correlate of a particular emotion like joy. But even the experience of most basic emotions is founded on the appraisal of a history of foregoing events (Mar, Oatley, Djikic, & Mullin, 2011); therefore, they are not only processes themselves but also a result of previous experiences. That is why media scholars point to the importance of the patterns of the genesis of those emotional experiences, as metaphors such as a “rollercoaster ride” suggests (e.g., Tan, 2008). In this view, not a single emotion is associated with entertainment but a roller coaster of several more or less intense emotional experiences over time (Mar et al., 2011).

Meta-Emotions


The interpretation of entertainment as an outcome or as an all-encompassing gratification obtained from the whole experience is proposed by theories of meta-emotions or meta-appraisals (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988; Oliver, 1993; Schramm & Wirth, 2008). Those theories argue that entertainment mainly manifests as a result of a general ex post evaluation (reappraisal) of the experience (cf. Zillmann, 1983, who espouses a physiological arousal perspective). Hence, the experience (mainly of emotions or mixed emotions during exposure) is considered not only as an end in itself but also as a stimulus or catalyst that can foster subsequent types of gratification (Bartsch, 2012; Bartsch, Mangold, Viehoff, & Vorderer, 2006). Hence, meta-emotions connect particular experiences during media exposure to broad evaluations, such as a summary after the exposure (see the model in Figure 2.2) or at least at some significant points in the time of exposure (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). Technically, most empirical studies use an approach where they regress enjoyment or entertainment on the experienced cognitions and emotions during exposure, both mostly ex post measured by means of self-report (e.g., Schramm & Wirth, 2010). Those weights can shed insight on how important factors contribute to the overall experience. Nevertheless, with this conventional design, we can hardly identify how recurrent sequences or weights of experiences during media exposure contribute to meta-emotions.

Suspense


Suspense is linked to a particular sequence of experienced events, surpassing a characteristic arrangement of thrill, fear, and relief (e.g., Vorderer et al., 2004). Herein, relief serves as a mediator between suspense and entertainment, triggered, for example, by a happy end for the preferred protagonist of a story (also see “Affective Disposition Theory,” later; Madrigal, Bee, Chen, & LaBarge, 2011). A multilevel model analysis of longitudinal data indeed showed that shifts in both positive and negative affect positively influenced the feeling of suspense of football team fans (Knobloch-Westerwick, David, Eastin, Tamborini, & Greenwood, 2009). Hoffmann and Fahr (2007) empirically showed the “up and down” feelings of viewers’ suspense during a thriller film with a point of culmination at the end. They have also shown that the same pattern of suspense is apparent if the same content is watched a second time but just the magnitudes of the peaks are attenuated. Hence, there is empirical evidence that individuals enjoy uncertainty built on a subsequent mixture of conflict, fear, delight, and confidence.

Habituation and Sensitization


Whereas purely emotion-based and arousal-based theories try to explain the emergence and sustainability of entertainment, habituation implies that the response to a stimulus decreases after repeated exposure (Bradley, Lang, & Cuthbert, 1993); habituation therefore might be seen as an antagonist to suspense and other pleasant experiences. Time intervals between cause and effect change over time because repetition and habituation to stimuli reduce affect (which served formerly as the cause of an effect); therefore, it might lead to a slower changing rate of a process and/or lower magnitudes. Within the same domain, sensitization can be seen as the opposite to habituation in which there is an increase in the response magnitude from repeated exposures to the media content. With regard to entertainment processes, habituation, generalization, sensitization, and discrimination have not been well synthetized and investigated.

An elaborate process-oriented theory explaining habituation as well as sensitization related to emotional responses, motivation, and behavior is the Opponent Process Theory (Solomon, 1980). It is a theory for affective, emotional, or hedonic reactions that combines the phenomena of (1) initial affective contrast, (2) affective habituation (or tolerance) to the presence of an aversive or pleasant stimulus, (3) the emergence of an affective withdrawal syndrome, and (4) “a relation of affective oppositeness or reinforcer oppositeness between the states characteristic of the presence and absence” of the stimulus in a meaningful and nonarbitrary way (Solomon, 1980, p. 698). On the one hand, repeated pleasures might wear out over time and therefore lead to new dependencies. On the other hand, repeated aversive events lose a lot of their unpleasantness and make one potentially capable of new sources of pleasure (Solomon, 1980, p. 709). The Opponent Process Theory provides an interesting perspective for entertainment theories because in this “hedonic reversal,” a stimulus that initially causes a pleasant or unpleasant response does not just dissipate but the initial feeling leads to an opposite secondary emotion or sensation in which this secondary reaction is often stronger and longer lasting than the initial reaction (see “Meta-Emotions”). Therefore, it theoretically explains nonlinearity of experiences and varying causal dependencies among concepts in evolving entertainment experiences during media exposure.

An example of opponent processes could be the evolution of suspense and/or physiological arousal, jumpstarted by watching a particular media content, such as a new horror TV series. The initial process is a hedonic reaction or increase of arousal that is activated when an individual begins to watch a series. The media user gains positive feelings and arousal by enjoying the suspense. This “A process” is then countered by an opposite effect that contains negative hedonic properties, or the “B process,” which would be the decrease in positive feelings and suspense gained by the series and/or the decrease of arousal. Because the episodes become boring, the user might become habituated to the formerly exciting content and/or the body curbs the physiological arousal. This opponent process develops after the initial hedonic response as a means to restore psychological or physiological “homeostasis.” The negative feelings (boredom) begin to take hold again, which would be the craving of more arousing content. Repeated use of horror will strengthen the opponent process, but the feelings gained through the initial process will remain constant. This dynamic explains tolerance, which is the increase in the amount of suspense, arousal, or other activating content that is needed to overcome the opponent process that is increasing in strength. In the original terms of the Opponent Process Theory, this also explains the withdrawal syndrome, which occurs by the negative, counteracting effects after the initial pleasurable process dies out.

Taken together, affect-related processes point to the necessity of conceptualizing entertainment as multidimensional, linear, and nonlinear sequences of intelligibly connected actions and events that can be synchronized by diverse mechanisms. All of them can be composed of the archetypes of temporal shapes discussed by Kelly and McGrath (1988, pp. 9–28), such as mood adjustment being a process maintained over time and suspense being a cyclic process.

Media Users’ Ties to the Content


The previous section described affect-related processes that are usually seen as core concepts of entertainment. They might seem to be just response-oriented (e.g., emotional responses) at first glance. But as argued, each response should be seen as a precondition or cause of subsequent effects as well. The following section focuses on entertainment-related concepts that either indicate media users’ ties with media characters (e.g., parasocial relationships, affective dispositions) or describe a more general involvement with media content (e.g., presence, flow).

Presence


As a process, this concept focuses explicitly on the present mediated experience, its immediate rewards, and its clear linkage to entertainment (Hartmann & Fox, this volume; Lombard & Ditton, 1997). It refers to a continual increasing or decreasing experience in which perceived self-location and perceived action possibilities are connected to a mediated environment and mental capacities are bound by this environment instead of by reality. Both media factors (e.g., persistence, realism) and user prerequisites (involvement, suspension of disbelief) affect the transition to and the perpetuation of spatial presence (Wirth et al., 2007). Processual enjoyment can be defined as a form of presence, the primary outcome sought and experienced from media exposure, or as a precondition to experience entertainment. Klimmt and Vorderer (2003) gave examples of how the enjoyment of presence can be understood in terms of user dispositions, mental simulations of events, and the psychological mindset. Their assumptions are closely linked to processual thoughts: The authors suggest that the act of playing a video game models a sequence of situations that individually features certain possibilities and necessitates action. A player attempts to apply some of the possibilities to act, which influences the player’s enjoyment and affects the configuration of the subsequent situation. Hence, particular competitive elements in the video game are considered as important determinants of enjoyment. The sequence of the process, such as playing a video game (e.g., Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003), is not random. A successful completion of a competitive situation will lead to positive affect, which is connected to high arousal. This emotional state leads to the experience of enjoyment and to an increase of the motivation to continue playing (i.e., face the next competitive situation). A dissatisfactory outcome elicits anger or frustration, which may at first lead to an even stronger motivation to continue playing to solve the task in the next run but ultimately diminish the entertainment experience. Playing video games is expected to be enjoyable, only if there is a sufficient number of successfully completed, competitive situations. As the game responds to the players’ actions and capabilities, the subsequent game scenarios are affected by the outcomes of the challenges (Klimmt, Hartmann, & Frey, 2007).

Presence is not only a processual mechanism that is connected to entertainment; it is also a processual construct with its own logic so that entertainment is not just a synonym for enjoyment (for a summary, see Lee, 2004; Wirth et al., 2007). Hence, the relationship between presence and enjoyment seems to be neither linear nor always positive but rather depends on temporal synchronizations of both processes. With respect to its temporal shape, presence has empirically also been examined, focusing on breaks in its continuous course (Liebold, Brill, Pietschmann, Schwab, & Ohler, 2017). This research has shown that breaks in presence are susceptible to habituation, so the subsequent disturbance of presence does not preclude the feeling of being entertained.

Flow


Whereas presence refers to the sensation of “being” in the mediated world, flow refers to the feeling of being involved in a situation, a mental state in which a person is fully immersed in what he or she is doing. The characteristics of such an intrinsically rewarding experience are the clarity of goals and feedback, concentration, focus, lack of self-consciousness, distorted sense of time, balance between challenges and skills required to fulfill a task, and the feeling of having full control over an activity (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; see also Fisher, Lonergan, Hopp, & Weber, this volume). Hence, flow and presence share conceptual similarities such as an immersive component and intense feelings of immersion; whereas flow is seen as an immersion or involvement in an activity, presence refers to a sense of spatial immersion in a mediated environment. Weibel and Wissmath (2011) showed that flow mediates the relationship between presence and enjoyment. Sherry (2004) as well as Weber, Tamborini, Westcott-Baker, and Kantor (2009) argued that enjoyment is the result of flow experiences. Other researchers have claimed that typical characteristics of flow—such as achievement, competition, the pursuit and mastery of challenges, feelings of control, and self-efficacy—at least correlate with process-oriented entertainment experiences (Vorderer, Hartmann, & Klimmt, 2003). Hence, assuming from empirical research on the relationship between presence and flow (Bystrom et al., 1999, Sherry, 2004; Vorderer, Hartmann, & Klimmt, 2003; Weber, Tamborini, Westcott-Baker, & Kantor, 2009, Weibel & Wissmath, 2011), the process perspective emphasizes that balances and feedback loops are crucial for flow to emerge. These dynamics eventually lead to entertainment experiences. Although there is a plethora of suggestions on how one can assess flow and enjoyment in the gaming context (see, e.g., Nacke, 2009; Nacke, Drachen, & Goebel, 2010), there is only one true process-oriented study that has tried to bring both together. Using facial expressions as indicators of enjoyment during serious game play, van den Berg (2016) showed that happiness is not achieved when in flow but is subsequently caused by flow.

Transportation


Other concepts that explicitly refer to the exposure process in entertainment contexts are transportation (Green & Brock, 2000), narrative engagement/persuasion, immersion, and absorption (Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002; Sukalla et al., 2016). Those concepts basically refer to cognitive, emotional, and imagery engagement in a narrative. Green and Clark (2013) argued that plot development, character development, coherent structure, dramatic tension, and production values are all expected components of “quality” that lead to the heightened feeling of being transported during a media exposure. Among others, transportation also creates a media user’s connections with characters and increases perceptions of realism and emotional involvement (see, e.g., Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004; Green & Clark, 2013). The experience of being taken into a narrative world is a key aspect of entertainment and the conditions under which enjoyment is likely to occur. Many studies have shown that the particular quality or craftsmanship of the media content facilitates transportation, which, in turn, leads to enjoyment; this is particularly true for increased perceptions of realism (Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004).

Measuring and indicating a typical pattern or sequence of events that lead to flow, presence, or transportation is an empirical and conceptual challenge. For example, the experience of being transported into a narrative is generally assessed after the media exposure by means of self-report (Green & Brock, 2000) and is then correlated with enjoyment (Green et al., 2004). A typical design is to manipulate a content characteristic (e.g., vividness) and measure transportation after exposure (Riddle, 2013). It is valuable to learn that a particular media content (higher vividness vs. lower vividness) leads to more attention, excitation, and emotional involvement. But so far, no study seems to have measured transportation experiences during exposure or manipulated time-based characteristics regarding their potential on how to trigger and maintain presence or transportation. Studies generally assume a positive and somewhat linear relationship between characteristics of the narrative, transportation, and enjoyment, whereas the disruption of an immersed state shatters the feelings of being entertained (Green & Clark, 2013). One could also assume that expected or unexpected changes or shifts in frequency, magnitude, or succession of events contribute to the entertaining experiences but a continuous and somewhat constant flow of impulses.

Parasocial Processing


As entertainment content often deals with stories about characters, parasocial relationships (PSRs) and identification play an important role in entertainment (Brown; this volume; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). Like nonmediated relationships, PSRs and identification draw heavily on processual assumptions (e.g., Eyal & Cohen, 2006; Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010; Wilson, 1993): Relationships need to be built and maintained; they can develop, change, and break up. Whereas transportation focuses on the degree of absorption and often specifies different formal characteristics in the narrative, identification and PSRs focus on the media user’s attachment to characters. It is clear that identification and parasocial interactions are genuine process-oriented concepts in that they happen and develop during exposure. Wilson (1993) understood this TV-viewing experience as a constant movement between a position of spectator and participant. Tal-Or and Cohen (2010) conceded that the experience of shifting identities is intermittent and very fleeting (i.e., hard to measure during exposure). Based on the actual experience, PSRs are not bound to the actual exposure but develop over a longer period of time and take the form of real relationships. The end of those iterating contacts (parasocial breakups) can lead to distress (Eyal & Cohen, 2006). Nevertheless, no one would dispute that the relationship had its pleasant moments, which will not be forgotten or reframed at the end of a relationship. It is indisputable that identification and PSRs covary with entertainment experiences (Klimmt, Hartmann, & Schramm, 2006). Thus, on the one hand, it is plausible to assume a positive and linear relationship between these concepts and entertainment. On the other hand, one could speculate that the “up and down” shifts, transitions, or cycles of relationships explain the most variance in enjoyment. One could also argue that the experience of entertainment at the end of a narrative is polyvalent: There were a lot of good and bad times shared with favorite characters along the journey, although they might have turned out to be villains in the end. Those changes following a relationship might lead to changes in the interpretations or perceptions of remembered events during the liaison.

Empirically, little is known about how identification and parasocial relationships develop over time, how parasocial interactions contribute to those relationships, and how particular patterns of experience contribute to entertainment (Giles, 2002). That is because most studies can only measure identification, parasocial interactions, or parasocial relationships post-exposure by means of self-reports. They then conclude that for solving causality and temporal issues, future studies should replicate the findings while relying on longitudinal panel data. To answer this call theoretically, work on parasocial relationships could benefit from social and clinical psychology studies that have long investigated the evolution of relationships, their predictors, and outcomes. Those fields have also noted the importance of using longitudinal data to study the processes by which relationships evolve (e.g., Bradbury, 1998; Rusbult, 1983). Their models of analysis and theoretical perspectives could be fruitful for explaining the development of relationships with characters in the media. For example, Tsang, McCullough, and Fincham (2006) examined the longitudinal relationship between forgiveness and the restoration of closeness as well as commitment in relationships. They were able to show that revenge and benevolence dimensions of forgiveness facilitate later closeness and commitment, whereas the avoidance dimension of forgiveness shows a reciprocal causal relationship with closeness and commitment.

Affective Disposition Theory


Affective Disposition Theory combines audiences’ relationships with media characters with affective and cognitive responses. It therefore integrates processual assumptions of the previous two sections. This concept, first proposed by Zillmann and Cantor (1972), typically associates characteristics of the exposure process with an end state. It posits that media users make (moral) judgments about protagonists, which lead them to form a particular opinion about the characters. During the narrative, the liked characters get more and more into trouble while the disliked characters increasingly gain the upper hand. In this situation, the audience tends to hope for the positive and fear the negative outcomes for the “heroes” while increasingly fearing for the positive and hoping for the negative for the “villains.” However, the situation becomes progressively hopeless for the heroes who lose strength and support, while the bad guys prevail. This leads to tension or suspense, presuming that the media user empathizes with the protagonist. Entertainment then arises in terms of enthusiasm or satisfaction mainly at the end of the narrative when this tension dissolves by letting the good guys win and having the bad guys punished. This final experience is commonly explained on the basis of excitation transfer theory, which mainly draws on emotional arousal (Bryant & Miron, 2003; Zillmann, 1996).

Affective Disposition Theory is one of the rare theories that explicitly explain how feelings develop toward characters during media exposure and how this development contributes to enjoyment and entertainment (Raney, 2006). Even though quite elaborate hypotheses were proposed about how affective dispositions develop over time, to our knowledge, there is only one longitudinal study on Affective Disposition Theory that repeatedly measured affective dispositions and entertainment experiences and effectively tried to interpret the development over time (Weber, Tamborini, Lee, & Stipp, 2008). Within the context of repeated viewings of soap operas, the authors hypothesized that character morality and behavioral outcome valence interact to shape narrative enjoyment. They examined the content of a soap opera over a 10-week period and scored both the moral propriety observed in the behavior of 12 major characters as well as the deservingness of the outcomes associated with those behaviors. These scores were then combined to form a disposition theory vector (DTV)—representing the extent to which propriety was rewarded and impropriety punished—weighted according to the importance of the comprised behaviors in the overall narrative structure for each week. This DTV was then used to predict scores on how the audience likes the media character and the program (Weber et al., 2008). To more precisely account for the process, a trend analysis was used to show the DTV’s ability to predict Nielsen ratings over time. It was shown that the development of the DTV was nonlinear. Across time, the depiction of deserving outcomes (rewarding virtue and punishing misdeeds) increased while undeserving outcomes (punishing righteousness and rewarding offense) decreased. This perspective has pointed to the fact that entertainment is not just congruent with one or more particular experiences in time but rather with an outcome of a characteristic sequence of events that are correlated with emotions and moral judgments. These kinds of studies show the potential and nature of “real” longitudinal data, and the measurement of multiple time points allowing an examination of potential causal relationships between experiences, judgments, dispositions and entertainment, revealing the possibility of this often-complex interplay between the constructs.

Conclusion


Time and temporality are crucial to entertainment and to its parts. The “process of being entertained” (Vorderer et al., 2004, p. 405) implies that the phenomenon and its antecedents, predictors, components, correlates, and effects are constructs with pivotal temporal significance. The major line of research investigates what those ingredients are and how they indicate or correlate with entertainment or enjoyment. It is often not of central interest here how the process of entertainment or the process to entertainment evolves. In empirical studies, entertainment is usually conceptualized (and measured) as an aggregated and final perception or evaluation at the “destination.” Another line of research focuses on the “journey”: how experiences of particular events during media exposure evolve and how they correlate with or indicate the feeling of being entertained. Enjoyment is seen as an online or real-time phenomenon here: It’s all about the journey, and the way is the goal. A third perspective combines the two by asking whether and how particular sequences of experiences of events add up to a final evaluative summary after the exposure.

For a temporal conceptualization and measurement of entertainment as a journey, the use of longitudinal or high-frequency data is essential to account for the processes’ temporal intervals and their shapes. In using those data, one can tentatively test for causality and interactions between crucial concepts underlying the models. From this temporal perspective, different assumptions on the conceptual nature of entertainment and resulting measurement requirements can be specified:



• Entertainment can be divided into temporal stages: ex ante as expected (motives), interim as experienced (e.g., emotions, suspense, presence), and ex post as (re‑)evaluated (e.g., meta-emotions, appraisals).


• Entertainment can emerge solely as experience(s) during exposure (during the journey), solely as an aggregated feeling of having been entertained after exposure (at the destination), or as being a specific function of both (a destination, looking back on particular parts, and a chronology of the journey).


• Entertainment as a process is best conceptualized as causal relationships of a nonrandom chronological order of potentially nonlinear subprocesses or events by means of their sequence, frequency, magnitude, and plus- or minus-sign (downward or upward slope).


• Some components of entertainment are volatile and reversible or cyclic, and some are persistent or irreversible, leading to shifts or breaks in experience.


• To measure the process of entertainment during exposure or entertainment as a (re‑)appraisal of elapsed experiences, time intervals need to be set and theoretically justified. One has to clarify the expected “temporal shape” of entertainment.






Little is still known about how particular experiences during media exposure evolve over time and eventually add up—how do sequences, magnitudes, frequencies, and increase- or decrease of the experiences culminate in entertainment? One main explanation for this is the difficulty of measuring the experience of events during exposure while not ruining the feeling of enjoyment. Hence, the majority of studies use self-report after media exposure and can therefore indicate important constructs that play a role during the journey. But they can hardly indicate the emergence of entertainment. If studies do gather data during exposure more than once, it is still hard to find out if and how those points in time have to be aggregated. Besides in models derived from approaches like Affective Disposition Theory, there are few theories in communication that can explicitly forecast such a process development. Hence, implicitly, conceptions of the relationship between entertainment and its predicting experiences mostly translate to simple and rather linear forms in that the “higher,” the “stronger,” or the more “diverse” a particular experience is, the more pronounced the feeling of entertainment. Other theories state that nonlinearity such as changes, ups-and-downs, roller coasters, suspense-relief patterns, feedback loops, or other cycles indicate or provoke the feeling of entertainment best. Still, others emphasize adjustments or movements toward an aspired equilibrium being at the heart of the journey to entertainment.

Taken together, to give processual aspects in entertainment theories more attention, one needs to elaborate more precise assumptions on the shape and rate of entertainment (or its underlying or connected constructs). A more formalized starting point could be found in the archetypes of temporal shapes of processes in social sciences by Kelly and McGrath (1988, pp. 9–28). A process-oriented example of a communication theory that can be decomposed into those archetypes is the Affective Disposition tTheory (Zillmann & Cantor, 1972). One needs to clarify the mechanisms of how these processes are synchronized over time, in order to substantiate entertainment processes’ causal assumptions. Based on these theoretical clarifications, one needs to choose adequate methods to assess each entertainment process. Therefore, entertainment theories should explicitly draw on temporal features that are often only implicitly connected to entertainment (e.g., a set of generalizable sequences of intelligibly connected events occurring according to specifiable rules and parameters of time (Vayda, McCay, & Eghenter, 1991). Each causal relationship within this theory needs to be clarified with respect to their underlying temporal shapes (Kelly & McGrath, 1988, pp. 9–28).

In sum, entertainment is a journey, not just a destination. By merely focusing on discrete events in entertainment or on the final outcome, one might miss insights on what it actually means to experience entertainment, how this experience can be reached, and to which extent it ultimately dissolves. Hence, accounting for processual aspects of entertainment theoretically and methodologically is fruitful—or, to say it in the words of Abbott (2001), “time matters” in entertainment and media effects research.
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The Narrative Enjoyment and Appreciation Rationale
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When Zillmann and Bryant (1986) described entertainment as “any activity designed to delight and, to a smaller degree, enlighten through the exhibition of the fortunes or misfortunes of others,” they provided a broad and “crudely” [sic] defined concept for early media scholars (p. 303). Since then, media psychologists have struggled to agree on the meaning of several key concepts in entertainment theory. Among these, few have received as much attention as enjoyment and appreciation.

Entertainment researchers have been particularly interested in the distinction between these two audience experiences, often concentrating on how this might inform questions about dysphoric media appeal. Most early research on media “enjoyment” focused only on experiences of pleasure (see Eden, 2017). The drawbacks imposed by this limited construal, and the need for greater conceptual clarity, was apparent even to pioneers in entertainment research, who pointed to the “paradoxical attraction of seemingly negative material, such as being entertained by suspense and puzzles, by horror shows, by tragedies and tear-jerkers” (Tannenbaum, 1980, p. 7). Despite efforts by scholars working in this area, ambiguity in entertainment theory’s characterization of enjoyment and appreciation remains. In particular, such conceptions lack a clear description of both the mechanisms that underlie these appraisals and the content features that may distinguish their prediction. Our chapter attempts to address some of these concerns by introducing the narrative enjoyment and appreciation rationale (NEAR) and its description of how the salience of conflicting intuitive motivations drives these appraisals.

The NEAR proposes a cognitive-processing model in which narrative features determine whether media appraisals are driven by one of two systems: an intuitive system, based on fast, associative responses, or a deliberative system, using slow, rule-based reasoning. The rationale developed from a series of studies (Tamborini, 2011; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010; Tamborini et al., 2011) demonstrating that entertainment can function to satisfy intrinsic needs, and that narrative emphasis can influence whether faster or slower appraisal processes shape evaluative response.

In this chapter, we begin by reviewing research that informed the NEAR’s development. Following this, we describe the mechanisms that underlie the NEAR, its applications in entertainment theory, and directions for future research. We conclude by discussing the implications of defining narrative enjoyment and appreciation in terms of processing mechanisms and the satisfaction of intuitive motivations.

Conceptions of Enjoyment and Appreciation


Early entertainment research did little to distinguish different types of positive affect produced by media exposure. Labels such as enjoyment, gratification, liking, and appreciation were used, often interchangeably, to identify these experiences (Eden, 2017). Media enjoyment, for instance, was loosely understood as a positive affective experience associated with arousal; a simple notion that remains a guiding principle in many characterizations of enjoyment today. However, these simple definitions have given way to more detailed representations. Among these, recent descriptions have introduced functional logic to characterize positive affect resulting from entertainment (e.g., Vorderer, 2009). In this account, entertainment serves a reinforcement function for users and is intrinsically rewarding, much like play (Vorderer, 2001). Research adopting this functional perspective forms the foundation of the NEAR.

Defining Media Enjoyment as the Satisfaction of Intuitive Needs


Over a decade ago, scholars identified enjoyment as the heart of entertainment and recognized that its complex nature included a wide range of cognitive and affective components (cf. Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). Although it was beneficial to acknowledge that defining enjoyment simply as a positive/negative affect dichotomy was insufficient, definitions of enjoyment still lacked clear conceptual boundaries and suffered from tautological definitions (see Tamborini et al., 2010).

Drawing on Vorderer’s functional conceptualization of enjoyment (2009), Tamborini et al. (2010) tried to address some of these problems by defining enjoyment in terms of intrinsic need satisfaction. Extending research in positive psychology, they offered a model of enjoyment based on self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Self-determination theory proposed enjoyment could be viewed as the satisfaction of competence, autonomy, and relatedness, three intrinsic needs considered central to psychological well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Moreover, previous work provided compelling logic linking SDT’s propositions to the enjoyment of entertainment media, suggesting enjoyment was derived from an intrinsically rewarding experience (Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006).

To test this experimentally, Tamborini et al. (2010) altered a video game to vary the satisfaction of intrinsic needs (e.g., competence). Their findings showed that manipulating certain aspects of gameplay affected perceptions of self-competence in gameplay, which in turn predicted self-reported enjoyment. Notably, their proposed model explained a significant portion of variance in reported enjoyment (51%) beyond traditionally used variables (e.g., pleasure-seeking). These findings, along with several related experiments (e.g., Tamborini et al., 2011), demonstrated that intrinsic need satisfaction played a useful role in conceptualizing entertainment enjoyment.

Early Efforts to Distinguish Enjoyment and Appreciation


In a separate vein of research, entertainment scholars sought to distinguish an array of positive responses to entertainment, often in efforts to explain the puzzling appeal of dysphoric media (e.g., Oliver, 1993). Oliver and Bartsch (2010) demonstrated that audiences perceive two phenomenologically distinct responses from positive entertainment experiences. They labeled these enjoyment and appreciation, linking the former to hedonic gratification (i.e., pleasure) and the latter to eudaimonic fulfillment (linked to meaning and insight). By comparison, Vorderer (2009) proposed enjoyment and appreciation could be differentiated as positive responses to the satisfaction of different needs. Vorderer distinguished two types of needs: those related to “immediate, lower order functions” like homeostatic regulation (i.e., emotional responses), and those linked to “less immediate, higher-order goals, such as competence, autonomy, and relatedness” (2009, p. 6). Concurrently, Vorderer and Ritterfeld (2009) suggested that the satisfaction of lower-order versus higher-order needs distinguished enjoyment from appreciation. In the main, Vorderer’s (2009) lower-/higher-order needs coincided with the hedonic/eudaimonic needs of Oliver and Bartsch (2010), however Vorderer’s attempt to use emotional versus rational experiences to distinguish enjoyment from appreciation was distinct.

Tamborini et al. (2011) shared in Vorderer’s (2009) use of emotional and rational responses to define enjoyment and appreciation. Yet, instead of predicting audience response based on broadly defined classifications of needs, their research began by predicting that all forms of need satisfaction would produce the experience of enjoyment. To demonstrate, they found both hedonic (i.e., arousal and affect) and nonhedonic (i.e., competence and autonomy) need satisfaction contributed to self-reported enjoyment. In two studies varying interactivity levels of entertainment experiences, these two forms of needs satisfaction (characterized as hedonic versus nonhedonic in other research programs) were contributing unique variation to self-reported enjoyment levels.

This observation that both hedonic and nonhedonic need satisfaction could influence enjoyment led Tamborini (2011) to question the value of distinguishing enjoyment and appreciation based on the satisfaction of different types of needs. Suggesting that both enjoyment and appreciation could be understood as positive appraisals stemming from satisfying an assortment of intuitive needs, he proposed that a more useful distinction might lie in the processes producing those appraisals. Though not specifically developed to differentiate enjoyment and appreciation, a dual-process model introduced by Tamborini (2011) showed the potential to distinguish these two outcomes. This framework suggested that most evaluative responses to entertainment are fast and intuitive. However, in some situations, entertainment presents conflicting needs that require cognitive effort, thus prompting slower, deliberative processing (Tamborini, 2011).

Using this framework as its foundation, the NEAR proposes that narrative appeal can be described using dual-process mechanisms. Simply put, positive evaluations resulting from fast, intuitive processing are labeled enjoyment, whereas those resulting from slower, deliberative processes are called appreciation. The model also explicates content features that (1) are likely to activate or maintain intuitive and deliberative processes, and (2) lead to positive evaluations.

The NEAR’s Basic Mechanisms


In its basic form, the NEAR suggests that audience response can be shaped by either an intuitive or deliberative processing system. The NEAR labels positive responses produced by the intuitive system as enjoyment and those produced by the deliberative system as appreciation. Three message features are critical in determining which system governs response: (1) the absence or presence of intuition conflict, (2) the extent to which intuitions are made salient in the narrative (i.e., those emphasized in the plot), and (3) the satisfaction of those salient intuitions, where satisfaction refers to reward for acts that conform to intuitions, and thwarting refers to the inverse of this. In general, the satisfaction of an intuition leads to positive affect, whereas thwarting produces a negative response. We revisit each component of this logic in later sections.

The NEAR adopts a framework that describes how intuitive motivations shape observer judgments and applies it to narrative appraisal (Lewis, Tamborini, & Weber, 2014; Tamborini, 2013). These motivations, which run automatically and in parallel, are important for both the intuitive and deliberative systems’ evaluative responses. The intuitive system governs response when circumstances evoking judgment present no conflict between salient motivations or other challenges to quick assessment. By contrast, the deliberative system governs response when circumstances impede intuitive appraisal, such as when two or more motivations become salient and one of them is thwarted or left unsatisfied. According to the dual-process logic applied here, the deliberative system is invoked to hold more than one salient motivation in working memory and to gauge their congruity in an appraisal response.

The distinction between these two systems is similar to other dual-process models in which some situations require fast, associative responses, while others require slow, rule-based responses (e.g., Kahneman, 2003).1 Several media scholars have also adopted this approach to explicate media effects (cf. Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). Consistent with these two-system models, the NEAR positions the intuitive system as the default mode, with the deliberative system operating only when appraisal requires contemplation.

In both cases, appraisals are shaped by intuitions that fall into either socially oriented or self-oriented domains. Each intuition is conceived as an evolved psychological system that can, in the absence of conflict-inducing content features, automatically yield a value judgment without the need for consciously weighing evidence (Haidt & Joseph, 2007). These different orientations are referred to in the NEAR as altruistic (i.e., biased toward benefit to others) and egoistic (i.e., biased toward self-benefit) intuitions.

The socially oriented motivations include five intuitions drawn from moral foundations theory (MFT; Haidt & Joseph, 2007). These include care (valuing compassion and reviling harm to others), fairness (related to the desire for justice, reciprocity, and the punishment of cheaters), ingroup loyalty (bias favoring the common good of group members and disfavoring rival outsiders), respecting authority (adhering to social dominance hierarchies and traditions), and purity (the motivation to maintain a wholesome lifestyle free of social contamination). While these intuitions are considered universal, the NEAR acknowledges that environmental and cultural experiences can reinforce and alter the relative salience of each intuition within individuals and among groups to shape their influence on appraisal (Haidt & Joseph, 2007) and create shared patterns of intuition salience (Tamborini, 2013).

The self-oriented motivations of the NEAR are drawn from two sources: SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Schwartz’s (2012) theory of basic values. As mentioned previously, SDT advances three intrinsic motivations (competence, the need to be recognized for one’s personal skills and achievements; relatedness, the desire to feel close to and connected with others; and autonomy, a desire to feel in control of one’s life and choices). Schwartz offered several universal values that overlap considerably with the intuitions from MFT and SDT, but contributes three unique additions to the NEAR’s list of egoistic intuitions: hedonism, the desire for physical pleasure; security, the need for stability and personal safety; and power, an aspiration to control and influence resources and others (Schwartz, 2012). Taken together, these eleven intuitive motivations constitute a theoretically and empirically derived set of intrinsic needs (Tamborini, et al., 2016).2

The NEAR incorporates logic from the model of intuitive morality and exemplars (MIME; Tamborini, 2013) to reason that the satisfaction of salient altruistic or egoistic intuitions produces positive affect whereas thwarting them produces negative affect. Specifically, the NEAR predicts that messages satisfying all salient intuitions will be processed reflexively and positively appraised. Similarly, messages showing all salient intuitions contravened and subsequently punished will also prompt reflexive processing and positive appraisal. In both cases, the experience of positive appraisal free from any challenge is referred to as enjoyment.

Yet, narratives are not always (or even usually) so simple. It is not always the case that all salient intuitions are conformed to and rewarded without exception. We might expect the proverbial “happy ending” in popular Hollywood films to satisfy all salient intuitions and thus produce reflexive positive appraisals. However, deliberative processing is expected to occur when a plot makes multiple intuitions salient, but not all are (or can be) fulfilled in the story resolution. Indeed, narrative resolutions frequently place intuitions in conflict, often by creating situations where one intuition must be violated or left unsatisfied to uphold another.

For example, a film where a soldier is badly injured in the process of rescuing a wounded civilian is unlikely to satisfy all salient intuitions. While one intuition is conformed to (the soldier shows care by helping someone in need), others are contravened (the soldier is in danger and pain, violating security and hedonism, respectively). Audiences are likely to value the caring act while also being adversely affected by the character’s suffering. Evaluating this type of narrative requires the coordinated processing of multiple conflicting intuitions within working memory and the motivation to resolve this conflict evokes deliberative processing.

This tension between conflicting intuitive needs and the resulting impact on cognitive appraisal are at the root of the NEAR’s two central propositions. First, when all salient intuitive needs are satisfied, entertainment is intuitively processed and positively experienced, free from any thought that might challenge this appraisal. The NEAR calls this enjoyment. Second, when the most salient intuitive needs but not all salient intuitive needs are satisfied, entertainment is deliberatively processed and positively experienced, but positive appraisal comes with uncertainty. The NEAR refers to this as appreciation.

Support for the NEAR’s Basic Mechanisms


The NEAR’s dual-system approach to enjoyment and appreciation has been directly tested and supported in two experiments (Lewis et al., 2014) and implicitly supported by other studies. The first direct test by Lewis et al. (2014) reasoned that the time it took for participants to evaluate narratives should reflect intuitive versus deliberative processing: audiences should respond faster to story endings without intuition conflict than those including it. Participants read a series of short stories in which story endings varied between conditions. The intuitions introduced were either all satisfied (i.e., a happy ending), all thwarted (i.e., a negative ending), or presented as a combination of satisfied and thwarted intuitions (i.e., a mixed ending). After reading each story, participants indicated whether they liked or disliked the story, with reaction times being captured. Findings were consistent with the NEAR: participants responded more quickly when all presented intuitions were satisfied than when intuition satisfaction and thwarting was mixed or when all intuitions were thwarted.

In their second experiment, a separate sample of participants were asked to rate how much they enjoyed and appreciated the same stories. Using Oliver and Bartsch’s (2010) measures of enjoyment and appreciation, Lewis et al. (2014) demonstrated that story enjoyment was higher when all intuitions were satisfied than when intuition satisfaction was mixed. By contrast, appreciation was higher when intuition satisfaction was mixed. Taken together, the two studies showed support for the NEAR. The satisfaction of all salient intuitions produced faster appraisals reported as enjoyment, whereas satisfaction of some intuitions but not others produced slower appraisals reported as appreciation.

Beyond direct tests, support for the NEAR can be found in a growing number of recent entertainment studies. Several investigations have demonstrated that the label “appreciation” is more readily associated with challenging content (Bartsch & Hartmann, 2017), mixed affect (Rieger et al., 2015), and moral rumination (Eden, Daalmans, Van Ommen, & Weljers, 2017). Other studies demonstrate that narratives eliciting cognitive conflict are associated with the type of increased deliberation or reflection posited by the NEAR (Krcmar, Bennie, & Tanner, 2019). Such inquiries have begun to examine some of the NEAR’s more detailed mechanisms and propositions.

The NEAR’s Expanded Mechanisms: Dominant and Overriding Salience


When stories emphasize intuition conflict, mechanisms governing responses to entertainment become more complex. Conflict plays a major role in narrative entertainment. With the exception of simple plots designed for young audiences, it’s hard to imagine stories where all intuitions are satisfied. This might suggest that the requisite conditions to produce enjoyment are rarely found in practice, however the NEAR does not stipulate that all intuitions must be satisfied, just that all salient intuitions are satisfied. Thus, intuition salience plays a critical role in shaping the processes, both preconscious and postconscious, that govern enjoyment and appreciation. The NEAR suggests that when narrative cues make an intuition salient, they increase attention to expressions of that intuition in content.

A dominantly salient intuition is one that becomes “so highly accessible that it precludes conscious processing of other” intuitions (Tamborini, 2013, p. 55). The NEAR holds that when an intuition is made dominantly salient in a narrative, people will respond automatically at a preconscious level based solely on content related to the dominantly salient intuition. In such instances, audiences would be consciously unaware of any information related to other intuitions, indicating they did not attend to that information. This unattended information may include narrative content that thwarts other intuitions.

In our film example, a soldier rescues a wounded civilian and is injured in the process. The soldier’s risk and injuries may not be highlighted in the narrative and therefore not made salient to the audience. If the story resolution focused solely on the compassionate kindness of helping, the intuitions associated with this should become dominantly salient to the audience. By diverting attention away from the soldier’s difficulties, the narrative obscures them such that audiences may not even register that the associated intuitions (e.g., hedonism and safety) were violated. The NEAR suggests that if such violations are not salient to audiences, they cannot influence audience appraisal, and the hero’s kindness can be preconsciously evaluated as wholly satisfying. In this context, enjoyment can be understood simply as the automatic experience of positive affect that occurs when narrative content satisfies all dominantly salient intuitions, leaving no need to appraise content that thwarts other intuitions (Lewis et al., 2014).

The NEAR’s description of how overridingly salient intuitions influence attention to and evaluation of narrative content is more complex. An overridingly salient intuition will not preclude conscious processing of other intuitions. In this case, the model predicts a deliberative response based on postconscious processing.3 In such instances, narrative content related to multiple intuitions are predicted to reach conscious awareness, indicating that people paid attention to content associated with more than one intuition. Despite this distributed attention, the greater comparative salience of one overriding intuition marginalizes other intuitions in postconscious processing. When this occurs, resulting evaluations are shaped by the extent to which narrative content satisfies or thwarts the overriding intuition. Narrative outcomes that satisfy overriding intuitions will be appreciated, even while other salient intuitions have been thwarted. By contrast, outcomes that thwart overriding intuitions will be deprecated, even if other salient intuitions have been satisfied.

Although instances of both dominant and overriding salience have the ability to marginalize other intuitions during narrative appraisal, their impacts on processing are distinct. Since an overridingly salient intuition’s influence results from the postconscious deliberation of multiple intuitions, this implies audiences are consciously aware that the satisfaction or thwarting of the overridingly salient intuition comes at the cost of other salient intuitions. This awareness should dampen the positive/negative affect associated with the overridingly salient intuition and prevent the experience of unbridled joy/sorrow that occurs when dominant intuitions are satisfied/thwarted.

In this regard, appreciation occurs when deliberative thought sanctions the thwarting of another salient intuition in order to satisfy the overridingly salient intuition. Let us revisit the soldier who was badly injured while rescuing a wounded civilian. In the case of overriding intuition salience, the story resolution does not ignore the soldier’s hardship and injury but may deliberately emphasize it (e.g., a close-up of the soldier screaming in agony; heightened portrayals of their personal risk). In this version, both the hero’s caring act and immense physical pain and peril are emphasized in the resolution. Both sets of intuitions may be consciously processed by viewers and implicated in deliberation—they may be pleased about the rescue but unhappy about the suffering. If the narrative successfully makes compassion overridingly salient, even at the cost of the soldier’s suffering, this intuition will be uppermost in the audiences’ minds. Its satisfaction will therefore lead to postconscious positive appraisal, resulting in appreciation.

The Impact of Salience on Attention and Appraisal


Attention can be seen as a central feature of the NEAR’s underlying logic, particularly the notion that attentional processes govern the appraisal of narrative content. Substantial evidence shows that a narrative’s emphasis on uncontested intuitions can increase their salience (Tamborini et al., 2016), alter their position in an intuition hierarchy (Hahn, Tamborini, Weber, Bente, & Sherry, 2019), and shape audience appraisal in line with the satisfaction and thwarting of salient intuitions (Tamborini et al., 2013).4 Yet few studies have examined narratives that feature intuition conflict and vary the extent to which one intuition is emphasized over another. The NEAR reasons that varying this emphasis can shape both attention to different intuitions and the appraisal of narratives that satisfy or thwart those intuitions. Although limited, two studies provide initial evidence that varying intuition salience in narrative conflict can influence both attention and audience appraisal. Both varied the salience of two altruistic intuitions in a superhero comic.

The first study (Tamborini et al., 2019), examined the influence of overriding salience on appraisal. Two versions of a comic manipulated the overriding salience of care versus respect for authority. Both versions established conflict between the two intuitions (one had to be violated for the other to be upheld) and then emphasized the preeminence of the intuition that would eventually be satisfied. In one comic version, care was overridingly salient (i.e., its preeminence was emphasized) and subsequently satisfied (i.e., it was conformed to and rewarded). In the other version, respect for authority was made overridingly salient and similarly satisfied. In line with NEAR predictions, the results found that the emphasized intuition influenced character appraisal (i.e., participants reported that the character was more likely to uphold the intuition made overridingly salient in the version they read). More so, perceptions that the intuition was upheld predicted approbation and character liking.

The second study (Tamborini et al., 2020) examined the influence of dominant versus overriding salience on appraisal and attention. Instead of varying which intuition was emphasized, this study varied the level of emphasis (dominant versus overriding) of the same salient intuition. Modifying the superhero comic from the first study, care was emphasized and satisfied in all conditions (i.e., shown as preeminent over respect for authority, conformed to, and rewarded). In one condition, care was made dominantly salient (i.e., the text made no mention of an authority violation). In two other conditions, care was explicitly placed in conflict with respect for authority and made overridingly salient either (1) by simply stating its importance (i.e., the text identified the preeminence of care over authority, much like the earlier study), or (2) by identifying the preeminence of care and then justifying its prioritization.

Preliminary results showed that such intuition emphasis could influence attention. Attention was measured by tracking eye movement during reading, as well as recall and recognition after exposure, using a critical panel inserted into all versions of the comic. This panel included a graffiti wall in the background (unrelated to any part of the narrative plot) that contained a series of words and phrases, including two related to the relevant intuitions: “kindness” and “respect your leaders.” These words did not appear anywhere else in the comic. Measures showed “kindness” was gazed at, recalled, and accurately recognized more frequently by subjects in the dominantly salient condition compared to the overridingly salient conditions. As in the first study, intuition emphasis in the narrative was also shown to influence character appraisal.

While these findings indicate that narrative cues can influence intuition salience and subsequent audience appraisals, more empirical work is needed to determine how narrative cues affect levels of intuition salience; how they influence intuitive versus deliberative processes; and how they ultimately predict which content features shape audience enjoyment and appreciation.

Taken together, the logic presented in the NEAR advances a functional approach to understanding audience responses to entertainment. It describes cognitive processes that can regulate enjoyment and appreciation, as well as content features that may prompt them. It reasons that audience response is shaped by the manner in which narratives vary the comparative salience of altruistic and egoistic intuitions that are ultimately satisfied or thwarted. It incorporates these empirically derived intuitive motivations and the inherent affect associated with their satisfaction/thwarting in a model used to explain and predict two central constructs in entertainment scholarship, enjoyment and appreciation. We believe the NEAR may have value for understanding central concepts in entertainment theory, as well as increased predictive utility.

Conceptual Challenges in Entertainment Theory


It can be difficult to separate entertainment from other forms of media content, but the definition offered by Zillmann and Bryant (1986), which opened this chapter, can help. If we consider their description closely, this “crude” conception is more nuanced and sophisticated than it may initially appear. At first glance, it is easy to focus on the opening clause and broaden our conception of entertainment to include “any [emphasis added] activity designed to delight or enlighten” (p. 303). However, this makes it difficult to separate entertainment from a variety of other activities. For example, eating ice cream can delight and an Internet help site can enlighten, but these acts seem detached from entertainment scholarship.

The rest of Zillmann and Bryant’s definition narrows this understanding considerably, constraining entertainment to delight or enlightenment achieved though “the exhibition of the fortunes or misfortunes of others” (1986, p. 303). This would exclude not only direct experiences (eating ice cream) but also many indirect and mediated experiences (textbooks or instructional videos). This restriction would also exclude many forms of media, such as news or documentaries, intended to enlighten audiences with facts about the present or past conditions of our physical or social environment, rather than stories about others’ fortunes and misfortunes.5

The NEAR attempts to explicate Zillmann and Bryant’s description of entertainment experiences by characterizing enjoyment and appreciation as responses to the satisfaction and thwarting of egoistic or altruistic intuitions. In this account, behaviors that satisfy/thwart egoistic intuitions are tantamount to others’ fortunes/misfortunes. Audiences experience delight when they observe actions that wholly and consistently satisfy all dominantly salient intuitions, without exception and free from challenge. Enlightenment results from seeing actions satisfy overridingly salient intuitions, even when other salient intuitions are thwarted. Tamborini’s (2011) decision to use the terms “enjoyment” and “appreciation” to label these intuitive and deliberative responses matched popular use of these terms at the time. However, he could have easily labeled them “delight” and “enlightenment.” The labels are less important than the distinction between the responses.

We believe the NEAR’s distinction, based on underlying mechanisms thought to produce these responses, might add useful precision to explicating features that provoke general categories of audience experience (such as delight/enlightenment) and specific types of audience response (particularly within the broad category of enlightenment). The first part of our discussion briefly addresses the implications of the NEAR’s basic distinction between enjoyment and appreciation. After this, we discuss the model’s expanded mechanisms, examining how fine differences in audience response, specifically those related to enlightenment/appreciation, may be understood in terms of the satisfaction and thwarting of salient intuition conflict. We believe the predictive potential of the NEAR may be of particular use to scholars attempting to understand the ability of narrative entertainment to elicit a variety of audience responses.

The Affordances of the NEAR’s Basic and Expanded Mechanisms


The NEAR’s simple explanation of delight as pure joy from seeing all salient intuitions satisfied can help account for the popularity of what scholars sometimes call a “Hollywood ending.” Such stories are designed to make everyone’s wishes come true. This basic principle is easy to test. Story outcomes can be manipulated to vary whether salient intuitions are wholly satisfied and if audience enjoyment in response is observed.

Though conflict may be obscured in happy endings, other narratives specifically highlight intuition conflict and emphasize that resolving this conflict requires thwarting one salient intuition in order to satisfy another. The NEAR suggests several avenues for examining how the resolution of salient intuition conflict may enlighten audiences and foster appreciation. Such tests might assist those interested in distinguishing hedonic and eudemonic responses to entertainment. For example, perhaps the type of meaning that entertainment scholars associate with eudaimonia (e.g., Oliver et al., 2018; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Vorderer & Reineke, 2015) can be understood as realizing and accepting that satisfying one need was so important, it justified thwarting another highly valued need. The NEAR broadly labels this as appreciation.

The NEAR’s expanded mechanisms offer a more complex portrayal of the different forms of appreciation that can result from the satisfaction and thwarting of salient intuitions in conflict. Zillmann and Bryant (1986), who might have called these different forms of audience response enlightenment, suggested that they are “a smaller degree” of entertainment’s design. In contrast, we think enlightenment is a large part of entertainment, maybe being the largest. We wonder whether content analysis of successful recent narratives would find that more story outcomes feature intuition conflict than happy endings. For example, blockbuster films like Avengers: Endgame, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, and The Hunger Games: Mockingjay detail at length the losses incurred in order for heroes to accomplish their goals. Commercial producers hoping to attract large audiences have learned that enlightenment appeals bring about financial success (Lewis, Grizzard, Choi, & Wang, 2019). Other content creators hope to use enlightenment to bring about social benefit. The NEAR’s application is the same in both cases, but we describe it here using examples of prosocial aims.

Enlightenment is a broad category that can place many different intuitions in conflict and resolve conflict in several different ways. How such conflict is presented and resolved may help distinguish an assortment of audience responses. Entertainment scholars have shown great interest in responses linked to a variety of other-oriented emotions aimed at motivating prosocial behavior. The list includes emotions such as elevation (Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012), awe (Possler, Klimmt, & Raney, 2018), hope (Prestin, 2013), and spirituality (Janicke & Ramasubramanian, 2017). Initial research in this area focused on how narratives featuring eudaimonic motivations—such as self-improvement (Tesser, Millar, & Wu, 1988), truth, and meaning—could elicit appreciation (Oliver & Raney, 2011). Subsequent efforts favored stories featuring self-transcendence, distinct from self-oriented meaningfulness (Oliver et al., 2018). Although scholars have made efforts to organize these responses (e.g., Peterson & Seligman, 2004), it can be difficult to parse these emotional responses and the content features that predict them (Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders, & Oliver, 2017).

In any research area, conceptual clarity is central to discovery. As such, minimizing equivocal concepts associated with enlightenment or appreciation seems central to advancing knowledge of how narratives can motivate prosocial behavior. For example, Oliver et al. (2018) assert that meaningfulness is highly subjective. Content considered meaningful can vary greatly between individuals and groups, making it difficult to define. Similar variability among the interrelated definitions of several additional other-oriented emotions may impede research on narratives designed for prosocial ends.

The NEAR builds on research with established conceptual and operational definitions in an effort to address this concern. Perhaps it could help pinpoint how combinations of conflicting intuitions shape behavior. The NEAR’s functional approach reasons that audience responses result from narratives that satisfy and thwart different conflicting intuitions, and the relative salience of each intuition. However, given the number of distinct intuitions that can conflict, many different combinations can potentially be formed. Without ascertaining the basic components and mechanisms governing these conflicts, explaining and predicting different outcomes seems impossible. As such, agreeing on the identity of these underlying intuitions and the mechanisms that govern their interactive effect seems a necessary first step. Without this type of shared understanding, collective advancement in the study of audience response seems hindered. The NEAR’s use of established concepts and mechanisms, along with continued efforts to validate their measures both in narrative content (e.g., Weber et al., 2018) and audience response (Eden, 2011; Lewis et al., 2014), accelerates tests of the model’s utility, and thus may determine its benefit to the research community.6

Applying the NEAR’s Expanded Mechanisms


The NEAR proffers that observing the satisfaction and thwarting of intuitions in conflict can influence the vicarious satisfaction and thwarting of those intuitions in audience members. The application of this to audience appeal seems clear. Satisfying intuitions made dominantly or overridingly salient should increase audience appeal. The appeal’s strength is understood as a function of excitation produced by the satisfaction of the intuition or residual excitation from any source misattributed to that satisfaction (see Zillmann, 2006).

The model’s application to predicting social behavior seems less certain. If intuitive needs are vicariously satisfied and thwarted by observing narratives, then predicting exposure’s influence on behavior depends on knowing how that behavior is influenced by such satisfying or thwarting. As yet, no research addresses this question.

If a story satisfies salient intuitions by showing characters rewarded for intuition-conforming acts, how will this motivate audiences to act? Will they seek the same reward and be driven to similar intuition-conforming behaviors, or leave with their need fulfilled and feel no impulse to perform other need-satisfying acts? How would this change if a story thwarts salient needs? These questions seem critical to understanding how narratives can bring about prosocial change. Perhaps more importantly, they are directly testable.

Consider, for example, the different outcomes possible from the complex version of our injured soldier film. While making reward for care salient, the story also emphasized the soldier’s suffering, thus satisfying care while thwarting hedonism and security. Admittedly, we don’t know how this will affect behavior, but we can test alternatives empirically. Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) might reason that rewards observed for conforming to care should encourage similar acts. By contrast, moral licensing (Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009) might suggest that the salient satisfaction of care should reduce caring behavior.

With regard to the thwarted intuitions, observers should both realize and accept the necessity to sacrifice hedonism and security needs, but how should this impact behavior? Social cognitive theory might suggest that reward for contravening these intuitions would inhibit related acts, whereas moral licensing might suggest their provocation. Although the NEAR does not predict how satisfying and thwarting salient intuitions shapes subsequent behavioral conformity, it directs our examination. We might speculate that the salience of realizing and accepting that one intuition should be sacrificed to satisfy another could provoke related acts, but this remains to be seen. Experiments manipulating the salience, satisfaction, and sacrifice of care, hedonism, and security, or any intuitions of interest, can determine these outcomes.

We know of no behavioral research examining the NEAR’s account of narratives that highlight intuition conflict, however experiments on children show that narratives designed to highlight individual altruistic intuitions can prompt altruistic behavior specifically tied to the intuition emphasized (Hahn et al., 2019). The same logic can apply to promoting/inhibiting egoistic intuitions such as competence, autonomy, relatedness, security, hedonism, or power. The desirability of different intuitions will likely vary according to normative beliefs across groups, but these norms should not alter NEAR mechanisms.

Such research might also bear relevance for scholars interested in the phenomenological experience of audiences. Consider the type of moral emotion expected from our soldier story. Would the soldier’s personal sacrifice in conforming to care be self-transcendent in Oliver et al.’s (2018) conception? Sacrificing hedonism and safety to care for another seems consistent with characterizations of self-transcendence as other-focused. However, does this, by itself, equate to self-transcendence?

We might reason heightened salience and arousal to also factor in. For example, if the soldier’s suffering was made salient enough to dominate the observer’s attentional mechanisms, and excitation from that suffering (or misattributed to that suffering) aroused audiences enough to make care’s ultimate satisfaction highly emotional, perhaps this other-oriented experience would qualify as self-transcendence. If so, could heightened arousal and salience linked to thwarting any egoistic intuition to satisfy any altruistic intuition constitute a meaningful and self-transcendent act? Given self-transcendence is an “ephemeral concept” (Oliver et al., 2018, p. 386) perhaps this fails to encompass its entirety. However, this approach can be tested with messages that vary the satisfaction and thwarting of different intuitions, with measures of arousal, attention, and intuition salience, as well as self-reports of self-transcendent experience.

Conclusion


The NEAR overlaps considerably with other approaches to studying audience response, particularly those interested in using moving narratives for prosocial change. Perhaps the NEAR’s greatest distinction is its focus on altruistic and egoistic intuitions and its effort to understand narrative response more functionally by examining how cognitive mechanisms resolve salient intuition conflict. Our attempt to identify specific sets of intuitions aspires to add conceptual clarity to this area of study. It was motivated by our own struggle to operationally define concepts thought as central to audience experience. For instance, we have difficulty operationally defining spirituality, a concept thought integral to distinguishing chaironic happiness from hedonic and eudaimonic happiness, and also central to Haidt and Joseph’s definition of purity (2007). This struggle limits our ability to capture it in responses and demonstrate it in experimental stimuli. Such nebulousness frustrates our research endeavors and ability to use shared language with colleagues.

We do not question the value of examining spirituality or related self-transcendent emotions, but conceptual ambiguity can make it difficult to operationalize them for better insight. We know most would agree that audience research would benefit from efforts to distinguish responses in the most concrete terms possible. So, we work toward this goal. The narrowness of the NEAR’s focus may be thought of as a step backward by colleagues interested in higher-order concepts and motivations. We simply suggest that taking one step back toward more concrete concepts might eventually result in two steps forward, and we hope to engage those who appreciate this approach.
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1 We should note, the reflexive and deliberative processing conceptualized here may be characterized as extreme ends of a continuum rather than discrete cognitive processes (Melnikoff & Bargh, 2018). The key elements we draw from dual-process logic—namely that some assessments are based on heuristics while others are carefully considered and appraised—are not at odds with this approach. As such, these critiques do not threaten the NEAR’s core propositions.

2 The NEAR does not assume this constitutes a comprehensive list of altruistic and egoistic intuitive motivations. It merely incorporates these intuitions in a framework explicating how the satisfaction and thwarting of salient intuitions governs mechanisms that shape audience response.

3 Conscious and preconscious can be distinguished here using terminology from Dehaene and colleagues (2006), who reason, “subjective reports are the primary criterion that can establish whether a percept is conscious or not” (p. 210).

4 Although this chapter focuses on attentional mechanisms and narrative cues that temporarily increase intuition salience, trait differences in chronic intuition salience also influences attention (Tamborini, 2013).

5 Distinguishing historical facts from fictional accounts intended to enlighten certainly has gray areas. At present, we would attempt to distinguish this by examining whether enlightening narratives influence audience perspectives on life in general, rather than the specific events depicted. By making an action exemplify conflict between two salient intuitions, and then satisfying the one made overridingly salient, any reward for conforming to that intuition edifies, or enlightens, by exemplifying that one intuition is more important than another.

6 We realize this approach is imperfect. Although we argue for conceptual precision, our reliance on altruistic and egoistic intuitions is limiting. However, we believe a model founded on intuitions is a productive move toward concreteness. The elemental nature of these intuitions and the mechanisms that govern them is evidenced by growing neurological (Eden, 2011) and psychophysiological (Lewis et al., 2014; Tamborini, 2019) findings.







chapter 4

Life-Span Developmental Changes in Media Entertainment Experiences


Marie-Louise Mares and James Alex Bonus




In a recent review, Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) argued that most theoretical accounts of the psychology of entertainment media are devoid of societal and historical context (see also Vorderer, this volume). In this chapter, we make a parallel argument that work in this area has largely failed to consider life-span cognitive and socioemotional development, and that this is a loss. On the one hand, application of entertainment media theory to different life stages can help identify lacunae in research; on the other, examination of entertainment experiences at different life stages can push theoretical accounts to be more specific about the conditions and processes involved.

Entertainment is often described as providing intrinsic rewards, and extensive work has elaborated both the hedonistic/fun pleasures of media use, as well as more reflective and meaning-making rewards. How are these desires and experiences shaped by development? Consider the contrasting examples of The Little Mermaid and Schindler’s List offered by Lewis, Tamborini, and Weber (2014). Lewis et al. suggest that the hedonistic pleasures of the former film should stem from the gratification of needs arising from viewers’ moral intuitions, such that the plot resolution (i.e., two lovers reunite and the evil sea queen is vanquished) would satisfy desires for justice and care. How should one conceptualize entertainment for a child too young to understand the connection between the resolution and earlier plot points, yet who giggles at slapstick moments and finds Ariel beautiful? Or what of Schindler’s List? All of us would quickly agree that young children shouldn’t be watching such a film—that it would be both misunderstood and disturbing, and meaning-making wouldn’t occur. But we could also ask at what ages (and in what ways) meaning-making from such content starts to emerge, and how responses might continue to develop from early to middle to late adulthood, given the cognitive, affective, and social characteristics of viewers at different life stages.

In the review that follows, we describe the questions that tend to be asked about entertainment media by scholars working with different age groups. The goal of this chapter is not to generate a single, life-span theory of responses, but rather to identify theory-based questions that don’t get asked at specific life stages and to suggest fruitful avenues for future research.

Entertainment Media Research and Childhood


The bulk of research examining young children’s responses to entertainment has centered on their learning from educational media. The dominant theoretical paradigm used to understand these processes is Fisch’s (2000) capacity model, which posits that children have limited working memory available to devote to making sense of media narratives. Because children’s educational media typically embeds factual lessons within entertaining storylines, children are thought to learn best when these lessons are made central to those stories, and when certain features of the child (e.g., prior knowledge) or of the program (e.g., formal features) scaffold their understanding (see also Fisch, Kirkorian, & Anderson, 2005).

Often, this model is used to examine how children direct their attention to media content. For example, young children prefer to watch television programs that are appropriate for their level of cognitive development, progress at a relatively slow pace, and feature friendly or familiar characters, such as babies, children, or animated creatures (Alwitt, Anderson, Lorch, & Levin, 1980; Pempek et al., 2010; Valkenburg & Vroone, 2004). The capacity model is also used to understand obstacles that children encounter when interpreting educational messages. For example, children’s developing understanding of symbols and their rudimentary ability to distinguish fantasy and reality often confuses them about the real-world relevance of factual lessons presented in fantasy content (Bonus & Mares, 2015; Mares & Sivakumar, 2014), such that they are less likely to use factual information gleaned from media containing cartoon images (Ganea, Pickard, & DeLoache, 2008), fantasy events (Walker, Gopnik, & Ganea, 2015) and anthropomorphic characters (Ganea et al., 2014; Larsen, Lee, & Ganea, 2017), and often misinterpret socioemotional lessons (Mares, 2006; Mares & Acosta, 2010). Given these difficulties, some scholars have examined features of media that might produce prosocial outcomes without the need for comprehension, perhaps by priming moral intuitions (Cingel & Krcmar, 2019; Tamborini, 2011).

This ardent focus on children’s learning is understandable. Research has identified enduring academic and social benefits of viewing high-quality educational media at a young age (Fisch & Truglio, 2001), as well as detrimental effects of exposure to developmentally inappropriate or violent content (Barr, Lauricella, Zack, & Calvert, 2010; Zimmerman & Christakis, 2007). Methodologically, it is easier to assess comprehension than to assess children’s emotions, given the complexity of facial affect coding (e.g., Oliver & Green, 2001) and the challenges of children’s emotional self-reports. However, the emphasis on learning has resulted in a dearth of studies examining more light-hearted outcomes, such as pleasure, enjoyment, and fun. When emotional reactions have been examined, researchers have (understandably) tended to focus on negative outcomes, such as fright responses and fear (e.g., Cantor & Sparks, 1984; Cantor & Wilson, 1984), with a few studies examining children’s mixed affective responses to animated films (Larsen, To, & Fireman, 2007; Smith, Glass, & Fireman, 2015; Zajdel, Bloom, Fireman, & Larsen, 2015). Research examining positive emotional outcomes—such as enjoyment—has primarily conceptualized these responses as means to an end (e.g., predictors of children’s brand attitudes or learning) rather than as important outcomes in their own right (Aladé & Nathanson, 2016; Gabrielan, Blumberg, & Hogan, 2009; Ritterfeld, Klimmt, Vorderer, & Steinhilper, 2005; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001; Waiguney, Nelson, & Terlutter, 2012).

Despite this paucity of research, there is reason to believe that enjoyment is central to children’s entertainment experiences. For example, one of the most common reasons parents report selecting media content for their children is because they believe that their child will enjoy it, and this belief is a strong predictor of children’s actual exposure to noneducational material (Cingel & Krcmar, 2013). Similarly, one of the most common prosocial outcomes that parents report about their children’s entertainment experiences is that engaging with this material makes their kids happier (Mares, Bonus, & Peebles, 2018). Children actively seek out content that they enjoy, asking their parents to play their favorite television shows (Rideout, Vandewater, & Wartella, 2003), skipping through portions of shows that they find boring, and rewatching portions that they find funny or pretty (Mares, 1998).

Given the relevance of pleasure as a response to entertainment, it is striking how few studies have investigated the specific features of media content that children find enjoyable or the individual difference variables that moderate their responses. In one example, Oliver and Green (2001) showed 3- to 9-year-olds trailers for a prototypically masculine film (i.e., The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles) and a prototypically feminine film (i.e., Beauty and the Beast) and found that children who endorsed gender stereotypes about those films (i.e., believed that Turtles was only for boys and Beauty was only for girls) reported more enjoyment of the trailer targeting their gender. In contrast, there were no differences in enjoyment among children with less stereotyped attitudes. Apart from this example, a few studies have examined gender differences in responses to violent media (Bjorkqvest & Lagerspetz, 1985; Hoffner & Cantor, 1991; Weaver, 2010), but little other research has examined the complexities of children’s enjoyment despite the fact that scholars have called for these investigations for decades (Valkenburg & Cantor, 2000) and comparable studies are relatively common with adults (Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009).

Even more surprising is the fact that scholars have applied theories from child psychology to understand adults’—but not children’s—enjoyment of entertainment (Vorderer, Steen, & Chan, 2006). Specifically, Vorderer (2001) argues that adults’ consumption of media can be understood as an extension of childhood play (see also Ohler & Nieding, 2006; Stephenson, 1967). Indeed, traditional definitions of play offered by developmental psychologists describe it as an intrinsically motivated (and often-repeated) activity involving the construction of a perceived reality, wherein children enact social rules and roles, derive pleasure, and develop important cognitive and social competencies, such as symbolic insight and self-regulation (Bodrova & Leong, 2015). Although this form of enactive play decreases as children age, adults derive similar benefits and pleasures by concocting alternative realities through daydreaming (Valkenburg & van der Voort, 1994) and by consuming art and entertainment (Steen & Owens, 2001; Vorderer, 2001).

Despite these parallels, media consumption has rarely been considered a form of play for children. In the few instances where it is referenced in this way, it is usually to differentiate it from activities that are considered more developmentally meaningful, such as sociodramatic play. More commonly, entertainment is considered a subcomponent of children’s other playful experiences. For example, fantasy worlds featured in entertainment media often provide imaginative fodder for children when they generate scenarios for their play (Gotz, Lemish, Moon, & Aidman, 2014; Valkenburg & van der Voort, 1994). In other cases, children will repurpose objects like televisions as symbolic representations (e.g., a drive-in movie screen) within their play (Reid & Frazer, 1980). Occasionally, media also serves as a distraction that disrupts children’s play (Schmidt, Pempek, Kirkorian, Lund, & Anderson, 2008). Children, too, are somewhat cautious about referring to media-based activities (like television viewing) as forms of play, although playing video games appears to be an exception (Glenn, Knight, Holt, & Spence, 2012). Indeed, video games share many overt features with more traditional forms of play (e.g., they are guided by explicit rules that players must follow, they contain an array of characters and virtual worlds to inhabit, etc.). In fact, Shapiro (2018) argues that gameplay should be considered “the new playtime” for the 21st century because it enables children to practice many of the skills necessary for living in a digitally interconnected world, much like children’s imaginative play in sandboxes during the 19th century helped prepare them for life within industrial society (Hall, 1888).

An obvious benefit of conceptualizing entertainment as a form of play is that it anchors entertainment psychology within evolutionary views of human behavior (Vorderer, 2001; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004; Vorderer et al., 2006), and it provides a consistent theoretical framework that can be applied across the life span. Additionally, given the importance of play in children’s social lives, this perspective might also help to emphasize the social dimensions of children’s media consumption that remain understudied.

In an early qualitative study, Buckingham (1993) argued that children’s pleasure and comprehension of film and TV stories are shaped by the conversations they have with their friends, retelling and explaining parts of the plot to each other. More recently, Golden and Jacoby (2018) observed how preschool children dressed up together as Disney princesses and mimicked the characters’ most gendered behaviors, and Cingel, Sumter, and van de Leur, (2019) found that when 6-year-olds watched stories featuring exclusion with their peers (vs. alone), they subsequently made less positive moral judgments. Aside from these few studies, there is little research on the impact of peer co-viewing and interactions on responses to media content. Similarly, there is relatively little work examining the pleasures young children derive from watching or playing with parents (see Padilla-Walker, Coyne, & Fraser, 2012, as an example with older children) or siblings. To the extent that family social contexts have been considered, research has generally focused on the role of parents in scaffolding early learning, or mitigating the effects of exposure to problematic content or (in two rare studies) the ways that siblings comfort each other while watching scary shows (Hoffner & Haefner, 1997; Wilson & Weiss, 1993). Viewing entertainment media as a component of children’s play might help to reinvigorate interest in the social aspects of media use in young children’s lives.

The Tween and Teen Years


How have researchers considered cognitive, affective, and social changes in the tween and adolescent years? To preview briefly, research tends to ignore cognitive development, and consider affective and social changes primarily in terms of heightened vulnerability to negative outcomes and attractions to dark, intense content.

Given the almost exclusive focus on comprehension and learning during the preschool years, it is striking how little research has examined older children’s comprehension of entertainment content. This is despite the fact that the few studies that do venture into the early elementary school years find comprehension and reality judgment scores that are nowhere near ceiling (e.g., Calvert, Huston, Watkins, & Wright, 1982; Wright, Huston, Reitz, & Piemyat, 1994). There appears to be ample room for improvement after age eight, yet the research focus suddenly shifts to other outcomes.

Indeed, researchers examining entertainment media use among older children and adolescents have tended to focus on the potentially problematic implications of developmental increases in various desires, including autonomy from parents, peer connectedness and acceptance, sensation/thrill-seeking, sexuality, and identity clarity. Within this frame, researchers have examined effects of entertainment media exposure on an array of negative outcomes including substance use, relational and physical aggression, disordered body image and eating, unrealistic expectations of romance, early initiation of sexual activity, and unprotected sex. Theories such as Gunther’s “influence of presumed influence” (Gunther, Bold, Borzekowski, Liebhart, & Dillard, 2006) and Gibbons and Gerrard’s prototype willingness model (e.g., Gerrard, Gibbons, Stock, Lune, & Cleveland, 2005) have postulated the impact of entertainment media use on teens’ perceptions of their peers’ risky health behaviors (e.g., smoking, alcohol use), and their subsequent willingness to engage in those behaviors themselves.

A small body of work has examined the social contexts of youths’ use of entertainment media, with one study indicating that older teens spent less time using media with parents (Larsen et al., 1989), another reporting minimal age differences (Padilla-Walker, Coyne, & Fraser, 2012), and a third reporting increases in family media time, particularly post-puberty (Dubas & Gerris, 2002). Consistent with developmental accounts of the increasing importance of peers (e.g., Albert, Chein, & Steinberg, 2013), Jerslev (2001) described how Danish teens held “marathon” sessions of watching multiple videos into the night, (with accompanying rituals of fast food and soda), “in order to communicate, in order to laugh together, to experience mutual thrills, in order to be part of a mutual emotional environment” (p. 6). More recently, research on gameplay (e.g., Ito et al., 2010) points to peer social interaction as one of several key motivations among tween and teen gamers. In a national sample of US 13- to 17-year-olds (Lenhart et al., 2015) the substantial majority of teen gamers played with others in person (83%) and online (75%), typically with friends they knew offline (89%).

Another body of work has focused on adolescents’ affective gratifications and experiences while using entertainment media. In a recent review, Ahmed, Bittencourt-Hewitt, and Sebastian (2015) noted that adolescence is marked by heightened emotional reactivity, volatility, risk-taking, and sensitivity to peer acceptance/rejection (relative to childhood or adulthood), and these changes may reflect a “developmental mismatch” between regions of the brain that promote emotional reactivity and those that regulate it (e.g., prefrontal regions relative to limbic structures), as well as pubertal changes in hormones. Within this context, some authors have suggested that teens may seek out “negative and nonconforming affective experiences” (p. 2) as a means of developing emotional autonomy from their parents and testing their identities (Riediger, Schmiedek, Wagner, & Lindenberger, 2009; see also Arnett, 1995), or because their emerging ability to cope with such emotions may lead to pleasurable feelings of mastery (Hoffner & Levine, 2005). Indeed, Riediger et al. (2009) found that adolescents (relative to those older) were much more likely to report wanting to maintain or even intensify their experiences of negative affect, as well as to intensify positive experiences.

A handful of studies point to adolescents’ volitional use of media to achieve such affective intensity. Jerslev (2001) noted that teens selecting videos for their marathon viewing sessions tended to curate a selection of funny, sad, and intensely frightening content in order to experience those emotions together. Patino, Kaltcheva, and Smith (2012) found that US teens reported watching reality shows for excitement, drama, and fun. Dingle, Sharwood, and Larwood (2018) observed that teens and young adults (relatively to those older) were more likely to report listening to music to immerse themselves in feelings of sadness and anger (although there were no age differences in use of music to feel happiness or love). Meta-analytic work by Hoffner and Levine (2005) indicated that enjoyment of media-induced fear increased across childhood, peaked in adolescence, and declined with age in adulthood, with adolescent boys reporting particularly high enjoyment of fear-inducing content. Finally, Dillman Carpentier et al. (2008) observed that teens tended to turn to media at moments of relatively low affective intensity, and suggested that media use at this age was largely about “combating boredom” (p. 12).

In sum, research has examined how teens use media entertainment to share experiences, strengthen social ties with their peers, and experiment with intense emotions. All of these approaches—including the examination of teens’ deliberate engagement with negative affect—reflect scholarly interest in teens’ hedonic motivations and experiences. Meanwhile, less research has examined teens’ eudaimonic motivations and experiences. This gap is particularly puzzling because adolescence has been described as a crucial period for the development of personal beliefs (e.g., Erikson, 1968), and as a time of search for purpose, defined as “a stable and generalized intention to accomplish something that is at once meaningful to the self and of consequence to the world beyond-the-self” (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003, p. 12; Bronk et al., 2009). Longitudinal evidence suggests that teens’ developing sense of purpose is shaped by their social contexts, including peer norms and goals, family support, and role models (Malin, Reilly, Quinn, & Moran, 2014). Media depictions have seldom been examined as part of this social context, though Malin et al. (2017) noted that teens sometimes mentioned news reports (e.g., about environmental disasters) as a catalyst for their quest to effect social change.

It remains unclear whether adolescents seek out media content that prompts reflection on their social and moral values and their pursuit of meaning in life. There is also no research on their responses to content perceived as meaningful by adults. Consider, for example, the possible implications of adolescents’ interest in intense affect and peer acceptance. Research with adults has examined the tender affect, feelings of connectedness, and prosocial intentions evoked by scenes of moral beauty. It is unclear whether adolescents would be equally (or more) touched, moved, and inspired by such content or whether they might think of it as corny and socially embarrassing (somewhat akin to responses of adults scoring high on “dark” personality traits; Appel, Slater, & Oliver, 2018). Conversely, research has begun to examine the types of reflective thoughts elicited by some forms of media violence, with adult respondents reporting that extremely graphic violence tended to disrupt such meaning-making (Bartsch et al., 2016). We do not know whether adolescents would be more able to find meaning even in highly graphic depictions, or whether their focus would be primarily on the thrill and mastery aspects of such experiences.

From Adulthood to Old Age


What happens in the years beyond adolescence that might affect uses and responses to media entertainment? Again, we can consider cognitive, affective, and social changes, and again, research has tended to focus on a subset of these possibilities—primarily examining differences between young and older adults with regard to emotional attractions.

There are several developmental accounts that speak to emotional changes across the adult years. Arnett (2000, 2005) described emerging adulthood (roughly ages 18–25) as a period marked by continued, even heightened, experimentation and exploration. In contrast to younger adolescents, emerging adults tend not to be living with their parents; in contrast to those older, they are not yet bound by enduring adult responsibilities. As such, they may have substantial opportunity and motive for exploring dark, intense experiences (Sussman & Arnett, 2014).

Not incompatibly, socioemotional selectivity theory (SST) suggests that as individuals age, they perceive their future to be more finite and time to be more precious, which leads to changes in their emotional goals (Carstensen, 1995; Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). Although Carstensen did not propose that adolescents or young adults would find negative affect particularly attractive, she did argue that they may be more willing than older adults to tolerate unpleasant emotions, given their long-term goals and their perception that they will have plenty of opportunities for future happiness. In contrast, as individuals age, they may be less willing to waste their finite time on unnecessary negative emotions or meaningless experiences. As a consequence, they are more likely to focus on maintaining their current well-being.

Recently, the strength and vulnerability integration model (Charles, 2010) has built on socioemotional selectivity theory, proposing that older adults tend to be more successful in situation selection (i.e., avoiding overly arousing or distressing experiences) and less effective at regulating their emotional responses to events. Accordingly, one prediction that emerges from this model is that media selection should be particularly salient to older adults in their quest to avoid unnecessary negative affect and maintain positive affect. Indeed, as described in what follows, empirical findings point to important intersections of valence, arousal, personal relevance, and meaningfulness in shaping media preferences at different ages.

With regard to negative affect, evidence suggests that older adults (relative to younger adults) are less interested in watching intensely sad or violent or thrilling content (Bartsch, 2012; Fischoff, Antonio, & Lewis, 1998; Mares et al., 2008; Tamborini & Stiff, 1987), particularly if the content is seen as negative, arousing, and personally relevant (Sands et al., 2018). However, age differences may be reduced by less threatening forms of relevance and by meaningfulness. In a study of Nielsen ratings, Mares and Sun (2010) found that older adults generally watched fewer violent programs (e.g., crime dramas), but made an exception for crime programs featuring older (typically competent, likable) characters. Experimental work also suggests that age differences in interest in viewing violent content are substantially reduced or even eliminated if the portrayal is perceived as meaningful rather than gratuitous (Mares, Bartsch, & Bonus, 2016).

Research on positively valenced content similarly suggests intersections of arousal, relevance, and meaningfulness. Older adults (relative to those younger) were more likely to choose neutral, nonarousing content than positive/arousing content (Sands, Livingstone, & Isaacowitz, 2018), expressed less interest in watching films to laugh or feel excited (Mares et al., 2008), and expressed less interest in slapstick comedies or sitcoms rated low in meaningfulness (Mares et al., 2008, 2016). However, there were no age differences in interest in “funny” films or “fun” film experiences (Bartsch, 2012; Mares et al., 2008), and relatively few differences in younger and older adults’ motives (e.g., escapism, friendship) for playing videogames (Possler, Klimmt, Schlütz, & Walkenbach, 2017; see also De Schutter & Brown, 2016). Moreover, Nimrod’s (2010) examination of interactions in six online communities for older adults indicated a focus on fun, manifested in the prevalence of social games, the sharing of humorous stories and jokes (often about sex or gender differences), and communal teasing. Further work, examining humor about sex in seniors’ online communities, suggested that jokes and stories often resisted ageist stereotypes, presenting younger adults as the butt of the joke in contrast to older adults’ relative success and expertise (Nimrod & Berdychevsky, 2018).

Other work also points to the importance of meaningfulness. Older adults (relative to younger adults) showed more interest (and anticipated more meaning) in “warm-hearted” uplifting content (Mares et al., 2016), and showed stronger associations between feelings of joy and mixed affect while watching a film for eudaimonic reflection (Hofer, Allemand, & Martin, 2014). In an intriguing experiment, reading humorous comic strips elevated older adults’ sense of meaning in life (Hicks, Trent, Davis, & King, 2012). Thus, playfulness and fun may serve adaptive functions and coexist with (and even contribute to) older adults’ interest in meaningful media experiences.

What about social/contextual changes? Various authors have suggested that as individuals grow old, they watch more television to fill the voids that were once occupied by childcare, work, and housework, and to cope with new pains such as widowhood or grown children relocating to distant places (Davis & Kubey, 1982; Huston et al., 1992). In fact, there is little support for such a straightforward, pessimistic scenario. The accumulation of individual life experiences, combined with the diversity of physiological and cognitive changes, mean that aging is associated with increasing heterogeneity, rather than a uniformity of losses (Nelson & Dannefer, 1992). Accordingly, Rubin and Rubin (1986) found virtually no associations between amount of television viewing and older adults’ levels of interpersonal interaction and social activity (see also Mares & Woodard, 2006). Indeed, a couple of studies suggest that variations in social contexts contribute to variability in older adults’ responses to viewing. Mares and Cantor (1992) found that older adults’ affective reactions to positive or negative depictions of old age as a period of social engagement or isolation varied by their own feelings of loneliness. More recently, Van der Goot, Beentjes, and van Selm (2012) described complex, highly varied patterns of media use among older Dutch adults, consistent with the dynamic gains and losses theorized in the selection, optimization, and compensation model of Baltes (1997). Experiences of retirement, physical changes, and widowhood contributed to increased media use for some, and reduced media use for others; time spent watching television was perceived as a mark of freedom and leisure by some, and as a sign of loss of purpose by others.

Beyond the relatively robust literature on differences between young and older adults in content preferences, and the smaller literature on the social contexts of older adults’ media use, there are some notable gaps. Remarkably, virtually no research focused on the uses of entertainment media in middle age, apart from a couple of studies examining effects on middle-aged women’s body image and disordered eating (Hefner et al., 2014; Slevec & Tiggemann, 2011). In a recent review, Lachman, Teshale, and Agrigoroaei (2015) argued that developmental research has largely neglected middle-age or focused on it as the period of lowest life satisfaction. In fact, they noted, it is a period at the cross-roads of numerous different trajectories: upward trajectories in levels of positive affect but downward trajectories in various cognitive and physical functions, including memory and speed of processing. Middle-aged adults may experience numerous responsibilities and stresses, sandwiched between the needs of children and aging parents, but also peak earning and leadership status. Although Mares et al. (2008) found linear relationships between age and various media preferences, little research has situated media use and responses within the gains and losses of this stage.

Finally, only a handful of studies have examined how comprehension (and ensuing interpretations) of entertainment media content may vary with age, cognitive characteristics, and experience. In an early study, Cavanaugh (1983) showed 20- and 60-year-olds a half hour TV drama and found that among those with lower vocabulary scores, older adults showed less recall of the content, particularly of central events. Mares (2007) found that age differences in comprehension of fast-paced crime dramas varied by viewers’ familiarity with the particular show. When viewers were tested on an episode that was unfamiliar to all of them, older adults scored lower than younger adults, chiefly for complex tasks like making inferences about the connections between events. However, when participants were tested on a second program that was familiar to some of them, those who were fans of the program showed far smaller age differences. Such studies underscore the complexity of aging, and the utility of understanding how understandings and interpretations of content may differ developmentally. Notably, no research has examined how comprehension, shaped by age-related changes in speed of processing but also by content familiarity and the accumulation of varied life experiences, might affect hedonic and meaning-making outcomes of entertainment media use.

Conclusion


Our goal here has been twofold: to note the mounting evidence that entertainment media motives and experiences vary across the life span, and to identify key gaps that offer fruitful possibilities for theorizing and research. For young children, we argued research has largely prioritized the study of more “serious” outcomes (e.g., learning; fear responses) at the expense of more lighthearted fare. For older children and adolescents, studies have emphasized the role of affective development in hedonic motivations and experiences, while the examination of attractions and responses to more meaningful content has languished. With regard to adults, entertainment scholars have ignored middle-age, and in their work on aging have focused almost exclusively on the implications of emotional development for content preferences. For all but the youngest viewers, entertainment media scholars have largely assumed that comprehension is a given; for all but teens, we have tended to ignore or stereotype the social contexts of media use.

Vorderer et al. (2004) argued that responses to entertainment rest not only on viewers’ interest in the topics but also on their abilities to suspend disbelief, empathize with characters, engage in parasocial interactions, and feel transported. Understanding how these interests and capacities change developmentally can push us to understand what entertainment involves and requires. Valkenburg and Peter’s (2013) differential susceptibility to media effects model, with its emphasis on dispositional, developmental, and social predictors of and responses to media use, is applicable to all ages, not just children. Similarly, Fisch’s (2000) capacity model is not just relevant to preschool children’s learning from educational TV fiction—all accounts of media entertainment should consider the extent to which the theorized processes are likely to be constrained by working memory capacity, hence comprehension. Carstensen et al.’s (1999) socioemotional selectivity theory and the strength and vulnerability integration model (Charles, 2010) aren’t just useful accounts for young versus older adults’ viewing preferences—they speak to the conjoint roles of arousal, valence, and meaningfulness in viewers’ interpretations and experiences as well, and thereby imply that such experiences will change developmentally. Finally, the social aspect of viewing or gameplay isn’t just a striking feature of adolescence, but is worthy of consideration both as a motive for entertainment media use, and as a moderator of responses, at all ages. Put simply, there is value in expanding the use of developmental frameworks beyond the niche areas of study where they have been most systematically applied. Research that does so can offer new insights about the impact and implications of entertainment experiences across the life span.
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chapter 5

A Systematic Gender Perspective on Entertainment Theory


Sabine Reich




When the 2016 reboot (Feig, 2016) of the classic 1980s comedy Ghostbusters (Reitman, 1984) was nothing but announced, some Internet critics went wild and saw their sphere invaded and destroyed by the fact that the four ghost-hunting leads were female comics. They were—like the male Ghostbusters Dan Aykroyd and Bill Murray—widely acclaimed comics, leading the United States of America’s pillar of Saturday night television entertainment, Saturday Night Live (SNL, NBC). Yet, the biological sex of the leading actresses, Kate McKinnon, Leslie Jones, Melissa McCarthy, and Kirsten Wiig, seemed somehow relevant for the critical audience’s expected entertainment experience. Based on the actresses’ credentials there was nothing to suggest any less entertainment than the 1980s blockbuster. No objective argument could be made about why a typical Hollywood Sci-fi comedy, like Ghostbusters, should not make the audience laugh and spark suspense and thrill if the protagonists are female. This is only one example showing that the entertainment experience itself is gendered.

In general, the gender narrowcasting in media-saturated markets in Western countries has increased (Kuipers, 2012) and therefore gendered television often concentrates on action and adventure themes for men and strong female leads, romance, and less violence as formulas for women (Meehan & Byars, 2000). For entertainment theory, gendered preferences are conventional wisdom by now, but a systematic research agenda on the category is still missing. Gender is, in other words, not at the heart of the field. The lack of theoretical and empirical consideration is curious, as gender not only shapes our entertainment preferences and experiences but also is shaped by entertainment media and their portrayals. The chapter therefore concentrates on the role gender has in the selection of, exposure to, and responses to entertainment media. It splits in two main parts. I first use examples from entertainment research to illustrate what is known about gendered entertainment experiences. Second, I review and suggest what explanations have commonly been employed—or not—to these gender differences. For reasons of space not all relevant research can be mentioned. To provide the necessary context, I start, however, with a theoretical primer on the gender concept.

Gender as Difference Category—A Theoretical Primer


Sex and gender are omnipresent categories in entertainment research to describe our samples and covary with our outcomes—typically without theoretical explication. This leads to a lack of conceptual clarity that is one major issue when looking at gender in entertainment theory. Gender and sex are conceptually distinctive categories with different theoretical and empirical consequences.

Sex is biologically determined by means of chromosomes and reproductive organs, and gender is a socially ascribed designation and a part of the personal identity (Eagly, 1987). Both concepts are directly associated with underlying assumptions about which gender categories exist and how gender differences develop. Three major schools exist. Biological determinism considers that sex differences are fixed at birth and consequently cannot be changed by social forces. Within this line of reasoning, sex is perceived as strict dichotomy of men and women. Psychological and critical conceptualizations of gender differences went beyond this binary and assumed gender variance on a continuum. Contemporary understandings conceptualize femininity and masculinity as two independent and continuous dimensions of a person’s identity (Bem, 1974). The self-concept can be narrowly defined by each dimension independently, resulting in stereotypical male or female identities that are referred to as gender-typed personalities (older publications also use the term “sex-typed”). A self-concept exhibiting stereotypically masculine and feminine traits equally is labeled psychological androgyny (Bem, 1974). Yet, in research practice, gender often is dichotomized as feminine or masculine. In addition, intersectional approaches include considerations of sexuality, race, or class when discussing gender, but have been largely confined to critical theorizing as of today.

Psychological and critical concepts differ further in their notion of how gender is formed. The critical approaches take a radical social constructionist approach to gender differences, whereas psychological theories consider social learning of gender norms as the main source for gender differences. The approaches to gender differences are not mutually exclusive or strictly differentiated. In psychology the widely applied social cognitive model of gender development (Bussey & Bandura, 1999), for example, assumes a rich network of influences from various, interrelated social systems, such as the self, parental and peer models, media, and social institutions to influence gendered behavior throughout the life circle—a sociocultural approach. Thus, the social cognitive theory integrates the social construction of gender identities and behaviors with psychological theory.

Gendered Selection and Preferences of Entertainment Media


With this understanding of gender in mind, the following section deals with three types of media content, that seem to elicit hedonic or eudaimonic entertainment experiences (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015) dependent on gender: violent media, negative emotions, and sexually explicit or objectifying media. Note that most of the research frames gender differences as a binary difference between men and women, boys and girls respectively, making it indistinguishable from sex. For the reporting of the studies here, I adopt the terminology of the cited authors.

Enjoyment of Violent Entertainment


Violence is part of various entertainment genres. The depiction of “actual or threatened physical harm to media characters” (Hoffner & Levine, 2005, p. 208) is seen as a uniting feature of violent, frightening, or horrifying media entertainment (see also Vandebosch & Poels, this volume). A sizable body of research has tied the enjoyment of violence, for examples in television, games, and film to gender. For instance, across three cultures (US-American, Chinese, German) boys between the ages of 4 and 6 were drawn toward video featuring violent content more strongly than girls, who in turn expressed greater preference for nurturing and peaceful stories (Knobloch, Callison, Chen, Fritzsche, & Zillmann, 2005). A study of Dutch and US-American schoolchildren ages 6 to 11 supported this (Valkenburg & Janssen, 1999); girls showed a higher interest in innocuous television programs, whereas boys valued action and violence. A meta-analysis of the enjoyment of frightening and violent programs reviewed 35 peer-reviewed studies and showed that this gender difference is robust across the subgenres in this category (horror, violence, or scary), but increases with graphic displays of violence. Overall, men tended to enjoy the violent target material in experimental studies more and rated violent genres or programs higher in survey studies. The gender difference continues to exist with increasing age, but becomes less pronounced (Hoffner & Levine, 2005).

The debate on violence in entertainment media has regained strength with the popularity of video games, and gender differences resemble those in other media (Slater, 2003). Boys play video games more than girls (Greenberg, Sherry, Lachlan, Lucas, & Holmstrom, 2010) and enjoy different aspects. A three-wave panel of Belgian children ages 9 to 11 showed that boys rated “fighting” games higher than girls (Roe, 1998). Studying the motivation of women to play video games, Hartmann and Klimmt (2006) found that female players especially disliked violent content in video game descriptions.

Although the violence seen in sports is qualitatively different from violence in fictional media (Bryant, Comisky, & Zillmann, 1981), gender differences in sports viewership have been attributed in part to the roughness and violence of highly televised sports, such as American football. In one of the first reference-studies by Bryant, Comisky, and Zillmann (1981), the authors coded various American football games as low, intermediate, or high in violence and gauged participants’ enjoyment. Compared with women, men’s enjoyment was significantly higher for games from the high violence category. In an experiment contrasting scripted violence (wrestling), nonscripted violence (boxing), and nonviolent (baseball) sport clips, nonscripted violence elicited more enjoyment, but only in men (Raney & Depalma, 2006). In a survey study both genders, however, rated violent sports (such as boxing or hockey) as more appealing than nonviolent sports (e.g., gymnastics), showing that women enjoyed violent sports, only to a lesser degree than men (Sargent, Zillmann, & Weaver, 1998). In sum, violence as content factor seems more attractive to male than to female media users, so much so that male users select content with a higher expected level of violence which they then also enjoy more than female users. A meta-analysis of mediated violence showed that the more negative affect is elicited by the media, the higher the enjoyment is for men (Hoffner & Levine, 2005).

Enjoyment of Negative Emotions in Entertainment


The enjoyment of media entertainment with negative valence is strongly tied to the theoretical advancement of mood management theory (MMT, Zillmann, 1988; see also Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume), proposing that media choices are made to avoid negative states, increase or maintain positive states, and achieve a balanced arousal state. Gender was a relevant category in the theory’s early testing and further development. Menstrual mood changes in women were used to test the theory regarding natural mood states. It could be shown that premenstrual and menstrual women in a dysphoric mood expressed more interest in comedy than women at any other point of the menstrual cycle (Meadowcroft & Zillmann, 1987). Similar results were found for typically dysphoric periods during pregnancy (Helregel & Weaver, 1989).

Gender differences are also found in coping with negative discrete emotions. Initial research investigating different media-based coping strategies with anger have concentrated on news, not entertainment. In an experiment using a negative feedback induction, participants were offered negative and positive news for selection. In a second condition, half of the participants were led to believe they had the chance to retaliate for the feedback. When faced with the opportunity of retaliation, men selected negative news to maintain their anger, but women looked at positive news to dissolve their anger (Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006). A study of affect regulation through music supported this instrumental notion of anger regulation in men. A male sample anticipated either a confrontational task, like playing a first-person shooter game, or a nonconfrontational task. The participants preferred music styles to maintain or increase their anger (Tamir, Mitchell, & Gross, 2008).

While the general predictions of MMT have found considerable support in various media settings (Reinecke, 2016), its hedonic premise has been challenged by the success of dramatic, sad, and emotional entertainment, especially with women (Oliver, 1993; see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume). It juxtaposes the idea of MMT that positive moods are maintained by positively valenced media and negative moods are countered with happy or uplifting media. In fact, women not only seem to select sad films more than men, the sad and dramatic content also elicits negative or ambivalent affect in women, yet they report more enjoyment (Oliver, 1993) or anticipate more enjoyment (Oliver, 2008). Preference ratings of various movie genres seem to support this general notion. Men preferred science fiction, war, action, erotic, adventure, Western, horror, fantasy, and mystery movies more than women. In return, women rated romance and drama movies higher than men (Wühr, Lange, & Schwarz, 2017). Women’s preference for sad and dramatic content is also supported looking at love-lamenting music in romantically lonely high school students. Male and female students were subdivided into high and low loneliness and exposed to either love-lamenting or love-celebrating popular music video. Lovesick men enjoyed love-celebrating music way less than men lower in loneliness, but for women the difference was reversed. Lovesick women enjoyed love-celebrating music much more than less lonely females (Gibson, Aust, & Zillmann, 2000). Overall, as with gendered preferences for violence in entertainment, there is no implication that men do not enjoy sad or dramatic content in general, but they enjoy it less than women (Oliver, Weaver, & Sargent, 2000).

Enjoyment of Sexually Explicit or Objectifying Entertainment


Pornography, erotica, and sexually explicit media (SEM) entertainment (see also Dillman Carpentier & Mazandarani, this volume) have been in the public eye, much like violence. The user statistics of SEM, ranging from magazines to movies, online videos, and pictures have generally shown a stable gender difference, with a larger proportion of men using SEM. A survey study of adolescents in the United States of America has shown that two-thirds of male (66%) and only a little over a third of female (39%) 7th and 8th graders had seen SEM in the past year, including SEM online, adult magazines, and x-rated movies (Brown & L’Engle, 2009). The gender differences seem to hold across age and cultures as well. A sample of college students in Indonesia, a Muslim majority country with strict pornography regulation, showed that men used SEM more frequently than women and started earlier in adolescence (Wijaya Mulya & Hald, 2014). In a sample from Denmark, described as an open society with liberal pornography laws, men from 13 to 20 years used SEM significantly more often than women of that age (Hald, 2006); as did male teenagers in Germany (Weber, Quiring, & Daschmann, 2012) and the Netherlands (Peter & Valkenburg, 2007). In a representative survey of Norwegian adults, male participants reported enjoying SEM more than did female participants, who in turn more often described SEM as dull, repulsive, or not entertaining (Træen, Spitznogle, & Beverfjord, 2004). In a representative sample of German Internet users, men with lower life satisfaction, no committed relationship, and higher feelings of loneliness showed higher use of sexually explicit Internet material (SEIM). Women used SEM to escape everyday stress and strain too, however, to a lesser extent, and their consumption seemed to increase with committed relationships and with increased life satisfaction (Weber et al., 2018).

Several studies describe different preferences in SEM. For example, in the Danish sample mentioned previously, men enjoyed all forms of pornography significantly more than women, with the exception of softcore pornography and group sex with more men, which was significantly preferred by women (Hald, 2006). Nonmainstream SEM, defined as including sadomasochism, fetishism, and violent, bizarre, or extreme sex, was preferred significantly more by heterosexual men than by any other group in a sample of Croatian adults (Hald, Stulhofer, & Lange, 2018). Compared with women, men were significantly more aroused by pornography depicting the degradation of women (Glascock, 2005), which closes the circle to violent media preferences discussed earlier.

Summary


Gender differences in media entertainment have been shown to largely fit the stereotype. Women and girls seem to inhabit only the entertainment section of innocuous and romantic entertainment. Action, horror, porn, and high-contact sport, overall thrilling and arousing entertainment, seems to be a male favorite. Those genres and programs also encompass society’s pressure points when it comes to media entertainment, the content that has sparked public debate—partially for decades.

Mechanisms of Gender Differences in Entertainment Theory


Probably all studies that explore an entertainment phenomenon routinely check for gender differences. Many studies try to assess the true entertainment effect by controlling for gender variations, a few develop research hypotheses about possible gender differences, and even fewer try to explain gender differences. Nonetheless, some common explanations can be synthesized explicitly or implicitly from the existing literature. The following sections elaborate those rationalizations for gendered entertainment preferences. One central perspective is that individual differences in personality and identity are responsible for gender differences–I systematize those first in this chapter. After that, I show how the under- and misrepresentation of gender as content factor contributes to gendered entertainment responses.

Individual Level Factors


Media users elaborate and process media stimuli differently. Their interpretations are shaped by their own perspectives and experiences. In the next section I discuss how the media user’s (1) personality, (2) gender identity, (3) gender-role expectations, and (4) social identity can impact gender differences in entertainment experiences.

Personality


The first half of this chapter suggests that entertainment preferences can be divided into action, horror, sports, and violence for men, but romantic and harmless entertainment for women. Within the literature some personality factors have been considered that could support this stereotyped categorization. For example, in video games research the gender gap in play time is well established. Competition orientation could account, in part, for the gender difference in the use of competitive games (Hartmann & Klimmt, 2006). Another example is the user’s level of sensation-seeking, defined by a willingness to engage in new, varied, and complex activities (Zuckerman, 1994). Men have been found to report higher sensation-seeking tendencies than women across 35 years of research (Cross, Cyrenne, & Brown, 2013). For entertainment research, sensation-seeking has been well established to explain rather large variances in preferences for action (Banerjee, Greene, Krcmar, Bagdasarov, & Ruginyte, 2008) and violent entertainment (Slater, 2003), while controlling for sex. Peter and Valkenburg (2011) have found the same association of sensation-seeking and SEIM in a representative sample of Dutch adults and adolescents, and McNamara and Ballard (1999) could associate sensation-seeking with a preference for more arousing musical styles, such as hard rock or heavy metal. All the while, it was proposed that the responses to the sensation-seeking scale themselves are skewed by gender-role expectations (Cross et al., 2013), further questioning not just the suggested gender differences but also the extent to which gender-role expectations and gender identity shape our ability to obtrusively measure social behavior as a social science discipline. Thus, it seems necessary to include gender self-concepts and gender roles in entertainment theory as individual level factors of interest.

Gender Identity


The term “gender identity” refers to the gender concept an individual has internalized—their self-ascribed gender roles (also sex role). While binary gender differences in responses to entertainment might be convenient, assessing gender identity in entertainment research could be more informative. Yet, psychometric assessments of gender identity are only sporadically used. Different operationalizations exist, often using two subdimensions: Femininity and masculinity. Greene and Krcmar (2005) employed Bem’s still widely used sex role inventory (BSRI, Bem, 1974) to predict preferences for violent television from feminine and masculine traits. They found masculinity was positively associated with the exposure to violent and frightening films. Relatedly, Oliver (1993, 2008) could associate the enjoyment of sad films not only to women but also to the level of femininity. A study of selective reading of sex-typed magazines included both sex and gender identity. Male participants read more male-typed magazines, and females more female-typed magazines, but these effects were indirectly driven by gender identity. Participants higher in femininity (masculinity) read fe(male)-typed magazines longer (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hoplamazian, 2012).

A different approach to gender identity was suggested by Berger and Krahé (2013), who argued masculinity and femininity have both negative and positive aspects. The measurement construction grouped anxiousness, oversensitivity, and self-doubt as negative, and sensitivity and passion as positive feminine facets. For males, arrogance and harshness emerged as negative, rationality or logic as positive traits. A study of player motivations for massive multiplayer online games (MMOs) found that negative gender traits could be associated with problematic game play (see Reer, Janzik, Wehden, & Quandt, this volume). For instance, negative masculine traits were associated with achievement motivations, negative feminine traits with obsessive play, somewhat lifting the stereotype of problematic game play as being a male phenomenon (Kneer, Franken, & Reich, 2019). These examples show that assessing gender identity, as a continuous concept, rather than sex (or a dichotomized version of gender) can add depth to the understanding of gender differences in entertainment.

Gender-Role Expectations


Gender-role expectations mark the internalized norms and codes that individuals believe are related to their gender role; what it means to be masculine or feminine. “Role expectations thus exist in the minds of individuals and also are shared with other people, producing the social consensus from which social structure and culture emerge” (Eagly & Wood, 2012, p. 460). Gender-role expectation concerning the expression of and coping with emotions seem to persist and influence various media preferences. Take, for example, the gendered norms about the expression of fear, which have been associated with gendered preference for sad and dramatic content (Oliver, 1993), or for violent and frightening media entertainment. For instance, expression of fear is socially not rewarded for boys, but accepted in girls, thus shaping the response to horror and violence in media (Zillmann & Weaver, 1996). Gender-role expectations are even more obvious in social viewing and gaming situations. In an experiment of co-viewing horror movies with either a same sex or opposite sex companion, females enjoyed the horror movie most in the presence of a man appearing to master the frightening movie. In contrast, men enjoyed the movie most in the presence of a distressed female (Zillmann, Weaver, Mundorf, & Aust, 1986). The gender-typed reactions of the co-viewers possibly confirmed the participant’s own gender-role expectation. Similarly, a study of video game players showed that heterosexual couples co-playing an MMO displayed more gender-role-congruent behavior. Women showed more social and relational game play, whereas men showed stereotypically a more aggressive game play (Williams, Consalvo, Caplan, & Yee, 2009).

Gendered strategies of regulating negative affect and emotions are part of one’s gender roles and have been scrutinized to explain the anger-sustaining media selection strategies in men (Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006) and women’s tendency to ruminate negative affective states (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2007). Over all, women have been found to engage in more regulation strategies than men (e.g., rumination, reappraisal, acceptance, seeking social support, and problem-solving). In contrast, men engage in suppression or avoidance more than women (for a review, Nolen-Hoeksema, 2012). Children show gender differences in effortful control of emotional reactions early on. A meta-analysis of 260 studies investigating gender differences in children’s temperament between the ages of 6 months and 13 years suggests, “gender differences in temperament may represent the ‘kernel of truth’ in gender stereotypes of emotion, such that small differences exist but are magnified by gender stereotypes” (Else-Quest, Hyde, Goldsmith, & Van Hulle, 2006, p. 63). Yet, the authors conclude that a comprehensive theory to that end is not supported in the data.

Coping with the aversive effects of need deprivation, for example loneliness, has been partially attributed to gender-role expectation. Parasocial interaction with media characters (Horton & Wohl, 1956; see Brown, this volume) has been discussed as a potential process to remedy loneliness. Parasocial interaction with television characters was associated with different forms of loneliness in men and women. Wang, Fink, and Cai (2008) showed that men indicated stronger parasocial interaction as their chronic loneliness increased, but women indicated stronger parasocial interaction as their family loneliness increased. Additionally, Cohen (1997) suggested that women use parasocial relationships (PSRs) with television characters complementary to their romantic relationships, paralleling gender differences in social relationships. Men, on the other hand, showed PSRs only when social relationships were unstable. Scholars have tied these different concepts of relationship to differences in attachment styles and development of the self. Girls develop their self-concept in relation to others, whereas boys primarily develop a sense of the self through becoming independent of others (Acitelli & Young, 1996). Through the magnifying power of the social environment, it is likely that girls are supported and rewarded for building a large social support network, whereas boys get socialized to deal with things on their own. These gender differences tie in neatly with the preference for avoidance and suppression coping styles discussed previously.

Social Identity


Social identity as reason for gendered entertainment preferences has been barely touched in articles reviewed in this chapter. Yet, the idea that media selection and preferences develop in context of our social group memberships is an accepted fact in media psychology (Trepte & Loy, 2017). Social categories, such as gender, can be relevant social groups, depending on situations and self-categorization (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social identity can influence media preferences through different paths. Social group norms are one potential theoretical path. Consider competitive sport, a largely gendered sphere. Denham (2004) suggested that enjoyment of televised sports might not only stem from the media content itself, but from the atmosphere that a shared group identity reinforces. Another example are the reactions to the female ghostbuster remake that I discussed at the beginning of this chapter. Blodgett and Salter (2018) related the social identity of the online nerd culture, where hypermasculinity is often a group norm, to the outcry and misogyny in the movie’s commentaries online. A possible second path of influence could be that individuals seek to maintain a positive social identity—positive distinctiveness. As Trepte and Krämer (2007) showed in a quasi-experimental study, women preferred television series descriptions that featured same-sex protagonists. After a similarity judgment, the selection process is further guided by a judgement about the series potential for favorable social comparison. Thus, media portraying one’s in-group negatively is detrimental for positive self-esteem and will possibly not be selected. Take for example SEM. As reported earlier, women use less SEM and do not enjoy it quite as much as men. When social groups are negatively portrayed in entertainment, it is likely that for members of that group, entertainment value decreases. As I go on to show within the next section, the portrayal, namely objectification and partially degradation of women in SEM might be a contributing factor for the gender differences.

Representation of Gender in Entertainment Media


It seems to be a layperson’s wisdom that skewed media realities could offer less gratification opportunities for female users and less gender-typed men rather than an actual question of concern in media entertainment research. It is well established that gender portrayals in mass media are stereotypically skewed toward sex-typed roles and behaviors, favoring youth over maturity (especially in women), whiteness over people of color, and male characters over female characters in numbers alone (e.g., in the Netherlands, the United States, and Germany; Daalmans & ter Horst, 2017; Lauzen, 2018; Prommer & Linke, 2017). The prevalence which communication research has been able to show of this distortion is almost hard to gasp, but is an important premise for the gendered perspective on entertainment research.

Content analyses have explored the portrayal of social roles and gendered characteristics of mostly fictional or scripted personae in entertainment. Across three decades between the 1970s and the 1990s, Signorielli and Bacue (1999), showed a steady increase of female personae on television compared to the 1960s and 1970s, yet, male characters still outnumbered female characters six to four in the 1990s. Current numbers stand testament to a stagnation at this stage—and not just in the United States of America. For every two male characters only one female character has been counted in other Western media markets (Daalmans & ter Horst, 2017; Prommer & Linke, 2017). For a more differentiated account of the representation of men and women many studies look at one specific domain to assess its accuracy. For example, a content analysis of fictional crime drama between 2010 and 2013 paints a bleak picture of male and female social roles (Parrott & Parrott, 2015). While females are far more likely to be the victim, males were more likely to be the perpetrator of violence or crime. Just as the overall counts of the sexes do not represent the population ratio, these fictional crime dramas misrepresent the reality that, in fact, most murder victims are male (e.g., for the United States in 2017, FBI, n.d.). In the following two sections I elaborate how not only the numerical underrepresentation, but also the stereotypical misrepresentation of gender can impact entertainment responses. Two critical aspects of gender representation are (1) the character’s gender (or sex) and (2) the character’s gender role.

Character Gender


The gender of media characters is central to both the cognitive and emotional involvement with the story or game. Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) established that individuals concentrate preferably on same-sex models for observational learning and vicarious experiences. These tenets have received varied testing in entertainment research of character involvement. Generally, experimental evidence for the preferences of same-sex characters exists for both children (Knobloch et al., 2005) and adults (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2006). Similarity, or homophily, to a character, through demographic categories like gender, but also beliefs or values, has been found to positively influence selection (Trepte & Krämer, 2007). Take for example fictional sports such as wrestling with a stereotypically male viewership. Women have been increasingly introduced as contenders and placed more prominently in the main events, which led to more female viewers (Oestriecher, 2017). Although similarity is often considered a prerequisite for character involvement, different forms of character involvement must be distinguished (see Brown, this volume). A meta-analysis of character and story involvement showed that gender was important to establishing similarity to a media character, but similarity was not centrally linked to identification (Tukachinsky, 2014; see Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). This explains why research on identification with media characters collected mixed findings on the role of gender (Cohen, Weimann-Saks, & Mazor-Tregerman, 2017). In contrast, wishful identification, the desire to be and act like a character, was very much gendered. Boys identified more strongly with successful, intelligent, and violent male characters. Girls likewise identified more with female characters who were successful and intelligent, and at the same time attractive and admired (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). An experiment on adolescents’ wishful identification with scientist characters on television revealed that girls identified more with female scientists than boys and vice versa (Steinke, Applegate, Lapinski, Ryan, & Long, 2012). Finally, parasocial interaction with favorite media characters was also reported preferably with same-sex protagonists (Hoffner, 1996). From a content standpoint, little suggests that programming aimed at children and young adults offer a diverse set of characters for such identity play. For instance, Baker and Raney (2007) showed that children’s animated programs present double the number of male (vs. female) superheroes. Superheroines are still more emotional and ask more questions, they are more likely to act in a team, whereas superheroes more often act alone. Gender representations on gendered teen programming remain stereotypical as well. Compared to male characters, female characters showed more stereotypical concern for their appearance, were more attractive, and received more comments about their appearance (Gerding & Signorielli, 2014).

In contrast to film and television, gender similarity was found to influence identification in video games, showing how different media affordances like imagination contribute to these relationships. In noncompetitive video games the similarity to the modifiable avatars was positively associated with identification, which then was positively related to enjoyment. For competitive games, however, more dissimilar characters were created (Trepte & Reinecke, 2010). Characters are chosen with the game’s demands in mind, but with a preference for one’s own sex (Trepte, Reinecke, & Behr, 2009). The authors argue that identity play seems to contribute a lot to the enjoyment of video games. In games with set character models, female players possibly lack a choice of same-sex characters with a variety of traits. In fact, female video game characters are a prime example of how the portrayed gender-identity can put female players off.

Character Gender Role


The sexualization of bodies, particularly of female bodies, is a core question in research of gender representation in entertainment media. Sexualization as attention catcher, especially of female characters and persons has been documented across magazines, music videos, television, and video games (Ward, 2016). A look at the game characters in 60 console games of 2003 showed a stark underrepresentation of women (419 male to 70 female) and their hypersexualization. Compared to male characters, female game characters were more likely to appear partially nude, have unrealistic body proportions, and lack appropriate attire for the task at hand (Downs & Smith, 2010). The assumption that such portrayals also communicate a certain gender role is not too far-fetched and the male production context of video games has been considered as a potential reason for the one-sided gender-role portrayals in games and the differences in game time respectively (Greenberg et al., 2010). Findings by Hartmann and Klimmt (2006) suggested that heavy sexualization of female characters in video games is disliked by women, thus lending support to the gender-role argument.

More drastic gender-role displays are typically found in pornography and SEM. Sexually explicit content is infamous for its hypermasculine portrayals. In 1993 one of the first quantitative content analyses of pornography registered an increase of fellatio as prelude to sexual encounters, with women taking a kneeling position (Brosius, Weaver, & Staab, 1993). In the present day, few viewers will identify a kneeling woman as extraordinarily submissive, given that sexual scripts are adopted by some viewers (Sun, Bridges, Johnson, & Ezzell, 2016) and the abundance of sexually explicit content on the Internet and the increase of violent practices therein (Bridges, Wosnitzer, Scharrer, Sun, & Liberman, 2010). Analyzing 400 of the most popular pornographic Internet videos of 2013, Klaassen and Peter (2014) showed objectification as well as social and professional power indicators were equally distributed among male and female characters, but dominance and violence were primarily male behaviors. Given that women prefer nonviolent and less degrading subgenres of SEM (Hald, 2006; Hald et al., 2018), it becomes clear that their preferences are not equally reflected in the dominant representations in SEM. Explorations of more gender-equal SEM, by the standards of Klaassen and Peter (2014), has been done mainly by feminist and cultural studies scholars (Liberman, 2015). In sum, the character’s gender-role portrayals can be a source of connection and similarity on a basis of shared believes and norms, when it is experienced as positive. The negative portrayal of one’s social group or the lack of positively experienced same-sex models can, on the other hand, result in rejection.

Conclusion


Gendered entertainment experiences are a complex interplay of user’s identity, character, and the portrayal of gender by the entertainment media. Especially the under- and misrepresentation of women (and nonbinary individuals) in entertainment needs to be recognized as potential factor for gendered entertainment preferences.

Many of the themes that elicit gendered responses in media entertainment—pornography, violence, objectification—are subjects where political, ideological, and personal beliefs shape even the scientific debate. Research on gender itself is a political issue in the current political climate, so the responsibility of entertainment researchers is to be comprehensive in our theoretical models of gender and test them with apt measures. Two central issues in much of the reviewed literature are, though, that the gender conceptualization and operationalization are overly simplistic or remain vague.

Take for example the conceptualization of gender, which remains implicit in many published works. The literature review for this chapter drew from 40 years of empirical research, and explicit definitions of gender or sex are rarely given; even though many of these studies made assumptions about gendered entertainment preferences. Readers have little to go on. Judging by the post hoc rationalizations offered by some authors, gender differences were usually not attributed to biology. In other articles readers can only guess that the use of the term “gender,” at best, reflects the acceptance of the sociocultural nature of gender differences. It could, however, simply reflect social change in academic practice, as gender was barely considered before the 1970s (Haig, 2004). A true commitment to a sociocultural gender concept would not only accept that gender stems from a plethora of influences but also acknowledge gender as part of the individual’s personality with a multitude of possible manifestations. As such, gender—and for that matter sex—can hardly be dichotomized. Moving beyond a binary gender concept is necessary to ask the right questions; not questions of difference but questions of relationship.

Parallel to the conceptual definition, operationalizations of the gender concept are anything but straightforward. Although many arguments made explicitly and implicitly about gender in entertainment theory suggest a sociocultural perspective on gender, most studies—with few exceptions—operationalize gender as dichotomous variable, instead of using a continuous and multidimensional, let alone intersectional approach (Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016a, 2016b). Often this reflects an uncritical adoption of a common practice, leading to a mismatch of theory and measure. Measuring a continuous and multidimensional concept with a single binary item would not pass peer review for any other theoretical concept. In fact, the dichotomy of male versus female comparisons limits investigators in identifying underlying mechanisms and it manifests biological deterministic assumptions. Investigators who are trying to be inclusive add third and fourth gender options or open spaces for self-definition, just to drop these participants from assessment, as they regularly do not surmount to a large enough empirical group. A psychometric assessment of gender circumnavigates such empirical and ethical shortcomings, because it is richer in information, allowing inclusion of multiple dimensions and diverse gender identities. And finally, another common practice—removing gender from entertainment theory—is not assessing the “true” effect, either. Gender is a defining concept of modern societies and not a nuisance variable that entertainment researchers need to partial out. If gender influences entertainment experiences there is good reason to consider it. Consequently, entertainment researchers must do better.

Including gender identity can potentially advance entertainment theory. Psychometric gender measures like the BSRI (Bem, 1974) or the Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ; Helmreich, Spence, & Wilhelm, 1981) categorize traits as commonly considered desirable for men or desirable for women, thereby allowing expression of a multitude of gender identities. Two key issues are that the established measures are not valid across cultures and do not reflect feminine and masculine gender concepts in the present accurately (Twenge, 1997). More recent approaches can account for the societal change in gender concepts and model gender identity as combining both weaknesses and strengths of the ingroup, such as the positive and negative sex role inventory (PN-SRI, Berger & Krahé, 2013). For example, positive masculine gender attributes typically include rationality and solution-focus, while negative feminine attributes include anxiety and self-doubt (Berger & Krahé, 2013). It is rather likely that high scoring feminine media users exhibit a distinct pattern of motivation and gratifications sought in entertainment experiences compared to high scoring masculine media users. Yet, to incorporate such gender models successfully in entertainment theory, researchers must know that these measures reflect broader personality aspects. Instrumentality or agency as masculine and expressiveness or communion as essentially feminine aspects are the basis for these measures (Spence, 1984). Therefore, these scales should be used with the understanding that they can only predict relevant behaviors to agentic or communal traits (Spence, 2011).

In entertainment theory we deal with many experiences and behaviors compatible with agency and communion that could warrant adopting a nonbinary gender concept. For example, communal (feminine) personalities predict successful relational outcomes (Abele, 2003). In entertainment theory, relational experiences might occur in PSRs with vloggers and characters in film and television and thus offer specific gratifications to the users. Masculine trait aspects like instrumentality, which for instance predicts career success and competitiveness (Evers & Sieverding, 2014), might be a good informant for the enjoyment of competitive video games. Negative feminine attributes can also relate to problematic media use. High-scoring feminine media users might be more prone to engage in escapism and immersive media experiences, due to both positive aspects like empathy and passion and negative aspects such as anxiousness and self-doubting tendencies alike. The prevalence of obsessive compassion has been related to negative feminine attributes and predicted problematic video game use (Kneer et al., 2019).

Gendered choices could furthermore allow media users to reaffirm their self-concepts. Construing entertainment media choices as a way to perform expected gender norms (doing gender) relates sociopsychological to critical gender theorizing, based on Goffman (1987) and West and Zimmermann (1987). For instance, negatively perceived masculine traits like aggression have shown to be part of male self-concepts (Athenstaedt, 2003). In this respect, media use that is considered problematic, such as the discussed male preference for violent entertainment media, might partially reflect an attempt to adhere to perceived masculine standards. Likewise, entertainment choices that focus on beauty and fitness like blogs and vlogs, interpersonal connection through social media feeds of influencers, or infotainment about health and family might reflect different facets of female self-affirmation of perceived norms in femininity. Given these gender perspectives for entertainment theory, it seems just right to leave this chapter with a somewhat open ending and the outlook that entertainment researchers can do better.
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chapter 6
 
How Universal Is Media Entertainment, Really? On the Enriching Potential of Cross-Cultural Approaches for Existing Entertainment Scholarship


Özen Odağ




Introduction


Entertainment research is a vibrant field of inquiry that has produced a large variety of models to understand human experience during media exposure. Even though entertainment research rests on a highly global community of researchers, however, most of the research produced can count as WEIRD so far, confined to Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic societies (Heinrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010, p. 61). The Majority World (Kağıtçıbaşı, 2007), containing the much larger portion of the population that is not WEIRD, is unexplored in entertainment scholarship, rendering existing entertainment models highly questionable with respect to their universality (see Odağ & Hanke, 2019, for an overview). The current chapter reviews selected entertainment theories such as mood management, (meta-)emotions, hedonic/eudaimonic entertainment, narrative engagement, and entertainment for restoration and well-being from a cross-cultural angle, aiming to underline the potential of cross-cultural theories for advancing current entertainment scholarship. Fruitful cross-cultural concepts in this context are valued affect (Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006), logical versus dialectic thinking (Peng & Nisbett, 1999), in(ter)dependent self-construals (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), and Schwartz (1990) and Hofstede (1991) values. The chapter will show that each of these concepts could potentially facilitate an understanding of the universality versus relativism of existing entertainment theories. Suggested theoretical connections between entertainment and cross-cultural theories rest on impressions of theoretical fruitfulness rather than empirical evidence as little empirical evidence exists. The chapter thus does not assume any irrefutable grasp of these issues but is meant to inspire new avenues for entertainment research.

Conceptualizing Culture: Greek and Chinese Philosophy


Culture is at best a confusing concept, a concept that has its place in numerous academic disciplines, including the natural and the social sciences as well as the humanities. In an attempt to highlight the existing variety in understanding the term and its constituents, Faulkner, Baldwin, Lindsley, and Hecht (2006) identified as many as 300 definitions of the term. One of the most often cited definitions in social science literature has been Kroeber and Kluckhohn’s (1952) definition:

Culture consists in patterned ways of thinking, feeling and reacting acquired and transmitted mainly by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups, including their embodiments in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e., historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached values. (p. 181)

According to this understanding, culture comprises both concrete, observable activities and artifacts on the one hand, and underlying symbols, values, and meanings on the other. Culture is therefore directly at the heart of media entertainment, with entertainment products constituting important artifacts and carriers of culture, and media entertainment experiences constituting cultured responses based on shared meanings and values. From a cross-cultural point of view, such meanings and values are learned in the process of socialization and transmitted between generations (Rohner, 1984). Within highly diverse cultural contexts, individuals learn to understand “what has worked” in their past (Triandis, 1994, p. 1), developing implicit assumptions of how the world works in the present, concluding how one should act within it. From a cultural point of view, all human behavior, including entertainment behavior, is mainly the result of an adaptation to ecological conditions in the external environment (see eco-cultural models in Smith, Fischer, Vignoles, & Bond, 2014).

A compelling eco-cultural theory of cultural difference was put forward by Nisbett (2003), regarding differences between Western and Eastern worlds as an outcome of differing philosophies of thought. Crudely put, the cultural and intellectual heritage of the Western world is considered to be rooted in Greek philosophy, and is contrasted with Chinese philosophy constituting the formative pillar of much of East Asia, including China, Japan, and Korea (Nisbett, 2003). The ancient Greeks are known to have speculated much about the nature of the world, aiming to develop models to understand the world by means of underlying principles. They used formal logical arguments to make their claims, categorized the physical, animal, and human world into distinct objects, and laid out abstract rules to systematically describe and explain reality. More than any other ancient cultures, the ancient Greek had a strong sense of agency and identity and construed their selves as unique and distinctive. Nisbett (2003) argues that the ancient Greek approach to understanding the world influenced the modes of thinking predominant in the United States and Europe today: formal-logical thinking, explanation by underlying principles, rejection of contradiction.

By contrast, East Asian cultures were influenced by Confucianism, Taoism, and later Buddhism (Nisbett, 2003). What connects these philosophies is the idea of holism, balance, and interdependence. Confucianism was essentially an explanation of obligations obtained between various central figures such as “emperor and subject, parent and child, husband and wife, older brother and younger brother, and between friend and friend” (Nisbett, 2003, p. 6), creating harmonious interdependence between members of the larger collective. The idea of a good life, therefore, was contingent on maximizing harmony and relations in the family and village. Taoism is known in the Western world at the very least by its yin and yang symbol, which stands for “the Way” to live in the world: by paying attention to the whole (instead of only the parts), being aware that parts coexist within interdependent relationships and influence each other. Nisbett (2003) argues that the ancient Chinese approach to life influenced the modes of thinking predominant in larger Asia today: holistic and dialectical thinking, appreciation of contradiction, field-dependence.

The theories of cultural difference presented in the following, such as individualism/collectivism, independent/interdependent self-construals, and analytical/holistic thinking, resemble the differences between Greek and Chinese philosophy and are based on a similar dichotomous logic. Albeit crude in applying an either-or categorization (see a criticism in Medin, Unsworth, & Hirschfeld, 2007), the concepts have been used to explain an impressive amount of difference in cross-cultural cognition, emotion, and behavior. In the following, I illustrate these concepts where they fit in the context of pertinent media entertainment theories.

Mood Management and Meta-Emotions—Valued Affect and Cognitive Appraisal


The research group around Dolf Zillmann was among the first to study the affective dimension of media entertainment in the 1970s and 1980s, producing impressive evidence for what has come to be known as mood management theory (Zillmann, 1988; Bryant & Zillmann, 1984; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985; Zillmann, 2000). The theory suggests that selective exposure is driven by the fundamental human desire to maximize positive and minimize negative mood states, serving the hedonic goal of affect regulation and optimization. Countless empirical studies were carried out especially in the early 1980s, confirming the central predictions of mood management theory.

At the heart of Zillmann’s theory is an understanding of media selection as related to the intrinsic human need to attain hedonic pleasure and avoid pain (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Later developments of the theory like mood adjustment (Knobloch, 2003) and mood repair (Reinecke, Tamborini, Grizzard, Lewis, Eden, & Bowman, 2012) are in line with this proposition. Following that need satisfaction and the desire for positive mood and well-being are inherent to individuals across the globe, we can assume cross-cultural universality for mood management theory (see a more detailed discussion of intrinsic needs later in the chapter). There has, however, been little cross-cultural testing of the central claims of the theory so far. The majority of research on mood management theory was produced in the United States, where the theory originated (e.g., Raney, 2003; Tamborini, 2003; Zillmann, 1988), and in Europe, where it found considerable support (Bosshart & Macconi, 1998; Schramm & Wirth, 2008), but it has not yet been tested in the Majority World.

The theory came under criticism for its exclusively hedonic point of view as well as its inability to explain some apparent paradoxes in media entertainment, such as the “paradox of the enjoyment of sad films” (Oliver, 1993, p. 315). More specifically, many research examples evidenced the preference of moviegoers or music-listeners for negatively valenced media products: tearjerkers, drama, melancholic music, contradicting the assumption of a formative desire for positive moods in mood management theory (e.g., Oliver, 1993; Vorderer & Schramm, 2004). To explain such challenges Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, and Viehoff (2008) developed their theory of meta-emotions. Drawing on cognitive appraisal theories of emotion, their theory suggests a process model of emotion regulation during media use in which the “appraisal of environmental events or media events evokes primary emotions, whereas [the] appraisal of one’s own emotions incites meta-emotions” (p. 14). Independent of their hedonic valence, therefore, positive and negative emotions during media use can be reappraised on the meta-level as (un)desirable. Depending on the outcomes of such reappraisals on the meta-level, media users approach, avoid, change, or maintain either the media content or the reception situation, to ultimately reach positive affective states (Bartsch et al., 2008). Underlying the theory of meta-emotions is, therefore, still the assumption that media users are pleasure-seekers (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019).

Most influential for both mood management and meta-emotion theory seem to be recent cross-cultural studies by Tsai and collaborators that underline cross-cultural variability in valued affect—that is, the desire to seek positive affect in the first place (for example, Tsai, 2007; Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006; Tsai, Miao, & Seppala, 2007). Affect valuation theory (Tsai, 2007) is a mood regulation theory that distinguishes between actual and ideal affective states. While actual affective states are highly universal across cultures, ideal affective states differ cross-culturally, according to Tsai (2007), and lead to “differences in mood-producing behaviors (i.e., what people do to feel good or to stop feeling bad)” (p. 242). Distinguishing between the two affect dimensions valence and arousal, Tsai demonstrated that European Americans desire high arousal positive (HAP) states, whereas Hong Kong Chinese individuals prefer low arousal positive (LAP) states (Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006). She showed that LAP states feature as more desirable in religious and cultural products of Buddhist (as opposed to Christian) tradition (Tsai, Miao, & Sepalla, 2007) and documented a number of studies evidencing how valued affective states influence the selection of specific recreational or leisure activities. For example, Ho (2004) found that among various pop songs, slower tempos were preferred by young people from Hong Kong and relaxing songs by Thai youth. By contrast, as a result of listening to their most favorite pop songs, American adolescents felt particularly happy and excited (Wells, 1990). In their own studies, Tsai and collaborators had Asian and European American participants select from pairs of calm and exciting classical musical pieces, underlining the said affinity of Asian American participants for calm music (overview in Tsai, 2007). It might well be that the cognitive appraisal of the arousal potential of a media entertainment product brings forth cross-cultural differences in both selective exposure and affective experiences during reception.

Many cross-cultural studies have in fact shown that cognitive appraisals (including the evaluation of one’s affective states) produce cross-cultural difference: There are substantial cultural differences in what individual members of cultures become emotional about, and how they interpret such events (e.g., Scherer, 1997). There are differences in the desirability of positive and negative affect, with Asians understanding happiness as a mixed emotion (Uchida & Kitayama, 2009). Similarly, events are attributed to different internal and external causes in different cultures (Matsumoto, Kudoh, Scherer, & Walbott, 1988). And there is ample evidence for cultural difference in how emotions are displayed, relying on cultural display rules that dictate the appropriateness of emotion display in social situations (e.g., Friesen, 1972). Both mood management and meta-emotion theories would profit from a more nuanced understanding of these differences essentially related to differential cognitive appraisal inputs and outcomes across the world.

Needless to say, cross-cultural studies have also shown a vast array of cross-cultural similarity: As part of their universality studies (Matsumoto & Juang, 2016), for example, Ekman and collaborators conducted a series of studies in cultural contexts as various as Brazil, Chile, Argentina, New Guinea, Japan, and the United States, providing ample evidence for the universality of a set of basic emotions: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise—later adding contempt. After the original universality studies, there have been over 200 studies demonstrating the universality of emotion components as formalized in Scherer’s component model (1984) including physiological responses, emotional expressions, subjective experiences, emotion antecedents, and emotion appraisal processes (overview in Matsumoto & Juang, 2016). These studies suggest that mood management and meta-emotion components are likely to be much the same everywhere.

Whereas components of mood management and meta-emotion might be universal across cultures, however, appraisals and outcomes of such processes might be strongly culture-specific. One could predict, for example, that primary emotions during media exposure conducive to the well-being of the larger collective are evaluated by Asian audiences on the meta-level as desirable and positive, whereas emotions that trigger separation are appraised on the meta-level as undesirable. The opposite could be predicted for Western audiences. Also possible is that the various arousal states (non-)Western audiences desire are related to their relational versus individualistic needs, leading to a culture-specific cognitive appraisal of entertainment fare, and the selection and avoidance of such fare in the service of mood management. Such hypotheses are currently lacking in research on mood management and meta-emotions but would help to refine existing theorization.

Hedonic/Eudaimonic Entertainment—Individualism/Collectivism and Values


At around the same time as the theory of meta-emotions was put forward, entertainment research went through a paradigmatic shift in conceptualizing its central subject matter: Entertainment experiences were no longer seen as focused on the attainment of pleasure but conceptualized in a more complex fashion (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). Vorderer and Reinecke (2015) referred to this shift as one “from mood to meaning” (p. 449), implying that the mainly hedonic-needs-gratification model of early entertainment research (Bosshart & Macconi, 1998; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004) was complemented by a second dimension: moving and thought-provoking entertainment in the pursuit of truth and deeper meaning (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). This form of entertainment was labeled by Oliver and colleagues as “appreciation” (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010, p. 57; Vorderer, 2011, p. 60), “meaningful affect” (Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012, p. 362), and “eudaimonic entertainment” (Oliver & Raney, 2011, p. 985), pointing to media experiences arising from pensive insights into oneself, the world, and the human condition. This shift resulted in the development of two-factor models, essentially combining the concept of entertainment as hedonic pleasure with the concept of entertainment as eudaimonia (Oliver & Raney, 2011; Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012). In many studies, hedonic and eudaimonic media entertainment were shown to be distinct (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Wirth et al., 2012).

Interestingly, existing literature on eudaimonic entertainment explicitly stressed that the predominance of hedonic affective states in media psychological theorization is, perhaps, a result of the predominantly Western origin of media entertainment scholarship and “may reflect a bias toward studying U.S. populations and U.S. media products that may stress action films and farcical comedy” (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010, p. 56). In other cultures, the more contemplative eudaimonic media experiences may be much more prevalent, according to the authors.

As is the case with the above theories on mood management and meta-emotions, two-factor models of media entertainment were rarely put to the test cross-culturally, though more frequently than the former. Existing studies examined entertainment experiences and motivations mostly through the lens of individualism and collectivism (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005; Hofstede, 1991; Triandis, 2001). These cultural values have typically been measured either on the aggregate macro level as a tendency of a whole nation/country, or on the individual level as a personality trait such as idiocentrism versus allocentrism (Triandis, 2001) or an individual’s construal of her-/himself as independent versus interdependent (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). According to Hofstede and Hofstede (2005), countries like the United States, Australia, Great Britain, Canada, and the Netherlands, and individuals endorsing individualistic values, strive for independence, achievement, and self-preservation. Their self-construals emphasize uniqueness. Countries like Guatemala, Ecuador, Panama, Venezuela, Colombia, and Pakistan, and individuals endorsing collectivistic values, by contrast, are guided by communal goals and interdependent selves, striving to maintain the well-being and harmony within their larger community. Notice how this distinction resonates with Western and Eastern philosophies presented earlier.

Hofstede’s macro level dimension was fruitful for understanding cross-cultural experiences of presence during interactive media entertainment (Hu & Bartneck, 2008), cross-cultural evaluations of US-American television series (Trepte, 2008), affect experienced during favorite films (Kim, Seo, Yu, & Neuendorf, 2014), and preferences for musical pieces (Boer & Fischer, 2012). Across these studies, collectivistic audiences reported more presence and mixed affect and remembered more relational goals connected to the reception of music than their individualistic counterparts. Recent studies testing the psychometric properties of existing measures of specifically hedonic and eudaimonic media entertainment (Oliver & Raney, 2011) showed that hedonic entertainment is largely invariant across individualistic and collectivistic contexts (e.g., the United States, Spain, and Turkey; Igartua and Barrios, 2013; Odağ, Hofer, Schneider, & Knop, 2016). Eudaimonic entertainment, by contrast, varied across these (Odağ et al., 2016). In a survey study on hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment motivations across international student samples covering 46 different countries of origin, hedonic entertainment motivations were best explained by means of country- and individual-level collectivism, whereas the best predictors of eudaimonic entertainment were country- and individual-level individualism (Odağ, Uluğ, Arslan, & Schiefer, 2018). In other words, individualistic values predicted eudaimonic entertainment more strongly than collectivistic values in this study. The more individuals endorsed values of independence and individualism, the more were they motivated to use the media in eudaimonic ways for the contemplation of life and human existence. By contrast, collectivistic values predicted hedonic entertainment motivations here, and the more individuals endorsed values of interdependence and collectivism, the more were they inclined to use the media predominantly for pleasure. Contrary to what has been claimed by Oliver and Bartsch in 2010 with respect to the prevalence of eudaimonic media experience in the non-Western world, therefore, the studies by Odağ and collaborators showed quite the opposite: that eudaimonic entertainment is an essentially Western, individualistic concept, resting on Western conceptualizations of well-being, with uncertain value in the non-Western world. More research is needed to understand the cross-cultural relevance of hedonic/eudaimonic entertainment. Available studies so far imply that eudaimonic entertainment might have a different meaning in non-Western contexts. Emic studies could help us to understand such meanings in more depth (a definition of “emic” follows).

In addition to Hofstede’s theory, Schwartz values (1990, 2012) constitute important carriers of cross-cultural difference, forming broad motivational ideals that facilitate the evaluation of social situations and subsequent behavior. Schwartz explored how values are organized within the minds of individuals. His culturally comparative approach allowed him to distinguish among 10 value clusters organized into four overarching value dimensions that stand in a bipolar relationship to each other: openness to change versus conservation; self-enhancement versus self-transcendence. Openness to change reflects the extent to which individuals are open to pursue the intellectual and emotional directions that they desire, despite uncertain outcomes. By contrast, conservation represents the need to preserve the status quo, and thereby maintain traditions, security, and conformity, for the certainty that they provide in life. Self-enhancement reflects the desire to enhance one’s personal interests (such as success, achievement, and power) even at the expense of others’ interests. By contrast, self-transcendence represents the desire to promote the well-being of the collective and live in unity with nature. Self-transcendence values thus reflect concerns for equality, social justice, and benevolence for one’s larger universe. Put in Hofstede’s terms, openness to change and self-enhancement are characterized as essentially individualistic values, and conservation and self-transcendence as essentially collectivistic.

Some of these dimensions have been helpful for understanding hedonic versus eudaimonic entertainment as well: Rieger, Frischlich, and Oliver (2018) examined the extent to which the recall of specifically hedonic versus eudaimonic movie experiences predicted three values in particular: self-enhancement, self-transcendence, and conservation. By means of samples from Germany and the United Arab Emirates, Rieger and colleagues (2018) could show that media products identified by participants retrospectively as eudaimonic were predictive of particularly self-transcendence and conservation, that is, the collectivistic Schwartz values. In addition, interdependent self-construals contributed to the recall of eudaimonic entertainment here. Interdependent self-construals (as conceptualized by Markus & Kitayama, 1991) were mentioned earlier as an individual-level reflection of collectivism, referring to the construal of oneself as contingent on the well-being of one’s collective. Construing the self in relation to others appeared to predict memories of eudaimonic entertainment here.

Rieger et al.’s study demonstrates that media messages carry within them specific value orientations and are enhanced by one’s cultured self-construal, both of which appear to be constitutive for especially eudaimonic entertainment. At the same time, the finding that individualism is related to eudaimonic entertainment in the studies discussed earlier (Odağ et al., 2018) whereas eudaimonic media entertainment triggers the recall of collectivistic values here (Rieger et al., 2018), constitutes a puzzling inconsistency deserving further attention. Important to note is that both Odağ et al. (2018) and Rieger et al. (2018) contributed to the conceptualization of media entertainment by using cultural theories without comparing countries/nations on the macro level. Their studies were not cross-cultural, but cultural, in that they explained hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment, not on a crude nation-level, but by means of prominent theories from cross-cultural psychology. Both studies thus evidenced the fruitfulness of cultural variables for understanding hedonic/eudaimonic entertainment and possibly further derivations (for example, the theory of self-transcendent experiences during media entertainment by Oliver et al., 2018).

Narrative Engagement and Dialectical Thinking


Entertainment has been defined by some authors as a state of engagement during the narrative experience of an unfolding plot (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). Narrative engagement theory assumes that individuals are likely to become transported into a story world to the extent that they perceive it as real and internally consistent—and to the extent that they can construct a consistent mental model of the storyline. Perceived reality results from two sources here: the similarity between story components and the actual word (“external realism,” p. 256) and the plausibility and coherence within the narrative (“narrative realism,” p. 256). Reading a novel, watching a movie, or playing a narrative video game thus results in narrative engagement by virtue of their similarity to real life and an internal fit between old and new elements occurring throughout the story. Individuals are transported into story worlds if setting, events, characters, and their relationships do not essentially contradict each other, or cause rupture to the mental model under construction.

As described earlier, cross-cultural psychology has demonstrated that narrative consistency is a Western form of thought, however, and that some cultures are more likely to tolerate narrative inconsistencies (De Oliveira & Nisbett, 2017). A number of empirical studies by Peng and Nisbett (e.g., 1999) demonstrated that individuals with East Asian heritage endorse dialectical thinking when confronted with seeming contradictions in stories. Chinese individuals in Peng and Nisbett’s (1999) pioneer studies, for example, preferred internally contradicting proverbs more than American individuals did, were more dialectical in arguing for conflict resolution, and preferred dialectical over formal logical arguments. Later studies in the tradition of Peng and Nisbett showed that Chinese participants are more likely than US-American participants to predict radical change in a storyline (Ji, Nisbett, & Su, 2001) and more likely than Canadian participants to take the details of past events into account when interpreting recent events in a story (Ji, Guo, Zhang, & Messervey, 2009). The studies showed that Chinese individuals deal with narrative contradictions by finding a compromise between two seemingly opposing propositions and are more likely than European or US-American individuals to accept that there is truth in both (dialectical thinking). European or US-American individuals, by contrast, are keen to resolve inconsistencies by deciding for the proposition with the highest truth value (De Oliveira & Nisbett, 2017). Kim et al. (2014) provided evidence for the relevance of dialectical thinking in the context of media entertainment. In their study on affective responses to all-time favorite films, dialectical thinking mediated entertainment differences between Korean and US-American audiences, producing higher amounts of mixed affect in Koreans.

Nisbett and collaborators explained cognitive differences based on differences in tacit ontologies about the nature of the world: Whereas Westerners believe in the constancy of the world as well as the possibility to strip propositions out of their context, East Asian individuals accept that the world is in constant flux, full of contradictions, and essentially holistic (De Oliviera & Nisbett, 2017; see Greek and Chinese philosophies presented earlier).

These intriguing insights from cross-cultural psychology have so far been entirely neglected in narrative engagement conceptualizations, rendering the cross-cultural universality of the concept an open question. There is reason to assume that the desired shapes of consistency necessary for narrative engagement in the Western world differ cross-culturally, with non-Western audiences more likely to establish consistent mental models despite, or perhaps precisely because of, narrative inconsistencies. For the theory of narrative engagement and other entertainment theories that are based on ideas of consistency versus ambiguity (e.g., affective disposition theory and the theory of moral disengagement; see chapters 17, 30, and 34 in this handbook), cross-cultural findings on holistic cognition and dialectical thinking are very promising toward theory refinement.

Media Entertainment, Well-Being, and the Neglect of Yin and Yang


In line with the two-factor models of entertainment described previously, scholars have recently started to examine the consequences of hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment on health outcomes and individual well-being (Rieger, Reinecke, Frischlich, & Bente, 2014). The central interest of such approaches has been to find out whether eudaimonic media entertainment is associated with a specific kind of well-being of the same name: eudaimonic well-being. In contrast to purely hedonic conceptualizations of well-being as the presence of positive and absence of negative affect, eudaimonic well-being, similar to eudaimonic entertainment, is connected with meaningfulness, personal growth, and human virtue. Eudaimonia is a concept coined by Aristotle, especially as articulated within his Nicomachian Ethics (Broadie & Rowe, 2002). Aristotle claimed that not all forms of happiness are related to well-being—only a virtuous life in pursuit of what is worth living for, a critical, self-reflective life in synchrony with one’s best potential, will produce wellness.

Important thinkers in positive and humanistic psychology (for example, Ryff, Ryan, and Deci) borrowed the term as an alternative to a purely hedonic life and subjective well-being as a psychological form of well-being resulting from a self-determined pursuit of what is meaningful (Ryan & Deci, 2001) with the ultimate goal of reaching one’s full potential. The term “eudaimonic happiness” was related to three intrinsic human needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (see self-determination theory, SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Media psychological research showed that meaningful movies were in fact related to the satisfaction of such needs as well as the activation of central values and feelings of purpose in life (Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010; Tamborini et al., 2011; Wirth, Hofer, Schramm, 2012). More recent research examined whether media entertainment is related to recovery outcomes after media exposure. Rieger et al. (2014) demonstrated that hedonic and eudaimonic media entertainment entail different kinds of recovery outcomes, with hedonic experiences leading especially to detachment (i.e., recovery through escape and diversion) and relaxation in the media user, and eudaimonic experiences leading especially to mastery-types of recovery (i.e., recovery through self-development and the ability to master the challenges that the media product offers).

There are several departure points for cross-cultural reasoning in the context of this work. For example, there has been a continuing debate about the cross-cultural validity of self-determination theory and the intrinsic needs that it suggests (autonomy, competence, and relatedness). Proponents of self-determination theory themselves have argued that these needs are intrinsic and therefore universal across cultures (Ryan & Deci, 2017). But this claim has been controversial, and especially the issue of autonomy sparked up a heated debate in psychology. Relativist cross-cultural psychologists have argued that autonomy is likely to constitute a need only in individualistic and mostly Western cultures where it is explicitly valued—in cultures with a much stronger endorsement of collectivist values, however, autonomy should be less of an intrinsic need (Iyengar & DeVoe, 2003; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000). Likewise, Markus and Kitayama (2003) suggested that cultural values like autonomy and relatedness are not intrinsic and natural but learned and acquired through socialization. Cultures thus differ with respect to the degree with which they endorse autonomy as a central value (notice that they prefer to use the term “value” over “need”).

On the bright side of this still unresolved controversy, the last 15 years were characterized by vigorous scholarly attempts to test the universality of SDT needs, particularly autonomy, and examine their predictive validity for well-being (see Chirkov & Ryan, 2001; Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Chirkov, Ryan, & Willness, 2005). In their detailed review of this literature Ryan and Deci (2017) showcase impressive empirical evidence for their view of SDT needs as universal, emphasizing that autonomy is misunderstood by cross-cultural psychologists as an equivalent to individualistic values. In Ryan and Deci’s view (2017), however, autonomy is not independence, autonomy is “the experience of self-endorsement and congruence in one’s actions and the result of a deeper, more integrated internalization of norms and values” (p. 568). Cultures may thus differ with respect to the degrees with which this autonomous pursuit is facilitated by parents, teachers, and other mentors. In all cultures, however, the autonomous pursuit of values is conducive to self-integration and well-being—no matter what the underlying values are.

While the sheer wealth of empirical evidence supporting these claims renders little doubt as to SDT’s cross-cultural validity, research also shows that autonomy support is interpreted differently in different cultural contexts. For example, autonomy-hindering socialization practices like psychological control are perceived as more caring and supportive by Asian adolescents and African Americans than by European or European American ones (overview in Ryan & Deci, 2017). In addition, especially Chirkov’s work has demonstrated that vertical cultures characterized by hierarchical structures and power differentials are less conducive to autonomous need satisfaction (Chirkov et al., 2005)—pointing to cross-cultural difference on an important dimension of culture that is often overlooked: hierarchy and power distance (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005).

Coming back to our central issue, media entertainment, we can conclude (in line with Vorderer, 2011) that media use is likely to be conducive to a person’s intrinsic needs satisfaction globally, independent of the cultural values endorsed across different regions of the world. In line with the earlier section on self-construals and values, however, cultural difference can be expected with respect to the types of values endorsed for autonomous need satisfaction, the types of activities that individuals carry out to reach integrated selves consistent with these values, and the well-being outcomes that these activities will entail. It is thinkable that in China, Korea, Russia, Jordan, Turkey, and other parts of the world that are identified as collectivistic and hierarchical, autonomous need pursuit during media use is much more entrenched with relational concerns than in cultural contexts that are individualistic and horizontal (for example, the United States, Germany, The Netherlands, Switzerland, etc.). Unfortunately, cross-cultural comparisons have tended to focus on autonomy concerns only, assuming that this would be the factor producing the largest cross-cultural difference, and neglected the other SDT needs (competence and relatedness). Also neglected was the distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, which were in most cases collapsed into one larger composite score of well-being (e.g., Chirkov et al., 2005). Little can be said about the relationship between needs, hedonic and eudaimonic well-being cross-culturally, therefore. As was seen in the study by Odağ et al. (2018), however, it might well be that the choice of hedonic entertainment is more conducive to an autonomous striving toward unity and harmony within one’s groups, emphasizing the well-being of all members of the collective. The choice of eudaimonic media entertainment, by contrast, may reflect a stronger individualistic concern as it involves the reflection of existential issues in pursuit of individual well-being—even if the existential issues are, perhaps, collectivistic by nature (see Rieger et al., 2018). To the very least, the differential impact of hedonic versus eudaimonic media entertainment on need satisfaction and hedonic and eudaimonic well-being deserves more cross-cultural attention.

Most striking in the current landscape of studies concerning media entertainment and well-being is that they use Western concepts at the expense of non-Western ones—a criticism that can be made in relation to entertainment theories more generally. The concept of eudaimonic well-being, for example, is essentially Western, drawing on Greek philosophy and Aristotle. As mentioned before, the source of much philosophy behind the healing arts in China and other non-Western cultures, however, were influenced by Taoism (Nisbett, 2003). In Taoism, the harmony of humans and nature is essential, physiology is understood by means of the yin and yang principle and concurs with the proposition of five elements in the human body and outside (earth, wind, fire, metal, and wood). According to this point of view, health and well-being depend on the interplay and homeostasis between these forces, accepting that even opposing forces are interdependent and complementary (as symbolized in yin and yang; Nisbett, 2003). Against the background of Chinese philosophy, therefore, recreation, recovery, and well-being are tied to the concept of balance. Recovery conceptualized as detachment, relaxation, and mastery (see earlier) might not yet sufficiently capture this idea, and again, emic approaches are needed to understand the relevance of balance within media entertainment.

The Way Forward with Cross-Cultural Entertainment Research


The preceding sections have shown how little we know about media entertainment cross-culturally and how much there is still to learn. Specifically, mood management theory, meta-emotions theory, hedonic/eudaimonic entertainment, and entertainment for well-being were married in this chapter with specific cross-cultural theories that are promising to facilitate a better grasp of the universality versus relativism of entertainment theorization. I would like to close by suggesting five specific approaches that could potentially advance our understanding of how culture informs media entertainment processes: meta-analyses, nation-level comparisons, unpackaging studies, indigenous approaches, and value analyses in popular media offerings around the world.

Meta-analyses are used for summarizing the results of existing studies on the same subject matter, aiming to draw conclusions about the average size of effect that these studies have produced across different measurement scales, samples, different cultures, and different times. In the same vein, meta-analyses have been used in cross-cultural psychology to test the cross-cultural validity of a number of social-psychological theories, often concluding that what was assumed to be the case in the Western world cannot be applied to the non-Western world (e.g., Bond and Smith, 1996). Meta-analyses require the comparison of two or more samples and can be carried out across or within nations. Single-nation studies can be combined for subsequent cross-cultural meta-analyses. To seek evidence for the cross-cultural validity of entertainment theories, media entertainment scholars could collate available national studies, even in languages other than the ones they are familiar with as well as unpublished ones, in an effort to study the effect sizes that these studies have produced across samples and cultures. An example for this venture is the cross-cultural meta-analysis by Anderson et al. (2010) comparing the effects of violent video games on aggression using available longitudinal, cross-sectional and experimental studies across samples from Western and Eastern countries (specifically Japan). By comparing effect sizes across countries, the study demonstrated that the causal link between violent video game use and aggressive behavior, cognition, and affect is cross-culturally universal. Similar studies are lacking in the area of entertainment.

A second way to test the cross-cultural validity of entertainment theories is to carry out nation-level comparisons, which form the backbone of cross-cultural research. At the same time, cross-cultural research has moved beyond the need to document differences between two or more cultures on any psychological variable. More important is the empirical isolation of the source of such differences, using a cultural rationale that is based on existing cross-cultural theory. A plethora of such theories exist. I have mentioned some of these theories earlier and illustrated that individualism/collectivism has been the most frequently used dimension of choice in entertainment studies. But there are many more (e.g., values suggested by other authors, shared beliefs, patterns of behavior; see Smith et al., 2014, for a review). In other words, rather than simply comparing two national samples of choice, entertainment researchers are advised to empirically integrate the variety of existing approaches to cultural difference into their studies.

A third route to testing the cross-cultural validity of entertainment theories is to “unpackage cross-cultural differences” using mediation studies (Smith et al., 2014, p. 165). Such studies would require addressing two types of questions: (1) Does an entertainment phenomenon of interest differ across national and ethnic samples, and (2) Can cross-cultural differences in the entertainment phenomenon be explained by other cultural processes on the individual level. Mediation studies allow us to not only see a cultural difference on the macro level, but to also understand the individual-level mechanism by which it is produced—by explicitly testing the psychological mediators of the observed differences. Because of the two levels of analysis involved in unpackaging studies, scholars are advised to make use of multilevel modeling designs wherever possible.

The fourth route to understanding the relationship between culture and entertainment is to design indigenous studies. The majority of studies presented earlier use measures that were developed in one part of the world (mostly the United States or Western Europe) and subsequently applied to other locations. Studies assuming the universality of concepts and measures across cultural contexts are labeled as “etic” (Berry, 1969, p.123). They go at the expense of cultural specifics and fail to understand social phenomena from within their local contexts. Emic approaches remedy this shortcoming by studying psychological and behavioral phenomena in context, basing the research on the intellectual tradition of the specific culture studied, and focusing on culturally unique phenomena. In Brazil, Mexico, and Columbia, for example, a favorite pass-time is watching prime-time soap operas within the family community (Stavans, 2010), and many of the local South American products have been transported to other parts of the world (e.g., China and Japan). While the global appeal of soap operas has been studied quite extensively within the area of international communication with a focus on global markets (Fung & Zhang, 2011), their specific local theories of entertainment have not yet been used by entertainment researchers. An equally interesting phenomenon is the growing international interest in Japanese manga and anime, representing a visual culture entrenched with Japanese identity (MacWilliams, 2014), and essentially different from existing Western counterparts (such as American and European comics). At the same time, however, the production and consumption of this genre have internationalized to an extent that it offers a viable area for the development of culture-specific entertainment theories. Emic perspectives could help to shape entertainment constructs that may or may not coincide with the constructs developed in the Western world. And the more a research field thrives, the more will it accumulate emic studies that, together, will form a “derived etic” (Berry, 1969, p. 124) with considerable validity in a broad range of cultural contexts. For the conceptualization of media entertainment, such a derived etic would be desirable.

The fifth and final route to testing the cross-cultural validity of entertainment theories is a route through the media products themselves: Entertainment researchers could study in more detail the entertainment media products offered in various parts of the world, to see whether they coincide with cultural values identified on the national or individual level. Such studies have a long tradition in cross-cultural psychology (examples in Kim & Markus, 1999; Lamoreaux & Morling, 2012; Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008), but entertainment researchers have not yet made much use of their findings. They constitute vital avenues to study culture in-the-making and how values are transmitted through entertainment media across cultural contexts.

Taken together, if we want to strengthen our confidence in the cross-cultural validity of entertainment theories and understand the culture-specifics of entertainment across the world, we have many routes to travel. These routes may be stony at first and require careful scrutiny of a number of biases that challenge the validity of comparisons between groups (such as construct, instrument, administration, and sampling biases; see Smith, 2014, for a review). At the same time, cross-cultural psychology is very rich in teaching us how to overcome such challenges. Existing entertainment theories would undoubtedly profit from facing these challenges and embarking on cross-cultural journeys.
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chapter 7

Entertainment and Resonance


Peter Vorderer




Today many scholars in communication studies and media psychology share a few basic assumptions about the very nature of what entertainment means for media users. This understanding of entertainment—or more precisely, of entertainment experiences—has increasingly been broadened over the past 20 some years and now encompasses a number of experientially different user responses to media content. Despite their diversity and variance, all of these responses are today summarized under the label “entertainment experiences.” The proposal of this chapter is not just to bring the dispersion of this very broad understanding of entertainment experiences to an end but also to reverse it, by differentiating between two very different kinds of experiences. Thereby, the notion of “entertainment experiences” will only be applied to responses that serve the users’ hedonic motivations, needs, or interests. They will be distinguished from those that may be called “eudaimonic” or “resonant experiences,” which are essentially different from the former and therefore do not fit under the same umbrella.

The kind of entertainment theory and research that this volume is concerned about arrived and slowly established itself in communication studies only in and after the 1970s. It was particularly the work of Zillmann and his early students (Cantor, Bryant, & Zillmann, 1974; Zillmann & Bryant, 1974; Zillmann & Cantor, 1972) that laid the foundation for a few rather psychological theories and for an abundance of empirical, mainly experimental studies that have shaped the field to this very day (see Bryant, 2004; Bryant & Vorderer, 2006; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Bryant, this volume; Zillmann & Bryant, 1994; Zillmann & Vorderer, 2000). This foundation inspired a number of younger scholars to follow Zillmann’s, Bryant’s, and Cantor’s lead and to expand the scope of entertainment research in the following years and decades. This was done by rendering given research problems more precisely; by identifying them in the context of new, so-called interactive or social media (see Vorderer & Bryant, 2006); and by extending, advancing, and specifying various entertainment theories, primarily in the United States (e.g., Hoffner, 1995; Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005; Knobloch, 2003; Oliver, 1993; Raney, 2003; Tamborini, 2003) and in Europe (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Bosshart & Macconi, 1998; Klimmt, 2006; Schramm & Wirth, 2008; Trepte, 2008; Vorderer, Ritterfeld, & Klimmt, 2004; Vorderer, Wulff, & Friedrichsen, 1996; Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012).

This generation-shift of entertainment scholars came along with a partly new perspective on how media users are thought to approach and process media entertainment products, such as movies, TV shows, or sports events: In the 1970s and 1980s the selection of entertainment content was still conceptualized as an almost mechanical process, where particular programs were considered to be chosen because of their ability to trigger specific hedonic reactions (pleasure, enjoyment, etc.). Succeeding this conceptualization, approximately from the 1990s on, those media users’ responses to entertainment products were seen as more complex: Films, shows, or books were now also described as multifaceted, more nuanced, even contradictory in their overall messages and triggering or impacting positive as well as negative affect, maybe even simultaneously. In general, those responses were seen as hedonically not exclusively positive (Oliver, 2008). This rather paradigmatic shift “from mood to meaning” (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015, p. 449) and its associated theorizing has led to more complex theoretical models. The most comprehensive one has been referred to as the “two-factor model of entertainment” (see Vorderer & Ritterfeld, 2009) and indeed, it has tried to complement the traditional concept of “entertainment as pleasure” with a second dimension, often labeled as “appreciation” (Oliver, 2008; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011).

If we look at this theoretical development today, there are (at least) four fundamental assumptions that have most often accompanied the establishment and the later development of entertainment theory in communication studies and in media psychology. Some of these assumptions have been rather stable across the paradigmatic shift from mood to meaning; others have been fundamentally modified over the years. All of these four assumptions are explicated and used here to illustrate both the preservation and the transformation of entertainment theory in order to ultimately argue that the continuous broadening of our understanding of entertainment (experiences) has gone too far.

Entertainment as a Reception Phenomenon


The most basic and fundamental assumption within this rather psychological research program on entertainment refers to

1) the understanding that entertainment is not a feature of a media product but one of its use and thereby a psychological construct that describes and defines an individual need or experience.

This assumption has first been explicated very clearly by Bosshart and Macconi (1998), who state that “entertainment can be described and experienced as a reception phenomenon” (Bosshart & Macconi, 1998, p. 3). But at least in the beginning of the development of entertainment theory, that is, in the years following the 1970s, the assumed need for and the possible subsequent experience of entertainment was by and large only described but never psychologically explained. The reasons for this lack of explanation seem to be rather simple and rest on scholarly beliefs about humans’ earliest instances of entertainment in human history—namely, the understanding that individuals have been trying to find some sort of leisure from the very moment they were relieved from securing their survival (see Zillmann, 2000). Descriptions of the first human acts of entertainment have led to the (mostly implicit) conclusion that the underlying need for entertainment is a basic human feature. And if the humans’ search for entertainment is (assumed to be) based in their very nature, external (e.g., social, cultural, historical, etc.) conditions do not account for this impulse’s origin. Hence, a focus on the psychological origins and manifestations of the need seemed to be sufficient and an explanation that would link this need to specific social or cultural conditions is superfluous. But as a consequence of this, modifications in the intensity or in the shaping of this need over time or even in different cultures have not been systematically studied. Today we know in fact very little about underlying social dynamics of individuals’ needs to be entertained. The first empirical studies are just published and they are restricted to economic factors. One of these is the multistudy research by Hershfield and Alter (2019), who can link consumers’ entertainment choices (across various platforms such as cartoons, music, books, and films) to macroeconomic trends. But the impact that historic or cultural aspects may have on individuals’ entertainment preferences and experiences are still unknown and remain to be systematically addressed (see Odag, this volume).

There is, however, one exception to this observation. This exception relates to the theorizing of the Frankfurt School of Social Sciences, where Marxist scholars like Löwenthal (1980) identified the capitalist society as one that feeds into the underprivileged masses’ desire for distraction and entertainment. Particularly in the years following 1968 this tradition has turned into various schools of social or critical research on popular culture (Barker, 2003), where one of the core assumptions was and still is that people in modern, capitalist societies are living an alienated life. This alienation (among others things) is basically immutable and urges individuals to distract themselves from their daily hassle and misery by “escaping” into a dreamlike world. The alternative world, however, only exists as an illusion, although it may appear to be real in the mind of the “masses” when it is provided by easily available entertainment products such as films, books, or any other kind of narrative or as simple distraction. This is where the notion of entertainment as an “escapist” form of media use originates, and it made its way into the communication research of the 1970s and the following years (see also Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume; Katz & Foulkes, 1962; Müller, 2018).

In contemporary entertainment research, however, there is little or no connection between the tradition of critical theory in social research and the psychological theorizing in the Zillmann tradition (see Preface to this volume; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Bryant, this volume). And because of this disconnect, entertainment theory today still makes little or no reference at all to the social world in which users of entertainment media are embedded. The widespread assumption in this research tradition has been that all individuals in all kinds of social settings share uniform hedonic needs that they try to satisfy through the use of the media and of specific media content: Mood-management theory, for example, “is based on the hedonistic premise that (a) individuals strive to rid themselves of bad moods or, at least, seek to diminish the intensity of such moods, and (b) individuals strive to perpetuate good moods and seek to maintain the intensity of these moods” (Zillmann, 1988, p. 328). This proposition allows for the consideration of situational as well as of interindividual, that is, psychological differences between users. But it does not examine differences between users that are based on their social, cultural, or historical background (see Odag, this volume). Why, for example, the need to be entertained may be particularly strong at a given time, in a specific culture or within a particular group or class of individuals hence cannot even be addressed if the theoretical perspective is thus limited to psychological categories.

What Entertainment Users Want and What They Should Want


Another common feature of most of contemporary entertainment theory and research has to do with the scholarly assessment and evaluation of the fact that individuals use media for entertainment purposes at all. Perhaps led by Katz and Foulkes’s early statement that “it is a most intriguing fact in the intellectual history of social research that the choice was made to study the mass media as agents of persuasion rather than as agents of entertainment” (Katz & Foulkes, 1962, p. 378), many scholars of entertainment were particularly optimistic in the following years. They seemed to be convinced that the users’ frequent exposure to entertainment products is not only justified but in fact meaningful to them and therefore psychologically healthy. “Mood management: Using entertainment to full advantage” was the title of a chapter, written by Zillmann, in a book that Donohew, Sypher, and Higgins edited in 1988. The implicit assessment of entertainment use and experiences that this title reveals appears almost like a contraposition to the widespread and popular claim that the use of most entertainment products is undesirable and usually a waste of people’s time (see, e.g., Postman, 2006). Much of the work of entertainment researchers who followed Zillmann’s lead can be read as a justification of entertainment use, with its individual benefits clearly prevailing over its problematic consequences (see also Reinecke & Meier, this volume; Reinecke & Rieger, this volume).

However, most if not all of these entertainment researchers would also argue that too much exposure to media entertainment may lead to negative effects. More implicit than explicit in their writing is the fixing of a specific amount of entertainment consumption that is considered to be appropriate or detrimental. But how much is “appropriate,” and where does “too much” start? Can the turning point be defined by the amount of time a media user spends with some films, books, or shows, or by the kind of content, or by the psychological response such content triggers or allows?

It is interesting to note that empirical entertainment scholars rarely argue about the amount of time media users spend with respective programs and hence usually do not mark a clear line between how much entertainment consumption is appropriate and how much would be too much. They would certainly not deny possible individual and social problems that may occur from heavily extended or almost unlimited times of exposure to the respective products (see Reer, Janzik, Wehden, & Quandt, this volume). Particularly the advent of social media and the recent presence of online communication in almost any conceivable social situation has made them try to reconcile what media users want in a given situation with what these same users are comfortable with more generally. From this perspective, users are often empathically understood even in their desire to be “permanently online” and “permanently connected” (Vorderer, Hefner, Reinecke, & Klimmt, 2018), although this intensity of online behavior often causes dissonance and regrets among those individuals. And when it comes to explaining why users are online so often and so long despite the fact that the duration or the predominance of this behavior is simultaneously regretted by the same individuals, the explanation often refers to an assumed loss of control of own desires (e.g., Hofmann, Reinecke, & Meier, 2017; Reinecke, 2018). In other words: If the use of entertainment products exceeds an “appropriate” (and assumed healthy) amount (of time, of attention, of personal relevance, etc.) exposure to entertainment is frequently conceptualized as a personal failure and this failure is attributed to its users’ inability to keep control of their immediate desires (see Du, van Koningsbruggen, & Kerkhof, 2018). As a consequence,

2) most psychological theories of entertainment (use) imply a notion of disparity between what media users (actually) want and what they find appropriate and should (not) want.

What this assumption lacks, however, again is a theory or at least an argument why this contradiction exists and a way to explain it. One possibility for such an explanation would be to refer to Taylor’s (1994) distinction between so-called strong and weak evaluations that individuals hold. This distinction has nothing to do with their intensity bur rather with what they refer to. According to Taylor, individuals are not only put into some physical environment but they are also and always located within a moral space. Within this space, they are in need of some sort of moral map, which defines what is important, valuable, and beautiful, but also the opposite; that is, what is irrelevant, worthless, or ugly. Strong evaluations determine the relations between individuals and the world around them by defining what really matters. They give meaning to an individual’s options for action and more generally, for his or her being. In this sense, strong evaluations involve either a principled rejection or an endorsement of a way to be or to act and therefore provide meaning and direction in life. They define rather generally and across situations what an individual is to allow and to deny him- or herself. These strong evaluations are independent from actually felt preferences, desires, or needs. The latter are called weak evaluation(s) by Taylor and they encompass what an individual wants and longs for in a given situation. They are therefore a matter of expedience, their source lies within the individual (see also Rosa, 2016, p. 229). Weak evaluations manifest themselves in approaching positive and avoiding negative affect and thereby reflect what Zillmann and his collaborators identified at the core of entertainment (Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004).

In his attempt to define the specific relations subjects in late-modern societies have with others and with (sections of) the world, Rosa (2016) argues that individuals are always and simultaneously connected in two different ways: They maintain both a so-called appetent-affective relationship, and a so-called evaluative-cognitive relationship with others and with the world, and the dynamic of living one’s life can be seen as oscillation between the two dimensions (Rosa, 2016, p. 231). In other words: Individuals are constantly tempted and affectively moving between what they want (e.g., fun) and who they want to be (e.g., an honest person). There are, of course, situations when the satisfaction of both evaluations occurs together but those situations are rather rare. There are certainly many more situations when individuals are driven by situational needs, with some of them being satisfied through the use of entertainment media. And the satisfaction of these needs may simultaneously undermine this same person’s strong evaluations, leading to remorse. As a consequence of this distinction, however, it would be plausible and useful to categorically differentiate between entertainment experiences on the one hand and those responses to media content that go beyond the satisfaction of a given need on the other. The former apparently relate to appetent-affective relations and the latter to evaluative-cognitive relations with others or to a combination of the two, respectively (discussed later).

Entertainment Between Approaching and Avoiding Affective States


A third assumption in much of recent entertainment theory and research refers to specific psychological states (e.g., moods, emotions, mind-sets, etc.) that media users are arguably striving for when using products of entertainment. The products itself are only seen as a necessary condition for achieving such states and the experience of their use is argued to be the recipients’ primary goal (see also, earlier, assumption 1). In other words: Media users are believed to actively approach and create specific situations in which they enjoy (or appreciate, see what follows) those affects or experiences by selecting the appropriate media products. This movement toward such affective states might be more or less conscious, controlled, or automatic, respectively.

This is interesting insofar as this assumed cognitive-affective movement (of users) toward certain experiences marks the opposite to other assumed individual attempts of users to distance, distract, or take them away from negative experiences. Such attempts were described, for example, by philosophers like Montaigne and Pascal during the Renaissance and by poets like Goethe or Schiller in the Enlightenment, and by scholars like Katz in our very own discipline of communication studies who talked about forms of escaping from a momentarily unpleasant, dissatisfying, or depressing world: “People are deprived and alienated, it is suggested, and so they turn to the dreamlike world of the mass media for substitute gratifications, the consequence of which is further withdrawal from the arena of social and political action” (Katz & Foulkes, 1962, p. 379). Taken together, the previously explicated assumption needs to be extended and should state that in contemporary entertainment theory

3) entertainment media users are seen as either actively approaching and creating or as avoiding particular experiences because they enjoy or they suffer from specific affects that come along with these situations, and they can do so by selecting the appropriate media products. This movement toward or away from such affective states might be more or less conscious, controlled, or automatic, respectively.

In Katz and Foulkes’s reference to “substitute gratifications” lies a first indication that both psychological movements (distancing from unpleasant experiences and approaching alternative, pleasurable ones at the same time) are simultaneously considered in order to more precisely describe what users experience when exposed to entertainment media. Even more explicit is McQuail (1984) when he proposes

that the essence of this general sensation is to free the spectator/reader/listener mentally from the immediate constraints and/or dullness of daily life and enable him or her to enter into new experiences (vicariously) which would not otherwise be available (except by use of the imagination). The media-cultural experience is thus potentially a powerful aid to, or substitute for, the imagination, enabling a person to enjoy a variety of emotional experiences and mental states—involving joy, anger, sexual excitement, sadness, curiosity, etc.

(McQuail, 1984, p. 187; italics in the original)

Ultimately, it has been mood management theory (Zillmann, 1988; Knobloch, 2003, 2008) that explicates the understanding of this combination (of two sorts of experiences) within entertainment research as it states that “to the extent possible, individuals arrange internal and external stimulus conditions so as to minimize bad moods and maximize good moods” (Zillmann, 1988, p. 328, italics added, PV). But most other theoretical conceptualizations in this field either emphasize almost exclusively the approach aspect (e.g., satisfaction of fundamental needs according to self-determination theory, see Ryan & Deci, 2000) or the avoidance aspect (using entertainment to temporarily escape from alienation, see Müller, 2018) only. This means that the advancement of entertainment theory over the past 20 some years has led not only to a broadening of its scope but also to a curtailment of its object. Some of what has been known about the reasons why media users entertain themselves with media products has partly been ignored or at least not explicitly taken into account in more recent explanations.

Can Users Be Exposed to Media Content and Not Entertain Themselves?


The fourth assumption many scholars in entertainment research seem to share is rather new and has only lately expanded the core of our understanding of entertainment. This assumption aims at conceptualizing the experience of entertainment as not always and exclusively positive (pleasant, enjoyable, etc.) but rather as complex, nuanced, and multifaceted, leaving or making the media user pensive, poignant, and contemplative. Particularly the research by Oliver and Raney has demonstrated how strong the users’ desire for content is that seems to be capable of eliciting such experiences (Oliver & Raney, 2011). Ultimately, the authors do not speak of media users as enjoying films, shows, or books, but as appreciating them or the experience they elicit; the authors call this “self-transcending” (Oliver et al., 2018). In this vein, many entertainment scholars have labeled such broader and more encompassing theoretical considerations as “two-factor” theories or models of entertainment (see earlier), emphasizing that “appreciation” is not seen as a substitute for pleasure and enjoyment but rather a supplement. The assumption, therefore, is that

4) some products of media entertainment are not simple but rather complex and thus may have a more deeply touching, moving, even self-transcending impact on its users while other products primarily serve the users’ more simple needs for enjoyment, pleasure, and mood enhancement.

In summary, according to most psychologically oriented contemporary theories in this area, entertainment is usually conceptualized as an individual experience, motivated by an attempt to either create or to avoid specific psychological states. It is usually explained on the basis of assumed psychological needs, which reflect human desires that are frequently in tension with individuals’ norms and rules, leading either to pleasure via mood-enhancement or to self-transcendence through some deeper appreciation of personally meaningful content.

The problem with this conceptualization is this: Once the various assumptions are taken together there hardly exist any media experiences that would not be categorized and labeled as entertaining. No matter whether a user is amused or annoyed, feels delighted or is enlightened during exposure, becomes happy or sad, is touched or transported, feels reaffirmed or transcended, all of this has now become what scholars call entertainment experiences. In other words: The extension of the notion of what entertainment means has led us to believe that almost any form of exposure to media content is entertaining. Nonentertaining media would then hardly exist anymore. But if this is the case, the very notion of entertaining media use (or entertainment experiences) would be useless.

Entertainment Versus Eudaimonic/Resonant Experiences


In contrast to this all-encompassing understanding of entertainment, I propose to distinguish between two different kinds of experiences while being exposed to media content. The history of communication studies and particularly of what might be called reception studies is full of such differentiations, and one of those seems to be particularly appropriate here. In line with a distinction explicated by Vorderer and Halfmann (2019), I propose to discern between entertainment experiences on the one hand and resonant (or eudaimonic) experiences on the other. According to this proposal, entertainment experiences are only those that serve media users’ hedonic interests and motivations and lead to (or are at least intended to lead to) the positive affective states that these media users prefer over noxious ones. These experiences may indeed also include a more complex psychological process of development, as is the case when a user only feels better after having gone through some transient stressful or annoying impressions (e.g., suspense as a momentarily negatively felt affect; see Zillmann, 1996). Another such process of moving through a momentarily negative state may be given when users are first affected by some distressing observations of negative events (displayed in the media), which may, however, lead them to compare themselves with a protagonist who is less well off (see particularly Mares & Cantor, 1992). In this case, media users generally also come out of this situation with their moods being enhanced, however this result does not kick in immediately but rather is delayed. Still the overall effect remains the same, and that is a (more) positive affective state for the user. This process may even be in place when media users experience profound feelings of sadness during exposure (Oliver, 1993), as they often report this negative affect leads to significant and joyful moments of relief afterward. In all of these cases, entertainment users ultimately feel better but they sometimes do so only some time after exposure.

But even more important than these transient negative feelings that ultimately dissolve into positive ones is the fact that in all of these situations of entertainment consumption media users are primarily concerned about themselves, about their own well-being, or about their actual affective state: Although they may feel touched by others (e.g., by protagonists in a movie or by characters in a book) these others do in fact not matter to them but only serve as trigger for affects the users are eager to experience.

In contrast to these primarily hedonic experiences, other users (or the same users in other situations) may feel a more fundamental connection that in entertainment research has often been called eudaimonic (see, e.g., Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012, Oliver et al., 2018). Following Vorderer and Halfmann (2019), I will apply Rosa’s (2016) theory of resonance here and call this a resonant experience. Rosa describes resonance as a mode of relating to the world in which individuals feel touched or addressed by other people, by specific places, or by objects they encounter: It’s a “dual movement of ‘af<-fection’ (something touches the individual from the outside) and ‘e->motion’ (they answer by giving a response and thus by establishing a connection)” and “thus always and inevitably has a bodily basis” (Rosa, 2018, p. 47). What makes this experience fundamentally different from an entertainment experience is that the former changes the user while the latter has basically no effect that reaches beyond the given situation (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). In this sense, entertainment experiences originate in the user and exist only in the moment in which they occur, that is, during exposure. Resonant experiences, in contrast, are generated by someone or something addressing the user from the outside and are established as this user responds to this invocation with his or her very own “voice.” The bodily basis Rosa refers to may then, for example, be the tears a user sheds over the destiny of a protagonist. If, however, the crying user is only pitying him- or herself by using a protagonist as trigger and not genuinely connecting to this protagonist, the entire response would rather be categorized as an entertaining one.

What follows from this distinction between entertaining and resonant (or eudaimonic) experiences during media exposure is a sharper definition of what constitutes the former and a plausible explanation, why entertainment programs usually have little or no longer-lasting impact on its users. As far as the more specific description and definition are concerned, it becomes clear why entertainment experiences are far less influenced by the users’ social or cultural background than resonant experiences are. The “premise that (a) individuals strive to rid themselves of bad moods or, at least, seek to diminish the intensity of such moods, and (b) individuals strive to perpetuate good moods and seek to maintain the intensity of these moods” (Zillmann, 1988, p. 328) is an anthropological one and therefore applies to all humans in every culture and time. It also exclusively refers to what Taylor (1994) calls a weak evaluation and Rosa (2018) refers to as an appetent-affective relationship (e.g., with a program, a protagonist, etc.). And it finally includes both of a user’s affective movements, that is, those that avoid certain experiential states (e.g., of boredom) and those that approach other states (e.g., of positive moods).

In contrast to such entertaining experiences would then be those more fundamental experiences of resonance as the latter at least momentarily connect a user with a narrative (or with a protagonist/character, with an idea, etc.). Who will be connected to whom or what, however, significantly depends on the user’s individual, social, and cultural background as such a connection is highly specific (see Klimmt & Rieger, this volume). What may bring one person to tears because of this felt connection can be without any relevance to another person (or to the same person in another situation). While for entertainment experiences, weak evaluations (e.g., having fun when watching a comedy) and/or an appetent-affective relationship with others (e.g., protagonists in the show or friends who co-watch the comedy) are important, eudaimonic or resonant experiences, in contrast, require strong evaluations (e.g., the wish to be a sensible person when watching a tragedy with characters the viewer cares about) or, in Rosa’s terms, an evaluative-cognitive relationship (e.g., with those characters). And while entertainment programs are consumed because they help media users with their legitimate needs and (mood) preferences in this very moment, they do not change these users’ situation beyond that very moment. In fact, they hardly matter to them. This is again different from resonant experiences, which may trigger a development in a person’s life and motivate them to do as much as possible to guarantee similar situations in the future.

The problem with these resonant experiences, however, is that they are not available on demand. Rather contrarily, the more a person instrumentally tries to momentarily create and establish a resonant connection, the less available it is likely to be to him or her (see in more detail: Rosa, 2016, 2018; Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). The only ground for resonance that individuals can prepare is their own open-mindedness, which they need to sustain as much as possible so that they are available to an external invocation and able to respond to it with their own “voice.” This open-mindedness, however, is hard to maintain in situations in which the mind is primarily busy with instrumentalities, functions and tasks it is obliged to master. And in late modernity, individuals are more strained by obligations and expectations to be effective and to act instrumentally than probably ever before (Rosa, 2018). In situations like these, such open-mindedness may be risky rather than fruitful. The advent of smartphones and the availability of mass and interpersonal communication everywhere and anytime (Vorderer, et al., 2018) has additionally created an ever-demanding situation for individuals where open-mindedness is not likely to be their default state of mind.

Despite these fundamental differences between entertainment and resonance experiences there are of course situations of exposure in which both responses co-occur. These depend on both the entertainment products and the users: The narrative needs to provide the necessary stimulus that allows a user to experience a resonant connection as well as pure pleasure. And the user must be willing and capable of enjoying the narrative and of connecting to what it provides for him or her, whether a different person, oneself (in the past or future), or an idea. In fact, many of the examples used by communication scholars in the past years to demonstrate how broad and encompassing entertainment can be provide examples of such combinations (e.g., Oliver et al., 2018)

Entertainment and Resonant Experiences Over Time


In addition to the fact that individual experiences made during exposure to media content can be diverse and manifold (which has led me here to suggest a categorical distinction between entertaining and resonant experiences), they are also mutable over time, even if the time period is rather short and only lasts for the duration of one single instance of exposure. And many narratives today even unfold over longer periods of time. A movie may last 90 minutes; “binge-watching” (viewing multiple episodes of a series continuously) can take a number of hours (see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume); and the reading of a novel may require many days and is most often repeatedly performed in different situations (at the end of the day, in public transportation, in a waiting situation, etc.). Yet, entertainment theory has conceptualized users’ experiences as more or less uniform throughout exposure (see Fahr & Früh, this volume, as an exception). Whatever happens psychologically with a user during exposure—so the general assumption goes—happens only once, at least most of the time. And if it repeats itself (as, for example, indicated by Zillmann’s affective disposition theory, where the viewers’ hopes and fears can be raised several times throughout reception), it does so in a similar way. This is in fact not even plausible for entertainment experiences (Fahr & Früh, this volume), much less so for resonant experiences; in the latter, the reader/viewer/onlooker will be (at least a bit) different at the end of a narrative experience compared to the beginning. Those readers who feel a resonant connection (e.g., with a character) in fact change during reading, and the experiences they make at the beginning of a book should be rather different from those they make when they have moved further into the story. Resonant experiences do not leave individuals untouched and unaltered and therefore lead to ongoing and dynamic transformation and diversification. Consequently, what used to be the measured impact or the effect of somebody’s exposure to a certain type of program now depends on the moment when this change is measured. The impact of watching a TV series that allows for resonant connections cannot be determined anymore at one single point in time. Not even at the end of exposure as the resonant connection between the viewer and the protagonist may continue over time and eventually trigger some further reflections on certain issues that were addressed by the story. Again, this is also possible but rather unlikely if the experiences made during exposure are only providing fun and pleasure for the user (entertainment experiences). If they, however, go beyond such immediate gratification, if they provide the user with something new and unexpected that touches on his or her strong evaluations and make them feel connected with somebody or something else (experience of resonance), the relationship between the user and the character or between the user and any significant issue that has been addressed by the story may change continuously.

Therefore, an important consequence of this dual conceptualization of experiences during exposure relates to the measurement of media effects in general. If entertainment experiences are rather shallow and short-term and resonant experiences are more fundamental and long-term, the latter at least cannot be studied only at the end of exposure anymore. This is because the effect of reading a book or watching a show that resonates with the user does materialize only at the end of this act of exposure, but rather several times during and after exposure. To use an example: The effect of watching Life Is Beautiful (La vita è bella) cannot be validly measured by how viewers think and feel at the end of the movie. The effect is different at different points, not only while the story unfolds, but also immediately after the closing scene, and perhaps days, weeks, months, and maybe even years after the initial exposure. This could be triggered by additional information and experiences a viewer may make with other stories about the Holocaust but also by contemplating the movie sometime after the initial exposure.

Most of what media users enjoy as entertainment fare will not, however, have such a long-lasting and ever-changing impact on their minds. To study entertainment media effects it should be sufficient to stick to known and traditional procedures and designs, and this is what communication studies and media psychology have usually done in the past. Looking into resonant experiences and dealing with texts, films, or games that allow for such different responses, however, will be rather novel for this discipline. But given the abundance of media content that is available today everywhere and anytime, it might not be a bad idea to start studying them more systematically.
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chapter 8

Finding Elusive Resonances Across Cultures and Time


Gerald C. Cupchik, Despina Stamatopoulou, and Siying Duan




Introduction


The concept of resonance has a firm footing in physics but is also relevant to psychology and communication theory. In classical mechanics, resonance refers to a dynamic interaction between two systems such that oscillation in one system is highly sensitive to the frequency of another and results in a state of dynamic stability (Tipler, 1999). In psychology, Koestler (1964) introduced the concept of “bisociation” to refer to the interaction between two systems or matrices that, for example, shape the experience of humor and creativity. The search for a comprehensive theory of resonance applied to entertainment is elusive because two systems, the entertainment product (be it a television program or an Internet platform event) and a receptive audience, are complex and changing. Do we want to study resonance as the stable end state of engagement or as the process whereby it was (or was not) achieved? This chapter introduces Ancient Greek and Chinese perspectives on resonance in relation to current treatments of the concept in a socially and technologically accelerating society.

We must be careful when taking a term such as “resonance,” which describes a state of harmony between two physical systems, and extending it to the social world. Danziger (1997) underscored the importance of treating concepts, such as emotion or memory, as “discursive” and not the thing in itself, akin to a phenomenon in the physical world. What are the assumptions underlying its use and how has the term been treated in different cultures and across time? The Ancient Greek and Chinese cultures alluded to underlying processes without necessarily using the term “resonance.” Their accounts of the concept are “replete with metaphorical allusions” (Danziger, 1990, p. 331), which offer holistic promise when understood in a broader context. Perhaps the fact that resonance implies a relational state of harmony, rather than a thing, makes it easier to shift from a physical to a social account of the underlying processes. As a starting point, we examine Rosa’s (2003, 2018) account of resonance as a state of social connection needed to address accelerated alienation in “late-modern” society of the 20th century. Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) have applied Rosa’s notion of “resonance” to entertainment experiences, distinguishing between hedonic and consciousness raising processes.

Hartmut Rosa


Rosa (2003) analyzed the impact of technological and social acceleration on attempts to achieve “the good life” by people living in “late-modern” Europe. Following an idea developed by Ancillon in 1828, “To taste life in all its heights and depths and in its full complexity becomes a central aspiration of modern man” (Rosa, 2003, p. 13). Paradoxically, people have less time to do things as the pace of life quickens and there is a “strict adherence to the values of activity, universality, rationality, and individuality” (Rosa, 2003, p. 27). A rapidly changing social world gets in the way of “long-term commitments, duration, and stability” (Rosa, 2003, p. 19). It requires a “situational” identity whereby the person has to anticipate “unforeseeable circumstances on a day-to-day basis” (p. 19). People are challenged to focus on “efficacy” and “realized options” in search of “the good life” when the pace of modern society is changing so rapidly. “Science” is valued over “knowledge” and favors “systematically pushing the borders…into the yet unknown” rather than “preservation and schooling” (Rosa & Henning, 2018, p. 4).

Rosa pursues an antidote to the problem of “temporal insolvency,” which results from “escalatory acceleration” that has a serious impact on how “to live a good life”—deemed equivalent to “how we (want to) spend our time” (Rosa, 2018, p. 39). According to his account, “the overruling rational imperative of modernity” is to “Secure the resources you might need for living your dream.…No matter what the future might bring, it will help if you have money, rights, friends, health, knowledge” (p. 41). As a consequence, “having more and moving faster” leads a person to adopt a “Triple-A” approach and search for “its qualities and quantities available, accessible, disposable” (p. 42). Rosa’s “diagnosis” in that an unrelenting search for the “Triple-A” solution leads to “burnout” as a “dominant cultural fear” (p. 44). The search for an “‘enchanted’ world leads nowhere” (p. 45) and ends up with a state of alienation.

The cure for alienation, requires “a true, vibrant exchange and connection.” in other words, resonance. This will make it possible to live “a ‘good’ or fulfilling way of relating to places, people, time, things, and self” (p. 46). Crucially, from a process perspective, resonance involves a “dual movement of af←fection (something touches us from the outside) and e→emotion (we answer by giving a response and thus by establishing a connection) thus always and inevitably has a bodily base” (p. 47). A receptive and active connection can progressively transform the self and world. After encountering a meaningful book or having a social connection, self-efficacy is enhanced and a person is changed through “self transcendence.” This account of personal change through that “elusive” experience of “resonance” (p. 48) is expressed along three “axes”: social, material, and existential. Resonance is a mode of being-in-the-world that is achieved through the risky decision to make oneself vulnerable in “contexts of mutual trust and fearlessness” (p. 51).

Susen (2019) describes Rosa’s approach to resonance as a form of being-in-the-world that involves meaningful, dynamic, and transformative relations between persons and their environments based on values rather than instrumentality. The term “resonance” describes an experiential state that is the solution to the problems of acceleration and alienation in many different domains of modern life. Rosa’s idealized treatment of resonance is predicated on the relative autonomy of social agents that can foster a meaningful life. The attainment of resonance involves the confluence of our corporeal, mental, and immersive practices and structures. Moments of resonance are marked by a convergence of “what is” and “what ought to be” and serve as a marker of the good life. The three axes or spheres of resonance include the horizontal (family, friendship, and politics), vertical (objects, commodities, work, school), and diagonal (religion, nature, art). Achieving resonance is therefore an important goal of existence.

For Taylor (2018), the idea that we should see “the world as the locus of living purpose” and “recreate the meaning of things” (p. 61) lies at the heart of Rosa’s project. He situates Rosa’s discourse within the ideas of eighteenth-century Romantic scholars who sought to unify the self and reconcile mind and body as well as persons with nature treated as a living organism. Peters (2017) points out that Fromm (1956) established that “connection” (i.e., resonance) is the fundamental cure for alienation and this began well before the technologically accelerating conditions of late-modern society. In essence, Rosa’s use of language in his discourse about resonance is metaphorical, whereby our relationship with people and nature should move away from the instrumental and toward one in which imagination is dedicated to connection and reconciliation. The modern Westerner cannot hope to go back to the state of eudaimonia, prescribed by Aristotle, that emphasized active community membership with free time providing for aesthetic pursuits, if only because this “relied upon an exploitation and exclusion of workers, women, and foreigners” (Rosa & Henning, 2018, p. 7).

The dynamics associated with Rosa’s account of crises faced in search of the “good life” have been a topic of concern to sociologists for over 100 years on both sides of the Atlantic. Veblen (1908/1899) introduced the concept of “conspicuous consumption” in reference to the nouveau riche of the late nineteenth century in America who flaunted their newly acquired wealth in an accelerating economy. In the digital age, this need to establish (the illusion of) a social presence is expressed as “conspicuous display” via diverse social media platforms, such as Facebook or Instagram, to depict an idealized life in the face of social competition (Cupchik, 2011a). The potential dissonance between an idealized life selectively displayed on social media and the frustrations that are privately experienced is a basis for alienation from one’s own self.

In their classic work, The Lonely Crowd, Riesman, Denney, and Glazer (1950) described mid-20th-century Americans who worked in an increasingly bureaucratic environment that favored getting along with others. This encouraged an “other-directed” attitude and a wish to be accepted, rather than esteemed, by members of their communities with whom they identify. Rosa’s analysis describes the next stage, when people search for the “good life” in the face of accelerating social and technological environments. This further exacerbates the need to be accepted and thus social “connection” with others, defined as “resonance,” would ideally reduce the sense of social isolation.

Vorderer and Halfmann


Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) have theorized about the confluence of “late modern” society as per Rosa, that they situate in the 1980s, and studies on “the uses and the effects of media entertainment” (p. 1) which began in the 1970s. They frame an effort to understand entertainment experiences in terms of Rosa’s account of “resonance” and in relation to “self-transcendent media experiences” described by Oliver et al. (2018). A basic motivational distinction is drawn between the desire for “pleasure” and enjoyment, on the one hand, and intellectual “appreciation,” on the other. While the former is grounded hedonically in terms of pleasure, an effort after meaning underlies appreciation as people search for “life’s meaning, truths, and purposes” (Oliver & Raney, 2011). The concept of eudaimonic happiness (Waterman, 1993) is related to efforts after self-realization.

The link with Rosa (2018) has to do with ways that social connection can cure experiences of alienation that characterize “late-modern” society. A crucial question for Vorderer and Halfmann concerns whether “computer mediated communication” (CMC) fosters social connection or undermines resonance by producing a state of “digital distress.” Being literally connected via the Internet can distract a person from opportunities to connect in face-to-face (FTF) with others who are physically co-present. They conclude “that new technologies and new ways to access and experience media content do not categorically prevent but make the occurrence of resonance even less likely” (p. 10). Can resonance be achieved online or is face-to-face contact essential?

This leads to the question of “what media users are looking for” and “what happens with the mind of a user when exposed to a narrative” (p. 10). Alternatives include “identifying” with fictional characters or feeling “transported” to novel situations. Rosa’s (2016) answer to this question is that people engage with cultural products to intentionally “practice loneliness, and desertion, melancholy and connectedness…” that enable them to “moderate and modify their individual relatedness to the world” (in Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019, p. 10). By this means, they can come to terms with themselves rather than merely modifying and modulating moods. This psychological activity is existentially grounded and directed at the person’s present and future as they “cognitively and affectively try out, rehearse, or practice actions and experiences that may be possible in the future” (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019, p. 11). Vorderer and Halfmann propose that the term “entertainment” applies to hedonic experiences, whereas eudaimonic experiences are fundamentally aesthetic. Thus, media users might “expose themselves to narratives” in search of temporary mood-enhancing pleasure and overcome alienation, or search for “resonant connections” through aesthetic encounters with situated characters that help them have self-transcending experiences. A similar analysis regarding the depth of engagement contrasts surface affect modulation through the selection of programming that stimulates states of pleasure or arousal with a deeper relationship to programs that awaken personally meaningful and unresolved emotional memories (Cupchik, 2011b, 2016).

Our goal in the remainder of this chapter is to identify general processes of aesthetic and cultural resonance that apply to different cultures at different times. While technological acceleration might characterize western European society since the mid-1800s, comparable dynamics existed during the Golden Age in Greece, the Italian Renaissance, and in Ancient China. The experience of technological changes and social instability have been present across culture and time. We now explore how concepts and theorizing regarding resonance, hedonics, and heightened self-realization have a long-standing history in Greek and Chinese culture that goes beyond the understanding of social connection as a universal cure for alienation.

Resonance In Ancient Greek Culture


This section examines processes underlying resonance as it evolved in Ancient Greece from mythology to the passage of oral culture and then literacy, and from Plato to Aristotle (from 8th to 4th century bc) (see Kraut, 1992). In Greek, the term “resonance” applies to the acoustic concept, called co-vibration (syn-echoe-si—συνήχηση), which is also found as a backstage, sounding method for enhancing acoustics in the Greek theater. In Greek mythology, resonance appears in the myth of Echo and Narcissus, the man who rejected Echo and fell in love with his own reflection on the still, mirroring surface of a lake. Clearly, the concept of resonance has many nuances, but this mythological combination could have seemed implausible unless it connoted a missing resonating link between them. In the ancient Greek culture, this link is operative mimesis that applies to a range of resonating phenomena beyond mimicry or synchrony and observation from a mirroring opposing stance.

A. The dangers of resonance as evident in Homer’s Odyssey (avoid movement at all costs)

Sirens were dangerous creatures who lured nearby sailors with their enchanting music and singing to shipwreck on the rocky coast of their island. Odysseus, curious to hear their song, asked his sailors to plug their ears and tie him to the mast to resist. He ordered his men to leave him tied tightly, no matter how much he would beg. When he heard their irresistible song, he ordered the sailors to untie him but they bound him tighter. Overtaking the Sirens, Odysseus and his sailors released themselves and escaped he power of involuntary resonance.

B. Contagious synchronization at the collective level—the Dionysus rituals (a deep background)

A different kind of resonance was evident in Dionysian rituals, where a state of contagious synchronicity between voices and bodies shaped an immersive collective flow. In this trance state, the sense of time disappears, pain is not experienced, and experience swings in two extremes; a primordial “tearing the body into pieces” (sparagmos) and a euphoric merging of bodies and voices into a communal primordial state that could lead to transcending experiences of mystic “oneness” with the divine. Such experiences were accompanied by an “oceanic” feeling of catharsis, an apocalyptic and purifying process at the collective level of consciousness that unified mind and expressive body.

C. Musike and mimesis (the educational vehicle from orality to literacy and theater)

Mimesis arises in discussions of musicopoetic performance when human beings and musical instruments can resonate or imitate the human voice1 or other humans. This is done by tuning the dynamics of voices and bodies with the rhythmic patterns of songs/attitudes/accents/moods/intentions. For example, when humans simulated the expressive intonation of someone’s voice, they were imitating by actualizing his/her accent in their bodies and voices. The same resonating action appears when imitating animals, expressive gestures that connote intention (i.e., hunting) or affect, or mood toward others2 (i.e., polemic attitude in pyrrikhe dance), or by embodying the gendered characteristics of the other in theater.

These transformations were unified in a set of practices, called musike (plural)—a resonating complex of poetry-language in metrics, song, dance, and instrumental accompaniment that was central to the Greek culture and served as the main vehicle from “orality” to literacy, from the poems of Homer to theater. Musike was seen as an embodied technique to move with and from within in tune and to synchronize in rhythmical patterns the human capacity to manifest resonating patterns (Larlham, 2012, pp. 24–26). It turned out to be reinforcing, shaping a cultural attitude to engage bodily and affectively with the world or the other (Larlham, 2012). The Greek sociopoetic performance exercised mimesis to an exceptional degree as it occurred through participation in “choral songs and dance postures (schemata),” partaking in a synchronized collective unit and projecting a single emotion that imparted a “generalized collective ideal” (Sifakis, 2001).

D. Mimetic arts as evolved types of resonance: choreographic and expressive configurations, musical typoi that condition the soul and shape ethos (ethical conditioning)

Aristotle attributes to harmony and rhythm a direct pleasing effect from childhood (i.e., Poetics, 1448b). He directly links rhythm, music, movement, emotions, moral virtue, and likenesses of characters to mimesis (Politics, VIII 5, 1340a14–b5). He approaches mimesis as a dynamic and embodied resonating interface of “feeling cum perceiving cum imagining” through which the temporal arrangements and the intensity contours of the rhythms can become integrated into the body and create choreographic postures (schemata) and expressive gestures (Stamatopoulou, 2007; Stamatopoulou & Cupchik, 2017). For example, he says…., “a combination of rhythm and harmony alone is the means in flute-playing and lyre-playing” (Politics, 1340b18-19). Rhythm alone, as choreographic schemata of the temporal and intensity dynamics (Metaph., 985b 4), is the means in the dancer’s imitations (Poetics, 1447a27-28); for even he, by the rhythms of his embodied means, may present men’s character-ethos (Politics,1340a-b), as well as what men do (intention movement patterns; Politics, 1341b 17) and suffer (expressive gestures, movement and emotions: Politics, 1340b8-10, 1342a8; On the Soul, 403a, 408b). For him, mimesis functions as a scaffold being both (1) a positive mood primer—an affective “openness” to explore-taste (oreksis) and be perceptually, bodily and affectively engaged, and (2) a resonating “feeling cum perceiving cum imagining” mechanism that could work within the body and across people. It thereby became the main vehicle for symbolization and expressive communication in general and especially in Tragedy (Poetics, 1448b; Nicomachean Ethics, 1230b; Rhetoric, 1356-1378; see Aristotle, 1994).

Plato states that “rhythm and harmony most of all insinuate themselves into the inmost part of the soul and most vigorously lay hold of it in bringing grace with them” (Rep., 401d). Plato, introducing Damon’s music theory, assumes that the various musical modes were associated with certain models (typoi) of an instant affective disposition of the soul and, thus, shape ethical character (ethos). For example, Ionian and Lydian modes surmise slack affects and were therefore suitable for celebration and dissoluteness (Rep., 398e-400d). Musike then, became the tool for indoctrination and ethical conditioning. This raised controversial sociopolitical issues for Plato. He claimed that music should remain the “most supreme” form of education in his ideal polis, since harmonic modes and rhythms promote specific states of body and soul that have lasting effects (Rep., 401d). Yet, he banned all harmonies except those appropriate to “an orderly and courageous life” of endurance in war and moderation in times of peace (Rep., 399e). His ethical concern was pronounced in his distinction between mimesis and diegesis (story telling), which reflects the shift from storytelling to first-person speech (theater). Plato’s focuses on how “speaking directly in first-person” could invite a manipulative relationship between the actor (ethos-poios [ethos producer] in Greek), the myth, and the audience (Rep., 376c–395c-d). Mimetic arts or mimesis were therefore understood as a mechanism that creates resonance with the world and has transformative power that involves sociopolitical aspects.

E. Plato’s resonance approach: methexis and the rings’ metaphor—ethical emulation and mimesis as replicas (representation)

In “Ion,” one of Plato’s earliest works, “mimesis” is used interchangeably with “methexis,” a communion state of oneness achieved by resonating with the Muse/divine/other (Ion, 224-234c). There, Socrates presents a metaphor between the contagiousness of ecstatic enthusiasm and the way in which a magnet exercises a pulling force to metal rings (Ion, 535e-536a; Plato, 1998). He equates the Muse to a magnet and the epic/tragic poet as the first magnetized ring; the singer of rhapsodies and tragic actor are the intermediate links, along with a chain of the choral dancers who are suspended at the side of the rings hanging down from the Muse. The last of the rings is the spectator, who receives the power of the original magnet through the preceding rings. In this hanging chain of rings, the Muse exercises a tight pulling force to the first magnetized ring that results in the communion (methexis) of the Muse with the poet. The other chained rings, however, being contagiously attracted to the magnetic Muse, start loosely becoming suspended, since the Muse’s magnetic power ring by ring fades, especially when reaching the last suspending ring (the spectator). What is communicated between the two poles (the Muse and the spectators) is a gradually faded replica or reflection (mimesis as a third-hand copy—concerned with something that is third from the truth; Rep., 602c). This, for Plato, cannot be disentangled from theatrical “truth” conveyed by the poets, through the text, to the audience and mimesis in arts. So, in Republic (X), Plato, via Socrates, focuses on visual arts by analogy and passes on to theater by concluding that they have something that is far away from truth. Whatever is related to them is beyond “wisdom and discretion, phronêsis, since this contagious reflection produced by mimesis can neither produce a healthy attitude nor something really true”, (603b-c).

Plato realizes that the sociopolitical power of the mimetic-resonating mechanism in theater is a controlling mechanism, and thus he bans certain rhythms while diminishing the value of tragedies and poets. Instead, he emphasizes passive reception and slices out the body as a corrupt anchor for mimesis. Plato was uninterested in solving the paradox of tragedy and empathy in part because he saw his “citizens” as quasi-autonomous and prone to being conditioned, therefore lacking self-reflective processes. By stressing static perception and leaving movement out, he ended up with a detached model of observation that left little space for interaction. This is the example of the mirror, which described the relationship between mimesis in art and world-nature, as appearances like reflections that stress an opposing observation stance of subject and object (Rep., 596c-e–598d). The painter, like the mirror-wielder, has no direct access to truth or to the forms themselves but only to their particular material manifestations, being therefore incapable of “producing the real” but at best making “something that is like the real, though not real itself” (Rep., 597a).

Plato then stressed only imagination and ended up either in (a) methexis, or in (b) idea (idealization). Methexis, however, was the most moving experience (i.e., Phaedrus), a kind of absolute existential resonance leading to a transcending communion with the other/divine and elevating the soul to the ideal (the eternally resonating absolute-divine). This type of existential, extreme mimesis, coming from the Orphic mysteries and the Pythagoreans, keeps popping up in Plato.

F. Aristotle’s approach to resonance: an alternative rings’ metaphor as co-nested rings, one within the other, creating an evolving resonating concentric space—the virtual

Aristotle developed an intricate argument about tragedy. Based on his conception of actuality-potentiality, change and substance (individuation), he disagrees with Plato’s ambivalent distinction between methexis and mimesis as a corrupted copy of the ideal. Poetics suggest an alternative “mimesis” proposal, offering a variety of unfolding interactive layers for resonance. Aristotle approaches tragedy from its genesis in Dionysus rituals and Homer. The overall longitudinal but active scaffolding is mimesis, being an affective primer to be tuned with, to stay in touch. It is within this shell that the function of tragedy is presented as a structure of co-nested, concentric resonating layers (rings) that resonate within and across. All of them are tied around the critical ring, a central plot, concurrently coated by mimesis that keeps the ties elastic and engaging (Stamatopoulou, 2007).

Tragedy is defined by Aristotle as follows: “Tragedy is the mimesis of a serious and complete-in-itself action (praxis) of some magnitude; in language deep in savour in various ways in its different parts; in dramatic—active performance, not narrative form; achieving, through pity and fear, the catharsis of such emotions” (Poetics,1449b). Tragedy is set as mimesis of action-praxis—a flow (energeia) that gets the maximum means to fulfil its actuality (entelecheia-fulfillment) and belongs to practical wisdom. Aristotle attaches great importance to the plot/myth that should resemble a living organism where each of its parts makes no perceptible difference by its presence or absence in it (1451a). He insists that tragedy is not a representation of people but is a mimesis of action and life of people that shift from happiness to misery (1450a). It is a mimesis of the action’s potential to oppose simultaneously reversing or conflicting forces (1449b, 1450a, 1459a, 1461b).

Aristotle sounds like an expressionist when he claims that, in tragedy, we can have plots without characters, but not the inverse (1450a28-29). Tragic characters, being inclusive to the plot, are not developed per se by the poets (1541a24). The tragic hero’s incidents and dilemmas that lead to a disaster are the result of a dishonorable flaw woven into his habitual character (1453a19) and not something for which he is blameworthy. Aristotle insists that the characters shall be better than ordinary men (1454b3-8). The failure is an unforeseen potentiality and, when it becomes actuality (i.e., ruin), it is pitiable and fearful. It must be depicted in a plot in which incidents occur unexpectedly in order to have an effect but, at the same time, in sequence (1452a3-4), yet neither by chance nor by sheer nature (1452a3-12).

Aristotle requires a plot that implies opposing dynamics (i.e., overlapping contraries carried from the same person)—the full view of what causes these opposing forces is obscure, unless the tragic hero and the audience realize the active and passive options of causality, as choices entailing unforeseen potentialities. Thus, the plot/myth becomes a resonating field that actualizes emergencies; it reveals a character that his ethos is co-modulated, beyond conditioning, by his choices and his realized potentialities of active or passive causes, which all turn out to be the reason of his shift from failure-ignorance to awareness/consciousness (1451a2-4). It is this interplay between characters and the plot that results in the statement of the universal (katholou). This statement, taken together with the requirement that the free-active choice (evolved ethos; 1454a20) of the tragic characters should be supported by what they say and do with regard to the action they are involved in, reveals the characters of tragedy to be morally specified archetypes—resonated symbols (Sifakis, 2001). This approach reflects the dynamic, “anti-naturalistic” attitude of Aristotle regarding mimesis in art.

In chapter 14, Aristotle introduces the fact that tragedy’s main function is the catharsis of the emotions of pity and fear. What is meant here is a certain becoming of consciousness in which something is being accomplished in the sense that it is a praxial-in-structure synthesis via doing, moving, feeling, not as a mere mental activity that leads through imagination to experiences of evidentially appearing embodied objectivities/lived actualities about the self and the world/others (Theodorou, 2006).

Here, Aristotle poses the nested ring-plot as a construction of a world of others/objects articulating incorporeal affections and intentions, creating a transitional in-between space of joint attention and merging of action where both the audience and the tragic character are tuned to the unfolding of the myth. This is affected by the shifting forces-roles that elicit fear and pity intra- and intersubjectively, across both, tragic heroes and audience. The simultaneously antithetical forces or roles—as conflicting potentialities or as unforeseen or overlapping potentialities that become actualities as “error-hamartia,” create di-synchronizations in the flowing of the myth, and reveal the gap—the ruin—the nonrecoverable error. This brings detached awareness (distancing) that triggers reflection, actualized as a realization of the inconceivable—the completely harmful that sets the limits of the potentialities—the eruption. This is restored by realizing and virtually actualizing (feeling cum imagining) the essential, beyond potentiality and brings up what is really significant and meaningful (as entelechy; Stamatopoulou, 2007). The plot then being a spiraling resonating nest becomes an elongated space of virtual self-actualizations which is cathartic and transcending (catharsis). This shared transcending space of flow (energeia) fulfills its actuality (entelecheia-fulfillment) as eudemonia and belongs to practical wisdom (phronêsis) and not to hedonics. This taps to a new consciousness and it has a very peculiar “proper” pleasure of “oneness” from an elevated level.

Resonance in Chinese Culture


The idea of resonance occupies a central position in the general Chinese way of thinking as well as in its approach to aesthetics. In this section, we examine scholarship related to the concept of resonance during the Six Dynasties (220–589 ce) period as well as its intellectual roots from Confucianism and Daoism. The belief in some form of resonance between human beings and the cosmos, or natural objects, was shared by the Confucian and Daoist schools of thought. Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒, a Han Confucian scholar, coined the phrase “Tian Ren Gan Ying” 天人感应 (Affecting and Response between Heaven and Mankind) to describe the resonant relationship between humans and the cosmos. In this term, tian 天 means sky or heaven, ren 人 means human, gan 感 means the movement or affecting of the heart and ying 应 means response. This belief deeply affected almost every aspect of Chinese culture, ranging from ideas about the good life to visual and literary aesthetics.

Three levels of resonance were distinguished in the realm of aesthetics and art criticism between: (1) people and nature in general that could be embodied in art or poetry; (2) people involved in artistic activity and artworks; and finally, (3) the artist and the viewer (or reader) mediated by the artwork. In this context, one can therefore examine three issues. What is the function of resonance in artistic creation and appreciation as well as its social function from a Confucian perspective? Also of relevance is the method of xuanlan 玄览 (observe in the darkness) that helps people experience resonance with nature or cosmos from a Daoist perspective. Finally, the idea of qi 气 (spirit or vital energy) is introduced. The viewers can feel the unity with the artworks through the resonance of qi 气.

A. Resonance in “Yue Ji” 乐记 and its social function from a Confucian perspective

The idea of the resonance between people and objects or things in art and aesthetics can be traced back to “Yue Ji” 乐记 (“Record of Music”), a chapter of Li Ji 礼记 (Book of Rites). The book is one of the Confucian classics that were collected by a scholar at the end of the Western Han dynasty (206 bce–9 ce) though they were written earlier by the students and followers of Confucius mostly in the Warring States period (475–221 bce). The essay “Yue Ji,” arguably compiled by Liu De 刘德 during the reign of Emperor Wu of Han (157–87 bce), reflects ideas both before the end of the Warring States period and of the Western Han dynasty.

Confucianism gained exclusive patronage during the period of Emperor Wu when Han Confucian scholar Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 coined the term “Tian Ren Gan Ying” 天人感应 (Affecting and Response Between Heaven and Mankind) and formulated a set of doctrines centered on it. A belief in the resonant relationship between humans and the cosmos can be found in the oldest Chinese classic Yi Jing 易经 (also known as The Zhou Book of Change). This is one of the core ideas of Chinese philosophy shared by Confucianism and Daoism. By the time of the Han dynasty, Dong developed this idea systemically to justify the imperial government of the human society within the order of nature and cosmos. The essay “Yue Ji” explained the resonance between human and things with both a political function and a natural origin. In the “Yue Ji,” yue 乐 (music) is related to li 礼 (ceremony, or ritual). While li represents the order of the cosmos that distinguishes everything, yue communicates or evokes resonance among everything granted by the harmony of the cosmos.3 Therefore, together with li, yue can help maintain the peaceful and orderly coexistence of all beings in the world. Thus, in the human world, yue can promote social stability.

The “Yue Ji” conceives of a systematic theory from creation to the appreciation of music based on the idea of gan 感 or resonance among humans and everything. The essay starts by explaining the origin of music with gan 感. It states clearly that “music is the production of the modulations of the voice, and its source is in the affecting (gan 感) of the mind as it is influenced (gan 感) by (external) things.” (“YO KÎ,” 1885, p. 92). How is the mind affected (gan 感) by external things? Humans have the nature of xue qi 血气 (blood and vital energy) and this nature is “moved (gan 感) according to the external objects which excite them” (“YO KÎ,” 1885, p. 107) and manifest as emotions such as happiness and sadness. Thus, the creative process of music according to the “Yue Ji” involves: (1) the stimulus of things; (2) the affecting of humans; (3) the producing of voices and, finally, (4) the modulation of voices according to their harmonic relationship. Once produced, music can affect humans just like natural objects.

The “Yue Ji” explains the gan 感 phenomenon in art appreciation that, when evil notes gan 感 (affect) men, a corresponding evil spirit inside men will respond to them. When correct notes gan 感 (affect) men, a corresponding proper will respond to them. This is because all things in the world “affect one another severally according to their class” (“YO KÎ,” 1885, p. 110). Based on the background assumption of a correlative cosmos from heaven to human society, the “Yue Ji” explains the resonance among things, humans, and music. From a perspective of Han Confucianism, this resonance can be regulated to maintain social stability and imperial governance.

B. Xuanlan 玄览: Accessing the state of the resonance from a Daoist perspective

By the time of the Eastern Han (25–220), the belief in a universal order, widely accepted since the period of Emperor Wu of Han, was challenged by scholars such as Wang Chong 王充 (27–100) against the background of dynasty change, political corruption, and social unrest. Wang criticized Dong’s interpretation of the “Tian Ren Gan Ying” 天人感应 (Affecting and Response Between Heaven and Mankind) especially in terms of its justification of the imperial governance. He then proposed a naturalistic cosmology based on the primordial q 气 (元气自然论)4 that goes back to Daoist thinker Zhuangzi’s 庄子 (370–287 bce) idea of “Tian Ren He Yi” 天人合一 (“Oneness of Nature and Human”)5.

After the collapse of the Han dynasty, a Neo-Daoist school of thinking, Xuanxue 玄学 (sometimes translated into “metaphysics”) gained popularity during the Six Dynasties (220–589 ce), a long period of fragmented, social uncertainty. Partly due to political unrest and the accompanying ideological skepticism and emancipation, the Six Dynasties period represents a unique era in Chinese aesthetic history during which aesthetic thinking was endowed with independence for the first time in China (Cai, 2004) and led to a flourishing of aesthetic writings and art criticisms. The idea of resonance played a key role in the systemic development of Six Dynasties aesthetic discourse.

Lu Ji’s 陆机 (261–303 ce) essay titled “Wen Fu” 文赋 (“On Literature”) was the first to systematically analyze literary creation and also proposes xuan lan 玄览 “observes in the darkness” as the approach to access the state of resonance. The essay starts by raising the tricky problem that our apprehension of meaning cannot fully represent objects in the world and it is therefore difficult to convey meaning through our choice of words.6 In order to resolve the problem, the essay proposes four approaches for literary creation: “observes in the darkness,” nourish feeling and intent in the canons, follow the change of four seasons, and peer on all the things of the world.7

The first and foremost approach of xuan lan 玄览 “observes in the darkness” comes from Daoist master Laozi 老子 (likely 6th or 4th century bce). In his Dao De Jing (or Laozi), Laozi used xuan 玄 to describe the existence of dao 道. For Laozi, the dao 道 of things is too subtle and dynamic to understand through any particular perspective. Thus, he argues for an epistemology of “Di Chu Xuan Lan” 涤除玄览 to approach the dao 道 by abandoning all existing thoughts and personal biases, and then observing in the darkness (pp. 20–21). Zuangzi inherited this thinking and developed it into the method of “Xin Zhai” 心斋 (“fasting of the mind”) and “Zuo Wang” 坐忘 (“sitting and forgetting all things”), which essentially means freedom from all pre-occupations, including sensations and thoughts.

This line of thinking was adopted by art critics like Lu as a key step for freeing the self and being open to feeling a resonance with everything as a prerequisite for poets to abandon personal biases. Thus, it can be a method to solve the problem that meaning cannot fully represent the objects. In the following paragraph, Lu argues further that this way of observation also requires a suspension of “external vision and sound” (Lu, 1952, p. 20) and a full concentration on the mind that can then roam with all the things across the cosmos.

According to contemporary literary scholar Owen, this process of contemplation is quite similar to the concept of “imagination” in the West. But the uniqueness of this process in China is that, in the “darkness,” the “consciousness actually ‘encounters’ objects” (Owen, 1996, p. 88). For Owen, this “actual encountering” is facilitated by the organic connection of human beings with natural objects (p. 91). As Lu beautifully described in the third and the fourth approaches, we human beings share “grief and rejoice” with “autumn and spring” when we “follow the change of four seasons” and look at the “falling leaves” and newly emerged “pliant branches” because we are part of nature and live in the changing seasons (p. 91).

C. Understanding resonating phenomena with the concept of qi 气

After Lu, the issue of resonance in artistic activity gets further developed by another literary critic Liu Xie 刘勰 (465–521). Liu wrote the most comprehensive literary criticism of the time: Wen Xin Diao Long 文心雕龙 (The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons). In this work, Liu expresses the same idea with Lu that the correltative or embodied relationship between human and nature is the key to artistic creation.

In the chapter “Wu Se” 物色 (“XLVI. The Physical World”), Liu starts his argument by depicting a lively natural world where all things “call to” one another (Liu, 1959, p. 245; Owen, 1996, p. 289), and human beings are no exception. According to Liu, this “call,” which is similar to the idea gan 感, can shape people’s feelings. Like Lu, Liu also points out that the changing of the four seasons and things can affect or move people’s feelings. For Liu, this movement in peoples’ feelings stimulates the corresponding expression in language (Owen, 1996, p. 278).

Liu further described the process of how the poet resonates with things and lingers in the world with his sensations and endless associations. It is such a harmonious correlative relationship among the things, poets, and their poems that, when poets depict both the qi 气 and the appearance of things, they themselves are following the dynamic change of things. And then, when they choose the words for depiction, they associate the words with their feelings (Liu, 1959, p. 246).

Owen compared this process with mimêsis in the Western tradition and noted two differences. First, Chinese poets “linger” beside things rather than observe them from an opposing stance of subject and object (Owen, 1996, p. 280). In order to achieve a state of “lingering beside” and feeling the qi 气 rather than observing appearances from an opposing stance, it is crucial for poets to first empty their personal thoughts. Similar to what Lu summarized as an “observation in the darkness,” Liu explicitly stated that the most important thing for shaping literary thought is the “emptiness and stillness within” (Owen, 1996, p. 204). Liu then vividly explained two methods to reach that state: the first is to dredge clear the inner organs and the other is to wash the spirit pure like snow. Second, the Chinese depiction of things focuses on qi 气 rather than appearance. Although Liu placed qi 气 as the key for depicting things, Liu did not expand much on the concept itself, especially in terms of how exactly it works for the resonance between the things and artists and its fundamental role in Chinese artistic activities.

Qi 气 is an ancient concept that existed in a written form as early as the Western Zhou dynasty (1045–771 bce), even prior to the appearance of Confucianism and Daoism. But it is Zhuangzi who first proposed that the collecting and the dispersion of qi 气 becomes the life and the death and that everything in the world is composed of the same qi 气. Because everything in the world, including humans, is composed of the same qi 气, all things and humans are originally one unity. For Zhuangzi and his followers, such as Wang Chong briefly mentioned earlier, qi 气 is the fundamental element of the universe that generates everything.

From this point of view, resonance between artists and nature is due to the movement and effect of their shared qi 气. This qi 气 is, at the same time, the spirit of everything and its energy for movement and effect. It is also both interior and exterior to the body so that it has the ability to move and affect both from within and among the bodies. The qi 气 from things provokes the qi 气 of people, moves their feelings and, when this living energy comes out of people’s bodies, it becomes art, no matter if it is singing, dance, or poetry. Therefore, arts are the embodiment of the lively movement of qi 气 caused by the mutual influence of humans and things.

The fundamental role of qi 气 is not just embodied in poetry creation and appreciation but also in painting. In the “six principles” of Chinese painting described in Xie He’s 谢赫 (5th century) Gu Hua Pin Lu 古画品录 (Classified Record of Painters of Former Times), Xie placed the qi yun sheng dong 气韵生动 (liveness of qi yun 气韵) as the first and the most important principle8. Unlike qi 气 that has a long history as discussed previously, yun 韵 is a relatively new concept at Xie’s time. It was first used to describe the corresponding relationship between sounds in artworks like music or poetry. In chapter “XXXIII. Musicalness” of Wen Xin Diao Long, Liu defines yun 韵 together with he 和: while he 和 means “the harmony of different sounds and tones,” the yun 韵 means “the consonant response of the same final vowel” (Liu, 1959, pp. 182–185). Thus when yun 韵 is put together with qi 气, it can be understood as “sympathetic responsiveness of the vital spirit” or simply “spirit consonance” (Soper, 1949). The term has also been translated earlier as “Spirit Resonance (or Vibration of Vitality) and Life Movement” (Sirén, 1936). Therefore, the first principle of painting is similar to Liu’s idea expressed in Wen Xin Diao Long that it is of primary importance to depict the vital spirit of a thing and its lively consonance (i.e., resonance) in the world. If a painter successfully captures the living spirit resonance of his depicted objects, it has the energy to move the viewer in resonance with the painter’s experience.

Conclusion


Our exploration of Ancient Greek and Chinese cultures and discourses provides a framework for a more comprehensive account of processes underlying the concept of resonance. A hierarchical model is appropriate; one that ranges from mere bodily resonance and mimesis to an elevated state of self-reflection and connection with both the social and spiritual worlds. The Greek approach runs the gamut of possibilities from collective dance to music and reflective engagement with resonating theatrical performances. The Chinese approach would appear to favour a method of solitary reflection for deep communication with the cosmos even in the face of social constraints and disarray and an appreciation of our relations with nature. Both of the approaches provide alternative understandings of resonance other than that of Rosa.

The Ancient Greeks practiced resonance as an embodied physical activity that could lead to an ecstatic encounter with the cosmos. Plato recognized that resonance with music could modulate mood states. He also had doubts about free expression and preferred a disciplined subservience to the political state furthered by carefully controlled cultural products. Aristotle had a more profound appreciation of how encounters with tragic dramas could both articulate (release) pent up emotions (fear and pity) while offering an opportunity for consciousness raising. The current communications literature describes this in terms of “self-transcendent experiences media experiences” (Oliver et al., 2018).

On the other side of the world, Ancient Chinese scholars and artists/poets saw culture as enhancing a sense of citizenry (Confucianism) or a direct personal encounter with nature and the cosmos (Daoism). Both in the West and the East, the sociopolitical environment interacted with ideas related to resonance. While technological acceleration is the primary focus of Rosa’s argument, we have seen how other kinds of destabilizing social forces influence the kind of resonance that is relevant to the culture. In times of social upheaval, as during the period of the Six Dynasties, resonance between the person and nature could provide an occasion for peace of mind.

The Chinese and Western cultures seem quite different on the surface, but the Chinese concept of energy is reminiscent of the living “physis” of the pre-Socratic Greeks. The Chinese ideas about resonance with nature are also very similar to those expressed by German Romantic philosophers of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Whether we are talking about Ancient philosophers from Greece or China, many of the social circumstances related to social cohesion and conflict are the same today. There is something to be said for an unconscious desire to be more like Chinese artists of the Six Dynasties who were in harmony with nature and the cosmos even in the face of social instability. Accelerating technology has made be clear that harmony (i.e., resonance) with our fellow citizens and the environment might be crucial at this stage of history.

The concept of resonance applies to entertainment theory in many ways. But, there is one way in which it does not apply. No one attends a concert or reads a book in search of resonance. Rather, resonance is a state best described after the fact by someone who is concerned with assessing relative harmony or even transportation. The kind of resonance achieved depends on the situation. A state of collective bodily resonance might occur at a rock concert where the audience moves in harmony with the music. Private resonances take place during classical music performances when sensory structures affect audiences. Still more profound resonances take place when the subject matter of a theatrical performance stimulates reflections on the meaning of life. Thus, the depth of resonance depends on a movement from body to mind in personally meaningful situations.
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1 The aulos flute, accompaniment for Dionysian rituals and the lyrical passages in tragic performances, was regarded by the Greeks as capable of capturing the timbre of the human voice and deep emotions. Pindar imagines that the many “voices,” of which wind instruments are capable, were devised to fulfill a mimetic-imitative function.

2 In the Laws, Plato writes that the pyrrikhe dance “consists in imitating, on the one hand, movements that evade all kinds of blows and arms […] and then again striving to imitate the opposites to these, aggressive postures involved in striking with guns—arrows and javelins—and with all sorts of blows” (Laws, 815a).

3 With reference to James Legge’s translation “Music is (an echo of) the harmony between heaven and earth; ceremonies reflect the orderly distinctions (in the operations of) heaven and earth. From that harmony all things receive their being; to those orderly distinctions they owe the differences between them.” “YO KÎ” (1885), (J. Legge, Trans.), in F. M. Müller (Ed.), The sacred books of China: The texts of Confucianism; part IV (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press), p. 100. For original text please refer to T. Yang (2004), Li Ji Yi Zhu (礼记译注) (Shanghai: Shanghai Classics Publishing House).

4 Please see C. Wang (1990). Lun heng(论衡) (Beijing: Zhonghua Publishing House 1990) and C. Wang (1907), Lun-heng (A. Forke, Trans.) (Leipzig/London/Shanghai: Otto Harrassowitz/Luzac & Co/Kelly and Walsh).

5 Please see Z. Zhuang (1999). Zhuangzi (庄子) (R. Wang, Trans.) (Changsha, China: Huhan People’s Publishing House). (Original work published 5–3 bce).

6 With reference to Chen Shixiang’s translation. Please see J. Lu (1952), Essay on Literature (S. Chen, Trans.) (Portland: Anthoensen Press, 1952).

7 With reference to Stephen Owen’s translation: S. Owen (1996), Readings in Chinese literary thought (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), pp. 87–90.

8 The punctuation here refers to Zhang Yanyuan 张彦远’s Li Dai Ming Hua Ji 历代名画记 (“On Famous Paintings Through the Ages”). In regarding the different ways of punctuation of the text, please refer to J. F. Cahill (1961), The six laws and how to read them, Ars Orientalis, 4, 372–381.
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chapter 9

Selection of Entertainment Media

From Mood Management Theory to the SESAM Model


Kate T. Luong and Silvia Knobloch-Westerwick




Introduction


Entertainment media are ubiquitous in their presence and diverse in their options, making them attractive to broad audiences (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). Thus, research questions regarding when, why, and how media users select entertainment content deserve scholarly attention. Furthermore, due to the audience’s propensity to seek amusement from media consumption across genres, related theories often apply to content outside of what is traditionally considered entertainment, such as newscasts, documentaries, online blogs, and social media. Hence, selective exposure research can make an important and meaningful contribution to the field of communication as a whole. Here, we review two selective exposure theories: mood management theory (MMT, Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), one of the foundational theories in this area, and the selective exposure self- and affect management (SESAM) model (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015), which shares its theoretical roots with MMT and provides a broader framework for conceptualizing not only media selection but also media processing and effects. Both theoretical frameworks posit that a state instigates a selective exposure motivation, which leads media users to select and consume media messages to satisfy said motivation. The specified states, motivations, and mechanisms through which media messages can fulfill the motivations will thus be reviewed in that order.

Mood Management Theory


Conceptualization of Mood


The conceptualization of mood in the MMT framework parallels the dimensional models of affect (Russell, 1980): Affect is thought to be a combination of two orthogonal dimensions, namely arousal, or the degree of physiological excitation, and valence, or the degree of positivity of the mood. In this model, affective states can be mapped onto the two-dimensional space. For example, relaxed is characterized by low arousal and positive valence; excited by high arousal and positive valence; bored by low arousal and negative valence; and frustrated by high arousal and negative valence.

Motivation: The Hedonism Assumption


Per MMT, the hedonistic motivation, namely, to maximize pleasure and minimize pain, is the predominant motivation for media selection. Under this assumption, individuals are motivated to arrange the external environment in ways that terminate bad moods or reduce the intensity of such moods, and to maintain good moods and increase the intensity of such mood (Zillmann, 1988a). The media environment is part of this external environment, and individuals can arrange it by engaging in selective exposure behaviors (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). Thus, individuals are motivated to select media messages that can help them increase the positivity of their mood, as well as to decrease the intensity of the negative moods and enhance the intensity of the positive moods. Zillmann (2000) further specified that this hedonic motivation is the main drive behind selective exposure of entertainment media, as opposed to educational and informational media, which is more strongly governed by information utility motivations (Atkin, 1985).

Mechanism: Mood-Impacting Message Characteristics


Selective media exposure is effective at managing moods because media messages possess mood-impacting characteristics, or features that can affect the arousal, valence, and duration of the current moods. Here, we review the four mood-impacting characteristics as proposed by Zillmann (1988b) and the empirical evidence demonstrating their effects on the audience’s moods.

Excitatory Potential


Excitatory potential refers to the capacity of the message to increase the arousal component of the current mood. Zillmann (1988b) suggested different genres of entertainment media are likely to invoke different levels of arousal: Nature films that feature calming, nonviolent contents were judged to be the least arousing. Action movies, comedies, and fame shows were moderately arousing, and highly violent and suspenseful dramas, sports events, fear-inducing newscasts, and sexually arousing and erotic contents invoked the highest level of arousal (Bryant & Zillmann, 1977; Zillmann, Hoyt, & Day, 1974).

Subsequent research explored more precise message characteristics in terms of their excitatory potential. For example, songs with faster pace and stronger beats were shown to prompt higher level of arousal, and songs with slower paces and softer beats prompted lower level of arousal (Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002). Similarly, audiovisual media with faster cuts, quick changes in camera angles, sudden changes in the soundtrack (a “jump scare”) should also invoke strong arousal responses in the audience (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006).

Semantic Affinity


A message is said to have high semantic affinity when its content is relevant to the circumstances that induce the current moods (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006; Zillmann, 1988b). For example, love songs about rejection and heartbreak have high affinity for people in negative moods due to recent romantic failures. Messages with high semantic affinity can prolong current moods because the relevant content fosters cognitive rehearsals of the mood-inducing circumstances (Zillmann, 1988b). Indeed, studies showed that violent and aggressive sports events preserve rather than reduce angry mood (Bryant & Zillmann, 1977), as did violent, aggressive movies (Zillmann & Johnson, 1973) and hostile comedies (Berkowitz, 1970).

Hedonic Valence


The hedonic valence of a message refers to its positivity: For example, comedies and happy songs have positive hedonic valence, and tragedies and sad songs have negative hedonic valence. Pleasant, amusing stimuli have been shown to improve negative moods by decreasing either its intensity or duration (Baron & Ball, 1974). Unpleasant, sad, or disagreeable stimuli, on the other hand, bring down positive mood. Similar to semantic affinity, hedonic valence can depend on the individuals and the mood-inducing circumstances (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006). A message can be positive and prompt good mood for some (for example, sports fans watching their team winning a close game) while being negative and prompting bad mood in others (for example, the same game to fans of the losing team).

Absorption Potential


A message’s absorption potential refers to its ability to engage the audience and interrupt their current moods. Because existing moods are best maintained by cognitive rehearsals of the circumstances that caused them, the more absorbing a message, the better it is at distracting the audience from these cognitive rehearsals, and the more effective it will be at disrupting and altering current moods. Conversely, messages that are less absorbing are less likely to interfere with and change the current moods (Zillmann, 1988a).

Compared to the other mood-impacting characteristics, absorption potential does not correspond as clearly to actual message features; that is, for example, both fast-paced and slow-paced music can be equally absorbing, as can both happy and sad movies. It is also easily influenced by other characteristics: Positive hedonic valence, high excitatory potential, low semantic affinity, are likely to correlate with high absorption potential (Zillmann, 1988a, 1988b).

The typology of mood-impacting characteristics reviewed earlier does not claim to be mutually exclusive or exhaustive—on the other hand, they are frequently confounded in media messages (Zillmann, 1988b, pp. 157–158). The characteristics can also have additive or interactive effects on moods; for example, fast-paced exciting movies are likely to be both highly arousing and absorptive; and a movie that is high in absorption potential, low in semantic affinity, and high in hedonic valence is expected to be most effective in disrupting and improving negative moods. Research under the MMT framework should consider this complexity.

The fundamental idea remains that media messages have characteristics that can impact existing moods by altering their levels of arousal or valence, or by interfering with or prolonging cognitive rehearsals of mood-inducing circumstances. Because of this capacity, media messages can be selectively chosen to manage one’s moods. The specific selection pattern based on existing moods is delineated in what follows.

Propositions


MMT predicts selective exposure based on the mood-impacting message characteristics as follows (paraphrased from propositions 4–11, Zillmann, 1988b, pp. 151–152):



(1) Regarding excitatory potential: Persons in states of aversive understimulation prefer highly varied, potentially arousing stimuli, while persons in states of aversive overstimulation prefer poorly varied, potentially calming stimuli.






Briefly, this proposition states that people who are experiencing low arousal in their current moods (i.e., boredom) seek exciting content, such as an action thriller. People who are experiencing high arousal in their current moods (i.e., stress or frustration) seek calming content, such as classical music or soft ballads.



(2) Regarding absorption potential: In seeking alleviation, persons in aversive states select the most engaging and least absorbing stimuli. In seeking to perpetuate their affective state, persons experiencing gratification select the least engaging and least absorbing stimuli.






This proposition suggests that content high in absorption potential can interrupt cognitive rehearsals of the events leading to the current moods—thus, people in negative moods seek highly absorbing messages to terminate bad moods, whereas people in positive moods prefer less absorbing ones to prolong good moods.



(3) Regarding semantic affinity: Persons in acutely aversive states select stimuli that have minimal, if any, semantic affinity with their experiential state. In contrast, persons experiencing gratification prefer stimuli of high semantic affinity—should they attend to distracting stimulation at all.






In general, people with negative moods select content that does not remind them of the current circumstances (low in semantic affinity), while people in positive moods select content that resonates with the current circumstances (high in semantic affinity). For example, someone who was just denied a promotion at work may avoid a workplace sitcom despite its happy, lighthearted content because it is currently too personally relevant.



(4) Regarding hedonic valence: Persons in aversive states prefer hedonically positive stimuli over hedonically negative stimuli. In contrast, persons experiencing gratification display this preference to a lesser degree, if at all.






Finally, people generally prefer happy messages, such as comedies or upbeat songs, over sad ones, such as tragedies or melancholic songs, especially so if they are in a negative mood. People in a positive mood may be less likely to seek any messages because their hedonic motivation is already fulfilled.

Formation of Mood Management Preferences


The question remains with regards to whether individuals are aware of their mood management motivations and behaviors and, if not, how these selective exposure preferences are formed. To the first point, Zillmann (1988a) specified that individuals need not be aware of their motivations nor that they engage in mood management behaviors through media selection to satisfy said motivations. The theory does not however rule out the possibility that audience members may be aware that they pick out particular messages because of current moods, and that the message is expected to improve their moods.

To the second point, operant conditioning (Skinner, 1938) was proposed to be the process through which individuals form selective exposure patterns without being aware of it (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). Individuals are thought to first select media messages at random, and when a particular message alleviates their existing bad moods or enhances their existing good moods, such a message will leave a memory trace and reinforce the repetition of such selection pattern in the future. In other words, if an individual in a bad mood selects a comedy that incidentally makes them feel better, that selection behavior is reinforced by the improved mood (reward) and they are more likely to select similar messages when they encounter a negative mood again in the future.

Thus, MMT posits that awareness is not a necessary component in the formation of selective exposure patterns or the enaction of actual selection behaviors. This presupposition implies, in methods terms, that self-reports of selective exposure motivations and behaviors cannot always accurately assess the variables and relationships posited by MMT. Participants are not expected to be able to accurately report what media message they would attend to under a specific circumstance or what goal such exposure would serve. Thus, surveys and cross-sectional studies are not well equipped to test the MMT predictions. Instead, experimental manipulations of mood states and unobtrusive observations of selection patterns should be the methods of choice. This assumption and methodological requirement are shared by the SESAM model.

Empirical Evidence


As the theoretical predictions were proposed based on the mood-impacting message characteristics, empirical findings from studies based on MMT will be organized accordingly. Studies testing messages varied in the levels of hedonic valence, excitatory potential, semantic affinity, and absorption potential will first be reviewed, followed by studies testing a combination of two or more characteristics. Mood states are predominantly the predictor of (situationally observed) selective exposure to or (reported habitual) preferences of these messages, but personality traits were also considered in several studies.

Studies testing MMT predictions range from experimental and quasi-experimental design, longitudinal panel design, to cross-sectional survey design. Due to the lack-of-awareness assumption reviewed above, experimental designs in which one or more mood states were induced and selective exposure behaviors were observed using pretested stimuli yields the best empirical evidence for MMT. The methods employed by each study, as well as how closely the study tested the MMT predictions, will be delineated.

Hedonic Valence


Hedonic valence is the most frequently tested among the four mood-impacting message characteristics. However, many studies used genres as a stand-in for the level of hedonic valence of the message content (i.e., comedies and game shows were assumed to have positive hedonic valence, whereas suspenseful and violent dramas were assumed to have negative hedonic valence). Some studies made this assumption explicit, while others did not specify to which message characteristic the genres correspond.

Early research in selection of messages differing in hedonic valence used women’s menstrual cycles as an indicator of existing mood states. These studies (Helregel & Weaver, 1989; Meadowcroft & Zillmann, 1987; Weaver & Laird, 1995) found that premenstrual and menstrual women preferred comedies over alternative media contents, compared to women who are at the midpoint of the cycle, indicating the use of positively valenced content to alleviate bad moods. This preference existed even though women’s appreciation of humor did not vary (Meadowcroft & Zillmann, 1987). While the findings offer insights into mood management patterns in naturalistic environments, both of these studies did not induce mood and used self-report measures of content choices instead of actually selective exposure behaviors.

Experimentally, Biswas, Riffe, and Zillmann (1994) showed that women who were in an induced bad mood read more magazine articles featuring good news compared to women who were in an induced good mood, supporting MMT. Men, however, did not exhibit the same pattern. Knobloch-Westerwick and Alter (2006) tested the same relationships using online news content. Men and women were induced to feel angry with or without an opportunity to retaliate against their aggressors. When retaliation is possible, angry women spent more time reading positive news (presumably to disrupt their current mood), while angry men spent more time reading negative news (presumably to maintain their current mood).

Lastly, another line of research investigated this hedonic preference in other populations: Mares and Cantor (1992) conducted a quasi-experiment in which lonely versus nonlonely elderly people selected positive versus negative portrayals of an exemplar in TV programs. Contrary to the MMT predictions, lonely people elected to watch more negative portrayals, and nonlonely people preferred the positive portrayals; the authors suggested a social comparison interpretation, according to which lonely viewers avoided the “salt into open wounds” that comparing oneself with portrayals of happier others would imply. Other populations such as depressed adolescents (Carpentier et al., 2008), and other topics such as how selective exposure preferences change throughout the life span (Mares, Oliver, & Cantor, 2008) were also examined.

Excitation Potential


Bryant and Zillmann (1984) conducted one of the first experiments testing the excitation homeostasis prediction, namely, that people seek to increase their level of arousal if it is too low and to decrease it if it is too high. The authors experimentally induced boredom (aversively low arousal) or stress (aversively high arousal) in participants and then provided them with exciting or relaxing TV shows for selection. The results showed that bored participants chose to watch more exciting programs than relaxing programs, while stressed participants showed equal preference. As the sample contained college-aged students, the authors attributed the lack of stressed participants’ preference for relaxing programs to young viewers’ overall preference for exciting contents, which was diminished by the stressful moods and manifested as equal preference for both types of content. Mastro, Eastin, and Tamborini (2002) replicated this study in an online context. They similarly induced boredom or stress in their participants, and the selective exposure session was comprised of real web pages, which were then coded for their levels of excitation potential. Although no significant difference in excitation potential levels of the web pages accessed by bored versus stressed participants was found, bored participants engaged in faster-paced browsing (i.e., they accessed more web pages in the same period of time) than stressed participants, providing partial support for MMT.

Apart from mood states, personality traits such as trait sensation seeking and trait rebelliousness in adolescents have also been examined as a predictor of selective exposure to content with varied levels of excitation potential, namely rock music and defiant songs (Carpentier, Knobloch, & Zillmann, 2003; Litle & Zuckerman, 1986).

Semantic Affinity


Semantic affinity is frequently examined in conjunction with hedonic valence, especially for music stimuli (reviewed below). Apart from that line of research, semantic affinity has been independently studied using TV show contents. Wakshlag, Vial, and Tamborini (1983) experimentally induced apprehension about crime in half of their participants. Afterward, participants were asked to choose among crime dramas with levels of victimization and justice restoration coded in a pretest. Consistent with the MMT prediction, participants in the apprehension condition watched more crime dramas with high justice restoration score and low victimization scores compared to those in the control group. Clearly, people exhibited a preference for content with low semantic affinity to the current aversive mood state.

Another study by Nabi, Finnerty, Domschke, and Hull (2006) examined people’s selection and enjoyment of TV shows with infidelity storylines based on whether they have been previously unfaithful in romantic relationships. The results showed that people who have cheated preferred programs in which the unfaithful character rationalized instead of regretted their infidelity. Portrayal of someone who is remorseful for cheating can be considered as having high semantic affinity to audience members who have themselves been unfaithful. Therefore, they showed a preference for contents in which infidelity is rationalized instead of regretted.

Absorption Potential


Knobloch-Westerwick (2007) examined how the absorption potential of music stimuli impacted selective exposure behaviors of participants who had been experimentally induced to feel a positive, negative, and neutral mood. Compared to those in a neutral mood, people in a good mood preferred less absorbing songs over more absorbing ones, and people in a bad mood in contrast preferred more absorbing songs over less absorbing ones. This pattern is consistent with MMT’s predictions that people in positive moods tend to avoid absorbing content that can disrupt their cognitive rehearsals of the positive events, and people in negative moods, on the other hand, prefer this content to terminate the undesired mood states.

Combinations of Message Characteristics


As mentioned earlier, the combination of hedonic valence and semantic affinity levels in love songs is a popular research topic. Gibson, Aust, and Zillmann (2000) asked participants to imagine themselves experiencing romantic successes or failures, and then to indicate their choices between love-celebrating, love-lamenting, and unrelated songs. The study found that people tended to prefer mood-congruent songs; that is, people who imagined themselves to experience romantic successes preferred love-celebrating songs, and those with romantic failures preferred love-lamenting songs, the latter of which is contrary to one of MMT predictions. This finding is also supported by Knobloch and Zillmann (2003). However, in these studies, semantic affinity and hedonic valence were not fully crossed; that is, for people who are dissatisfied with their love life, love-celebrating songs are simultaneously high in hedonic valence and high in semantic affinity; love-lamenting songs are low in hedonic valence and high in semantic affinity; and unrelated songs are low in semantic affinity but their hedonic valence were not specified.

To further distinguish between the effects of semantic affinity and hedonic valence, Kim and Oliver (2011) randomly assigned participants to imagine themselves either being in love or breaking up (manipulating semantic affinity) and feeling either optimistic or pessimistic about their relationship statuses (manipulating hedonic valence). They were then asked to self-report their preferences between happy or sad (manipulating hedonic valence) and romance-related or romance-unrelated (manipulating semantic affinity) movies. The results demonstrated that participants who were in the breaking up or the pessimistic conditions showed a clear preference for contents with positive hedonic valence but low in semantic affinity, namely, happy, romance-unrelated movies. MMT’s predictions were generally supported by this study.

Hedonic valence is also often studied alongside with excitation potential, as these two variables closely correspond to the valence-arousal two-dimensional conceptualization of mood. Most consistent with MMT expectations, Knobloch and Zillmann (2002) showed that when experimentally put in a bad mood, participants spent more time listening to highly energetic (high in excitation potential) and joyful (high in hedonic valence) songs compared to those in a good or neutral mood.

As mood-congruent choices are quite prevalent, other studies examined potential moderators of this relationship to explain such findings. Chen, Zhou, and Bryant (2007) found a moderating role of time and trait rumination. Individuals who were induced to experience a negative mood first selected mood-congruent music, but this preference decreased over time. Further, those high in trait rumination spent more time on songs with low excitation potential and negative hedonic valence, presumably because such songs allow them to engage in cognitive rehearsals and ruminate on bad moods. Stevens and Carpentier (2017) focused on coping tendencies as the moderator and found that people high in avoidance tendency conformed the most to MMT predictions: In two cross-sectional surveys, when high-avoidance participants reported more negative moods, they indicated a stronger preference for content high in hedonic valence and excitation potential. On the other hand, people who were low in avoidance strategies made more mood-congruent choices. These findings demonstrated that selective exposure is a complex process driven by different, sometimes conflicting, motivations, and the observed behaviors may be more adequately explained by a combination of theoretical frameworks.

Summary and Challenges


The empirical findings generally supported the propositions put forth by MMT, even though some mood-inducing characteristics and some mood states were more extensively studied than others. Absorption potential, for example, was less well defined and less frequently examined, and more theoretical clarification as well as empirical evidence are needed. The combinations of different message characteristics produced diverse selective exposure patterns, as sometimes the characteristics have additive effects (such as when songs high in hedonic valence and excitation potential were selected by people in a bad mood, Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002), and sometimes interaction effects (such as when negative mood prompted people to prefer songs low in semantic affinity over those high in hedonic valence, Gibson et al., 2000). This research area deserves more research attention in the future.

In addition, new communication technology and media platforms in which individuals are not only media users but also message producers (e.g., posting to Instagram or tweeting on Twitter) pose questions as to whether the MMT assumption and predictions would still hold not only for browsing and selecting but also for posting and liking behaviors (Frison & Eggermont, 2017). Increased level of interactivity across media channels and how it interacts with selective exposure is another topic worthwhile of further investigation. For genres inherently high in interactivity like video games, varied levels of task demand and user demand have been shown to influence selection based on individuals’ mood and intrinsic needs. Bowman and Tamborini (2015) found that stressed participants favored games with moderate task demand over those with high or low task demand, and that their mood improved after playing. Bored participants, on the other hand, benefited the most from games with high task demand. Beyond mood management, media users can also engage in video games with varying levels of user demand to satisfy their intrinsic need (Reinecke et al., 2012). Participants low in competence and high in autonomy selected games with higher level of user demand, and in turn reported strong need satisfaction after playing the selected games. However, less research has been done on interactivity as a message characteristic that can itself predict selection. As Vorderer, Knobloch, and Schramm (2001) have shown that increased level of interactivity in an entertainment narrative has direct impacts on the audience’s level of empathy and suspense, it is important for future studies to formally test whether media users do select messages based on perceived interactivity to manage their moods, and whether exposure has the desired effect on mood repair.

When the data deviated from the theory’s predictions, several patterns can be observed. First, gender is an important moderator of how mood states impact selective exposure behaviors and media content preferences. In general, women tend to conform more with MMT expectations than men do, potentially because the hedonic motivation applies to them more consistently than to men (Biswas et al., 1994). In situations such as anticipation of future retaliation opportunities, men want to sustain instead of alleviate their bad moods (Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006). Second, several personality traits and individual differences have been shown to serve as moderators of the relationship between mood and selective exposure. For example, trait rumination and coping tendencies have been shown to moderate how people in sad moods select media contents (Chen et al., 2007; Stevens & Carpentier, 2017).

Third, mood-congruent choices appear to be predominant in music selection, especially when it comes to love songs. People who were dissatisfied in their romantic life, or who were merely asked to imagine going through a rejection or a breakup, tend to prefer sad love songs, or, if given the choice, happy but romance-unrelated songs (Gibson et al., 2000; Kim & Oliver, 2011). It seems that when going through heartbreak, people exhibit a strong aversion to portrayals of happy, successful romances. This finding echoes what Mares and Cantor (1992) found with regard to how lonely audience members preferred TV shows with a negative portrayal of elderly people. The proposed explanation here was social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954); that is, people who are in unfortunate circumstances prefer downward comparison (comparing themselves to someone who is worse off) to upward comparison (comparing themselves to someone who is better off), and downward comparison can produce more positive affect and positive self-view post-exposure (Wills, 1981). The SESAM model builds on this social comparison process to explain how people select media messages to manage not only their mood or affect but also their self-concepts, and how exposure impacts affect and self-concepts. Below we review the SESAM model and delineate how its propositions relate to those of the MMT.

The Selective Exposure Self- and Affect-Management Model


Conceptualization of the Working Self and Affect


The conceptualization of the working self in the SESAM model (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015) draws on the dynamic self-concept (Markus & Wurf, 1987). This perspective conceptualizes the self as a multifaceted network of interconnected self-schemas, defined as cognitive representations of the self in various domains, such as gender, ethnicity, personality traits, social roles, skills, professions, or behaviors. For example, an individual may form self-schemas around being a woman, an introvert, a liberal, and a journalist. Depending on the contextual cues, one or several of these schemas may be activated in an individual’s working memory. This collection of situationally salient self-schemas is termed the working self, which allows the self to be both stable (as the core aspects of the self are durable across situations) and malleable (as different aspects of the self can become salient at different times). Due to this responsiveness to situational cues, the dynamic self is an active structure and capable of driving other psychological processes (Markus & Wurf, 1987). The self is thus a highly salient, elaborated, and organized cognitive structure which constantly processes information and regulates self-relevant affect, motivations, and behaviors.

The SESAM model conceptualizes affect as a component of the working self, in that when one or several self-schemas become salient, certain affective states are experienced correspondingly. This process is made possible because people can form self-schemas not only for their current self but also for their past and future selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986), and not only for their actual self but also for their ideal and ought selves (Higgins, 1987). These self-representations serve as standards to which the current, actual self is compared, and they can invoke affect and motivation when they become part of the working self. In general, if people perceive that they are at or close to their ideal self, or are making good progress toward their desired future self, they experience positive affect. Conversely, if people perceive that they are neither close to their ideal self nor making good progress toward a desired future self, they experience negative affect. These affects in turn play an important role in motivating and directing people’s behaviors to achieve the self-standards.

Motivations: Self-Related Motives


While MMT posits the hedonic motivation as the key motivation behind media selections, the SESAM model suggests that people select and use media messages to manage their working self, and posits four self-related motives: self-evaluation, self-enhancement, self-consistency, and self-improvement (Knobloch-Westerwick, Westerwick, & Sude, in press), building works on social comparisons in psychology (e.g., Sedikides & Strube, 1997; Taylor, Neter, & Wayment, 1995). These self-related motives are state variables and, once salient, drive individuals to seek a particular type of information about their self-schema. Individuals hold a self-evaluation motive when they want to accurately assess their standing or performance level in a specific domain. The self-enhancement motive occurs when individuals want to achieve a more positive self-view and self-esteem. The self-consistency motive is triggered when individuals seek to confirm their existing self-image or self-concept. Finally, when individuals desire to change and get better in a domain, they hold a self-improvement motive.

The self-related motives act as the intervening variables to connect self-concept activations (i.e., the salience of a particular working self and affect) to selective exposure behaviors. First, social psychological research has shown that these self-related motives can be prompted by the working self—when one or several self-schemas are made salient, along with the past, future, actual, ideal, and other such representations of the self in the domain, they can together trigger a particular self-evaluation motive (Higgins, 1987; Markus & Nurius, 1986). Second, these motives were proposed to be important in guiding regulation of behaviors, especially in how and what type of self-information individuals seek (Taylor et al., 1995). Media messages can serve as an important source of self-information. Thus, within the context of media selections, the self-related motives are the intervening variables between the working self, affect, and selective exposure behaviors.

Mechanism: Social Comparison


The SESAM model posits social comparison processes as the main mechanism that media messages can satisfy media users’ self-related motives to manage their self-concepts (although other mechanisms such as priming are acknowledged as well). Social comparison theory, proposed by Festinger (1954), posits that humans have a natural tendency to socially compare to similar others to self-evaluate on a given domain. The theory has received substantial theoretical development and ample empirical support over the years (for a review, see Gerber, Wheeler, & Suls, 2018; Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). Different directions of social comparison were proposed to be motived by and to fulfill different self-related motives.

Downward comparison, or comparing oneself to someone whom one perceives to be worse off on a particular dimension, tends to be motivated by the self-enhancement motive (Wills, 1981). Reality shows (Nabi, Biely, Morgan, & Stitt, 2003), social media posts (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2014), and music (Gibson et al., 2000) are examples of media content featuring downward comparison targets. Upward comparison, or comparing oneself to someone whom one perceives to be better on a particular dimension, tends to be motivated by the self-improvement motive (Sedikides & Hepper, 2009). Magazines (Knobloch-Westerwick & Romero, 2011), celebrity news (Chae, 2015), advertisements (Bessenoff, 2006), and social media (Cramer, Song, & Drent, 2016) feature numerous upward comparison targets. Finally, lateral comparison, or comparing oneself to someone whom one perceives to be similar on a particular dimension, can be used to satisfy the self-consistency or the self-evaluation motive.

Social comparison not only helps individuals gain information about themselves and satisfy their self-related motives but also impacts their affective states and self-view. These outcomes of social comparison depend on various factors, including the motives that prompted the comparison, the characteristics of the targets, the characteristics of the self, and the relationship between target and self (Collins, 1996; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Tesser & Campbell, 1982). For example, if a media user motivated by the self-enhancement motive seeks out and successfully engages in downward comparison, they would experience more positive affect and self-view post-exposure. If a media user motivated by the self-improvement motive seeks out a relevant upward comparison target and learns useful information to better themselves, they would also experience more positive affect and self-view. On the other hand, if they select the same message but feel that improvement is out of reach, they would experience more negative affect and self-view. Thus, the effects of social comparison on individuals’ self-view and affect can be complex and contingent on various factors.

Propositions


The theoretical propositions of the SESAM model are summarized in Figure 9.1. Verbally, the propositions were stated as follows (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015, p. 7):
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Figure 9.1 The selective exposure self- and affect-management (SESAM) model.





Media exposure motivations, which result from the working self and affect, and anticipations of message exposure effects shape selective exposure in conjunction with available media stimuli. Media exposure motivations, working self, and affect influence how the selected messages are interpreted. Exposure and responses to the messages, in turn, influence the working self, which alters the individual in the short term and may further accumulate across phases. The self subsequently affects behaviors beyond the media use context (e.g., political participation or health behaviors).

“Media exposure motivations” include the four self-related motivations delineated above. “Anticipations of message exposure effects” referred to the potential of the message content for social comparison in the desired direction. The model makes predictions not only for selective exposure but also for processing (i.e., “how the selected messages are interpreted”) as well as short-term and long-term, accumulated effects. Because the short-term effects include influence on the working self and affective states, which in turn impacts subsequent media selection and processing, the model posits a transactional process of media use.

As an example, picture a recent college graduate whose job application was just rejected: The job seeker is likely to have a career working-self activated, in which the current self is perceived to be failing the ideal or future self. This threat triggers a self-related motivation, and if the job is important to the self and the college graduate is not confident about performing better in the future, the threat will activate a self-enhancement motive (motive). The media user is more likely to attend to available media messages that feature downward comparison targets (anticipated message exposure effects), such as a reality TV show (selection). While watching, the individual engages in downward social comparison (processing), and if successful, the outcome will be more positive affect and self-view (effect).

On the other hand, if the job is important to the self and the college graduate is confident in doing better in the future, the threat will activate a self-improvement motive (motive). The job seeker is more likely to attend to available media message that feature upward comparison targets in the career domain (anticipated message exposure effects), such as an inspirational YouTube video (selection). While watching or reading, the media user engages in upward social comparison—if the target is perceived as attainable (processing), exposure will lead to positive affect and self-view (effect). This is an instance of the message’s anticipated effect being accurate. If the target is perceived as unattainable (processing), exposure will lead to more negative affect and self-view (effect). This is an instance of the anticipated effect being inaccurate.

Alternatively, the self-related motive also impacts media users’ social comparison while processing the message. If the college graduate selects the messages (selection) with upward comparison targets while holding a self-evaluation motive instead of a self-improvement motive (motive), the focus of processing then is not to learn from and be inspired by the target but to find out how they currently compare to the target (processing). The latter process tends to lead to more negative affect and self-view than the former (effect). Selection is driven by motivation, but selection alone does not determine effect. Effect is instead a product of the characteristics of the selected message and processing, which is also influenced by motivation.

Comparisons to MMT


Due to its theoretical roots in MMT, the SESAM model shares the assumption that media users are not aware of their selective exposure motivations and patterns. Thus, experimental designs in which selective exposure behaviors are unobtrusively observed should be the method of choice. In terms of predictive variables, the working self and affect are situational-based and responsive to the environment, similar to mood. Finally, both theoretical perspectives acknowledge that media use is just one among many potential behaviors in which individuals may choose to engage to satisfy their existing motivations.

Beyond the similarities, the SESAM model builds on MMT and contributes to the theoretical advancement in this body of literature in two meaningful ways. First, it makes predictions for not only selections but also short-term and long-term, cumulative effects, positing a transactional relationship between media use and the self, compared to MMT which only predicts selection. Second, while the hedonic motivation was situated as the dominant motivation for selective exposure in MMT, several self-related motives were proposed by the SESAM model which drive media use in complex patterns. Thus, the SESAM model allows for counter-hedonistic choices and provides a broader framework to explain and predict both media selection and media effects. In addition, the differentiation of the self-related motives allows the model to account for media effects that result in changes as opposed to reinforcement only (in contrast to the reinforcing spirals model; e.g., Slater, 2007).

Empirical Evidence


Here we review both studies conducted under the SESAM framework and studies whose empirical results align with the SESAM’s propositions regarding self-related motives and social comparison processes in media selection, interpretation, and effects.

First, research has examined the effect of self-related motives on media use and selection, and demonstrated how media users seek mediated targets of comparison to fulfill these motives. Nabi et al. (2003) showed that media users motivated by the self-enhancement motive may turn to reality TV programs to engage in downward comparison with depictions of people in worse situations. Vice versa, media users with the self-improvement motive can find a variety of media messages that feature successful people to engage in upward comparison, such as online health messages (Knobloch-Westerwick, Johnson, & Westerwick, 2013) or fitness magazines (Knobloch-Westerwick & Romero, 2011). In addition to these studies which measured participants’ self-related motives, several experiments were conducted in which the self-related motives were manipulated. Johnson and Knobloch-Westerwick (2014) induced positive or negative affect in participants, and found that those primed with negative affect spent more time on online profiles of downward comparison targets, indicating a self-enhancement motive. Luong and Knobloch-Westerwick (2017) found that women who were primed with the gender-math stereotype threat exhibited a self-improvement motive and spent more time on magazine pages featuring successful women in counter-stereotypical domain. Luong, Knobloch-Westerwick, and Frampton (in press) showed that participants who were primed with thoughts about their future self held higher levels of the self-improvement motive, and thus spent more time reading blog posts by upward comparison targets compared to those who were primed with thoughts about their current self.

Second, with regard to the effect of self-related motives on message processing and short-term media effects, empirical findings showed support for this proposition under the both selective exposure and forced exposure designs. Halliwell and Dittmar (2005) and Veldhuis, Konijn, and Knobloch-Westerwick (2017) found that women who held or were primed with the self-improvement motive reported an increase in their body satisfaction and a decrease in negative affect after reading magazines featuring thin-ideal body images, compared to those who held or were primed with self-evaluation motive. Similarly, participants who chose to read blog posts featuring upward comparison targets under the self-improvement motive indicated more positive self-view, affect, and possible future selves post-exposure (Luong et al., in press).

Third, with regard to the cumulative effect of media exposure on the audience’s self-concepts and affect, prolonged exposure to upward comparison targets in magazines in different domains has been shown induce positive responses when the domain is gender-congruent and negative responses when the domain is gender-incongruent (Knobloch-Westerwick, Willis, & Kennard, 2016). Further, upward comparison to gender-congruent portrayals over several days fostered women’s possible selves in the same domains and remained salient at the delayed posttest several days after (Kennard, Willis, Robinson, & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2016).

Finally, a prolonged selective exposure study tested the SESAM model in full: Female participants selectively browsed magazine pages featuring successful women as upward social comparison targets in gender-congruent and incongruent domains every day for four consecutive days. They reported their possible selves in these domains at pretest and delayed posttest. The results showed that women’s pretest possible selves in each domain predicted selective exposure time to magazine pages in said domain over all four sessions, and this media exposure in turn fostered their possible selves at the delayed posttest (Knobloch-Westerwick, Robinson, Willis, & Luong, 2020). This finding provides initial support for the proposition related to the transactional process of media use.

Future Directions


More research is needed to add to the model’s body of empirical evidence, especially for the more complex propositions. For example, the transactional process between the self and media use was examined but only with a longitudinal correlational design. A longitudinal, experimental design, albeit challenging, would offer a more robust test. For instance, over several sessions, individuals could be repeatedly primed with different working selves, presented with messages featuring various comparison targets, have their selections tracked and the changes in these working selves measured at multiple time points. Further, the impact of repeated media use on chronically accessible self-concepts, as well as behaviors beyond media use contexts, have not been adequately examined. From the media effects perspective, it is important to study the impact of long-term selective exposure to the same type of content, or an echo chamber, as it can cultivate not only beliefs and attitudes but also self-schemas and related behaviors. From the communication intervention perspective, the potential for media messages to develop new self-schemas or alter existing self-schemas can be garnered to facilitate behavioral change. The formation of a new self-schema (for example, a nonsmoker or a runner) has been shown to increase the likelihood and sustainability of behavioral change (Gibbons, Gerrard, Lando, & McGovern, 1991).

In addition, self-related motives have only been studied in isolation or in competition. It is possible for these motives to co-occur and result in either additive or interactive effects on media selection, processing, and effects. For example, under some circumstances, the self-evaluation and the self-improvement motive may be activated simultaneously and combine to produce an even stronger motivation for exposure to upward comparison targets (additive effect). Or, under the self-enhancement motive, if combined with low level of the self-consistency motive, media users may prefer to look at downward comparison targets, but if combined with high level of the self-consistency motive, they may instead opt for their own social media posts, especially those with a lot of likes or shares (interactive effect).

Future studies should also expand the SESAM framework to examine how the self-related motives prompt selective exposure to and processing of other message features beside social comparison potential. For example, the self-enhancement motive is usually triggered by a self-threat and the desired outcome is an increase in self-esteem or positive self-view (Sedikides & Strube, 1997). Tesser (2000) posited that individuals seek to gain positive self-esteem via various mechanisms, such as social comparison, cognitive dissonance reduction, self-affirmation, self-presentation, and so forth. Thus, when motivated by self-enhancement, media users can turn not only to downward comparison targets but also to contents such as pro-attitudinal messages, news articles that portray their ingroup positively, or entertainment media in which their favorite characters achieve desirable outcomes. Similarly, people with self-improvement motive may be more willing to select and adequately process counter-attitudinal, behavioral change, or risk messages—those that frequently contain self-threats and invoke defensive processing—if such messages contain useful information for future improvement. Self-consistency motive may turn media users to habitual viewing of programs they have watched in the past (watching reruns) or listen to a playlist of their favorite songs.

Finally, social media presents an important and intriguing context to test and build on the SESAM propositions. First, interactions with social media platforms have been shown to increase self-awareness (Li & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2019), increasing the frequency and intensity of the salience of the self. Depending on the domains of such social media posts or platforms, various self-schemas can be activated, prompting a variety of self-related motives. For example, Instagram alone can cue the activation of self-schemas related to physical appearance, fitness, travel, fashion, finance, career, romantic relationship, and so forth. Each media user’s representation of the current, ideal, and future selves will then determine the self-related motive. Second, once one of more of these motivations are triggered, the social media environment can then provide users with a plethora of upward, downward, and lateral comparison targets, with levels of success and failure more extreme than they would encounter in real life (Luong et al., in press). Further, users can not only browse and view comparison targets but also post and receive feedback from their social networks in the form of comments, likes, or shares. These production behaviors represent a more direct way of seeking self-information (as opposed to via social comparison processes), which can more readily fulfill the self-related motives. For example, the self-enhancement motive may prompt users to portray themselves positively, self-present, and seek validations from their social networks. The self-consistency motive may drive posts about past selves, past events, and nostalgia (e.g., the #ThrowbackThursday hashtag). Thus, the self-related motives can be easily satisfied while being continuously activated, creating a positive feedback loop. Such a relationship can carry both positive and negative implications for mental health and well-being, interpersonal communication, and relationship development, depending on a wide range of situational and dispositional moderators. As social media has become increasingly pervasive in most people’s lives (Vorderer, Herner, Reinecke, & Klimmt, 2018), demonstrating the aforementioned relationships and exploring their effects are of the utmost theoretical and societal importance, and are worthwhile of future research.

The theoretical framework laid out by the SESAM model can provide a broader, more unified foundation to explain selection to, processing of, and effects of a wide range of media messages.
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chapter 10

Binge-Watching as Case of Escapist Entertainment Use


Annabell Halfmann and Leonard Reinecke




Introduction


The idea that individuals use media to escape from the restrictions and frustrations of everyday life is one of the oldest in media uses and effects research (e.g., Pearlin, 1959). In 1962, Katz and Foulkes pointed out that people feel alienated, that is, meaningless and socially isolated, which “produces the desire to escape, a desire which the mass media are presumed to be instrumental in satisfying” (p. 380). Traditionally, “light” entertainment, such as soap operas, romantic comedies, and other formats representing harmony and beauty, has been most strongly suspected of evoking escapist media use (Klapper, 1949). Since these first reflections on mass media and escapism, the scope and the availability of entertainment programs have increased significantly. For example, video-on-demand services (VOD) like Netflix and Amazon Prime have become an important source of entertainment media use. Whereas a few years ago, users had to wait for the next episode of their favorite series to air on linear TV, today, thanks to the Internet and VOD, they can watch almost everything whenever and wherever they want. These technological developments offer almost unlimited opportunities for entertainment. Also today, sociologists describe society as alienated and media as a widespread tool for escape. Rosa (2016), for example, argued that individuals try hard to avoid states of alienation, which would lead to behavioral tendencies like directly switching on the television or reaching for communication devices when individuals are alone and free of obligation for a short period of time (see also Vorderer, this volume).

One prominent example of escape through media, we argue in this chapter, is binge-watching, which denotes the practice of watching multiple episodes of a series in one sitting (Pittman & Sheehan, 2015). The permanent availability of entertainment content via VOD enables and fosters this usage behavior. According to data from Netflix (2018), more than 90% of members have binge-watched a show on Netflix within a year of joining. Binge-watching seems to be both a blessing and a curse: It may, for example, increase users’ autonomy and recovery experiences, while at the same time leading to goal conflicts and thereby to guilt reactions and reduced recovery (Granow, Reinecke, & Ziegele, 2018).

Although the concept of escapism is widely used in entertainment research, it lacks theoretical and empirical differentiation. First, no specific theoretical framework has been developed yet. Only few studies have specifically focused on escapist entertainment use (e.g., Henning & Vorderer, 2001; Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, & Rossmann, 2009; Kubey & Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Most studies that address escapist media use describe the concept from the perspective of the uses-and-gratifications approach (Rubin, 2008), however, without providing further explanation of the motivation for and the effects of escapism (e.g., Shade, Kornfield, & Oliver, 2015; Smock, Ellison, Lampe, & Wohn, 2011). Second, there is no consensus on the definition and measurement of escapist entertainment use (e.g., Katz & Foulkes, 1962; Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2009). Finally, the consequences of escapist entertainment use have not yet been fully researched. It is conspicuous that most studies focus on negative effects, suggesting, for example, that escapist media use facilitates the development of problematic media usage behaviors or even addiction (e.g., Masur, Reinecke, Ziegele, & Quiring, 2014; Yee, 2006). However, as the above-described findings on the effects of binge-watching on recovery suggest, escapist entertainment use might have beneficial effects on the well-being of media users as well. Similarly, Klimmt (2008) noted that escapism may facilitate individuals’ well-being because it can serve as a “vacation” from real-life stressors.

Due to these limitations of previous research, this chapter offers a theoretical explication of the escapism concept. To this end, we first provide an overview on the role of escapism in entertainment research from the late 1940s onward and subsequently discuss current conceptualizations of escapist entertainment use. We then explain the psychological processes underlying escapist entertainment use and the conditions under which escapist entertainment use may have beneficial effects through the theoretical lens of coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). We illustrate our explanations using the example of binge-watching. Finally, we argue that escapist binge-watching may enhance recovery experiences and conclude this chapter with thoughts on ways to advance escapism research.

A Brief History of Escapism in Entertainment Research


From the late 1940s until the 1960s, the growing popularity of radio and television programs that appeared to be solely entertaining—such as soap operas (Klapper, 1949)—inspired early discussions about escapism. Communication scholars reached the conclusion that individuals are interested in these programs due to the desire to escape deprived and alienated living conditions. In the following, we describe how researchers’ focus regarding the motivation to escape and effects of escapist entertainment use has changed since then. We also elucidate which theoretical approaches underlie research on escapist media use.

Motivation to Escape Through Entertainment


Early work in the 1950s and 1960s tended to view escapism from a sociopolitical perspective, analyzing the dysfunctions of societies that trigger a need for escape. Pearlin (1959) argued that individuals experience social strains due to role conflicts or discrepancies between the real and the ideal self and that watching television represents an accepted practice of coping with the resulting stress. Katz and Foulkes (1962) regarded alienation as the main driver of escapist entertainment use. Empirical findings on these social causes of escapist entertainment use, however, are relatively weak and inconsistent. Some studies supported the notion that social deprivation, such as a feeling of isolation, is associated with increased television viewing (e.g., Maccoby, 1954; Olsen, 1960). Others, however, showed mixed results: whereas in a study by Rubin (1985) life satisfaction was unrelated to the amount of television viewing, Morgan (1984) found a significant relationship between viewing amount and perceived quality of life. Results from Schulz (1997) revealed a very weak relationship between a pessimistic attitude to life and the amount of time watching television. Most importantly, however, a relationship between social dissatisfactions and the amount of entertainment use does not necessarily mean that individuals follow escapist motives or actually experience escapism during media exposure (Katz & Foulkes, 1962).

Furthermore, early entertainment and literary studies tended to view escapist entertainment use as a lower-class phenomenon (e.g., Maccoby, 1954). For example, Dahrendorf (1973) assumed that alienation and deprivation cause a desire to escape in members of “underprivileged” sections of society, and that individuals satisfy this need by reading light fiction in a purely passive, enjoyable way. However, Groeben and Vorderer (1988) questioned the postulate of class-specific escapism by referring to research on life satisfaction. The authors pointed out that the connection between objective living conditions and subjective well-being is not as clear as often assumed and concluded that belonging to the lower class does not necessarily lead to escapist reading.

Entertainment researchers then moved their focus from the social setting of individuals toward psychological states. Whereas researchers had originally regarded deprivation and alienation as main drivers of escapist entertainment use, this shift of attention enabled them to consider a larger number of motivational origins. Kubey (1986) argued that the desire to escape results from the fact that individuals experience unpleasant thoughts or feelings during idle periods, if they feel “alienated from self” (p. 116). Henning and Vorderer (2001) expanded this explanation by assuming that disliking of thinking in general triggers escapist media use. The authors compared this psychological explanation with potential sociological reasons for escapist media use, such as reduced life satisfaction. Their results, however, only supported the former as predictor of television use. According to the authors, this proves the usefulness of adding a psychological component to the originally sociologically founded concept of escapism. Indeed, a number of further studies revealed that psychological states like anxiety, poor self-esteem, and lack of autonomy trigger escapist media use (e.g., Conway & Rubin, 1991; Finn & Gorr, 1988; Masur et al., 2014).

Effects of Escapist Entertainment Use


Communication scholars have been interested in the consequences of escapist entertainment use ever since escapism was introduced to explain individuals’ interest in entertainment. However, their focus has changed over the years. This relates to both the target and valence of effects. Concerning the target, early work on escapism analyzed negative ways in which escapist entertainment use affects society. Examples are reduced political participation, impaired performance of social roles, and relationship problems (Katz & Foulkes, 1962). Researchers then became more interested in the consequences of escapist media use for individuals. Both short-term effects like psychological distress and negative affect (Hagström & Kaldo, 2014; Stenseng, Rise, & Kraft, 2012) and long-term effects, such as reduced life satisfaction and general well-being (Hagström & Kaldo, 2014; Kaczmarek & Drążkowski, 2014; Meier, Meltzer, & Reinecke, 2018), were investigated. However, because these studies report cross-sectional data, alternative directions of effects may be plausible. As mentioned earlier, negative affective states and reduced life satisfaction have also been investigated as predictors of escapist media use.

Assessments regarding the valence of effects, that is, communication scholars’ answers to the question to what extent escapist entertainment use has negative, dysfunctional versus positive, functional effects have changed slightly over the years. Escapism was originally introduced as an answer to the question why individuals expose themselves to seemingly trivial media content like soap operas. Researchers were concerned that entertainment users simply amuse themselves at the expense of addressing issues of actual importance (e.g., Pearlin, 1959; Postman, 1985). These concerns are reflected in the use of the escapism concept. Katz and Foulkes (1962) suspected that all researchers who examine escapist entertainment use are somehow concerned with the consequences and “fear the ‘narcotizing dysfunction’” (p. 385) of media use. For instance, Lazarsfeld and Merton (1957) were convinced of this dysfunction and feared that mass media “may lead to the unconditional surrender of critical faculties and an unthinking conformism” (p. 458). Further potential negative effects that were discussed include the development of social apathy and a misuse of escapist content as a valid source of information (Klapper, 1949). Many researchers used the term “escapism” to justify and spread pessimism regarding entertainment programs. An example is Blumler (1979), who believed escapist entertainment use promotes the acceptance of stereotypes about real-life characters, roles, and conflicts in media users “simply wanting to be relaxed, entertained, and thrilled” (S. 19).

The research discussed earlier illustrates that early work tended to assess escapist media use as exclusively dysfunctional and that the concept of escapism was normatively loaded right from the beginning. An exception was a contribution by Klapper (1949), who took into account that escapist entertainment use may have beneficial effects. He assumed, for example, that escapist entertainment use may enable relaxation and provide individuals with prestige if they identify with successful characters. Katz and Foulkes (1962) also looked at the effects of escapist entertainment use in a more differentiated way by arguing that it is an empirical question whether media users’ escape is successful in the sense that it prevents them from performing their social roles. However, overall, the negative view prevailed, although empirical evidence for such a negative impact of escapist entertainment use is scarce.

More recent research has also investigated some positive effects of escapist entertainment use. Empirical studies revealed that escapist entertainment use helps to reduce emotional and cognitive strain, leads to enjoyment, and helps to satisfy intrinsic needs (Müller, 2018; Perks, 2018). Although these findings contribute to a more balanced picture, recent research still often carries a negative connotation and tends to classify escapist entertainment use as dysfunctional (e.g., Meier et al., 2018; Young, Kuss, Griffiths, & Howard, 2017). This negative view is also exemplified in that many studies have identified escapism as a key predictor of media addictions (e.g., Kim & Haridakis, 2009; Kırcaburun & Griffiths, 2019; Li, Liau, & Khoo, 2011; Masur et al., 2014) and that scales on pathological media use include measures of escapism (e.g., Social Media Disorder Scale; van den Eijnden, Lemmens, & Valkenburg, 2016).

Theoretical Foundation of Escapist Entertainment Use


The previous remarks have already suggested that researchers have examined escapist entertainment use from different theoretical perspectives. In the following, we elaborate in more detail which definitions have been proposed and how researchers have linked the concept of escapism with communication theories. It will become clear that the escapism concept lacks theoretical and empirical differentiation.

Questions pertaining to the definition of escapism have long been subject to scholarly debate. In 1962, Katz and Foulkes published a comprehensive reflection on escapism in which they criticized that high media exposure should not be equated with escapism because a great number of different motivations may underlie a seemingly escapist entertainment use. In addition, the authors emphasized that the motivation to escape does not necessarily imply that individuals actually experience an escape while exposing themselves to entertainment media. Media use might even have contrary effects, for example, if individuals perceive a semantic affinity between the entertainment content and specific stressors that they wished to forget (Zillmann, 1988). Katz and Foulkes (1962) also criticized that some researchers labeled certain types of entertainment content (e.g., fictional adventure stories; Riley & Riley, 1951) and psychological processes underlying the experience of being entertained (e.g., parasocial interactions; Horton & Richard Wohl, 1956) as escapist, because none of these factors would necessarily lead individuals into withdrawal from the real world. The authors proposed to characterize entertainment use as escapist only if it causes unintended negative effects such as an impaired performance of social roles besides the intended compensatory gratifications, which include, most notably, forgetting unsatisfactory living conditions.

While the paper by Katz and Foulkes (1962) has received considerable attention over the decades since its publication and today can certainly be considered a “standard” text on escapist media use, not all of the authors’ central propositions have been implemented consistently in subsequent escapism research. Whereas the idea of an escapist content can hardly be found in the following research, many studies have regarded multiple motivations for media use as escapist. The uses-and-gratifications approach (Blumler, 1979) in particular has contributed to making escapism one of the most frequently reported motives for media use. Furthermore, in a number of studies, extensive media use has been equated with escapism (e.g., Morgan, 1984; Moskalenko & Heine, 2003). Regarding the link between escapism and the psychological processes underlying the entertainment experience, research has been more differentiated than described by Katz and Foulkes in 1962. Instead of simply labeling processes like identification, transportation, and parasocial interactions as escapist per se, researchers have argued that individuals may fulfill their desire to escape more effectively if they identify with media characters, are transported into media programs, and experience parasocial interactions with media characters (Green, 2005; Greenwood, 2008; Hefner, Klimmt, & Vorderer, 2007; van Looy, Courtois, de Vocht, & de Marez, 2012). Still, as argued earlier, neither are these processes motivated solely by escapism nor do users necessarily forget their real-life problems. Furthermore, in the TEBOTS model, Slater, Johnson, Cohen, Comello, and Ewoldsen (2014) argued that immersion into narratives goes beyond the desire to escape. The authors speak of an expansion of the self, which takes into account that individuals bring a sense of themselves to the narrative and experience insight and personal growth (see also Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, this volume). Thus, entertainment scholars have clearly distinguished between entertainment processes and escapism.

The problem of theoretical differentiation becomes particularly apparent when looking at how researchers have linked the escapism concept with mood management theory (Zillmann, 1988; see also Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume) and integrated it in empirical applications of the uses-and-gratifications approach (Blumler, 1979) and two-factor models of entertainment (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). Mood management theory does not explicitly mention escapism, however, the media characteristics of absorption potential and semantic affinity that are assumed to shape media users’ moods to some extent reflect the escapism idea (Zillmann, 1988). Although few researchers address this connection, it is clear that entertainment media only allow an individual to escape from negative psychological states if they are highly absorbing and do not actualize the problems of the individual (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015). Despite the fact that escapism and mood management have never been explicitly theoretically linked, they are sometimes thought of as being synonymous in entertainment research (e.g., Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Hagström & Kaldo, 2014) or are mentioned together without further explicating how they differ from another (e.g., Li et al., 2011; Maccoby, 1954; Rieger, Reinecke, & Bente, 2017).

Likewise, studies within the uses-and-gratifications approach widely refer to escapism without clarifying it in conceptual terms. Many of these studies mention escapism as a gratification of media use, but do not define escapism or fail to explicate what drives individuals to seek an escape and how media provide an escape (e.g., Pittman & Sheehan, 2015; Quinn, 2016; Shade et al., 2015; Smock et al., 2011). It also remains unclear how the escape motivation relates to other motivations that these studies normally investigate, such as the motivation to be entertained (Katz, Haas, & Gurevitch, 1973; Rubin, 1983; Shade et al., 2015). Apart from the uses-and-gratifications perspective, some researchers have linked escapism with two-factor models of entertainment, which complement the traditional concept of entertainment as hedonic pleasure with a second dimension that refers to the desires for meaningfulness and intrinsic need satisfaction (i.e., appreciation; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010). It seems to be the prevailing opinion that the motivation to escape is mainly based on hedonistic concerns and is therefore associated with the choice of hedonic entertainment experiences (e.g., Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Raney, 2011; Vorderer, 2011). Other research, however, found no support for a significant association between the motivation to escape and hedonic entertainment experiences (Roth, Weinmann, Schneider, Hopp, & Vorderer, 2014). Accordingly, the theoretical link between escapism and entertainment still lacks theoretical clarification and has not been sufficiently discussed within both the uses-and-gratifications approach and conceptualizations of hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences.

In sum, although the concept of escapism has clearly shaped entertainment research, a number of basic questions about the uses and effects of escapist entertainment are still unanswered. Entertainment research is lacking a clear answer to the questions when and how individuals choose entertainment media to escape. Furthermore, researchers have paid too little attention to potential positive effects of escapist entertainment use. Consequently, the question whether escapist entertainment use can actually be regarded as solely dysfunctional remains unanswered. After this historical overview, the question arises how escapist entertainment use is conceptualized in current research. In the following section, we therefore describe current conceptualizations of escapist entertainment use and discuss some of the problems associated with commonly used definitions and measurements.

Current Conceptualizations of Escapist Entertainment Use


Although the escapism concept has remained popular, even today there is no agreement in research on how to define escapist entertainment use. Contrary to the proposal of Katz and Foulkes (1962), more recent definitions of escapism do not include assumptions about possible effects, but instead tend to focus on the specific coping strategy underlying this form of media use (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2009; Li et al., 2011; Meier et al., 2018). In the context of stress research, coping has been defined as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 178). Two prominent distinctions to systematize strategies of coping with overwhelming demands, also known as stressors, have been introduced. First, coping strategies are differentiated according to their focus. Problem-focused coping refers to strategies that aim to manage or alter stressors. In contrast, emotion-focused coping involves seeking to regulate the emotional response associated with the stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Second, coping strategies are differentiated according to their orientation. Whereas approach coping refers to strategies that are oriented toward the stressor, avoidance coping describes strategies oriented away from the stressor (Roth & Cohen, 1986). Media users may expose themselves to entertainment media as a strategy of approach coping. For example, individuals who have experienced problems at work may decide to watch a movie about the work environment to gain the comforting insight that others have similar problems (emotion-focused approach coping) or to find advice (problem-focused approach coping). Entertainment media also enable individuals to apply avoidance coping strategies. Following Knobloch-Westerwick et al. (2009), escapist media use can be conceptualized as emotion-focused avoidance coping behavior. This means that when individuals select entertainment use as escape, they aim to distance themselves from a stressor and, thereby, to reduce negative affective states that are associated with the stressor. Nevertheless, this conceptualization is not used consistently in entertainment research—some scholars explicitly distinguish between escapism and coping (e.g., Kahn et al., 2015). Demetrovics et al. (2011) argued that whereas escapism refers to leaving reality, coping encompasses dealing with real-life problems as well as managing moods and undesired impulses. This distinction, however, appears imprecise because it remains unclear why escaping from reality may not, for example, be a way of dealing with problems.

Furthermore, there is no consensus concerning the dimensions and measurement of escapist media use. In a literature analysis, Müller (2018) identified seven dimensions of escapist media use that were utilized inconsistently. These include escaping from reality, distraction, loneliness, forgetting about problems, passing time, mood management, and procrastination. The diversity of the dimensions demonstrates that the term “escapism” is often used vaguely, blurring the border to related phenomena. An example of this is that a number of researchers have equated escapist media use with media procrastination, defined as delaying an intended course of action (e.g., work task) for the sake of media use (e.g., Lavoie & Pychyl, 2001; Smock et al., 2011; Wohl, Pychyl, & Bennett, 2010). In contrast, Meier et al. (2018) suggested a distinction between these constructs and, on that account, outlined similarities and differences: According to the authors, the main difference lies in the reasons for both types of media use. They argue that escapist media use results from a purposeful media selection by which users intend to forget about stressors in their everyday life and to obtain substitute gratifications like enjoyment. Procrastinatory media use, in contrast, represents a self-control failure and thus results from uncontrolled media selection that is impulsively guided by the need for short-term gratifications (Meier et al., 2018). Consequently, whereas negative life circumstances and perceived stress are more likely to cause escapist entertainment use as a coping response, the desire not to have to work on an exhausting task may lead to procrastinatory media usage behavior. As a common feature, Meier et al. (2018) state that individuals engage in both escapist and procrastinatory media use to distract themselves from unpleasant affective states and situations. The authors also assume that both types of media use are dysfunctional in that they keep individuals from actually dealing with problems or from completing tasks, which may lead to a reduced well-being (Meier et al., 2018). However, as explained later, escapist media use does not necessarily have a dysfunctional nature. It is even possible that the fact that in some prior studies measures of escapism included procrastinatory usage behaviors explains some of the found negative effects. Or, to put it differently, because delaying tasks, which usually increases time pressure and stress (Meier et al., 2018), was included in some measures of escapist media use, the evaluation of the effects escapist media use may have been more negative than it ought to be.

Overall, the escapism research reviewed thus far shows great inconsistencies in the way researchers define and measure escapist media use. We assume that many problems that have occurred in the conceptualization of escapism, such as the confusion with procrastination, can be avoided if escapism is regarded as a coping strategy. In the following, we therefore suggest an extension of previous conceptualizations of escapism based on the transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). On the basis of this theoretical foundation, we further extend previous attempts to define escapist media use as a form of emotion-focused avoidance coping (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2009; Kuo, Lutz, & Hiler, 2016; Stenseng et al., 2012). We propose that—in contrast to the primarily negative connotation of escapism found in prior research—escapist media use may be a functional coping strategy in some situations and may thus have beneficial effects on the well-being of media users. To develop and illustrate our perspective, we now turn to binge-watching as a prominent example of escapist entertainment use in the following sections.

Revisiting Escapist Entertainment Use: The Case of Binge-Watching


We believe binge-watching constitutes an ideal object of study for our attempt to reach an extended understanding of escapist entertainment use for various reasons. Several defining features of binge-watching suggest that it can be considered as high-dosed escapism. First, although extensive media use and escapism cannot be equated directly, seamlessly following characters and plots from one episode to the next should enhance distraction from daily stressors (Shim & Kim, 2018). Second, longer usage time should enable intensified entertainment experiences so that individuals receive even more pleasant compensatory gratifications. More specifically, binge-watching allows for continued immersion and absorption, which should facilitate experiences of presence, transportation, and parasocial interactions (Jones, Cronin, & Piacentini, 2018; Perks, 2018; Shim & Kim, 2018). Furthermore, binge behavior has generally been defined as an excessive consumption as a means of escape. For example, Heatherton and Baumeister (1991) argue that binge eating is motivated by a desire to escape from self-awareness, resulting from individuals’ perception that they fall short of standards or ideals. In a similar vein, it can be argued that binge-watching represents a form of escapism if users want to distract themselves from stressors in this way. Like other binging behaviors, binge-watching represents an avoidance coping strategy (Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991) and thus well aligns with earlier definitions of escapist media use as a form of dysfunctional coping (e.g., Li et al., 2011; Meier et al., 2018). The concept hence shares the negative connotation found in previous definitions of escapist media use. In the following sections, binge-watching is therefore used as a prototypical instance of the escapist use of media entertainment. Our aim is to extend previous conceptualizations of escapist media use that have focused on the dysfunctional aspects of coping by providing a more holistic perspective on media use as a form of coping.

When and How Do Individuals Select Escapist Binge-Watching as Coping Strategy?


One of the most prominent perspectives on coping is the transactional model of stress and coping introduced by Lazarus and Folkman (1984). The authors distinguished between causal antecedents of stress, such as demands, resources and goals, and mediating processes, namely appraisal and coping. According to the model, whether or not individuals perceive environmental demands as stressors depends on these mediators. Two forms of appraisal are distinguished: Primary appraisal refers to the evaluation of the relevance of the current situation for an individual’s well-being. Individuals can perceive environmental demands as irrelevant, positive, or potentially harmful and thus stressful. If individuals perceive situational demands as stressful, they evaluate their coping options and resources as well as the expected effectiveness and potential consequences of using a particular coping strategy. This process is denoted as secondary appraisal. The appraisal of resources includes, for instance, individuals’ evaluations of their current energy versus tiredness, problem-solving skills, and social support (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Resource levels have been shown to be positively associated with the use of approach or problem-focused coping strategies and negatively associated with avoidance or emotion-focused strategies (Ito & Brotheridge, 2003).

Based on these assumptions, it can be concluded that a basic prerequisite for escapist entertainment use is that individuals assess environmental demands as stressful (primary appraisal). During secondary appraisal, escapist media use is one of various coping options individuals have. This option might appear particularly attractive if individuals’ resources to actively confront the problem are low. For example, if an individual’s energy is exhausted, selecting escapist binge-watching as a coping strategy should become more likely. Results from a qualitative interview study support this notion by indicating that individuals consider escapist binge-watching as effective when they seek an entertaining, but cognitively undemanding activity (Perks, 2018). This can be explained by the familiarity of binge-watched series: Continuously following the same narrative and the same characters is cognitively less demanding than watching a new movie, for instance. Relatedly, Pittman and Sheehan (2015) note that “it requires very little effort to binge on Netflix; in fact, it takes more effort to stop than to keep going” (p. 8). Other studies suggest that individuals also consider escapist binge-watching as effective when it comes to distracting themselves because this usage behavior fosters experiences of transportation (Perks, 2018; Wagner, 2016), further underlining that binge-watching is an attractive coping option.

In most instances of coping with stress, different coping strategies are combined (Lazarus, 1993). Supporting this notion, Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, and Gruen (1986) found that when participants experienced a threat to their self-esteem, they tended to use both problem-focused and escapist coping. The authors proposed that individuals combine both strategies in stressful phases to alternate between effortful problem-focused coping and phases of temporal relieve via emotion-focused coping and detachment from the stressor. This result also fits in with the assumption that strong threats and high levels of stress lead to more emotion- than problem-focused coping strategies, because directly dealing with these threats requires the use of many resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). It follows that individuals are more likely to select escapist media use, such as binge-watching, as a coping strategy when problem-focused coping with the situational demands or threats is particularly resource-consuming. This does not suggest, however, that binge-watching as an attempt to temporarily suppress a threat or stress-inducing problem may necessarily impair or replace subsequent efforts for problem-focused coping. According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), emotion-focused coping may even enhance subsequent problem-focused coping by facilitating the restoration of coping resources. Hence, if individuals feel anxious and stressed after experiencing a threat to self-esteem, binge-watching may help them to regulate these negative states, which would then allow them to actively confront the problem.

In sum, we assume that appraisal processes are essential in understanding escapist media use, such as binge-watching. That is, binge-watching as a form of escapist coping is based on various situational assessments, for example, regarding an individual’s resources and the expected effectiveness of entertainment use as a coping strategy in a particular situation. Based on this theoretical foundation, we elaborate on the functionality of escapist binge-watching in the following.

Functionality of Binge-Watching as Coping


While the historical overview of the use of the term “escapism” has shown that entertainment scholars have so far predominantly described escapism as dysfunctional, the previous considerations have already illustrated that escapism as a coping strategy can have beneficial effects. The transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) explicitly states that coping processes are not good or bad by nature. Supporting this notion, Kohn, Hay, and Legere (1994) found inconsistent and small effects of coping styles on individuals’ well-being and concluded that coping styles alone do not determine the effectiveness of coping processes. Instead, as shown in what follows, the utility of any coping pattern varies with the desired effect that is studied, the point in time at which functionality is evaluated, and the fit between coping style and the demands of the stressful situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987; Roth & Cohen, 1986).

First, in order to evaluate the functionality of escapist media use, such as binge-watching, as a coping strategy, the outcome must be determined. As explained earlier, whereas early work on escapist entertainment use has focused on negative ways in which this usage behavior affects society (e.g., political participation), newer research with a stronger focus on psychological processes has examined effects on the individual (e.g., psychological distress). The coping literature provides further insights into which positive effects escapist media use like binge-watching may have. Following Roth and Cohen (1986), avoidance coping may help individuals to reduce stress and anxiety, increase hope and courage, and dose their confrontation with the threat, and thereby, may foster their sense of mastery. As has already become clear, experiencing positive affect and reducing distress also “helps replenish resources and sustain further coping” (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004, p. 766). To the best of our knowledge, these beneficial effects of avoidance coping have not been systematically investigated in the context of escapist media use. Research on binge-watching has found beneficial effects on relaxation (e.g., Panda & Pandey, 2017), but without specifying whether the respective media use represented escapist coping. Only Perks (2018) specifically investigated escapist binge-watching in a qualitative study. Her results support the idea that escapist binge-watching enables relaxation, providing initial support for the beneficial effects of escapist media use.

Second, the functionality of coping styles depends on whether short- or long-term effects are of interest. Immediate effects include affective reactions and perceptions of whether the coping was successful. In the long run, coping processes may influence individuals’ well-being and social functioning (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Results from a meta-analysis revealed that avoidance coping had more beneficial effects in an early stage of the stress experience, whereas approach coping was more effective in the long-term (Suls & Fletcher, 1985). The most beneficial long-term effects of avoidance coping are those that serve to facilitate approach coping (Roth & Cohen, 1986). With regard to long-term effects of escapist entertainment use, such as effects on media users’ life satisfaction, previous research relies on cross-sectional data (Hagström & Kaldo, 2014; Stenseng et al., 2012). It has not yet been explored, for example, how escapist entertainment use interacts with other coping strategies over a longer period of time.

Finally, the fit between coping style and the demands of the stressful situation is decisive for whether or not coping has beneficial effects (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Research indicates that whereas approach or problem-focused coping is more effective when individuals have control over the stressor, avoidance or emotion-focused coping is more effective when the situation is uncontrollable (Eatough & Chang, 2018; Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Hence, in order to cope effectively, individuals need to appraise a situation realistically and select appropriate coping strategies. It follows that escapist entertainment use can be beneficial in some situations and counterproductive in others. An example would be dealing with an argument that one had with a friend. While the conflict cannot be resolved because the friend is temporarily unavailable, it would be beneficial to distract oneself from negative thoughts by binge-watching. However, this coping strategy would not be effective in the long run, once the friend could be reached again and the conflict could be resolved. This illustrates that research must take the context of escapist entertainment use into account in order to examine its consequences. So far, however, such context factors have not been systematically explored in studies on the effects of escapist entertainment use nor in research on binge-watching.

In sum, it can be concluded that escapist entertainment use, such as binge-watching, is not inherently or exclusively dysfunctional. Beneficial consequences, especially short-term effects, such as stress reduction and increased mastery, are likely if escapist coping meets the demands of the stressful situation. It is also likely that escapist entertainment use interacts advantageously with other strategies of coping with stress. Avoidance and emotion-focused coping have been shown to have desirable effects in other life domains, for example, these forms of coping help individuals to reduce work-related emotional exhaustion and to gain control over emotional states (Carson & Polman, 2010; e.g., Krischer, Penney, & Hunter, 2010). However, these effects still need to be examined in the context of entertainment use. As this remains a task for future research on escapist media use, related concepts, such as media-induced recovery from stress and strain have received more attention from entertainment research (Reinecke & Eden, 2017) and may also be informative for the discussion of potential positive effects of escapist entertainment use. In the following, we thus explore recovery experience as a specific beneficial effect that escapist binge-watching may have.

Positive Effects of Escapist Media Use? Binge-Watching and Media-Induced Recovery


Based on our previous discussion of the effects of emotion-focused avoidance coping, we assume that coping through escapist binge-watching has a strong potential to contribute to recovery. The term “recovery” refers to the process that “results in restoration of impaired mood and action prerequisites and is often also reflected in a decrease in physiological strain indicators” (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007, p. 205). In contrast to this focus on the restoration of internal resources, coping refers to the processes and strategies an individual chooses to react to situational demands and stressors. The two constructs can thus be clearly distinguished. At the same time, recovery shows strong connections to the coping process. This is particularly apparent with regard to the notion discussed above that emotion-focused avoidance coping may serve as a temporal relieve from stress and thus helps to restore—or, in other words, recover—depleted coping resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Roth & Cohen, 1986).

Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) identified four key dimensions that are essential for successful recovery: psychological detachment, relaxation, mastery, and control. While avoidance coping may have some potential to provide mastery and control experiences (e.g., Roth & Cohen, 1986), the connections to psychological detachment and relaxation are more pronounced. In the following, we thus focus on these two dimensions of recovery experiences as an outcome of escapist entertainment use. Psychological detachment refers to disengaging from thoughts about stressors (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). This construct thus connects well with the definition of escapist entertainment use as an avoidance coping strategy by which individuals seek to distract themselves from stressors (Reinecke, 2009). The recovery facet of relaxation “is characterized by a state of low activation and increased positive affect” (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007, p. 206). Relaxation therefore fits in with the understanding of escapism as an emotion-focused coping strategy with which individuals want to regulate emotional reactions and which appears particularly attractive when their resources are limited.

Previous research indicates that entertainment use promotes recovery processes in general and the experiences of psychological detachment and relaxation in particular (for an overview, see Reinecke & Rieger, this volume). In a study by Reinecke and Hofmann (2016), participants tended to use media for recovery when they experienced exhaustion. Results from Nabi, Pérez Torres, and Prestin (2017) revealed that media use is even one of the most frequently selected strategies for coping with stress. However, the researchers did not specify for which coping strategies their participants used media. Importantly, Reinecke (2009) found that participants with an emotion-focused coping style showed a higher tendency to use games for recovery from work-related fatigue and daily hassles than participants with a problem-focused coping style. This supports the notion that media users engage in escapist media use to recover from stress. Results from Reinecke, Klatt, and Krämer (2011) indicated that interactive and noninteractive media offerings elicit recovery experiences. Media use most strongly triggered the recovery facets of relaxation and psychological detachment. Furthermore, the study revealed that media-induced recovery experiences were positively related to vitality and cognitive performance (Reinecke et al., 2011). Rieger et al. (2017) investigated differences in the recovery potential of video clips with positive versus negative affective valence. Their results demonstrated that exposure to both positive and negative media messages led to increased levels of psychological detachment. However, the video clip with positive affective valence caused higher levels of relaxation. Thus, escapist entertainment use might be more likely to promote recovery if individuals expose themselves to content with positive affective valence.

Escapist binge-watching may facilitate the recovery facets of psychological detachment and relaxation particularly well. As argued previously, binge-watching enables high-dosed escapism because seamlessly following characters and plots from one episode to the next facilitates distraction from daily stressors. This should foster the experience of psychological detachment. In addition, we have argued that binge-watching intensifies entertainment experiences like transportation or identification so that individuals receive more pleasant gratifications than when they watch a single episode. This should enhance relaxation. The experience of relaxation should also be facilitated by the fact that binge-watching can take place in a state of low activation. In line with this assumption, participants in a study by Perks (2018) stated that they engage in escapist binge-watching to relax because they consider this activity cognitively undemanding.

At the same time, however, the case of binge-watching also underlines the potential pitfalls of escapist media use as a coping strategy: In a study by Granow et al. (2018), binge-watching had no significant direct effect on recovery experiences. Instead, their results revealed a negative indirect effect of binge-watching on recovery that was mediated by goal conflicts and the resulting feelings of guilt. These results emphasize the importance of the fit between coping strategies and the demands of a stress-inducing situation proposed in the coping literature (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987): binge-watching as a form of escapist coping may have beneficial effects, such as psychological detachment and relaxation, if it is well-aligned with situational demands. If it conflicts with other situational goals and obligations, however, it may even create additional stress in the form of negative self-conscious emotions. This suggests that self-control may be a central moderator of the effectiveness of escapist media use (Hofmann, Reinecke, & Meier, 2017). If escapist binge-watching is used as a form of strategic and volitional coping with stress, positive effects such as recovery are likely. However, if media users “give in” to binge-watching despite existing goal conflicts, thus rendering escapist media use a form of self-control failure, negative consequences and increased stress are likely to occur.

Conclusion and Future Directions


The central aim of the present chapter was to integrate and extend prior conceptualizations of escapist media use. We suggest that escapist use of media entertainment can fruitfully be conceptualized as a coping strategy (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984): media users engage in escapist entertainment use to distance themselves from a stressor (i.e., avoidance coping) and to reduce negative affective states that are associated with the stressor (i.e., emotion-focused coping). Defining escapist entertainment use as a coping function entails that it is independent of outcome (cf. Katz & Foulkes, 1962). Dealing with a stressor by engaging in escapist binge-watching, for example, does not necessarily allow for distraction and a better mood, but may have other, unintended consequences, such as negative self-conscious emotions (Granow et al., 2018). The conceptualization of escapist entertainment use as coping enables a deeper theoretical understanding of the selection and effects of this type of media use. Based on the transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), escapist entertainment use can be understood as the result of the complex interaction of primary and secondary appraisal: individuals engage in escapist entertainment use when they experience stress (primary appraisal) and assume that entertainment use provides an effective coping strategy and/or resources for problem-focused coping are (temporarily) not available (secondary appraisal). Contrary to the basic assumption of the majority of previous escapism research, this behavior is not necessarily dysfunctional. If escapist entertainment use meets the requirements of the stress situation, beneficial effects, such as recovery from stress, are likely.

How can research on escapist entertainment use be advanced based on the proposed coping perspective? Many of the boundary conditions of escapist media use are not well understood yet. To explain and discover beneficial versus harmful effects of escapist entertainment use, it is necessary to consider the specific situational contexts of this behavior. It remains unclear, for example, which situational factors influence the primary and secondary appraisal processes described earlier, rendering escapist media use a more or less attractive coping option in a given stress-inducing episode. Furthermore, because most studies on negative effects of escapist media use are based on cross-sectional data, experimental or longitudinal studies are needed to better differentiate between the short- and long-term consequences of escapist entertainment use. Long-term studies can also be used to explore whether escapist entertainment use interacts advantageously with other strategies of coping with stress over time.

Viewing patterns may influence media users’ coping behavior and effectiveness. We have argued that binge-watching is likely to intensify entertainment experiences so that individuals receive more pleasant gratifications than when they watch a single episode. Moreover, watching episodes without interruption should help users to forget about daily stressors. For these reasons, we assume that binge-watching is an effective way of escapist coping and can significantly promote recovery experiences. However, these assumptions still have to be examined. Overall, much of the research on the link between escapism and binge-watching as a coping strategy is qualitative (e.g., Flayelle, Maurage, & Billieux, 2017) and needs to be verified in quantitative studies with representative samples. Findings from Perks (2018), for example, indicate that personality differences play a role in the choice of escapist binge-watching content. While some respondents indicated that binge-watching complex narratives like Game of Thrones helps them to escape from stress, others preferred less mentally demanding content.

Following Meier et al. (2018), we have argued that escapist entertainment use must be clearly separated from media procrastination. Nevertheless, research would benefit from investigating the connection between these two constructs. Granow et al. (2018) found that binge-watching was associated with increased goal conflicts, which caused feelings of guilt about binge-watching. The researchers assume that “the more time recipients spend watching series consecutively, the more they may run the risk of losing control over their usage, resulting in goal conflicts, because they postpone tasks that are necessary to achieve long-term goals in favor of the short-term gratifications of continued watching of the engaging content” (Granow et al., 2018, p. 394). A number of studies support the notion that media users sometimes perceive goal conflicts due to their binge-watching behavior and tend to feel guilty about it (e.g., Steiner & Xu, 2018; Walton-Pattison, Dombrowski, & Presseau, 2018). The same effects, which make binge-watching an effective escapism tool, could at the same time increase the danger of losing control over watching series. This suggests that self-control is a central moderator of the effects of escapist media use and needs to be explored more systematically in future entertainment research (see also Reinecke & Meier, this volume).

Another promising perspective will be to focus on the characteristics of media content to understand the potential of specific media stimuli for escapist coping. In this context, it is worth noting that whereas escapism was originally linked with exposure to undemanding media content, many of the more recently developed TV series and narratives, which are probably used for escapist binge-watching, tend to be much more complex in their causal structure (Schlütz, 2016). Future research could therefore examine escapist binge-watching with regard to narrative structures. Likewise, although light entertainment (e.g., romantic comedies) is traditionally most vigorously suspected of serving escapist needs, little is known about how its defining characteristics, such as representations of harmony and beauty, shape escapist media use and effects. Beyond media content, social interaction triggered by media use, for example in multiplayer online games, may offer emotional social support, providing a theoretical link between escapist media use and additional forms of emotion-focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

We believe that our analysis demonstrates that the coping literature provides a fruitful basis for an extended understanding of the concept of escapist media use. Conceptualizing escapist entertainment use as coping behavior may help to identify similarities and differences between escapist media use and related concepts, such as mood management theory (Zillmann, 1988), two-factor models of entertainment (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2010), or media-induced recovery (Reinecke & Eden, 2017; Reinecke & Rieger, this volume). Furthermore, addressing the research gaps outlined above would greatly broaden our understanding of when and how media users escape through entertainment use and contribute to a more complete picture of the risks and benefits of such entertainment use.
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Media Entertainment as Guilty Pleasure?

The Appraisal of Media Use, Self-Control, and Entertainment (AMUSE) Model
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Media and communication technology use is among the most challenging temptations in daily life (Hofmann, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2012; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016) and has long been recognized as a source of self-regulatory failure (e.g., LaRose, Lin, & Eastin, 2003). While some of these failures may be incidental and benign, evidence for negative effects of deficiently self-controlled media entertainment on health and well-being amasses. From being a sedentary “couch potato” (Kubey & Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Marker, Gnambs, & Appel, 2019), to procrastinating with social media (Meier, Reinecke, & Meltzer, 2016), or “binge viewing” (Granow, Reinecke, & Ziegele, 2018; see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume), a core theme of deficiently self-controlled media use has emerged (Hofmann, Reinecke, & Meier, 2017; LaRose et al., 2003; Tokunaga & Rains, 2016). While entertainment is often associated with positive affect, a welcome contrast to work and stress, or recovery (see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume; Reinecke & Rieger, this volume), this research clearly demonstrates that the appeal of entertainment fare may seduce users to prioritize media pleasure and to risk negative consequences in other domains of daily live, such as conflicts with family or friends, work or school underperformance, or sleep deprivation.

Empirical research and prior reviews have studied this phenomenon by addressing specific ways in which (lack of) self-control can change the selection, processing, or effects of media (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2017; Tokunaga, 2015; van Koningsbruggen, Hartmann, & Du, 2018). However, a theoretical synthesis (DeAndrea & Holbert, 2017) that allows researchers to map their individual efforts systematically on a model of self-control in entertainment-related media use is currently missing from the literature. Accordingly, this chapter sets out to contribute to entertainment research, media psychology, and communication theory threefold. First, by drawing on psychological self-control theory (Hofmann, Friese, & Strack, 2009; Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015), we clarify the constructs relevant to the study of self-controlled media use. Second, we explicate an integrative model that distinguishes three phases of entertainment-oriented media contact and delineate components of these phases relevant to self-control. Third, alongside this model, we (a) review evidence on how self-control constructs relate to components of media contact in order to (b) derive testable propositions. We conclude by discussing strengths and limitations of the model as well as avenues for future research.

What Is Self-Control?


In everyday life, self-control is required to direct behavior toward a higher-order, usually more long-term goal (e.g., academic success) instead of a conflicting, usually more short-term desire (e.g., relaxing on the couch) (Hofmann et al., 2017; Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015). In their integrative self-control theory (SCT), Kotabe and Hofmann (2015) have condensed the conceptually rich psychological and neuroscientific self-control literature into seven major components (i.e., desire, higher-order goal, desire-goal conflict, control motivation, control capacity, control effort, and enactment constraints) and two key component clusters (i.e., the activation and the exertion cluster).

The activation cluster consists of the desire, higher-order goal, and the desire-goal conflict components. Desire refers to a psychological driving force that first originates as a “wanting” state and then aims to direct a person’s behavior toward an immediate reward-related stimulus. Media-related desires may manifest as “wanting” to improve one’s current mood (see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume) by consuming entertaining content (e.g., watching humorous videos) or by relieving boredom through the arousal resulting from interactive entertainment (e.g., gaming; see Bowman, this volume). A higher-order goal is a more abstract “cognitive construct […] associated with an endorsed end state” (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015, p. 623) that is typically pursued intentionally and with the expectation of a more long-term benefit. Higher-order goals usually resonate more with individual values and virtues than desires. Examples for commonly endorsed goals would be obtaining a degree, achieving professional fulfillment, or establishing and maintaining functioning relationships (for a recent taxonomy, see Veilleux et al., 2018). When both a desire and a (partially) incompatible higher-order goal are coactivated in a given behavioral episode, a desire-goal conflict ensues. Through this conflict, the desire is rendered a temptation, or problematic desire. To resolve this conflict, the individual’s behavioral guidance system must determine which motivational force—the desire or the higher-order goal—will dominate the behavioral response. Detecting a desire-goal conflict thus serves as the trigger activating self-control processes in the exertion cluster.

The exertion cluster consists of the control motivation, control capacity, and control effort components. Control motivation is activated first in the exertion cluster when individuals detect a desire-goal conflict. It chiefly entails the “aspiration to control desire” (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015, p. 624). The strength of this motivation may be the function of several independent factors, such as the strengths of the desire or the higher-order goal. Control capacity, in contrast, refers to nonmotivational cognitive processes, so-called executive functions (Hofmann, Schmeichel, & Baddeley, 2012; Miyake & Friedman, 2012; Karr et al., 2018), that rely on basic cognitive resources such as working memory or directed attention. Control effort is the mental energy actually invested in the control of a problematic desire.

Desire strength and control effort finally compete for behavioral enactment. For instance, this may result in turning on the TV instead of finishing exam preparation (i.e., temptation enactment or self-control failure), or in resisting the TV and completing one’s work (i.e., goal enactment or self-control success). However, behavior is contingent on a final component, enactment constraints. These refer to “environmental factors often not under the person’s immediate control that constrain the range of available behavioral options in a given situation” (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015, p. 628). For instance, even if the self-control episode was resolved in favor of switching on the TV, this behavior may be undercut by one’s partner walking in and reminding one of the benefits of preparing for the exam.

Finally, while not included in the SCT, research often distinguishes two conceptual and operational approaches to self-control, namely trait self-control (TSC) and state self-control (SSC). As a personality characteristic, TSC describes individuals’ trans-situational capacity “to override or change one’s inner responses, as well as to interrupt undesired behavioral tendencies (such as impulses) and refrain from acting on them” (Tangney et al., 2004, p. 4). TSC has been consistently related to increased well-being as well as greater academic and professional fulfillment (de Ridder, Lensvelt-Mulders, Finkenauer, Stok, & Baumeister, 2012; Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004; Wiese et al., 2018). Additionally, researchers have studied how situational self-control success or failure (i.e., SSC) varies as a function of core components of the SCT. Prominent lines of research have focused on the situational exhaustion of self-control capacity (i.e., ego depletion; for a recent critical discussion see Friese, Loschelder, Gieseler, Frankenbach, & Inzlicht, 2019), shifts in control motivation (Inzlicht, Schmeichel, & Macrae, 2014; Milyavskaya & Inzlicht, 2017), or situational strategies for managing enactment constraints (Duckworth, Gendler, & Gross, 2016).

Self-Control in Three Phases of Media Use


The main goal of this chapter is to explicate the components and scope of the newly proposed appraisal of media use, self-control, and entertainment (AMUSE) model. The model connects self-control theory to the psychology of media entertainment. It is designed to apply to all types of noninteractive and interactive media, defined here as technological communication channels designed to transmit information from a human source to a human receiver, for instance in a one-to-one, one-to-many, or many-to-many fashion (e.g., Bolchini & Lu, 2013; Morris & Ogan, 1996). Hence, the AMUSE model applies to a wide array of current (and, possibly, future) mass, interpersonal, and masspersonal communication technologies (O’Sullivan & Carr, 2018), such as linear TV, nonlinear video streaming, video games, social media, or instant messengers.

The key principle the AMUSE model is based on is the classic distinction between three phases of media contact (e.g., Nabi & Oliver, 2009; Potter, 2011; Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther, 2016; see Figure 11.1). It posits that a media use episode starts with the selection (Phase 1) of a media technology, followed by the psychological processing (Phase 2) of any within-media events during contact, which may result in media effects (Phase 3) after contact has ceased. Surely, this distinction artificially simplifies episodes of media contact into an ideal type temporal sequence that draws lines between clear-cut phases unlikely to be perceived as such by users. However, the three phases have analytical merit, as they allow us to specify systematically at which points of media contact self-control may be relevant for the experience of entertainment and for entertainment-related effects. In the following, we explicate our model along the three phases, in each phase by first delineating the core components and then discussing their potential relationships with components of self-control.


[image: display]
Figure 11.1 The appraisal of media use, self-control, and entertainment (AMUSE) model.

*Note: The components encompass all those proposed by Kotabe and Hofmann (2015)—that is, desire, higher order goal, desire-goal conflict, control motivation, control capacity, control effort, and enactment constraints. These can be conceptualized and operationalized as trait or state variables. Note that our propositions mainly focus on desire-goal conflict, control capacity, and control motivation. However, this is not to say that the other components are not, in principal, relevant for the AMUSE model. Their roles in the model may be further specified by future research.





Phase 1: Selection


Distinguishing Media Selection and Within-Media Selection


We define media selection as the (un)intentionally and (un)consciously executed behavior of initiating exposure to or interaction with a media device or application, as well as avoiding to initiate said behavior. The selection phase “entails all of the processes necessary to describe and explain” such media (non)choices (Hartmann, 2009b, p. 2). In the context of self-control research, these specifically include all the reflective and impulsive precursors that compete to determine whether behavior is guided more strongly by a deliberate (reflective) or automatic (impulsive) guidance system (Hofmann et al., 2009). Common reflective precursors that may directly affect the success or failure of self-control in media selection are restraint standards (e.g., being on a “social media diet”) or deliberate evaluations (e.g., having a negative attitude toward watching TV), as championed by, for instance, the theories of reasoned action and planned behavior (Hartmann, 2009a). Impulsive precursors, in contrast, refer to automatic approach-avoidance reactions (e.g., habitually checking one’s smartphone) and automatic affective reactions (e.g., brief joy after receiving a social media notification).

When a media channel has been selected, this is usually followed by more complex second-order selections of content, features, or other interactive elements within the medium, coined here as within-media selection. In the overabundant and choice-rich environments of complex digital media (e.g., social media), within-media selections have become crucial to determine media effects (Knobloch-Westerwick, Westerwick, & Johnson, 2015), as user experiences now depend largely on the content (not) selected. Figure 11.1 depicts all basic components of the selection phase as well as their interconnections.

Self-Control in Media Selection


As a first step to assess the relevance of self-control in media selection, we have to establish that individuals do in fact experience intrapsychic conflicts between media desires and higher-order goals. Indeed, findings from field studies point to this conclusion. Hofmann, Vohs, et al. (2012), for instance, measured the frequency of various desires (e.g., eating, sleeping, sex, media use) in daily life using the experience sampling method (ESM). Among all desires, adult participants were found to be the least successful in resisting media use during goal conflicts (i.e., 42% of media desires were enacted despite resisting). From another ESM study, Reinecke and Hofmann (2016) report that adult participants experienced conflicts between media use and personally important (e.g., work-related) goals in 62% of sampled media use episodes (for social media, see also Du, van Koningsbruggen, & Kerkhof, 2018).

We further observe that several cross-sectional and short-term longitudinal studies (Meier, Reinecke, & Meltzer, 2016; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016; Schnauber-Stockmann, Meier, & Reinecke, 2018) find TSC capacity to negatively predict the frequency of procrastination with diverse media devices and applications (e.g., TV, smartphones, games, Facebook). Procrastination, the irrational delay of an intended task, represents a prototypical form of self-control failure, hinting at media selection under goal conflict (Steel, 2007). Additionally, survey research has found low SSC capacity to be associated with procrastinatory TV and video game use (Exelmans & van den Bulck, 2018; Reinecke, Hartmann, & Eden, 2014). Finally, Schnauber-Stockmann et al. (2018) find self-reported SSC motivation to predict less procrastination with the TV, computer, and smartphone. Together, these findings further corroborate that media are frequently selected despite goal conflicts (e.g., intended tasks) and that inter- and intra-individual variation of self-control capacity and motivation may directly affect the likelihood of making these “irrational” media choices, as they represent the self-control resources available. From this, in conjunction with the SCT, we derive

Proposition 1.1: Control capacity and control motivation negatively predict media selection during goal conflicts.

We continue by turning to the impulsive precursors of media selection, specifically media habits. Media use is often strongly habitualized, that is, characterized by automaticity in the initiation—but not necessarily execution and processing—of usage (Bayer, Dal Cin, Campbell, & Panek, 2016; Bayer & LaRose, 2018; LaRose, 2010). In accordance with Hofmann et al. (2009), the interplay between habit strength as an automatic approach tendency and self-control should determine the successful navigation of a media-related goal conflict. Several survey studies provide first evidence for a negative association between TSC or SSC and person-level habit strength or situation-level automaticity in media selection for social media, texting, and smartphones (Bayer et al., 2016; Berger, Wyss, & Knoch, 2018; Meier et al., 2016), as well as more traditional entertainment media such as TV (Exelmans & van den Bulck, 2017; Schnauber-Stockmann et al., 2018). Thus, higher self-control resources should enable media users to invest more effort into deliberate media choices and generally inhibit automaticity in media selection. From this, we derive

Proposition 1.2: Control capacity and control motivation negatively predict automaticity in media selection.

Survey studies have further shown impulsive precursors such as habits to be directly related to a higher incidence of media-related self-control failure for several media technologies (Exelmans, Meier, Reinecke, & van den Bulck, 2019; Meier et al., 2016; Schnauber-Stockmann et al., 2018). Beyond the strength of habits as automatic approach reactions, automatic affective reactions may also act as impulsive precursors for self-control failure in media selection (Hofmann et al., 2009). Frequent social media users (compared to less frequent social media users) showed stronger positive affective reactions to social media cues versus control cues in an affect misattribution procedure (van Koningsbruggen, Hartmann, Eden, & Veling, 2017). Similar automatic affective reactions also appear plausible for typical entertainment content, such as positive affective reactions to the theme song of a favorite TV show or the logo of a favorite video game. Overall, frequent media use may come with a learned automatic activation of the appetitive motivational system, thus rendering self-control over media selection more challenging. The research on automaticity in media selection, in conjunction with the SCT and the reflective-impulsive model (Hofmann et al., 2009), thus suggests

Proposition 1.3: Impulsive precursors (e.g., automatic approach tendencies or positive automatic affective reactions towards a medium) positively predict media selection during goal conflicts.

 Reflective precursors (e.g., attitudes, expected gratifications) for media selection have been studied extensively in communication research (Hartmann, 2009c). However, we note a dearth of research on such precursors in the context of goal conflicts (e.g., concerning the role of “media diets” or restraint standards, Rainie, Smith, & Duggan, 2013). Nonetheless, the reflective-impulsive model by Hofmann et al. (2009) clearly suggests that reflective precursors may counteract impulsive approach reactions, as they strengthen slow, deliberate processing that prioritizes higher-order goals over short-term desires. While explicit evidence on this relationship in the context of media selection during goal conflicts is still missing, we state

Proposition 1.4: Reflective precursors (e.g., negative attitudes about a medium, restraint standards concerning media use) negatively predict media selection during goal conflicts.

Finally, as suggested by Hofmann et al. (2009), self-control may represent a key boundary condition for the previously described direct effects of impulsive and reflective precursors on self-control success. Results by Schnauber-Stockmann et al. (2018) provide initial indirect support for this assumption in the context of media selection. Self-control motivation, but not capacity, moderated the translation of person-level habit strength into situation-level automaticity, such that those with stronger control motivation showed a slightly weaker effect of habit strength on automaticity in episodic media selection. While providing only first and tentative evidence, the models by Hofmann et al. (2009) and Kotabe and Hofmann (2015) suggest that control capacity and motivation may moderate the relationships between impulsive precursors and reflective precursors with self-control outcomes (i.e., self-control success or failure), as they free up cognitive and motivational resources that can be invested to uphold a higher-order goal against a short-term desire. We thus arrive at

Proposition 1.5a: Control capacity and control motivation moderate the relationship described in Proposition 1.3, such that under higher capacity and motivation, the positive relationship between impulsive precursors and media selection during goal conflicts will be weaker.

Proposition 1.5b: Control capacity and control motivation moderate the relationship described in Proposition 1.4, such that under higher capacity and motivation, the negative relationship between reflective precursors and media selection during goal conflicts will be stronger.

Self-Control in Within-Media Selection


Moving on in the sequence of model elements, we discuss potential influences of self-control components and precursors on within-media selection. The assumption here is that self-control may not only affect whether one chooses a medium or not (i.e., media selection), but also which content, features, or other behavioral options within the medium are chosen subsequently (i.e., within-media selection). While less frequently investigated than media selection, a number of studies provide evidence on the role of self-control for such selections. Results from a quasi-experiment, for instance, show that after switching to daylight saving time—a common source of self-control failure due to poor sleep quality—aggregate-level Google searches for entertainment related content increased (D. T. Wagner, Barnes, Lim, & Ferris, 2012). In a survey by Reinecke, Hartmann et al. (2014), respondents with low SSC capacity reported less inclination to select “challenging” TV content. Hartmann (2013) understands this notion of challenge as “a variety of cognitive, affective, visceral, and behavioral tasks imposed by the media environment” (p. 177). He proposes that users with fewer self-regulatory resources will be generally less likely to select challenging content or interactive environments (also see Hartmann & Eden, 2019, May). In two selective exposure experiments, Eden, Hartmann, and Reinecke (2015) indeed find that those with low SSC capacity showed stronger preference for low-challenge movies and avoided high-challenge movies in a rank order task. This finding was recently replicated using a variety of additional selection measures (Eden, Johnson, & Hartmann, 2018). From this, in conjunction with the SCT, we derive

Proposition 1.6: Control capacity and control motivation positively predict the selection of within-media challenges.

We further propose that the influence of self-control on both media selection and within-media selection (see Propositions 1.1–1.6) indirectly affects entertainment experience by predetermining how likely users are to process their media choices, for instance, through self-conscious emotions. These indirect consequences of the selection processes are systematically described next (see Phase 2).

Phase 2: Processing


First- and Second-Layer Appraisal Processes in Entertainment Experiences


In the AMUSE model, the media processing phase refers to all cognitive processes and affective responses in immediate reaction to the media stimulus. As such, this phase covers all relevant processes that take place after the initialization of media use (Phase 1) and prior to the end of the media contact (Phase 3). Within a given media use episode, media users are likely to repeatedly go through Phases 1 and 2, for instance, when “zapping” through different channels while watching TV or browsing through a social media feed (i.e., within-media selection, see Phase 1). The AMUSE model therefore does not describe media exposure in a linear fashion. Rather, selection and processing steps are reiterated during a media use episode, forming a loop between Phases 1 and 2 (Figure 11.1).

In the following sections, we first describe the processing steps that are directly related to the formation of entertainment experiences. The AMUSE model follows previous theoretical approaches that have defined media entertainment as a meta-emotion (Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, & Viehoff, 2008; Oliver, 1993; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). Within-media events—represented, for instance, by the progressing narrative of a movie or the player actions and resulting consequences in a video game—are appraised and elicit primary emotional responses. The positive reappraisal of these primary responses, in turn, lays the ground for hedonic or eudaimonic entertainment experiences (see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume; Vorderer, this volume). The AMUSE model refers to this classic “route” to entertainment experience as first-layer appraisal processes.

The model then extends previous theoretical conceptualizations of media entertainment by proposing an additional layer of appraisal processes that are specifically relevant to self-control and thus indirectly influence entertainment experiences. In addition to the reappraisal of primary emotions triggered by within-media events, media users also engage in an appraisal of media use as an activity per se as well as of the content category chosen. These second-layer appraisal processes may result in self-conscious emotions that can impair entertainment experiences. Furthermore, self-conscious emotions and entertainment experience interact in guiding the individual’s decision to continue or discontinue media use. After the mechanisms underlying first- and second-layer appraisal processes are delineated, the role of self-control for all components of the processing phase (see Figure 11.1) is discussed systematically.

First-Layer Appraisal Processes: Entertainment Experience as a Meta-Emotion


Primary emotions, the direct affective responses triggered by media stimuli, are at the heart of most definitions of media entertainment (Bartsch et al., 2008; Vorderer, 2001). According to appraisal theories of emotion, such primary emotions are the result of the cognitive evaluation of several appraisal factors, such as the novelty, valence, controllability, and goal conduciveness of events or stimuli, or their congruence with social norms (Scherer & Moors, 2019).

Whether media users feel entertained by a specific media message, however, cannot be inferred directly from the primary emotions experienced during exposure. The same primary emotions, such as sadness experienced while watching a “tearjerker” movie, may positively contribute to entertainment experience for some media users but impair enjoyment for others (Oliver, 1993). The concept of meta-emotions has been used to explain how positive and negative primary emotions interact with individual differences on the person level and situational factors to create different forms of entertainment experience (Bartsch, Appel, & Storch, 2010; Bartsch, Mangold, Viehoff, & Vorderer, 2006; Bartsch et al., 2008; Oliver, 1993; Schramm & Wirth, 2010; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). Meta-emotions describe that individuals can experience evaluative thoughts and emotions about their emotions (Bartsch et al., 2008; Jäger & Bänninger-Huber, 2015; Mayer & Stevens, 1994). The underlying mechanisms that produce meta-emotions closely resemble the appraisal processes driving the experience of primary emotions (Bartsch et al., 2008; Mayer & Stevens, 1994). The meta-emotion framework helps to explain the seemingly paradoxical finding that negative primary emotions are frequently positively associated with entertainment experience: rewarding entertainment gratifications can be obtained despite negative emotional experiences if these primary responses are positively reappraised at a meta-level (Bartsch et al., 2006; Bartsch et al., 2008; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009).

Recently, two-factor models of entertainment have further differentiated the concept of entertainment experience. The traditional hedonic conceptualization of entertainment as pleasurable enjoyment was extended by introducing a second, eudaimonic, dimension of entertainment experience (Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015), frequently referred to as appreciation (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). Eudaimonia refers to more complex entertainment gratifications such as reflection on moral virtues and the purpose in life or the satisfaction of psychological needs such as relatedness (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010, p. 57; Tamborini et al., 2011; see Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume).

The appraisal processes that lead to the experience of hedonic versus eudaimonic facets of entertainment experiences are not fully understood yet. It is plausible to assume, however, that both are the product of different reappraisal patterns. Vorderer and Hartmann (2009) propose that the reappraisal of the primary emotions experienced in response to media stimuli can occur based on the evaluation of their consistency with short-term homeostatic mood and arousal regulation versus long-term psychological growth and self-realization goals of the media user (see also Hartmann, 2013). Accordingly, the two dimensions of hedonic versus eudaimonic entertainment experience may represent different forms of meta-emotions that result from the reappraisal of primary emotional reactions as consistent with short-term mood optimization (resulting in hedonic entertainment) versus long-term personal growth goals (resulting in eudaimonic entertainment).

In the AMUSE model, this meta-emotion framework as well as the perspective of recent two-factor models of entertainment is adopted and represented by first-layer appraisal processes leading from the appraisal of within-media events to hedonic or eudaimonic entertainment experiences via primary affective responses and the reappraisal of primary responses (see Figure 11.1). Next, we explicate the role of self-control within these first-layer appraisal processes and the resulting consequence for entertainment experience.

Self-Control in First-Layer Appraisal Processes


In a first step, we propose that self-control has direct effects on the appraisal of within-media events as well as the reappraisal of the resulting primary emotions. Psychological research has linked reduced SSC capacity to impaired affect regulation (Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998; Schmeichel, 2007; Stucke & Baumeister, 2006; D. D. Wagner, Altman, Boswell, Kelley, & Heatherton, 2013; D. D. Wagner & Heatherton, 2013). In an experiment by Muraven et al. (1998), participants with depleted SSC showed significantly stronger positive affective reactions to a humorous video clip than nondepleted control group participants. Similar results were found with regard to emotional reactions to gruesome scenes in a movie clip (Schmeichel, 2007) and aggressive reactions to provocation (Stucke & Baumeister, 2006). This evidence suggests that low self-control capacity intensifies emotional responses to external stimuli, while under high capacity, individuals are better able to downregulate their emotional reactions. Affective responses to media entertainment, such as exhilaration (see Goldstein, this volume) or sexual stimulation (see Dillman Carpentier & Mazandarani, this volume), are thus likely to be stronger in users with low (state) self-control. While no empirical research on the effects of self-control motivation on media-related affect regulation exists, the SCT suggests similar effects as empirically observed for self-control capacity. Thus, we posit



• Proposition 2.1: Control capacity and control motivation negatively predict the intensity of both positive and negative primary affective reactions to within-media events.






Initial evidence that self-control capacity affects not only primary affective reactions to media stimuli but also the reappraisal of primary emotions during media use comes from a study by Johnson, Ewoldsen, and Slater (2015). In their experiment, reduced SSC was associated with higher levels of enjoyment and stronger audience responses (e.g., suspense, fun) to the narrative of a short-story. The authors suggest that the vicarious experiences provided by a narrative are particularly rewarding and entertaining for depleted individuals whose needs are currently thwarted (Johnson et al., 2015; see also Slater, Johnson, Silver, & Ewoldsen, this volume). Accordingly, low self-control intensified the primary response of depleted participants and affected the reappraisal processes by increasing the goal-conduciveness of these primary emotions for individuals’ short-term mood regulation goals, boosting their entertainment experience.

In an experiment by Tamborini et al. (2017), participants were exposed to a video clip that featured either tendentious (i.e., sexist) or nontendentious humor. Participants whose self-control capacity had been depleted in an initial task showed higher levels of enjoyment in the tendentious humor condition than nondepleted participants. Importantly, both depleted and nondepleted participants evaluated the video clip with tendentious humor as less appropriate than nontendentious humor. This suggests that while both depleted and nondepleted individuals were aware of the socially undesirable quality of tendentious humor, only nondepleted participants engaged in emotional self-regulation and suppressed enjoyment of tendentious humor.

In terms of the AMUSE model, these findings suggest that self-control affects the prioritization of the short-term homeostatic mood regulation versus long-term psychological growth and self-realization goals underlying the reappraisal of primary emotions (Hartmann, 2013; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). Under conditions of low self-control capacity and motivation, primary emotions that support short-term mood management goals are more positively reappraised (due to their increased situational goal-conduciveness) as under conditions of high self-control (Johnson et al., 2015). Higher-order goals, such as being a moral person or meeting social norms, however, seem to have a lower priority in the reappraisal of primary emotions when self-control is low (Tamborini et al., 2017). Based on this, we suggest



• Proposition 2.2: Control capacity and motivation moderate the reappraisal of the primary affective responses to within-media events such that under conditions of low self-control, short-term mood management goals are prioritized over higher-order goals, and vice versa for high self-control.






In addition to the effects discussed earlier, we further propose that self-control affects the path from within-media events to entertainment experience indirectly, based on the selection processes situated in Phase 1. As discussed in more detail previously, self-control significantly influences within-media selection, with individuals low in SSC showing a preference for less cognitively and affectively challenging and more hedonically pleasant content (Eden et al., 2015; Eden et al., 2018; Reinecke, Hartmann et al., 2014), see Proposition 1.6. For the processing phase of the AMUSE model, this suggests that media users low in SSC are likely to experience more emotionally and cognitively unchallenging in-media events and, as a result, a stronger predominance of positive primary emotions than media users with higher levels of SSC. At the level of reappraisal, these positive primary emotions are likely to result in positive meta-emotions—and hence hedonic enjoyment—as they are conducive for depleted media users’ short-term mood management goals (Hartmann, 2013; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). They may not, however, provide much opportunity for the long-term, higher-order growth goals of users (Eden et al., 2018), resulting in a lack of, or only a very limited, eudaimonic entertainment experience. From this, it follows



• Proposition 2.3: Control capacity and motivation are indirectly (a) negatively related to hedonic entertainment experience and (b) positively related to eudaimonic entertainment experience via the selection of within-media challenges (see Proposition 1.6).






Second-Layer Appraisal Processes: Appraisal of Media Use Activity and Content Category


In the previous section, we have focused on media users’ affective reactions to within-media events and have laid out the assumptions of the AMUSE model regarding the role of self-control for the appraisal and reappraisal of the primary emotions elicited by those events. We further propose that for a comprehensive understanding of the effects of self-control in the context of entertainment, we also need to consider how users feel about their media use as a behavior. Media use in general, and the use of entertainment media in specific, is frequently associated with self-conscious emotions such as guilt (Reinecke & Meier, 2021). Importantly, these self-conscious emotions often are not elicited in reaction to the primary emotions experienced with regard to within-media events, but to media use as an activity per se (e.g., Reinecke, Hartmann et al., 2014; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016). Self-conscious emotions are a subset of “moral emotions” that refer to how individuals evaluate themselves and their actions (Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2004). Negative self-conscious emotions, such as shame and guilt, are experienced as a response to actions or events that conflict with the individual’s identity goals, whereas positive self-conscious emotions, such as pride, are elicited by actions and events that adhere to such goals (Tracy & Robins, 2004). It is likely that negative self-conscious emotions occur in reaction to media use as an activity for two reasons (Reinecke & Meier, 2021): Media use may generally be perceived as normatively undesirable and a waste of time that could be better spent on more valued activities (e.g., Himmelweit & Swift, 1976). Additionally, media use triggers feelings of guilt if it conflicts with higher-order goals (Reinecke & Meier, 2021) or is perceived as self-control failure (Granow et al., 2018; Meier et al., 2016; Reinecke, Hartmann et al., 2014; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016).

In addition to guilt reactions with regard to media use as an activity, negative self-conscious emotions may also result from the use of specific content categories, or media genres, that violate the individual’s personal standards (Reinecke & Meier, 2021). This is particularly likely in the case of content categories that conflict with social norms and are of low social desirability, such as pornography (Perry, 2018; Sabina, Wolak, & Finkelhor, 2008), graphic violence, or particularly unchallenging “lowbrow” forms of media entertainment (e.g., “cat content”; Myrick, 2015).

Crucially for the context of media entertainment, the available empirical evidence clearly suggests that negative self-conscious emotions such as guilt significantly impair entertainment experiences (e.g., Reinecke, Hartmann et al., 2014; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016). Hofmann, Kotabe, and Luhmann (2013) refer to this phenomenon as the “spoiled pleasure effect” (p. 737): negative self-conscious emotions reduce the hedonic gratifications gained from an otherwise pleasurable and rewarding activity. The AMUSE model extends previous models of entertainment experience (Bartsch et al., 2008; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009), by accounting for these second-layer appraisal processes and their effects on entertainment experiences via self-conscious emotions (Figure 11.1).

Self-Control in Second-Layer Appraisal Processes


We propose that self-control affects the second-layer appraisal of media use primarily indirectly via the selections in Phase 1. As discussed in more detail earlier, under low self-control capacity or motivation, individuals are more likely to initiate media use despite existing conflicts with higher-order goals (Proposition 1.1 and 1.5) and should thus experience negative self-conscious emotions more strongly in reaction to media use as an activity. Additionally, as users low in self-control gravitate toward cognitively and emotionally unchallenging content (Proposition 1.6), they are more likely to experience conflict between their content selection and identity goals (e.g., choosing the unchallenging comedy program instead of watching the political talk show). They should thus experience negative self-conscious emotions more strongly as a result of the appraisal of the content category selected. In terms of entertainment experience, the activity and content-related appraisal processes described in the second layer should thus put media users with low self-control at a higher risk for a “spoiled pleasure effect,” that is, impaired entertainment experiences through negative self-conscious emotions. We thus suggest

Proposition 2.4: Control motivation and capacity negatively predict negative self-conscious emotions (a) via media selection (Proposition 1.1 and 1.5) and subsequent appraisal of the media use activity as well as (b) via within-media selection (Proposition 1.6) and subsequent appraisal of content category. As a consequence, (c) self-control is positively indirectly related to hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experience via reduced negative self-conscious emotions.

Behavioral Consequences of Appraisal: Self-Control and the (Dis)Continuation of Media Use


In the last part of the processing phase, the AMUSE model addresses the behavioral consequence of the affective responses resulting from the first-layer and second-layer appraisal processes described previously. More specifically, the model (see Figure 11.1) proposes that the affective reactions produced by first- and second-level appraisal are key drivers guiding users’ decision to continue or discontinue media use. Emotions and meta-emotions represent a central feedback system between the individual and its environment that guides the preparation of goal-consistent behavior (Scherer & Moors, 2019). The experience of hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment gratifications signals successful satisfaction of homeostatic and/or personal growth goals via the ongoing stream of within-media events and the resulting primary responses (Hartmann, 2013; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). All things being equal, media users experiencing high levels of entertainment should thus have a low inclination to cease media use or adapt their content selection, as long as their respective goals have not been reached. Negative self-conscious emotions, in contrast, signal conflict between the ongoing behavior and identity goals, motivating the individual to realign behavior with personal goals or social expectations (Tracy & Robins, 2004). Media users experiencing negative self-conscious emotions over their content selection, or over media use as an activity per se, should thus show an increased tendency to change their within-media selections or discontinue media use altogether, respectively. Based on Propositions 2.1 to 2.4, the AMUSE model suggests that self-control influences both entertainment experience and negative self-conscious emotions, which in turn should predict (dis)continuation of media use. We thus suggest

Proposition 2.5: Control capacity and motivation are indirectly related to the (dis)continuation of media use via their influence on (a) entertainment experience and (b) negative self-conscious emotions (see Propositions 2.1 to 2.4).

Besides its influence on the level of entertainment gratifications and self-conscious emotions experienced in a media use episode, self-control capacity and motivation may also have an impact on the weight assigned to both factors in the decision to continue versus discontinue media use. Previous research suggests that hedonically pleasant short-term gratifications, such as mood optimization, are prioritized over long-term goals when self-control capacity and motivation are low (Hofmann, Vohs et al., 2012; Sirois & Pychyl, 2013). Consequently, in media use episodes characterized by low levels of self-control, users are likely to prioritize entertainment gratifications over other long-term goals. Hence we suggest

Proposition 2.6: Control capacity and motivation moderate the effects of entertainment experience and self-conscious emotions on the (dis)continuation of media use (Proposition 2.5) such that (a) the influence of entertainment experience will be stronger under conditions of low self-control and (b) the influence of negative self-conscious emotions will be stronger under conditions of high self-control.

Phase 3: Effects


The last phase of the AMUSE model considers the outcomes of entertaining media use. Following Valkenburg et al. (2016), media effects are defined as “deliberate and nondeliberate short and long-term within-person changes in cognitions (including beliefs), emotions, attitudes, and behavior” (p. 316). Effects thus materialize after media contact has ceased and the user has ended the processing phase. While we believe that the basic assumptions of the AMUSE model equally apply to various potential effects of entertaining media use, a systematic review of the entirety of these effects and their interaction with self-control goes far beyond the scope of this chapter. In the following, we thus focus on three relevant outcomes of entertaining media use that have already been addressed in relation to self-control processes.

The Indirect Relationship Between Self-Control and the Outcomes of Entertaining Media Use


Previous research has identified media-induced recovery and psychological well-being as central short-term outcomes of entertaining media use that are at risk under conditions of low self-control (e.g., Reinecke, Klatt, & Krämer, 2011; Rieger, Reinecke, Frischlich, & Bente, 2014; also see Reinecke & Rieger, this volume). Several studies have linked self-control failure in the form of procrastinatory media use to impaired postexposure well-being and recovery experience (e.g., Meier et al., 2016; Reinecke, Hartmann et al., 2014; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016). Both Reinecke, Hartmann et al. (2014) and Reinecke and Hofmann (2016) found that procrastinatory media use was associated with negative self-conscious emotions such as guilt which, in turn, were negatively related to media-induced recovery and well-being, respectively.

A long-term effect that is frequently discussed in the context of entertaining media use and self-control is reduced academic achievement. Several studies have linked the insufficiently controlled use of entertaining media to negative effects on time spent on school work and academic performance (e.g., Meier et al., 2016; Panek, 2014). A recent meta-analysis on social network site (SNS) use and academic achievement found similar effects for SNS multitasking and general SNS use (Marker, Gnambs, & Appel, 2018; for effects of media multitasking, see also van der Schuur, Baumgartner, Sumter, & Valkenburg, 2015).

In combination, the research reviewed earlier suggests that self-control has an impact both on the short-term (recovery and well-being) as well as long-term (academic performance) effects of entertaining media use. Importantly, the influence of self-control on these outcomes of media entertainment materializes in different phases of the AMUSE model: The influence on the effects of media use on recovery and well-being is mediated through the affective reactions (i.e., entertainment experience and self-conscious emotions) to media content. It thus becomes manifest within Phase 2 of the model. The influence of self-control on the effects of media use on academic achievement, however, originates from the effects of self-control on media selection during goal conflict. Learning and studying is impaired if media use is initiated during goal conflict in Phase 1—irrespective of the within-media events selected by the user (except for learning-related uses, Marker et al., 2018) or the appraisal processes in Phase 2. We thus suggest

Proposition 3.1: Control capacity and motivation influence the outcomes of media use via (a) the Selection Phase (see Propositions 1.1 and 1.5) and (b) the Processing Phase (see Propositions 2.1 to 2.6).

The Cumulative Relationship Between Self-Control, Outcomes, and Future Media Selection


We further propose that the relationship between self-control and the outcomes of entertaining media use are cumulative. More specifically, we suggest that the outcomes of media use may change the boundary conditions for future self-control effects by shaping the impulsive and reflective precursors of media selection in subsequent usage episodes. Repeated positive affective experiences with entertainment media use—either in the form of positive entertainment gratifications or in the form of positive postexposure effects such as increased well-being—should result in the formation of a positive associative cluster linking entertainment use to gratifying experiences (Hofmann et al., 2009; Zillmann, 1988; see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume). As a result, the individual will show stronger automatic affective reactions and stronger automatic approach tendencies when confronted with entertainment-related media cues in the future (Hofmann et al., 2009; Hofmann et al., 2017; van Koningsbruggen et al., 2017). This reinforcement of impulsive precursors makes automatic media selection more likely, thus increasing the risk of self-control failure in future media use episode (Schnauber-Stockmann et al., 2018). Repeated negative experiences, such as negative self-conscious emotions due to media-related self-control failure, reduced levels of enjoyment due to the spoiled pleasure effect, or negative postexposure consequences, such as academic problems, should have the opposite effect and strengthen the reflective precursors of media use (Hofmann et al., 2009). In this case, users may change their restraint standards or form a stronger intention to avoid uncontrolled selection in the future. We thus suggest

Proposition 3.2: The outcomes of media use are cumulatively related to media selection via impulsive (see Proposition 1.3) and reflective precursors (see Proposition 1.4), exerting an indirect effect on media selection during goal conflicts over time.

Discussion


Summary and Utility of the AMUSE Model


The central goal of the present chapter was to provide a review and first theoretical integration of the multifaceted role of self-control in media entertainment. The newly proposed AMUSE model builds on an integrative understanding of self-control in psychology (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015) and systematizes the role of self-control in three phases of media contact: (1) selection, (2) processing, and (3) effects.

In Phase 1, the model explicates the interaction of self-control capacity and motivation and the relative strength of impulsive and reflective precursors as crucial determinants of media selection versus nonselection in the face of goal conflict (Hofmann et al., 2009). The model further suggests that self-control should also affect within-media selection, resulting in a preference for more challenging media activities when self-control is high and vice versa. This may indirectly—via the default entertainment processing of within-media events during Phase 2 (Bartsch et al., 2008; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009)—result in increased eudaimonic, but decreased hedonic entertainment, relative to low self-control conditions. Additionally, low self-control should intensify the primary affective reactions to media stimuli and result in a prioritization of short-term mood regulation over long-term growth goals in the reappraisal of these primary emotions. While low self-control may thus shift users’ entertainment experiences toward hedonia, high self-control should facilitate more eudaimonic entertainment experiences via within-media selections and subsequent appraisal processes.

A further key contribution of the model that crucially extends previous theoretical models of media entertainment is the addition of a second-layer appraisal route in Phase 2. Beyond first-layer reappraisals of primary emotions, users’ entertainment experience should be affected by two appraisals that are relevant specifically to self-control: the appraisal of media as an activity per se and of the content category chosen during within-media selection. The model proposes that when these appraisals result in perceived incongruence with identity goals, they elicit negative self-conscious emotions such as guilt, which then “spoil” the entertainment otherwise experienced during processing. While these identity goals may align with users’ currently activated higher-order goals (e.g., studying for a degree), they may also reflect other norms or personal standards that only become activated as a consequence of the content chosen during within-media selection (e.g., pornography or “lowbrow” entertainment).

Finally, the AMUSE model extends prior theory by explicitly considering the length of media contact as one crucial behavioral outcome relevant to self-control. Self-control dilemmas may often arise not only regarding whether one turns on the TV, or not, but rather whether one succeeds in turning it off again. Being able to stop media use at the right time may be equally, or even more, challenging for self-control than being able to resist starting it. Our model thus contributes to psychological self-control theory by moving beyond a dichotomous understanding of behavior (“Do I eat the cookie, or not?”) toward a differentiation between behavior initiation and behavior (dis)continuation.

In a last step, the AMUSE model proposes a cumulative relationship between self-control and media effects. Through its impact in the selection and processing phases of media use and the resulting entertainment gratifications and self-conscious emotions, respectively, self-control affects the short-term (e.g., recovery, well-being) as well as long-term (e.g., academic achievements) outcomes of media use. At the same time, the model suggests that these outcomes of media use may lay the ground for self-control success versus failure in subsequent media use episodes by changing the impulsive and reflective precursors of media selection. At worst, this may imply a “downward spiral” (Slater, 2007) for media users who sufficiently enjoy their “guilty pleasure” so that they may show an even stronger tendency to select media despite goal conflicts in the future. At best, however, this feedback loop may enable users to learn from their mistakes, develop stronger restraint standards and implementation strategies (Duckworth et al., 2016), and be better prepared for future goal conflicts during media use.

Explanatory Power for Audience Behavior and Entertainment Experiences in Daily Life


While there is considerable variation in peoples’ TSC and SSC that affects media choice, processing, and effects, the AMUSE model can also help to understand large-scale patterns of audience behavior: For instance, the widespread use of television in the evenings—which primarily offers low-challenge entertainment such as crime drama and comedy—can be explained by low self-control motivation and capacity at this time of the day (e.g., after work or other depleting day activities; Exelmans & van den Bulck, 2017; Reinecke, Hartmann et al., 2014). The AMUSE model predicts that, under such conditions, audiences will prioritize entertainment goals and fail to uphold higher-order goals (e.g., investing in interpersonal relationships), making them susceptible to give in to media temptations such as TV viewing.

With regard to the prominent paradigms addressing selective exposure to media entertainment, such as mood management theory with its focus on hedonism (Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume) and the uses–and-gratifications approach with its focus on goal-directed, rational media choice (Rayburn & Palmgreen, 1984), the AMUSE model follows a perspective in which both goal-directed and reflective audience behavior and spontaneous and impulsive entertainment choices can be explained. Self-control and its trait and state variations thus emerge as concepts necessary to understand why entertainment audiences make their decisions and end up with widely varying media experiences.

Programmatic Perspectives


While we believe that the AMUSE model provides a useful step toward theoretical integration of the self-control and media entertainment literature, it faces a number of open questions that require further theoretical refinement and empirical testing.

Research in the context of media use and self-control is still characterized by a dearth of empirical evidence. Furthermore, previous research in the context of media use and self-control has largely neglected the distinction between self-control capacity and motivation (but see Schnauber-Stockmann et al., 2018). As a consequence, the propositions made in the AMUSE model differ widely regarding the breadth and depth of empirical findings supporting the proposed mechanisms. Additionally, the majority of available studies in the context of media use and self-control relies on cross-sectional self-report data providing little information regarding the causal direction of effects. A further challenge to the AMUSE model that also relates to questions of causality, is the fact that the model currently exclusively treats self-control as an independent variable. However, reverse effects of media entertainment on self-control may be equally plausible: a number of studies suggest that watching humorous content or engaging with familiar fictional worlds can restore depleted self-control resources (e.g., Derrick, 2013; Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & Muraven, 2007). A theoretical union of both perspectives is an important task for future research.

Further open questions pertain to the boundary conditions of the processes proposed in the model. For example, in the context of the appraisal processes, self-control is associated with antagonistic effects: with regard to first-layer appraisal, low self-control contributes to entertainment experience through intensified primary emotions and the prioritization of mood management goals. In the context of second-layer appraisal, however, low self-control increases the risk of negative self-conscious emotions and impaired entertainment experience through a spoiled pleasure effect. Which trait and state variables influence the relative dominance or salience of these antagonistic forces remains an important question for future research.

Future research would also benefit from a more nuanced theoretical explication of media desires. Traditionally, these are conceptualized as positively valenced, hedonically pleasurable “want goals” (Hofmann & van Dillen, 2012) that are pursued due to intrinsic motivation. Quite often, however, media use, particularly in the context of interpersonal or masspersonal interactions, is extrinsically motivated by social pressure and regulated by social norms (Halfmann & Rieger, 2019). How media users deal with conflicts between extrinsically motivated media use versus higher-order goals and how this affects entertainment experience is an open question for future research (but see Reinecke, Vorderer, & Knop, 2014).

Despite these open questions, we believe that the AMUSE model and its propositions provide numerous impulses and testable hypotheses for future research. Closing the gaps identified earlier will provide us with a more complete understanding of when and how entertaining media use represents a self-regulatory resource versus a self-control burden in everyday life. Furthermore, the second-layer appraisal processes identified in the AMUSE model extend our theoretical scope on entertainment experience beyond the context of primary affective reactions to media stimuli and their reappraisals. This extended perspective on the appraisal processes underlying entertainment gratifications may prove useful beyond the self-control context and further our understanding, for instance, of the entertainment potential of different media genres or the interplay of media entertainment and social norms. Finally, the implications of the AMUSE model are likely to go far beyond the effects on well-being and academic achievement discussed earlier and extend to numerous related areas of entertainment research, such as the involvement and identification with media characters (see Cohen & Klimmt, this volume), the processing of political information and communication (see Schneider, Bartsch, & Leonhard, this volume), and entertainment education (see Wang & Singhal, this volume). We hope that following these paths of research will be a fruitful endeavor for our discipline.
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chapter 12
 
Advances in Research on the Model of Intuitive Morality and Exemplars (MIME)


Allison Eden, Ron Tamborini, Melinda Aley, and Henry Goble




A recent examination of television fiction produced and consumed within the European Union found that overwhelmingly, content produced in a specific country was also preferred by members of that country, or when there is a shared culture or history between the producers and consumers (European Audiovisual Observatory [EAO], 2019). Scholars have long argued that media entertainment is a cultural artifact, influenced and determined by values integral to the producers and consumers of the product (Fu, 2013; Straubhaar, Fuentes, Giraud, & Campbell, 2002; Trepte, 2006). However, preference for locally produced media is only one side of the coin—the other is understanding the effect of media on viewers. Gerbner and Gross (1976) have stated that shared media exposure works to enculturate viewers to a shared set of prevailing outlooks and social relationships which fit an established social order. This echoes earlier sentiments by Klapper (1960) suggesting the function of media is to consolidate cultural values. Yet how and why values matter in media selection and effects, and how to measure and operationalize the relationships observed, has proven difficult (e.g., Trepte, 2006), perhaps due to the lack of broad models of media effects that incorporate group-based values, and vice versa, across the various disciplines involved.

One of the more recent attempts to synthesize group-based values, media selection, and media effects across both individual and societal levels is the model of intuitive morality and exemplars (MIME; Tamborini 2011, 2013). The MIME is a heuristic framework that explains why some media stories may be more likely to be selected by members of particular cultures and subcultures, and why media entertainment may alter or affect cultural values and attitudes. The MIME explicates the recursive relationship between media selection, exposure, appraisal, and content production (Tamborini, 2011, 2013) in a way that can help explain differences across cultures in entertainment preferences and effects from content exposure (Mastro, 2003). To date, nearly 200 published research papers have cited the MIME, and nearly 80 empirical studies have examined processes within the MIME (Tamborini & Weber, in press).

The MIME as a whole describes a reciprocal process in which the representation of evolutionarily adaptive social sensitivities (characterized as moral intuitions) in media content shape evaluations of that content, determining selective exposure to similar content. That is to say, our innate social sensitivities are tuned by the cultural environment in which we are raised, which in turn leads us to selectively evaluate images and codes from that cultural environment in particular ways. The extent to which we enjoy and appreciate these media experiences, in turn, leads to a greater likelihood of selecting similar products in the future. In turn, cumulative selective exposure patterns based in culturally similar subgroups may promote the production of content that both adheres to and reinforces the values relevant to those subgroups. Said differently, the more people from a particular subculture select a specific type of story, the more likely it is that producers will produce more stories of that kind. In sum, the MIME gives us a guiding framework for understanding and parsimoniously describing differences across groups and cultures in the valuation of entertainment and news media. Also, the MIME extends beyond past models of media selection and effects to describe the production of content in a way that reinforces culturally important values.

This chapter provides a concise description of the MIME’s short-term and long-term processes, and reviews advances in research since the full model’s introduction in 2013. After reviewing theoretical logic that underlies the short-term component as a whole, we discuss individual stages within this component and supporting evidence for each stage. We do the same for the long-term component, organized in a similar manner (i.e., underlying theoretical logic, followed by conception and empirical evidence for separate stages). We finish with some remaining open questions regarding the MIME, as well as directions for future research.

Stages of the MIME


The complete process of the MIME is explained using six stages, which describe both short and long-term components (see Figure 12.1). Four stages work together to constitute the short-term component. These stages explicate how emphasizing specific intuitions in media content—both audiovisual and text-based—can increase the temporary salience of those intuitions in viewers. For example, watching Showtime’s hit serial killer program Dexter may make issues of violent homicide and justice more salient to viewers. The MIME explicates how making these issues more salient may shape appraisals of the show itself, as well as future media selection of similar shows, for example, the popular Netflix series Mindhunter. In brief, Stage 1 illustrates the influence of exposure to media content (or cultural environment) on the salience of moral domains and exemplars of those domains. Stage 2 describes how the salience of both moral domains and exemplars can prompt automatic appraisal of those domains/exemplars, and Stage 3 shows how these salient domains/exemplars (or the automatic appraisal they foster) can lead to controlled reappraisal. Finally, Stage 4 represents the link from automatic appraisal (or controlled reappraisal) to the selective exposure of liked content.


[image: display]
Figure 12.1 The model of intuitive morality and exemplars (MIME), adapted from Tamborini (2013). (a) Affirming media content is defined as content designed with the intention that it will be received by target audience members as adhering to their overall moral domain system, either through automatic appraisal or controlled reappraisal. (b) Domain salience and exemplar salience only lead to controlled reappraisal when domains are in conflict with each other or when exemplars are difficult to categorize as fitting within a specific domain. (c) Both automatic appraisal and controlled reappraisal produce positively valued responses when an individual perceives that content adheres to their overall moral domain system.





The long-term component includes two stages that illustrate how the repetitive consumption of specific content can make salient intuitions chronically accessible. Once chronically accessible, these intuitions intensify the continuing effect of content on succeeding moral judgments, accompanied behaviors, and aggregated patterns of audience media choices. For example, the popularity of the Sopranos gave rise to many similar high-quality multiepisode dramas featuring morally ambiguous protagonists. In the MIME, Stage 5 examines the effect of aggregated patterns of selective exposure on the production of media content desired by viewers, while Stage 6 considers how media production reflects the shared moral values of the cultural society. Stage 6 culminates in the production of content featuring chronically-accessible moral intuitions, which subsequently returns to Stage 1’s examination of media exposure and moral domains.

The Short-Term Processes of the MIME


By short-term processes (Stages 1–4), we mean the time spanning the duration between exposure to media and the evaluation made at the completion of that experience. For example, from the initial glimpse of a movie preview to the subsequent response to the film, from the beginning of a media sitcom to the conclusion of that episode, or from the first page to the last page of a narrative. Specifically, the four stages within the MIME’s short-term component describe the micro-level processes for how intuitions regulate media appraisal and selection of liked content. Assumptions in the short-term processes in the MIME derive primarily from logic found in exemplification theory (Zillmann, 2002) combined with the social intuitionist perspective of morality (Haidt, 2001) represented in moral foundations theory (MFT; Haidt & Joseph, 2007).

Exemplification theory (Zillmann, 2002) explains how the temporary and chronic accessibility of moral intuitions that results from exposure (both recent and frequent) to moral exemplars can influence character judgments and narrative appraisal. Zillmann (2002) defined exemplars as an event or entity that acts as an example of a broader category, in a way that, for example, Dexter may be who viewers think of when they hear “serial killer” after watching that show. His theory reasoned that exemplars are made accessible through two main heuristics: representativeness and availability (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). The representativeness heuristic explains how entities fit into a generalized and broader category. Since no single entity embodies the category as a whole, they vary in the degree to which they are representative of the broader category. As such, the extent to which they activate the broader category will also vary. The availability heuristic describes how judgments of events depend on cognitively accessible exemplars. Given the MIME’s focus on making judgments, the availability heuristic has received considerable attention in MIME research.

Building on exemplification theory and research in cognitive psychology (Bargh, 1996), the MIME suggests that intuition accessibility is shaped by how recently and frequently specific exemplars of those intuitions are activated via external or internal stimuli. Both the recency and frequency of exemplar exposure can influence the intuition’s accessibility or its salience. Whereas recent exposure to even a single exemplar can prime the intuition’s temporary or fleeting accessibility, frequent exposure can create chronic or enduring accessibility for that intuition (Zillmann, 2002). Once something has been made chronically accessible, recent exposure is not necessary to activate that intuition. Think of the numerous movies portraying sharks as bloodthirsty killers of the ocean (e.g., The Meg, Jaws I-V, The Deep, etc.). Even without an in-depth discussion of the killers’ motives—the audience is part of a culture that comes to intuit shark = killer through repeated exposure to similar images and stories.

The second theory underlying the MIME’s short-term processes comes from the social intuitionist perspective on morality. The social intuitionist perspective of morality suggests that moral judgment is governed by logic similar to a dual-process model of cognition (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999). In this type of model, decision-making relies on two systems; one unconscious, emotional, and intuitive, and one conscious, rational, and deliberative. Both systems may work in parallel when making decisions, although at times one system or the other may be dominant. Haidt argued that most models of moral decision-making (e.g., Kohlberg, 1984; Piaget, 1965/1932) rely on conscious, rational processes, despite mounting evidence that moral decision-making often relies on an unconscious, intuitive responses (Haidt, 2001). Haidt called these emotional, gut-level responses social intuitions, or “the sudden appearance in consciousness, or at the fringe of consciousness, of an evaluative feeling (like-dislike, good-bad) about the character or actions of a person, without any conscious awareness of having gone through steps of searching, weighing evidence, or inferring a conclusion” (Haidt, 2001, p. 818).

Subsequently, Haidt and Joseph (2007) argued that social intuitions could be categorized based on evolutionary and cultural sensitivities into five unique domains. These five unique moral domains are identified as altruistic or moral intuitions. Care is a sensitivity toward compassion, empathy, or concern for the welfare of another individual. Fairness is associated with a concern for truth, justice, and equity. In-group loyalty is a bias in favor of one’s in-group and against out-group members. Respect for authority is an inclination to favor benevolent leadership, social traditions, and institutional hierarchies. Finally, purity is associated with an inviolable commitment to protect against social contamination. This conceptualization of moral intuitions along socially relevant domains is known as the MFT (Haidt & Joseph, 2007), and is the basis for much of the empirical testing of the MIME’s short-term processes. Importantly, the MFT has been conceptualized and measured both at the individual and at the cultural level, which allows us to differentiate moral cultures and subcultures in terms of their distinct patterns of intuition salience. Moreover, it helps us determine which kind of content may activate these intuitions in which viewers.

Together, exemplification theory and MFT form the basis of the short-term stages of the MIME, which illustrate how exposure to exemplars can increase the accessibility of specific moral intuitions in conscious and unconscious processing, and thus increase the weight of those intuitions in any subsequent situation. The following section describes the stages of the short-term component in greater detail (Stages 1–4) and provides an overview of the empirical research from each stage.

Stage 1: Effects of Media Exposure on Accessibility


Stage 1 of the MIME illustrates how messages from media and cultural environments affect both intuition and exemplar salience.

Conceptually, this stage is a relatively straightforward application of exemplification theory’s priming logic used to describe how moral exemplars in a person’s media and nonmedia environment can increase the temporary and chronic accessibility of moral intuitions. It improves on past models examining the effect of media on values (e.g., Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Klapper, 1960) in that it specifies the interaction of both media content and subsequent moral effect. It also improves on past models examining how cultural values influence media selection (e.g., Fu, 2013; Trepte, 2006) by focusing on process-based explanations for why values and content intersect at both the selection and effects stages of media consumption.

In several studies, empirical evidence has shown support for this stage of the MIME. For example, two studies, using different media platforms, exposed participants to either a terrorist attack news story or a control story before asking participants to complete the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ), a self-report measure of moral intuition salience (Graham et al., 2011). The first study, using a video news clip, found that exposure to a story on the 2015 Paris terrorist attack increased the salience toward respect for authority (Tamborini et al., 2017). The second study replicated those results using a text-based news story about the 2017 mass shooting in Las Vegas (Tamborini, Hahn, Aley, et al., 2020). Instead of using news exposure and self-report measures, two other studies (Tamborini, Lewis, et al., 2016; Tamborini, Prabhu, Lewis, Grizzard, & Eden, 2016) demonstrated media’s effect on intuition accessibility using entertainment programming and an implicit measure of intuition salience (the MF-AMP, see Tamborini, Lewis, et al., 2016; Tamborini, Prabhu, et al., 2016). In both studies, participants watched either a clip of a courtroom drama called Harry’s Law or a control video with no moral domains emphasized. Harry’s Law climax is an emotional plea to the jury by a defense attorney, played by Kathy Bates, in which care and fairness were both emphasized. In the first study, both care and fairness were found to be more accessible to participants who had viewed the moral clip than participants who viewed the control video. This finding was partially replicated in the second study. Additionally, content analysis of participant thought-listing responses in this study found that themes of fairness and care appeared more frequently for those who had watched the courtroom dramas versus the control clip. In sum, these studies offer evidence in line with the MIME’s prediction that exposure to media content featuring specific intuitions can increase, at least temporarily, the accessibility of those intuitions in the minds of the audience.

Stage 1 processes have also been examined using entertaining media developed for children and adolescents. An initial experiment showed that reading comic books highlighting different moral intuitions (the upholding of either care, fairness, in-group loyalty, or respect for authority) increased the salience of the primed intuition among children between the ages 10 to 13 years (Hahn, Tamborini, Prabhu, Grall, et al., 2017). Similar results were found in two studies that either replicated the results of all four intuitions (Hahn, Tamborini, Weber, Bente, & Sherry, 2019) or the results of care, loyalty, and respect for authority (Aley, Tamborini, & Hahn, 2019). Evidence of these processes in children is important not only due to a particular concern for young audiences but both also because MIME scholars suggest that evidence of the model’s processes should be more apparent in children. As such, testing it in young audiences is critical to its validation.

Stages 2 and 3: Effects of Salience on Automatic and Controlled Appraisal


Stage 2 and Stage 3 of the MIME describe a more complex interaction of how both intuition and exemplar salience can influence the intuitive or deliberative appraisal of narratives. The MIME suggests that these different appraisal processes produce qualitatively different outcomes—enjoyment and appreciation—that are central to understanding media entertainment. This logic has been developed into a separate model known as the Narrative Enjoyment and Appreciation Rationale (NEAR), which is discussed elsewhere in this volume (see Tamborini, Grady, Baldwin, McClaran, & Lewis, this volume) and thus is covered only briefly here.

In the first studies of these stages, Lewis, Tamborini, and Weber (2014) showed participants narratives that varied the type and resolution of conflict in the story. For example, in one “conflict” story, a character chooses between suffocating her infant or allowing her extended family to be shot by Nazis. In an unconflicted version, either her infant or her family is already discovered, leading to no conflict for the main character. Lewis et al. (2014) supported Stage 2 by showing that when narratives had no conflict, participants appraised outcomes more rapidly, and reported more enjoyment of stories. Results also showed support for the processes suggested in Stage 3 by demonstrating that when narrative endings introduced intuition conflict, stories were appraised more slowly, and participants reported less enjoyment, but more appreciation, of the stories.

Stage 4: Effects of the Appraisal on Media Selection


Although Stage 4 of the MIME is relatively straightforward, suggesting that both automatic and controlled appraisals can affect selective exposure of content, few studies have directly tested this claim independent of other stages. There is considerable research supporting the claim that trait intuition salience drives exposure to entertainment featuring salient intuitions (Prabhu 2018; Prabhu, Tamborini, et al., 2015; Tamborini, Eden, et al., 2013), yet evidence supporting the role of state-level intuition salience leading to selection is sparse.

Indeed, only research by Prabhu et al. (2014) has tested the entire short-term component, simultaneously providing evidence for all four stages. The study began with participants completing a measure of intuition accessibility before watching one of three videos: two narrative drama’s highlighting different moral intuitions and a control show. After viewing, participants completed a post-test measure of intuition accessibility, along with questions on appreciation, enjoyment, and liking of clips, as well as their intention to watch additional TV content displaying the same intuitions shown in the stimulus clip. Results of the study supported Stage 1, showing that a temporary increase in intuition accessibility can be achieved after exposure to narrative entertainment, highlighting that specific intuition. Support was also found for Stage 2 and Stage 3, with participants reporting enjoyment from narratives without moral conflict and appreciation from narratives containing conflict. Finally, in line with Stage 4, the increased accessibility of intuitions post-viewing subsequently increased selective exposure to entertainment featuring a similar presentation of those same intuitions.

The Long-Term Processes of the MIME


The long-term component of the MIME outlines macro-level processes over time in which (a) media producers identify the recurring selection of content by aggregate groups that represent a shared pattern of intuition salience, and (b) subsequent production of media content focuses on reinforcing these intuitions. The processes outlined here are essential for understanding the role of culturally shared values in media selection and effects. As with our discussion of the short-term processes, we begin by reviewing the theoretical logic that underlies the long-term component as a whole and then discuss individual stages in more detail.

Hofstede defined culture as “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes one group or category of people from another” (p. 54, Hofstede & McCrae, 2004). Often national boundaries or language have been used as proxies for culture in cross-cultural studies comparisons of media selection, as in the European Audiovisual Observatory (EOA, 2019) annual report (see Fu, 2013, for discussion). That said, examining shared patterns of value-consistent media selection is not uncommon in media research (e.g., Edensor, 2002; Gans, 1957; McQuail, 2005; Straubhaar, Fuentes, Giraud, & Campbell, 2002; Trepte, 2006; J. Weaver, Brosius, & Mundorf, 1993).

However, prior delineations of value-based cultures do not clearly describe the characteristics of morality that define these groups, nor do they explicate the role of media in developing, maintaining, and altering these groups. The MIME incorporates understandings of morality based in moral intuitions to identify patterns of shared intuition salience among various groups—whether they be aggregate groups of individuals (e.g., US liberal vs. conservative) or formally organizations (e.g., religious groups; Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009; McAdams et al., 2008)—and terms these groups “morality subcultures”. This term was coined by Zillmann (2000) to explain how the broad appeal of mass communication is dependent on shared value systems of groups of individuals who judge observed behavior using similar moral frameworks.

To illustrate the longitudinal and reciprocal relationship between morality subcultures and media content, the MIME adopts the longitudinal model from the reinforcing spirals framework (Slater, 2007). The framework describes a dynamic process in which media content and social identity reinforce each other. Slater (2007) describes how the process can help maintain the social identity of various political, religious, and lifestyle groups, and in doing so create content in line with the attitudes and behaviors of those subcultures. The MIME extends this framework to suggest that the salience of moral intuitions in media content shapes shared patterns of intuition salience in different viewing groups. Specifically, the long-term component states that preference for media content consistent with aggregated patterns of shared intuition salience (Stage 5) influences the mass production of new content, which affirms the aggregated patterns and filters those intuitions back into the media environment (Stage 6). In other words, viewers’ value-based selection drives the subsequent production of similar content, which reifies the values of these viewers.

Although several different outcomes may be likely, early work on the MIME (Tamborini, 2013) has focused on two particular outcomes that have important implications for society: maintenance and polarization of affective attitudes. Maintenance is the energy expenditure needed to deliberately sustain perceptional control of a stimulus (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). Though maintenance can take several forms, one example of maintenance is selective exposure to media content that aligns with one’s existing moral values (e.g., Klapper, 1960). Polarization is defined as an individual deliberately moving toward an extreme view of a group, directed by the group’s intuitive tendencies (Sunstein, 2002). Polarization occurs when individuals use selective avoidance toward media content that is inconsistent with existing moral values by turning off the television or changing the channels. The reinforcing spirals framework suggests that mutually reinforcing activities, such as watching what your friend is watching, produce polarization, whereas self-regulating activities, such as limiting media use, lead to maintenance. Moreover, the framework goes further to tell us that polarization is more likely to occur in closed communication systems, where mutually reinforcing processes are more common. Maintenance is more likely in open systems, where the stabilizing influence of exposure to opposing messages is more likely to occur.

The MIME applies these mechanisms to account for media’s long-term relationship with moral judgments, suggesting that chronic patterns of moral intuition salience shape the appraisal processes that govern these judgments, and that these chronic patterns are shaped by the reciprocal mechanisms that foster maintenance or polarization. We can see evidence for this process in the selective preference for media content that reinforces salient moral intuitions. This tendency has been demonstrated both among individuals and among larger groups (Eden & Tamborini, 2017; Tamborini et al., 2012; Tamborini et al., 2013). Additionally, evidence shows that patterns of exposure to entertainment and news media content differ for US liberals and conservatives (NPD.com; Carney, Jost, Gosling, & Potter, 2008; Davis & Dunaway, 2016; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009), in ways that support the maintenance of salient moral concerns.

In contrast to maintenance, polarization is facilitated by the absence of countervailing information, regardless of whether it results from a selective avoidance decision on the part of audience members or system gatekeepers. Through a combination of selective exposure to media that upholds chronically salient intuitions and selective avoidance of content that subverts them, subcultures may become more polarized by receiving only messages that focus on adherence to chronically salient intuitions. Polarization from media exposure has become an essential issue for scholars concerned with the effect of media echo chambers and online news on affective polarization in the United States (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019). Yet maintenance also must be considered—for example Lelkes (2016) found that polarization was strongest among partisans of liberal and conservative parties, whereas it was much less pronounced among nonpartisans, suggesting that political polarization may act to reinforce subcultures while also maintaining mainstream views.

Although this type of framing is difficult to test, the MIME suggests that using moral intuitions to examine both polarization and maintenance processes would be effective. We can see evidence for this in work by Fulgoni, Carpenter, Ungar, and Preoţiuc-Pietro (2016), who examined media coverage of news across a variety of sources. Liberal and conservative sources used different language to describe the same violent societal incidents (e.g., riot vs. uprising), with liberal sources using more “care and fairness” words and conservative more “loyalty and authority” words. Similarly, in a study of environmental news coverage, Feinberg and Willer (2013) found that environmental news was consistently framed using the “care” foundation, which may have the consequence of making the content less appealing to those for whom care is less salient (e.g., conservative readers). Framing the same message using different moral intuitions may increase conservative preference for, and persuasion by the same arguments has been demonstrated in the realm of, environmental protection (Feinberg & Willer, 2013; Feygina Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010; Wolsko, 2017).

The two stages of the MIME’s long-term component describe how shared patterns of chronic intuition salience form over time. Stage 5 shows that the recurrence of audience selective exposure to media content featuring shared patterns of chronic intuition salience increases the production of content emphasizing those intuitions, along with the exemplars that highlight their reinforcement, in future media production. Stage 6 describes how the resulting increased production of content emphasizing those intuitions and exemplars filters back to influence the media environment of audience members and eventual patterns of intuition salience. Given the macro-level processes represented by these stages, direct tests of Stages 5 and 6 are challenging. As such, few studies to date have focused directly on these stages. However, we can see evidence for both stages 5 and 6 in studies examining content production and reception by specific audiences.

Stage 5: Effects of Audience Selection on Message Production


Although no known experimental studies have focused explicitly on how audience selection and appraisal of moral intuitions in media content may influence media production, some scholars argue that film production in the United States does reflect audience moral concerns (Lewis, Grizzard, Choi, & Wang, 2019; Lewis, Grizzard, Lea, Ilijev, Choi, Müsse & O’Connor, 2017), demonstrating clear prominence of moral words salient to audiences in analyses of popular movie scripts.

Perhaps the most robust evidence to date for claims that audience selection fosters the production of content featuring those intuitions comes from research examining different patterns of intuitions emphasized in television serials made for different cultures. For example, a study comparing the presence of moral intuitions in both Spanish-language telenovelas and English-language soap operas found fairness, authority, and purity to be present more frequently in Spanish-language telenovelas, while care and in-group loyalty were more frequent in English-language soap operas (Mastro, Enriquez, Tamborini, Bowman, & Prabhu, 2012). A follow-up study on Hindi versus English soap operas found authority to be exemplified more often in the Hindi- language serial (Prabhu, Tamborini, Wang, & Grizzard, 2013). These patterns of comparative intuition salience replicate broad survey data on moral intuition salience in the countries in which the soap operas were produced and aired, thus supporting propositions from Stage 5 of the MIME.

Although less directly related, evidence in line with this proposition can also be seen in research outside of entertainment. For example, an examination of newspaper headlines reporting on the death of Osama bin Laden found conservative areas of the United States. framed the killing as patriotic (highlighting loyalty and authority), while liberal areas framed it as justice (highlighting fairness) (Bowman, Lewis, & Tamborini, 2014). Again, the pattern of intuition salience in the content mimics the pattern of intuition salience in the subculture. In a study examining the mission statements of terrorist organizations, findings revealed that terrorist groups use specific moral intuitions relevant to their organization in messaging to their group (Hahn, Tamborini, Novotny, Grall, & Klebig, 2018). Additionally, in research on religious content, evidence showed that sermons based on the same biblical passage, but delivered to different congregations, focused on different intuitions. Sermons delivered to congregations located in conservative counties focused more on in-group loyalty than those delivered to congregations in liberal counties (Klebig et al., 2019), in line with the moral salience of these concerns for each congregation. Together, these studies illustrate the targeted production of content toward relevant cultural subgroups.

Finally, several studies have examined popular children’s television as entertainment content designed for a specific age-based subculture (e.g., children; Hahn, Tamborini, Prabhu, Klebig, et al., 2017; Lewis & Mitchell, 2014; Tamborini, Hahn, Prabhu, Klebig, & Grall, 2017; Tamborini, Hahn, Klebig, et al., 2018; Hahn, Tamborini, Klebig, et al., 2019). Overall, these studies suggest that children’s media is designed to highlight the importance of altruistic intuitions, with more than half of the units in some samples featuring at least one moral intuition, and care highlighted most often (e.g., Tamborini, Hahn, Klebig, et al., 2018). Although it is debatable whether the content is produced to the taste of the children or the parent in this case, these results do demonstrate age-appropriate moral concerns being represented overwhelmingly for these specific audiences. As such, the findings of research related to Stage 5 are in line with predictions from the MIME.

Stage 6: Effects of Message Production on Patterns of Chronic Intuition Salience


Whereas Stage 5 suggests an association between patterns of intuition salience found in specific media content and the chronic salience of those intuitions in the audiences for that content, the predictions associated with Stage 6 return to the reinforcement of salient intuitions in viewing audiences. That is, rather than examining the effect of selection on production, this stage shows the restart of a process that should have lasting effects on patterns of moral intuition representations in media environments, their salience in audiences, and on resulting appraisal and selection.

Although tests on this part of the model are limited, existing research is promising. For example, Tamborini et al. (2010) manipulated weekly exposures to a soap opera across different groups, ranging from one to ten consecutive weeks of exposure to the serial. Perceptions of characters’ virtuousness increased or decreased as exposure to the content increased. This indicates the role of media in polarizing moral judgments. Similarly, Eden et al. (2014) used a quasi-experimental design that included 8 weeks of exposure to a suspenseful drama. Those participants who were repeatedly exposed to the serial were less likely to show a decline from their pre-test to post-test MFQ scores in comparison to a nontreatment comparison group. In this way, Eden et al. (2014) provide evidence that repeated exposure to media content containing specific moral domains can help maintain the salience of those moral domains for audiences, just as suggested (but not tested) by Klapper (1960).

In conclusion, although the long-term processes in the MIME are challenging to test, content analytic work and some longitudinal work does seem to offer some evidence for both subcultural selection and production of content featuring salient intuitions.

Directions for Future Research


Recent advances in the MIME have focused on improved methodologies to track and measure moral intuitions in content and individuals. For example, new methods of coding moral content are becoming available. Weber et al. (2018) streamlined the coder training process for coding moral content in news and narrative by using a novel crowd-sourced coding procedure—the Moral Narrative Analyzer (MoNA; https://mnl.ucsb.edu/mona). This has allowed for the creation of a new dictionary of morally relevant words that takes into account contextual and linguistic characteristics of text (Hopp, Cornell, Fisher, Huskey, & Weber; 2018). Additionally, some effort has been made to identify differences in moral processing at the neurological level (Clifford, Iyengar, Cabeza, & Sinnott-Armstrong, 2015; Eden, Tamborini, Wang, & Sarinopoulos, 2012), yet this work is scarce. Other work has focused on improving intuitive measures of morality such as moral affect-misattribution procedures (Tamborini, Prabhu, et al., 2016; Fisher, Hopp, Prabhu, Tamborini, & Weber, 2019; Prabhu et al., 2014; Tamborini, Lewis, et al., 2016) or the semantic component of intuition salience (Hopp et al., 2018). Finally, the use of specific moral measures developed for children has been a strong focus for MIME researchers (Hahn, Tamborini, Prabhu, Grall, et al., 2017; Hahn et al., 2019).

Conceptually, researchers working with the MIME have focused on the role of other types of intuitions, beyond MFT, in determining response to and selection of content. For example, egoistic motivations such as those listed by self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985) or universal human values (UHV; Schwartz, 1994), have been found to guide media appraisal similarly to moral intuitions (Prabhu et al., 2014). Defining these egoistic intuitions and comparing them to the altruistic intuitions described by MFT affords researchers the chance to compare and relate existing MIME work with media studies focusing on pro- and antisocial behaviors and effects. Using both egoistic and moral intuitions together in MIME, research may aid in better understanding morality subcultures and how they relate to existing demographic and cultural variables.

Despite these advances, there are several areas yet unaddressed by MIME research which could be generative and fruitful areas of inquiry. First, although there has been considerable work examining the effects of media exposure on behavior via exposure to salient exemplars (e.g., Lewis, Grizzard, Mangus, Rashidian, & Weber, 2017; Tamborini, Hofer, et al., 2017) there are no behavioral outcomes currently included in the MIME besides media selection and production. Explicating what kinds of additional behavioral outcomes (e.g., aggression, self-presentation, exclusion, and persuasion) may be expected from differing appraisals at Stage 2 and 3 may be a way to connect attitudes and intuitions with behavior.

Second, while the link between short-term appraisals and selective behavior is covered by Stage 4, there is no clear place in the model to discuss the links between trait intuition salience and long-term patterns of exposure, as described in the reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 2007) and demonstrated by Tamborini, Eden, et al., (2013). Adding a stage explaining how these short-term patterns become long-term habits by using theories of media habit formation (e.g., LaRose, 2010) or other, similar work, may help researchers better understand the role of long-term exposure on polarization and maintenance outcomes described by Slater (2007). One way to examine this may be to include emotional responses as mediators to the content-to-salience process described in Stage 1. For example, Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang, and Prabhu (2014), found that emotional responses to moral content mediated the effect of moral intuitions in content on the subsequent salience of those intuitions. That is, rather than the content predicting a change in salience, it was the viewer response to the content that affected subsequent activation. However, little work has followed up on the role of emotions in increasing or decreasing intuition salience (c.f. Grizzard et al., 2017).

Third, more work is needed examining specific production of content featuring salient intuitions. Understanding the role of gatekeeping, narrative and story valuation, and story creation from the creator’s perspective would allow for more specific predictions and outcomes to flesh out Stage 6 and its relationship to Stage 1. Currently, the MIME does not account for practical considerations of content production that may hinder the link between Stage 6 and Stage 1, such as those described by Fu (2013) or Trepte (2006). More research is required to understand how market and cultural forces combine to produce intuition-relevant content for mass audiences, and how and when these forces differ from patterns of value salience in terms of media selection. For example, Trepte (2006) compared Hofstede’s (1991) value model with national and linguistic-cultural proximity in terms of predicting media preference. A similar study comparing the predictive value of moral intuitions with either similar value-based models (such as Hofstede’s) and/or national and linguistic relative proximity (Strabhaar et al., 2002) would go far in establishing the claims made for the superiority of the MFT over other models of cultural variance.

Fourth, in terms of the overall model, although moral foundations have been demonstrated to relate to other cultural variables (e.g., political affiliation, gender), it is unclear whether moral intuitions are generated by these subcultures, or are a product of other existing cultural values (Hatemi, Crabtree, & Smith, 2019). Additionally, some moral psychologists have brought concerns about MFTs underlying structural stability (Gray & Keeney, 2015; Gray, Schein & Cameron, 2017; Schein & Gray, 2017), although the extent to which this will affect the application of the MIME in media work dealing with broad conceptualizations of intuitions is unclear. While the basic processes outlined in the model should remain, there may need to be shifts in understanding how intuitions shape content-related behavior as the science of human morality evolves.

As a final concern, the MIME relies on evolutionary logic to make its predictions, but evolutionary processes are notably absent from the model (see Huskey, Craighead, & Weber, 2017, for this argument). In order to move beyond using evolutionary theory merely as a framework, the MIME must specify research designs that account for genetic or evolutionary variance above more proximal causal explanations for the same effects.

These concerns aside, the MIME has been demonstrated to be a comprehensive research framework from which to understand the role of intuitive responses in media selection, production, and effects—both long and short term—of media consumption. As a guiding framework, it has been both heuristic and generative for media research at the individual and societal level. Moving forward, studies examining long-term processes in conjunction with short term effects, or those using novel experimental or measurement tools, will help support the model at all stages.
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chapter 13

Stories Enlarge the Experience of Self

Evidence for the Temporarily Expanded Boundaries of the Self (TEBOTS) Model


Benjamin K. Johnson, Michael D. Slater, Nathaniel A. Silver, and David R. Ewoldsen




The human love of stories is deep and abiding. Stories are crucial in conveying and sustaining cultural norms and identity (e.g., Malinowski, 1979/1926); they are compelling relative to other forms of information with respect to attention (e.g., Graesser, 1981); they are the center of enormous media industries in contemporary society including film, publishing, and video games. In the communication discipline, researchers have theorized and examined what leads people to select one kind of narrative over another, be it to manage or adjust their moods, or explore life’s meaning (Knobloch, 2003; Oliver, 2008; Zillmann, 2000). The temporarily expanded boundaries of the self (TEBOTS) theory (Slater, Johnson, Cohen, Comello, & Ewoldsen, 2014) seeks to provide at least a partial answer to a more fundamental question: Why do human beings love stories so much? Importantly, understanding people’s motivation for seeking out narratives, characters, and story worlds aids in our understanding of the media entertainment experience because these particular motivations play a pivotal role in the selection, use, and effects of media offerings.

The phrase “a partial answer” is used advisedly. A full answer regarding a phenomenon as significant as the appeal of entertainment to human beings is bound to be as complex and multifaceted as human beings and human societies themselves (Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). As noted already, stories are exceptionally compelling with respect to information processing and are an essential element in how cultures express their norms and socialize youth into them. And, the modes of delivery for these stories—the media, genres, and storytelling techniques in question—are all consequential for the impact of media entertainment on individuals, groups, and cultures (Eden, Bowman, & Grizzard, 2019). Still, one can acknowledge these vital determinants without addressing the motivational issue: what is so deeply and immediately gratifying about becoming immersed in a story? We believe answering this question aids critically in our understanding the experience of entertainment.

TEBOTS examines this question from an explicitly motivational viewpoint. Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1990) has made an influential argument that one can distinguish three basic human motivational drives: for competence or agency, for control or autonomy, and for relatedness or affiliation. TEBOTS acknowledges the importance of these drives, but also points out that such drives pose a conundrum that is so universal and inherent in the human experience that it is usually ignored as a given. By this conundrum we refer to the fact that any given human being can develop competence or agency in only a narrow set of skills, limited by available time, opportunity, and inherent capacity; that any individual’s autonomy is not only socially constrained, but inherently constrained: we cannot be other than who we are, living in the time we are in; and our relationships and affiliations even under the best of circumstances are confined by time, space, social role, and the relational commitments we have made. So, even for that enviable individual who is multitalented, with a substantial scope of choice, and with deeply satisfying relationships—these drives are imperfectly satisfied.

The limitations and inherent dissatisfactions associated with being an individual self can be, and often are, addressed in many ways. One can immerse oneself in a group identity such as an ideology, a religion, even through fandom. One can elide the experience of separate individuality through sexuality, intoxication, or drug use. Artistic expression, intense physical exertion, or the aesthetic rapture in response to music or natural beauty may provide a sense of momentary transcendence. And certainly, mysticism or self-sacrifice exist precisely to transcend in a more permanent way the experience of limited individuality.

TEBOTS argues that stories, while hardly the most powerful or lasting way to contend with the limitations of being an individual self, nonetheless provide an effective, temporary way to engage in subjective, vicarious experience of nearly any competence or disability. Modern media, in particular, provide audiences with an increasingly dizzying array of stories, settings, and characters to engross and absorb their attention. One can engage through stories in a nearly endless array of vicarious relationships (be they exciting, erotic, satisfying, frustrating, hopeless, destructive, or a combination thereof). One can imaginatively experience times past or future, places real or imagined, social roles from empress to galley slave—a degree of freedom unattainable otherwise.1 Individuals in search of entertainment can choose (Knobloch-Westerwick, Westerwick, & Sude, 2019) bite-sized or deeply immersive experiences that they anticipate will satisfy their desires, interests, or whims.

The concepts of transportation into a story narrative (Green & Brock, 2000), identification with story characters (Cohen, 2006; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume), and retrospective imaginative involvement (Slater, Ewoldsen, & Woods, 2018; Ewoldsen, Busselle, Slater, & Sethi, this volume) all suggest means by which readers, listeners, and viewers can engage in deeply immersive experience in stories. The familiar experience of “losing oneself” in a good book or movie is an intriguing one. A moment of introspective recall suggests that one loses track, at least for periods of time, of one’s social role and physical capacities, while if anything feeling a heightened sense of being alive and engaged. The ontological self is alive and well, while the social self may be relatively quiescent. Therefore, we speak of the experience of temporarily expanding the boundaries of one’s self.

Is this just a rephrasing of the vernacular term “escape”? We believe that temporary expansion of the boundaries of the self via engagement in stories may often provide a means of escape or respite from the demands of one’s social or even one’s physical self, which can reasonably be termed escape (see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume). We also believe that this is far from the only function that this temporary expansion may provide. One may explore the experience of autism (I Am Sam, Nelson, 2001); of being a young woman in rural Iran (Stoning of Soraya M., Nowrasteh, 2008); of the misery and death of a pointless war (All Quiet on the Western Front, Milestone, 1930). These experiences are hardly escapist. At the same time, they do provide experience of roles, relationships, times, places that are otherwise inaccessible to the individual, and a vicarious experience of the self that is other than the quotidian. Similarly, morally ambiguous characters or even villains can provide just as much self-expansion as conventional heroes and protagonists, generating media enjoyment, appreciation, and recovery even in the absence of positive moral evaluations and affiliation with a character and their story (Eden, Daalmans, & Johnson, 2017; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2018).

To summarize, TEBOTS assumes that the experience of being an individual is by its very nature psychologically taxing. We constantly engage in self-enhancement, self-regulation, and protection of the self from threats. TEBOTS argues people are motivated to seek narrative as a form of relief from these processes. Further, the creation and maintenance of our individual identity places limits on ourselves. TEBOTS draws from self-determination theory in assuming that there are three fundamental human drives that influence and are influenced by our identity development: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. A person cannot be everything at once, with the consequence that these drives are typically not fully satisfied. As a result, people are motivated to engage with narratives as a way to provide relief from these unsatisfied drives.

Narrative provides an avenue for boundary expansion so that people can perhaps fulfill these fundamental drives by self-expanding through the vicarious experience of the narrative. TEBOTS argues that when these motivations to seek narrative are high, people are also more likely to experience outcomes such as transportation, identification, hedonic or eudaimonic enjoyment, and retrospective imaginative involvement. So, the experience of entertainment is closely tied to these motivations to deal with the self. Finally, TEBOTS asserts that boundary expansion is one process by which narratives influence people. When people expand their boundaries to include the story world, there is a greater likelihood for the story world to dynamically influence them. This expansion of the self may result in changes via a number of avenues including changes to the accessibility of beliefs relevant to the narrative, as well as increased empathy with and decreased social distance to stigmatized groups.

These ideas about the nature of boundary expansion through narrative are not purely speculative. The original articulation of TEBOTS theory (Slater et al., 2014) offered nine propositions about how the limits of the self-concept influence selection, processing, and effects of narratives. Many testable hypotheses can be derived from these broader principles, and have been tested with some success. In particular, one would expect that there would be greater enjoyment and immersion in stories when the self is under stress and strain, and less when it is affirmed. It is also likely that stories might be particularly valued at points in life when identity is under strain, such as adolescence, divorce, or retirement. And, boundary expansion uniquely explains how attitudes toward outgroups can be improved by narrative contact. In the following, we summarize the state of the evidence that has directly or indirectly tested TEBOTS propositions, and we indicate what predictions and possibilities have yet to be investigated.

Empirical Evidence for TEBOTS


The TEBOTS perspective offers explanations for multiple stages of the narrative reception process: It clarifies individual and situational factors that predict the selection of stories, it describes how stories and characters are processed and experienced by audience members, and it offers a unique vantage point for how storytelling can effectively influence beliefs and perceptions. Initial evidence shows the utility of TEBOTS theory in accounting for these reception stages, and indirect yet relevant evidence also supports the tenets of the model.

The Situational Self and Need for Narrative


The earliest empirical tests of TEBOTS examined how situational contexts and individual differences, especially those involving strain on the self-concept, could lead to stronger levels of audience response and engagement with narrative. First, the ego-depletion paradigm, in which sequential, effortful tasks degrade an individual’s capacity for exerting self-control, was used to show that short-term losses of self-regulatory resources affect levels of narrative engagement (B. Johnson, Ewoldsen, & Slater, 2015). Compared to a control group in which individuals retained their ability to self-regulate, participants in an ego-depleted condition experienced more enjoyment, appreciation, and transportation while reading a short story. Given their momentary loss of self-control (a key component of the self), they experienced deeper engagement with a fictional narrative (B. Johnson et al., 2015). A follow-up experiment with a diverse sample of American adults inverted this logic by alleviating (rather than inducing) strain on the self-concept (B. Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, 2016). Participants in the treatment group engaged in a self-affirmation procedure, which bolsters and protects the integrity of the self-concept. Afterward, as expected, these individuals were less engaged while reading a short story compared to individuals in an unaffirmed control group. Those unaffirmed individuals who had not received shelter from their pre-existing stress and strain via self-affirmation were instead more likely to be deeply immersed in the story, reporting higher enjoyment, appreciation, and transportation (B. Johnson et al., 2016).

As outlined in the original articulation of TEBOTS, the lifespan features a vast array of experiences which may variably frustrate intrinsic needs. Recent experimental evidence investigated TEBOTS predictions in the contexts of social ostracism and mortality salience (Rieger & Schneider, 2019), two situational factors that impinge on the self-concept and its existential significance. These threats to the self acted to augment the entertainment experience felt during narrative exposure. Furthermore, this engagement with the narrative then led to recovery from these psychological threats, as the self-expansion process allowed for improved coping (Rieger & Schneider, 2019). Additional evidence, from qualitative interviews with binge-watch viewers of television and film series, also supports the notion that fictional texts are useful as coping tools in part due to the “parasocial encouragement” provided by characters who face challenges in the narrative (Perks, 2019; see also Greenwood & Long, 2011).

Individual differences tested within the context of TEBOTS include search for meaning in life (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006), which was associated with greater boundary expansion while reading and also strengthened the effect of affirmation on boundary expansion and entertainment experiences (B. Johnson et al., 2016). Attachment styles, which are fundamentally tied to relational need satisfaction, are also predictive of boundary expansion during media use (Silver & Slater, 2019; Silver, Slater, & Johnson, 2018).

The psychological experience of boundary expansion is specifically conceptualized as a momentary and fleeting phenomenological state. However, initial attempts to measure this experience with self-reports have been promising. A ten-item boundary expansion scale was introduced by B. Johnson et al. (2016). The items of the scale reflect the dimensionality of intrinsic need satisfaction, with items assessing in-story experiences such as meeting people “you would never otherwise know,” having new “skills and abilities,” and engaging in activities “that you haven’t done before,” reflecting heightened levels of relatedness, competence, and autonomy satisfaction achievable only through narrative immersion. The measure shows strong reliability, as well positive indications of validity. Higher boundary expansion scores are predictive of greater enjoyment, appreciation, transportation, and identification (B. Johnson et al., 2016), as well as retrospective imaginative involvement and narrative impact (Silver & Slater, 2019; Slater, Ewoldsen, et al., 2018).

The importance of vicarious need satisfaction, as articulated by TEBOTS, provides new insights in what types of narratives and exemplars can be effective in narrative persuasion. For example, health communication narratives that portray the capability of characters can promote message acceptance and deeper processing (Walter, Saucier, & Murphy, 2019). Especially satisfying narratives may be sought out for their greater potential to provide boundary expansion. Parasocial relationships with favorite fictional characters appear to provide more expansion of the self-concept than do relationships with close friends (Shedlosky-Shoemaker, Costabile, & Arkin, 2014). Likewise, narratives that elicit more expansion (or more satisfying expansion) should produce stronger effects on outcomes such as beliefs, attitudes, and behavior.

Cultivation and Outgroup Perceptions


Boundary expansion involves the extension of the self into the story. According to TEBOTS, this occurs so that the self can experience need satisfaction. Specifically, people’s needs for relationships, competence, and autonomy can be satisfied through boundary expansion. Consistent with TEBOTS, current evidence suggests that boundary expansion plays an important role in mediating the impact of the media. Consider recent research using a cultivation framework to explore the role of science fiction on attitudes toward women in STEM careers (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics). Despite recent efforts to counter the lack of women entering STEM careers, gender disparity still abounds in STEM fields (Cheryan, Ziegler, Montoya, & Jiang, 2017). Societal norms and attitudes toward women in STEM fields clearly create barriers against women entering careers in these fields of study. Traditionally, much of the media aimed at children and adolescents focusing on science or technology targeted male audiences. Scholars have argued that the message historically sent by mainstream society and media is that women do not belong in STEM fields (De Welde & Laursen, 2011; Merrick, 2003). In terms of media messages, this is often reflected in the genre of science fiction. Noted writer Ursula Le Guin challenged the sexist conventions of this genre for much of her career, arguing that science fiction offered an avenue for nonsexist depictions of women, but instead reified traditional gender stereotypes (Brooks, 2018).

Unfortunately, media scholars have largely ignored science fiction. Critical/cultural scholars have done the majority of this work, and their research suggests science fiction is falling far short of providing positive and gender-neutral portrayals of women in STEM fields and has historically perpetuated gender stereotypes related to STEM (e.g., Attebery, 2002; Flicker, 2003; Scodari, 2003) despite being the perfect genre to counter such stereotypes (Bacon-Smith, 2000). Fortunately, although portrayals of women within science fiction have historically followed gender stereotypes, more recent science fiction movies have featured more positive female role models (Barr, 1981; Inness, 1998). For example, Vice Admiral Holdo (played by Laura Dern) in Star Wars: The Last Jedi is a strong feminist character (Robinson, 2017).

Rheu, DeCook, and Ewoldsen (2018) tested the influence of science fiction viewing on attitudes toward women in STEM careers within a cultivation framework. Following recent calls to study exposure to specific genres (Bilandzic & Busselle, 2012), lifetime exposure to science fiction was measured using a modified version of a scale by Riddle (2010). In addition, the boundary expansion scale (B. Johnson et al., 2016) was modified to be specific to viewing science fiction. The results of this study found that boundary expansion completely mediated the relationship between lifetime viewing of science fiction and sexist attitudes toward women in STEM. People who have been repeatedly exposed to science fiction and experienced boundary expansion while viewing were more likely to have more positive attitudes toward females in STEM fields and rejected the idea that men are inherently better at science.

Boundary expansion also mediated the effects of playing a serious game—Against All Odds—on people’s attitudes and beliefs about refugees (Rheu, Peng, & Ewoldsen, 2019). The game involves players becoming a refugee and trying to successfully flee from a humanitarian crisis. In this experiment, some participants read a story about refugees that was based on real-life refugees’ experiences fleeing a humanitarian crisis. In addition, participants either personalized an avatar or were randomly assigned an avatar to play. The authors hypothesized that creating an avatar would inhibit boundary expansion because the process of creation and playing an avatar increased the participants’ focus on themselves as opposed to focusing beyond the self. This experiment found that participants who read the background story did develop more positive attitudes toward refugees. However, consistent with TEBOTS, the effect on participants’ attitudes toward refugees was mediated by boundary expansion. Furthermore, this relationship between reading the story and boundary expansion was moderated by whether participants personalized their avatar or not. As predicted, boundary expansion was inhibited by personalization of the avatar. This seemingly counterintuitive finding points to the important fact that, as much as people consume media for empathy and comfort for “people like me,” people who engage in a narrative can experience the world beyond the boundaries of oneself. More importantly, these experiences can help improve people’s attitude toward stigmatized groups such as refugees by putting them through unlikely situations in their everyday lives.

The Paths Forward for TEBOTS


Research to date has demonstrated that various stressors motivate engagement with the story world, presumably as we use these worlds to pursue the universal needs that are left unmet by our everyday lives. However, the circumstances under which this pursuit can lead to satisfaction of these needs are of both practical and theoretical significance. Moreover, the relationship between stress and narrative engagement posited by the TEBOTS framework has further implications for narrative influence among stressed populations, as aspects of this engagement demonstrably mediate narrative persuasion and entertainment education effects. Furthermore, the unique sort of engagement posited by TEBOTS wherein people pursue experiences, skills, and relationships they could never pursue in real life as a means of expanding their own subjective experience, not just escaping it, may correspond to different narrative effects than traditional narrative absorption variables.

Mediating Meaning and Providing Need Satisfaction


That the story world may offer self-expansion suggests a therapeutic value of fiction that extends beyond distraction, emotion regulation, and escape. The self-determination theory framework from which TEBOTS is derived posits that fundamental needs for control, competence, and connectedness are how humans establish intrinsic meaning in life (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Life undeniably thwarts these needs, presumably challenging the meaningfulness of lived experiences. Much of life lies beyond our control. We often fail at what we set out to accomplish. Moreover, loneliness, rejection, and alienation are simply inherent aspects of life. However, in offering a space to pursue these needs, stories may offer us an avenue to establish meaning in life and improve psychological well-being (Slater & Cohen, 2017). Evidence of this potential can be found both in and beyond the TEBOTS paradigm. For example, a trait tendency to search for meaning (Steger et al., 2006) was an important condition of the relationship between relieving the constraints of everyday life through affirmation of the self-concept and boundary expansion (B. Johnson et al., 2016) suggesting that it was those predisposed to seek to ascribe meaning to their life who were more likely to vicariously pursue their needs in narrative environments. This conditional effect suggests that an observed tendency to engage and enjoy narrative content more when primed with death thoughts (Rieger et al., 2015; Rieger & Hofer, 2017), a state shown to increase the salience of aspects of the self-concept that provide symbolic meaning (for a meta-analysis see Hayes, Schimel, Arndt, & Faucher, 2010), may be illustrative of our tendency to turn to stories to help us make sense of the day-to-day challenges and anxieties associated with the limitations of being human.

Additionally, evidence that certain types of narrative content—specifically the sort which often models human virtue, triumph over adversity, and shared human experiences—may in fact mediate fulfillment of unmet needs suggests a potential therapeutic value of narrative in helping people cope with fundamental life challenges. For example, such content has been shown to reduce anxiety about death (Slater, Oliver, & Appel, 2019; Slater, Oliver, Appel, Tchernev, & Silver, 2018) as well as mitigate the potentially harmful defense mechanisms we use to cope with this anxiety (Rieger & Hofer, 2017). Anxiety about death is theorized to increase the salience of one’s attachment system, self-esteem, and prior existing beliefs about the world as a means of psychological protection from the threat to the self-concept posed by an unavoidable end to the self—death (Hart, Shaver, & Goldenberg, 2005). Thus, it is possible that in providing an avenue to pursue connectedness to others, competence, and control amid a world that often serves as a barrier to these needs, vicarious narrative experiences may translate to need satisfaction under the right circumstances. That stories that provide a means of boundary expansion may be of particular value to people struggling with prominent barriers to satisfying their intrinsic needs such as those with physical or mental disabilities, the terminally ill, or aging populations, as they slowly lose their autonomy, face limitations on their abilities, and even grapple with leaving their families and friends behind.

Stress and Narrative Influence


From a practical standpoint, engagement with the story world is important because this immersion in mediated environments is what drives the persuasive and informative influence of narrative content (Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002). That stress on the self-concept increases engagement with narratives suggests that people enduring significant amounts of stress and strain may be more susceptible to the influence of mediated storytelling including movies, television, podcasts, interactive ads, games, and more. This premise has implications for both narrative interventions as well as the importance of media-literacy interventions targeted toward stressed populations.

Experimental manipulations used in research providing support for the TEBOTS premise (that narrative engagement can facilitate relief from the constraints of everyday life) have implications for real life scenarios that are often driven by larger social factors. For example, a monotonous task of copy-editing a statistics text book, a means of depleting self-control, requires focus and effort, and provides little in the way of fulfillment. The reality of a dead-end service industry job or unskilled labor bears striking resemblance, as one’s daily toil offers little in the way of intrinsic satisfaction. That a laboratory induction like this one motivates engagement with short stories (B. Johnson et al., 2015) suggests that much of the labor force may have an increased motivation to engage with narrative environments in ways that may increase the influence of such stories on attitudes and beliefs about the real world. Similarly, the finding that the absence of self-affirmation leads to greater engagement with narratives (B. Johnson et al., 2016) suggests that the emotional strain commonly associated with the futility of a life in poverty, unemployment, or other threats to one’s self-worth may increase the influence of narrative content. Recent data have found preliminary support for the premise that financial stress can increase narrative engagement (Silver et al., 2018). However, whether such stress leads to greater narrative influence remains untested.

The relationship between barriers to connectedness with others and narrative engagement merits further empirical examination as well. Insecure attachment, a trait barrier to intimacy in close relationships, has also been shown to increase narrative engagement. For example, those who report being more anxious about the stability of their relationships were found to be more easily absorbed in television stories (Greenwood, 2008) as well as more likely to have imagined interactions with media personalities (Greenwood & Long, 2011). Moreover, those whose attachment was characterized by ambivalence toward intimacy (i.e., desiring intimacy but often self-sabotaging as a defense mechanism against their anxiety over the stability of their relationships) reported a greater tendency toward absorption in story-based television and film, as well as a greater proclivity for boundary expansion and offline engagement with the story world (Silver & Slater, 2019). Further implications for the relationship between barriers to connectedness such as limited social capital, mental health, and traumatic childhood experiences and narrative engagement provide fertile grounds for future inquiry.

Directions in Narrative Persuasion


Theory and evidence examining how and why narratives are persuasive often presume a relatively passive means of learning about one’s own world from fictional story worlds. Presumably, absorption into the story and taking the perspective of characters requires significant mental resources which in turn cannot be used to counter-argue information embedded within (Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002). Consistent evidence supports this position (Igartua & Casanova, 2016; J. Johnson, Harrison, & Quick, 2013). However, the boundary expansion mechanism posited by TEBOTS suggests the potential for a more active route to narrative effects. For example, recent evidence shows that narrative video advertisements (vs. comparable nonnarrative video ads) produce more boundary expansion, which in turn produced more positive attitudes toward the featured brand (B. Johnson, Klopper, & Boerema, 2019). TEBOTS provides a lens for better understanding the power of narrative persuasion, as well as where and when it could be maximally effective.

Finally, it has also been proposed that multimodal forms of narrative engagement (e.g., media multitasking) may contribute to enhanced entertainment experiences and narrative impact due to heightened involvement and elaboration if the multitasking is relevant to the story or its message (Woods, Slater, Cohen, Johnson, & Ewoldsen, 2018). Recent findings, working from an independent theoretical perspective, bear this out: young adults who multitasked while viewing East Los High experienced greater character identification and subsequent persuasion regarding social topics presented in the series (Walter, Murphy, & Rosenthal, 2018).

Expanding the subjective experience of self through engagement with narrative worlds likely entails a more active process wherein media entertainment experiences are carried forth and integrated into the sum total of experiences, real or mediated, that inform our attitudes and beliefs. We may then reflect on these experiences as we do in real life, considering counterfactuals, placing characters in other scenarios beyond the story, perhaps even taking their perspective as a means of making decisions where we feel they may have insight (Slater, Ewoldsen, et al., 2018). In short, boundary expansion suggests a more effortful form of engagement with stories that may help to explain narrative effects as more than a “spoonful of sugar” to hide persuasive intent. Such an effortful form of narrative processing may in turn have powerful implications for narrative as a means of normative social change where attitudes and beliefs tend to be more deeply ingrained, and thus hard to dispel through passive acceptance.

Conclusion


TEBOTS conceptualizes the story world as a place where we can vicariously satisfy needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness that can only be imperfectly met in one’s actual physical and social experience. The experiential possibilities of the self are broadened almost without limit. This expansion function of engagement with stories is distinct from the characterization of the story world as a place to escape the self (Greenwood, 2008), as well as the more meaningful, appreciation-based experiences posited by literature on eudaimonia (Oliver, 2008). Rather, TEBOTS proposes that we may take the perspective of characters or become cognitively absorbed in their worlds simply to know what it is like—to be powerful and brave like Wonder Woman, suave and debonair like James Bond (at least in earlier incarnations), or a tortured genius like Sherlock Holmes; or, conversely, to experience the limitations of disability, poverty, misfortune, and oppression. The purpose of such experiences, from the TEBOTS perspective, is not necessarily to escape stressful life situations or better understand our worlds, though these experiences certainly can have such functions. If psychologists are correct in arguing that human beings are motivated to meet their most fundamental intrinsic needs, we can understand story engagement in part as a way to vicariously meet such needs.

In addition to offering a basic motivational explanation for engagement in the story world, such a proposition provides fertile ground for future research in better understanding the role and effects of entertainment media in our lives. With respect to media selectivity, TEBOTS suggests story engagement will be greatest when the self-system is under stress—at times of life change and transition, that may be either developmental or situational. With respect to media effects, TEBOTS posits that the universality of story engagement may be a response to unavoidable constraints on our self-concept. However, while stories provide an avenue to temporarily expand the boundaries of the self, we may carry many of these mediated experiences with us upon our return (see Reinecke & Rieger, this volume). In particular, these vicarious experiences of self and others may lead to parasocial contact and reduced stigmatization of others (or potentially increased stigmatization through exposure to stereotyped portrayals), gains or losses in self-efficacy or political efficacy, and, in the case of eudaimonic exposures, greater capacity to cope with the inherent challenges of human life. TEBOTS also implies that such effects are likely to be greater at those times when the self-system is under stress or threat.

Though TEBOTS offers predictions about when narrative engagement is greatest and carries potential implications for narrative effects, it is ultimately a theoretical framework intended to better understand the far-reaching appeal of engagement with the story worlds on offer via media. A rapidly evolving media landscape provides an increasing number of entertainment media allowing for increased audio and visual immersion (e.g., high definition, virtual reality), interactivity (e.g., video games, “choose your own path” stories), and sustained engagement with the expansively developed worlds provided by literary, audiovisual, or gaming franchises (e.g., Westeros, The Marvel Cinematic Universe, Star Wars). Thus, the motivations that drive us to pursue vicarious needs satisfaction from the stories we see are potentially more consequential than ever.
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chapter 14

Stepping In and Out of Media Characters

Identification and Dynamic Shifts in Users’ Positioning Toward Entertainment Messages


Jonathan Cohen and Christoph Klimmt




Audience responses to the personae that appear in mediated messages have been of central interest to entertainment research and its roots in intellectual history such as literature studies and drama theory. Protagonists and characters have been theorized as anchors of audiences’ comprehension, appraisal, and emotional reaction to both fictional and nonfictional, to narrative and nonnarrative messages and hence as key drivers of entertainment experiences. Novels, movies, television dramas, sports events, video games and any other manifestation of media entertainment are most often centered around characters—not always, but mostly human beings. Several concepts describing audience responses to characters have been canonized within entertainment studies (Brown, 2015; this volume). The most prominent among them is identification (Cohen, 2001; Oatley, 1995). From the Latin roots of the term, the core meaning of identification could be expressed as “making oneself one with” someone or something. Based on Freudian (1989/1940) use of the notion, a contemporary understanding of identification in the context of (entertainment) audience research could be explicated as an experiential process in which “a merging of character and self” (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016, p. 36) occurs, as

an audience member imagines him- or herself being that character and merges his or her personal identity and role as audience member with the identity and role of the character within the text. While strongly identifying, the audience member… ceases to be aware of his or her social role as an audience member and temporarily (but usually repeatedly) adopts the perspective of the [target] character.

(Cohen, 2001, p. 251)

Similarly, Oatley (1995) proposed an understanding of identification as “the reader adopting a character’s goals and running a simulation based on action in an imagined world” (p. 71).

Experiences of identification with a media character often serve as gateway to intense episodes of entertainment. Different media and genres of entertainment certainly afford specific modes, qualities, and limitations of identification, but the basic process of identification seems to occur across such different media settings and message types, for instance, during movie exposure (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010) and video gaming (Walter & Tsfati, 2018). Imagining to be a character with specific attributes—mostly attributes that differ from one’s own real-life characteristics—can evoke powerful emotions, provide escapistic relief from stress and psychological burden, and stimulate pleasant-optimistic fantasies (Klimmt, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009; Johnson, Slater, Silver & Ewoldsen, this volume). For documenting and advancing the state of the art in entertainment theory, it is therefore of primary importance to review and elaborate the concept of identification, its manifestation during media exposure, and its implications for various kinds of entertainment experiences.

A substantial and still growing body of literature has served this purpose over the past decades. Various perspectives on the notion of identification, its empirical measurement, its antecedents (Cohen & Tal-Or, 2017) and consequences have been proposed (see Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016, for a review). While controversies over conceptual details are inevitable in the social sciences, some highly specific challenges have emerged from this domain of inquiry that require further theoretical stipulation and empirical investigation. One key challenge is that identification is a “fleeting” (Cohen, 2001, p. 250) audience response that seems to be highly dynamic over time and also to vary substantially among individuals, between messages and exposure situations. People do not simply watch a movie and maintain an “identification = on” mode throughout exposure. But how can this experiential dynamics—people “stepping in and out” of a character (Wilson, 1993)—be conceptualized?

A second challenge refers to the co-existence of multiple concepts of audience involvement with media characters (Brown, 2015; this volume). While identification refers to a feeling of merging with a character, other concepts such as parasocial interaction (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Klimmt, Hartmann, & Schramm, 2006) or affective disposition theory (Zillmann, 1996) model the audience experience as an observer role—character and audience member form a dyad, not a merged entity (Klimmt et al., 2009). The implied challenge is not so much the coexistence (or competition) of multiple similar concepts, but rather the valid modeling of factors and processes that explain which conceptualization will apply to specific message-receiver-situation constellations and how dynamic shifts between such different modes of reception will occur.

The current contribution intends to advance the theoretical notion of identification by addressing these challenges. We elaborate an improved conceptualization of identification as dynamic over time and as a mode of reception that can shift into other modes (and vice versa). It is commensurable with alternative accounts of audience responses to media characters and promises to result in a more advanced understanding of entertainment experiences and the constructive way in which audiences perceive and imagine those characters who are central to much popular and successful entertainment fare. At the same time, such a perspective offers a new metaconceptual view that showcases how various alternative accounts of audience responses to media characters can be understood as elements of a single system of modes of reception (“positionings,” see what follows).

For this purpose, we briefly review existing construals of identification in past works. We then elaborate a contextualization of identification as part of a spectrum of possible positionings of members of the audience toward (entertainment) messages and their character(s). This assumption of various possible positions that members of the audience can take helps capturing temporal dynamics as well as bridging conceptual divides between identification and alternative accounts such as parasocial interaction. Next, we develop programmatic perspectives for future research based on predictions about determinants and consequences for entertainment outcomes that we derive from the positioning approach to identification. Finally, we also offer some methodological recommendations on capturing audience positionings and their temporal dynamics in future entertainment studies.

Identification and Audience Responses to Media Characters


Perhaps the most central distinction between modes of audience-character interactions or relationships is between those modes which involve imaginative interactions with characters and those that are based on a merging of identities and perspectives between audience and characters (Klimmt et al., 2009). Examples of the former include developing long-term friendly relationships with media personae (parasocial relationships), being fans of a celebrity (worship) or seeing in characters or celebrities something one wishes to emulate (wishful identification) (Brown, this volume). The primary example of the latter is identification, with empathy being an important component of identification. Both modes (relationships and merging) involve feelings toward the characters, generally positive but often mixed or negative (Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016), and both involve the self. But they differ in how the self is positioned in relation to the media persona or character (Slater & Cohen, 2016). What differs between the two modes is the level of awareness of self and the degree of integration between the self and the character or celebrity (Cohen, 2001).

Moyer-Gusé (2015) explains the difference between the two modes as depending on “whether the audience member is positioned as a spectator/relational partner or as a vicarious participant in the story world. Ultimately, this refers to a difference in the viewer’s level of self-awareness” (p. 286). In one form, audiences maintain their individuality and relate to a media persona either as a friend (parasocial relationship, or PSR), a role model or as an object of worship (Brown, 2015). In contrast, identification is based on forgetting of the self and experiencing a game, story, or other entertainment experience not as a fan or observer but rather from inside the experience itself (e.g., the story world). Identification may be seen as co-occurring or as a precursor to transportation (Green & Brock, 2000) that involves feelings as if one is removed from one’s real surroundings and instead is present in the world of the story, game, or film.

Oatley (1999) understands identification as a mental process. Audience members identifying with characters means that they are trying to understand the character’s thoughts and feelings and imagine what those are. They do so, of course, in their own mind and based on their own knowledge and experience, and in that sense, they never really leave themselves or their self. Rather, they understand the character, and the story from the perspective of the character, based on the story’s plot and their understanding of how they think the character would react to events. Thus, they are using their own interpretation of the character and plot in forming identification. Identification, then, is not a replacement of the audience member’s identity with that of the character but rather the creation of a unique mental model that is a merging of the two identities (the character and audience member). A reader, player, or viewer processes story events, reacts with emotions and thoughts as if they were the character in the story, but the processing occurs, as Oatley (1999) explains, in the mind of the reader, player, or viewer, and thus accounts for their own experiences and worldview.

Identification, then, places us inside the story. Once absorbed or transported into the story, identification aligns us with the perspective of a particular character. When identification is strong enough, audience members can feel as if they themselves have experienced the actions, thoughts, and emotions that the character has gone through (that is, their interpretation of these events, thoughts, and emotions). This, according to Bandura (2001), is the basis for the social learning effects of identification especially when the actions or attitudes displayed by the character succeed and are socially rewarded.

A New Framework: Dynamic Audience Positionings Toward Entertainment Messages


The above review of existing work has revealed identification as a character-focused mode of audience involvement. Identifying with a protagonist, that is, adopting her or his goals and having an experience of “merger,” is a manifestation of strong cognitive elaboration of an entertainment message as well as a foundation of powerful emotional response in terms of enjoyment and eudaimonic entertainment (e.g., Cohen, 2006; Janicke-Bowles, Schubert, & Blomster, this volume). However, viewers, readers, and players will most often not simply enter a state of strong identification and maintain it throughout the complete duration of media exposure. Rather, the degree—and the experiential quality—of identification will differ among members of the audience of a given (entertainment) message, and they will also differ over time within the same individual member of the audience (see Fahr & Früh, this volume; Nurius & Markus, 1990; Vorderer, this volume). To understand the nature of identification and its implications for entertainment experiences, it is therefore important to contextualize the explication of identification by considering the alternative states and conditions that audiences can enter and go through when they are not (strongly) identifying with a media character. We suggest to develop such a broader perspective on character-related audience responses in which (strong) identification is one of several positions that can be adopted by members of the audience. For building this framework, we refer to Oatley’s (1995) proposition that audiences construct their media experience by drawing on their knowledge and experience to “run” the message content (story, characters, events, etc.) as an imaginary inner simulation from which they receive emotional stimulation. Within such an inner simulation of mediated information (an entertainment message with its characters), members of the audience can take different positions. Oatley (1995) differentiates between situations of exposure in which readers “stay outside” the world of the text and situations in which they “enter” the world of the text. He argues that profound discrepancies in the reading experience and in affective outcomes of media exposure will result from the different reader positions. We follow and expand this approach to contextualize identification with one or several media characters as one type of audience positioning.

Positioning describes the way in which the reader/viewer experiences an entertainment text (Fiske, 1987). It defines the ways in which we strive to make sense of the text and to experience, enjoy, and appreciate it. Since we all have many possible selves (e.g., an engineer, mother, aunt, boss, sibling, Red Sox fan, Swede, New Yorker, etc.; Markus & Wurf, 1987) there is a multitude of roles and identities from which we can draw while playing a game, watching TV, or a film or reading a story. The role, or combination of roles, that we draw on defines our cognitive and emotional relationship with the text and how we understand and experience it. A text can implicitly suggest a position for us as readers, viewers, or players, as in placing us in an all-knowing position or allowing us to discover the unknown along the way of story progress. But audiences are not captive to the position offered by the text. Drawing on their social knowledge, experience, and roles, audiences can experience the text from a naïve or critical perspective; they can become emotionally engaged or distant; focus on emotional or aesthetic aspects of the text (e.g., Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010; Vorderer, 2001; Weber & Wirth, 2013). Positioning is not ideological by nature (though it may have implications for ideology; Liebes & Katz, 1990) but rather is about an understanding of a text and as such is an experiential variable. It is primarily cognitive and ontological but is also affective in that different positions involve different emotional responses to the text and emotional responses have direct influence on positioning.

Six Prototypical Positionings Toward Media Characters


How can we characterize such different positions that readers, viewers, and players adopt during exposure to an entertainment message? Oftentimes, metaphors of space are used to model such positionings, such as transportation (Green & Brock 2000) or “Presence” (Hartmann & Fox, this volume). In his aforementioned work on emotional responses to fictional literature, Oatley (1995, p. 57) differentiated between an “external” position (“reader confronting the text”) and an “internal” position (“reader entering the world of the text”). With regard to how audiences may locate themselves vis-a-vis entertainment characters, we suggest a more nuanced categorization so that a greater resolution in understanding character-related experiential processes can be achieved.

For this purpose, we combine notions of “outside” versus “inside the text” with the categories of “observing” and “identifying with” characters. Members of the entertainment audience may become involved with specific characters, yet not identify with them in the sense explicated previously. They may also adopt a position that includes identification, but not with the protagonist that a message suggests for identifying, but with an alternative character such as the antihero or the funny sidekick character. Thus, we situate core identification phenomena within a set of overall six prototypical audience positionings toward entertainment characters (Figure 14.1). They differ with regard to



• the location that the members of the audience assign to themselves with regard to the story world of the entertainment message (outside versus inside the text),


• the social-emotional relevance of the character(s) appearing in the message—following Liebes and Katz (1990), we differentiate low involvement (“cold”) and high involvement (“hot”), and


• the self-positioning toward one or more specific character(s) (i.e., an observer or an identifying position).
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Figure 14.1 Schematic overview of six proposed types of audience positioning toward media characters. Positions can remain outside or reside inside the story world, and the relative distance to the character(s) may vary (“hot/cold”). Position 1: “outside cold observer,” position 2: “outside hot observer,” position 3: “inside cold observer,” position 4: “inside hot observer,” position 5: protagonist identification, position 6: “alternative identification.” “Cold” positionings imply that the member of the audience maintains a relative great distance to characters, whereas “hot” positionings are marked by greater experienced proximity to characters.





From these components, the following six audience positionings can be construed:



1. Distant observer of character(s) from outside the text (outside cold observer): In constructing an imagination from the information provided by the message or story, members of the audience may “confront” (Oatley, 1995) the text, interpret the message as a product made by someone using tools and techniques and thus keep considerable psychological and emotional distance from characters. They may reflect on how message originators handle the storytelling around the characters and may enjoy their peripheral attributes such as humor or physical attractiveness.


2. Involved observer of character(s) from outside the text (outside hot observer): While “staying outside” of the story world that an entertainment message constructs, members of the audience may develop some interest and sense of relevance of one or more characters while preserving some distance or reservation toward them. For instance, a reader of a novel may find her- or himself fascinated with the portrayal of a psychopathic criminal (curiosity) or sympathizing with the protagonist of a story that does not “pull her/him in” (i.e., transport her/him in the sense of Green & Brock, 2000; cf. Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010).


3. Distant observer from inside the text (inside cold observer): Members of the audience may take different positions toward entertainment characters if they have “entered the world” (Oatley, 1995) of the message. We suggest that “within the story world,” we can still differentiate between “observation” and “identification” positions. One of these “inside the text” positions is uninvolved observation. While members of the audience may construct an entertainment message as a vivid imagination (they feel transported into the story world), they may maintain distance from the characters acting in the story world and not feel affectively involved with (any of) them. For example, in an ensemble show (e.g., “Friends”) a viewer may like several characters and be involved with their relationships without intensely identifying with any one character—s/he experiences being an “unobserved observer in scenes of the lives of characters in the story world” (Oatley, 1999, p. 445).


4. Involved observer inside the text (inside hot observer): While imagining the world and events depicted by an entertainment message, members of the audience may feel transported and develop emotional bonds to one or several characters without adopting their goals and perspective. This positioning resembles Zillmann’s (1996) understanding of empathic concern with drama characters: The audience feels for one or several characters that appear in the entertainment message and thus closely observes how they act and what is happening to them. They respond emotionally to this or these character(s), yet keep their sense of self distinct from them. For instance, many adult viewers of crime drama on TV are likely to take such an “involved observer inside the text” position, as it does not consume too much imaginatory energy (compared to “true” identification, see discussion later), but brings about entertainment responses such as suspense and relief (Raney, 2004; Zillmann, 1996).


5. Identification with a character as guided by the message (protagonist identification): The fifth type of positioning that we suggest is the “classic” identification as defined and described earlier. Typically, message originators offer a target protagonist for identification (e.g., an action hero, an avatar, a sports star), and members of the audience who feel transported into the world of the entertainment message may strongly identify with this “suggested” character and experience a sense of merging. This type of identification is most common and often enjoyable because it follows what the text intends for audiences and thus demands relatively little mental effort.


6. Identification with a character different from message guidance (alternative identification): Finally, members of the audience who feel transported into the story world may go through an identification experience with a character that is not offered by the message as primary target. For example, female viewers of a conventional action movie that features a hypermasculine male protagonist (the suggested target for audience identification) may take a positioning of identification with the female, attractive sidekick character. Their experience of merging would qualify as identification as outlined previously, but also imply a discrepant “reading” of the message from what the originators had in mind and what would thus be co-intentional message processing.






Psychological Roots of Audience Positioning


This proposed framework rests on the premise that audience positioning toward media characters will result from three underlying dimensions: psychological distance from the story or text (i.e., staying “outside” versus entering the story world), relationship to specific characters or personae (i.e., distance versus empathy and perspective taking), and emotional involvement (Do I care who wins? Am I partisan?). This assumed dimensionality implies that if we acquire information on these dimensions empirically, we can estimate the positioning of a given member of the audience toward a given character during a given situation of (entertainment) exposure.

Audience members typically do not select one of the positions we have differentiated by conscious choice. We can willfully resist becoming cognitively and emotionally involved into an entertainment message that is “luring” us, but such intentional (and hence conscious) resistance will demand constant vigilance and will likely diminish enjoyment. More typically, positioning is an intuitive, unelected audience response and a result of an interaction between how a text and its producers try to position us and our personal history and personality (see Klimmt & Rieger, this volume). Drama, for example, typically tries to engage audiences by transporting them into the story world and often by identifying with a protagonist (Oatley, 1995). In most cases, the audience will (not necessarily by conscious intention) follow the cues laid out by message originators and adopt a “co-intentional” mode of experience, that is, let themselves be transported into the story world (e.g., through suspension of disbelief: Weber & Wirth, 2013) and adopt the protagonist’s perspective.

Specific circumstances or different textual structures (see Cupchik, Oatley, & Vorderer, 1998), however, may cause an individual audience member to assume a divergent positioning (e.g., an observer position instead of identification with the protagonist or an identification with some other character). Personal experiences related to a story (Khoo, 2015), celebrity worship for a specific actor, or an interest in drama authorship may, for example, motivate individual audience members to adopt a positioning that is discrepant from the “mainstream” positioning for which an entertainment message was designed. Such discrepancies may emerge in both directions—individual audience members may enter positions that are closer to an entertainment character than the message originators had envisioned, or, probably more often, they may remain at positions that feature greater distance to the story and its characters than the message cues have been composed to facilitate.

How do different positionings determine audience experiences of and responses to an entertainment message? The subjective experiences associated with different positionings will result from the type of thoughts and emotions that emerge from how an audience member processes a message and the people who appear in it. Audience members who stay “outside” a story world and “observe” characters will typically generate more analytical and evaluative thoughts and judge the message and its personae with regard to aesthetics, inspirational value, or social relevance (Liebes & Katz, 1990). Their emotions will thus be focused on liking of the message and its originators (e.g., admiration for a novel writer, or anger about a movie actor), but not on inner simulated feelings displayed by a story character. In contrast, audience members who identify strongly with a specific character will primarily generate thoughts that closely relate to the target characters’ (expressed or ascribed) thoughts, and their emotions will be dominated by empathic affect with or simulated feelings of the target character (Cohen, 2001). Thus, the kind of cognitions and emotions that audience members produce and experience during exposure to an entertainment message represent the subjective mani-festation of different positionings, and these subjective components hold fundamental implications for entertainment outcomes (see discussion later).

Individual Differences and Dynamic Shifts in Positioning During Exposure to Media Entertainment


The position that a given audience member of an entertainment message assumes will depend on message cues, personal and situation characteristics. As described earlier, the originators of entertainment messages typically set cues to guide audience positioning, and in many cases, audience members will willingly, tolerantly, or intuitively follow these cues. For instance, game shows create opportunities for audience participation hoping to position viewers as independent contestants within the show trying to be better than the contestants in the studio. In sports matches or reality shows we are often expected to join not as players but as fans hoping that one team or contestant wins (Shitrit & Cohen, 2018). News positions (or at least claims to position) us as citizens (Morley, 1980) who are expected to acquire information and make rational choices. Documentaries or biographies position us as curious individuals who wish to learn from the experiences of others. And interactive video games or other more immersive technologies (e.g., 3D) are aimed at creating a stronger and more active involvement (Hartmann & Fox, this volume).

However, these are only the positions that producers try to predefine for audiences but by no means the only position that audiences, in fact, take on. Some may watch reality TV in order to mock participants and see them humiliated, or watch drama to romantically fantasize about an actor or watch sports because they enjoy athleticism. As outlined earlier, specific personal experiences or interests may cause variation among members of the audience with regard to the kind of positioning they assume toward a given entertainment message and its personae.

Finally, situation variables will also influence which positioning a given member of the audience will adopt. For example, the presence of co-viewers during movie exposure (Tal-Or, 2016), the spatial and cultural setup of a movie theater (vs. the living room at home) or the level of tiredness when reading late at night may affect—through various mechanisms—which positioning a given member of the audience will end up with. Hence, understanding the empirical manifestations of audience positionings will always require the consideration of message, person, and situation characteristics.

What is equally important about the proposed framework of audience positioning is that we assume positions not to be stable throughout the course of message exposure, but rather to be subject to dynamic shifts over time. Members of the audience may flip from an observer position into an identification position, for example, once the story world has unfolded for them in a way that facilitates sufficient transportation. An audience member may, in contrast, find her-/himself disappointed with the behavior of a character with whom s/he had identified strongly and thus feel pushed away from that character to a more distant, observing positioning (Wilson, 1993). In more general terms, message, user, and situation variables may induce temporal variation in audience positioning and make audience members “step in” or “step out of” a character.

Implications of Positioning for Entertainment Outcomes


Positioning is theoretically related to a host of other variables such as message interpretation, transportation, enjoyment, and appreciation, and is thus crucial to understanding the experience of media entertainment. We suggest that members of the audience may enter experiential states that they consider as “being entertained” in any of the outlined positionings. There is not simply “more” or “better” entertainment necessarily associated with a certain type of positioning, albeit certain constellations of position, member of the audience, and message may result in a decreased sense of entertainment (e.g., in the case of intentional resistance against identifying with a protagonist, see earlier).

For instance, while watching the same crime drama (Raney, 2004), one member of the audience who takes a protagonist identification position may feel strong suspense—the stress, anxiety, and hopes associated with the conflicts and challenges that the story’s protagonist is facing—and hence go through an intense state of hedonic enjoyment (Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). This positioning would be in line with what the message creators had predefined for their anticipated audience and designed the narration for, so taking this co-intentional positioning will lead to a particularly easy, fluent processing (flow experience: Sherry, 2004), which will further amplify enjoyment outcomes. A different member of the audience of the same drama may, however, remain at an outside hot observer position and spend the episode of exposure with strong curiosity about how the narration is crafted and which kind of surprise the story writer may have built in for the protagonist. From such reflections, an intense state of eudaimonic entertainment (appreciation; cf. Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume) may arise, as the reflections may come with intellectual challenge and mixed affect. A still different member of the audience may assume an inside hot observer position and go through an episode of eudaimonic entertainment—elevation from observing the moral excellence of the protagonist in particular (Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012). Finally, a fourth member of the audience of the crime drama may feel extremely tired after a long work day and find her- or himself unable to mobilize much mental energy for watching the show. As a consequence, she or he may end up with an outside cold observer position and only process a fraction of the story elements, but still reach a desired level of enjoyment from peripheral attributes of the drama’s characters, such as their physical attractiveness or humor. All viewers of the same crime drama may conclude that they have had a great entertainment experience with the show—albeit with highly different experiential qualities and based on very different positionings.

To systematize the relationship between audience positioning (including identification) and entertainment outcomes, we suggest audience position will moderate the entertainment effects of message consumption: The position that the audience members assume will make a difference for the quality and intensity of their entertainment experience. At the same time, this moderating effect of audience positioning will be mediated by different process variables, including message-induced affective dynamics (e.g., protagonist identification that leads to hedonic enjoyment through suspense) and ego-related emotions (e.g., outside cold observer positioning that leads to enjoyment through pride over one’s own excellence in critically analyzing a text as piece of art).

Thus, to model the implications of audience positioning for entertainment outcomes implies understanding a complex network of moderation-mediation dynamics, which will require additional reasoning and empirical exploration. What we can conclude from past theorizing and research, however, is that identification positions and the “merger” experience they imply are likely to bring about both hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment outcomes that rest on altered self-perceptions (Cohen, 2001; Klimmt et al. 2009; Slater et al., this volume). Through identification with an entertainment character, members of the audience create a state in which their inner self differs from their “normal,” day-to-day self-concept, as their self merges with the target character. They may thus feel more brave, more attractive, more successful than they would feel in normal life, for instance, and they may find this alteration of their self enjoyable (e.g., amusing or erotic) or meaningful (e.g., by learning something about their own identity; Cohen, Slater, & Appel, 2019). Identification-based alteration experiences may serve escapistic functions (Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume), or they may, in contrast, teach us an important lesson about our real-life self. Hence, those audience positions that imply a merger experience with a media character are likely to drive entertainment experiences that originate from self-experiences of different kinds.

Finally, while more research is needed in order to explicate the precise map of how audience positioning and entertainment outcomes are interconnected, the foundational considerations presented here also imply that if audience positioning typically varies over time during entertainment exposure, the experience of entertainment will also display dynamic shifts over time. With (sudden) changes in positioning (e.g., from protagonist identification to inside cold observer position), equally sudden shifts in emotions, thoughts, and resulting entertainment outcomes will occur (e.g., from strong pleasant suspense to unpleasant disappointment and frustration experiences). Hence, the understanding of temporal dynamics of audience positions is a conceptual instrument to theorize and measure temporal variation in entertainment outcomes during message exposure (Fahr & Früh, this volume). This perspective includes the question how audience members synthesize micro-episodes of specific positioning-entertainment experiences and their variations into overall assessments (that we often measure with postexposure questionnaires about entertainment experience) and (long-term) memories of their exposure situation. When people tell friends (or researchers) about their overall media experience, do they, for instance, average the various stages with specific positionings and entertainment scores, or do they privilege episodes with extreme (high or low, close or distant, hot or cold) experiential characteristics, or do they perhaps overweigh the stage at the end of exposure (cf. Kahneman, 2000)?

Programmatic Perspectives: Propositions for Future Identification Research


The proposed framework has situated the process and experience of identification within a set of possible positionings of audience members toward a message of media entertainment and its personae. From this perspective, identification marks a particularly strong mode of engagement with a message, and it is bound to several preconditions that must be met. For future research on identification and entertainment, understanding these preconditions—media, characters, situation, and media user attributes, as well as their dynamic interactions—represents a primary programmatic objective. We put forward several major assumptions that specify the research goal of explaining identification (versus alternative positionings) during exposure to media entertainment.

First, an important media or message attribute that needs to be understood in terms of its influence on audience positioning is richness. Media technologies vary in the degree to which they actively attract and absorb their audiences’ sensory perceptions, attention, cognitive and emotional elaboration (e.g., Lang, 2006; Steuer, 1992). Technical features such as producer-controlled pacing (such as in TV messages that run autonomously and without user influence), interactivity, multimodal (e.g., audio and visual) signaling or coverage of multiple senses (e.g., virtual reality) are common examples of relatively rich media. Plain text messages such as novels or short stories, in contrast, represent substantially less rich media. With regard to audience positioning, we derive the proposition from past research on rich media effects (e.g., Hawkins et al., 2002, Hartmann & Fox, this volume) that media richness should increase the probability of audience members taking and maintaining positionings that are relatively close to the protagonist or characters (i.e., hot positionings, including identification). This is because greater media richness increases the mental effort required from audience members to resist entering a positioning that message creators have predefined, and, vice versa, to admit oneself into a predefined position (e.g., protagonist identification) will result in particularly strong entertainment outcomes in rich media environments. In contrast, we stipulate that members of the audience of less rich entertainment media, such as readers of a printed novel, are less likely to enter positions that are close to message protagonists and characters. If they still take such a close position (e.g., hot observer inside the text or protagonist identification), their own contribution to enable this position (in the sense of active imagination and suspension of disbelief) must be substantially greater than during exposure to rich media (e.g., Nell, 1988; Wild, Kuiken, & Schopflocher, 1995; Wirth et al., 2007). Thus, investigating the influence of media richness and its interaction with user attributes such as trait absorption, fantasy, and entertainment motivations (Vorderer et al., 2004) on audience positioning and its consequences for entertainment outcomes is suggested as programmatic mission for future identification research.

Second, it is important to elaborate the perspective of temporal dynamics of positioning and resulting entertainment experiences (Fahr & Früh, this volume). Specifically, we do not assume that members of the audience will willingly and frequently hop back and forth between different positions; rather, relatively rare critical incidents during exposure are likely to cause changes in a given audience member’s position. Carving out such critical events is thus a promising way for tracing the dynamics in audience responses to character-driven entertainment messages and to improve the theoretical-empirical understanding of identification processes and experiences. As useful starting points for such research activities, we suggest to consider the following type of critical incidents during entertainment consumption:



• From a user perspective, incidents during exposure that induce an increase in the subjective stress experience are likely to make an audience member shift positioning toward greater distance to the text and its characters. Typical examples are children’s fright reactions to emotionally intense episodes of stories they read, listen to, or watch on screen (Cantor, 2009). Increased stress—for instance, because of unfolding story events that imply an increasing or sudden threat to a likeable protagonist—requires coping, and shifting toward a less involved, more distant position (e.g., from protagonist identification to outside hot observer) is a plausible manifestation of such a coping reaction. Similarly, stories that evoke great sadness that people may find difficult to manage may have similar effects on the changes in audience positions.


• From a message perspective, both narrative and aesthetic features may cause critical incidents that make audience members move toward a different positioning. Specifically, if message characters (begin to) address their audience directly, this may trigger a shift in audience positioning. Such shifts may either attract audience members to feeling greater closeness—for instance, from cold outside observation to hot outside observation—as a consequence of feeling included by the character (Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011). Or shifting may occur toward greater distance, if an audience member is enjoying a protagonist identification position and is suddenly pushed back to an observer position because of foregrounding techniques applied by the message creators. For example, if the target protagonist “breaks the fourth wall” and thus reassigns a different role to the viewer, this event may prevent the continuation of the merging experience.


• Finally, we suggest considering expectancy violations as a general type of critical incidents during entertainment exposure that can initiate shifts in audience positioning. While expectation violation theory has been advanced in interpersonal communication research (Burgoon, 1993), it is plausible to assume that also if media characters violate audience expectations (e.g., by performing an action that is discrepant from their past behavior within a narrative such as a formerly “good” policeman protagonist committing a crime), strong emotional responses are likely to occur in members of the audience. Shifting toward a more distant type of positioning (in the case of negative expectation violation) is a probable element of such responses. In some cases, when media characters generate a “positive surprise,” audience members may react to such an expectation violation by shifting toward a closer positioning.






These starting points are offered to outline promising directions of future identification research. Further theoretical and empirical challenges have been outlined earlier and should thus also be included here, specifically the moderation-mediation nexus of audience positions and entertainment outcomes. Understanding the conditions under which and the process mechanisms through which audience positions affect hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment outcomes brings about additional conceptual and empirical tasks for communication scholarship. At a more abstract level, continued theoretical (and metatheoretical) work on bridging differences and expressing connections among different accounts of audience responses to entertainment narratives and characters (such as identification theory, parasocial reactions, and the TEBOTs model, cf. Brown, this volume; Johnson et al., this volume) will be required to improve the conceptual foundations of the field.

Finally, translating the theoretical perspectives of audience positionings to empirical entertainment research will also come with new methodological challenges. While classic approaches such as experimental variations of entertainment messages with postexposure self-report measures of audience responses (e.g., Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010) will continue to serve identification research, the conceptual innovations proposed here call for new methods and procedures. Specifically, new instruments and strategies will help to detect different audience positionings accurately and to uncover patterns of temporal dynamics in audience positioning and entertainment outcomes. Process-oriented techniques (Fahr & Früh, this volume), such as extending experimental procedures by a second display of the experimental stimulus and having participants comment on their positioning and moment-to-moment entertainment experiences that they had during the first exposure, are particularly promising pathways for addressing these operational challenges.

Conclusion


Theorizing about highly individual and subjective modes of experience is a structural challenge in entertainment research. Understanding audience identification with media characters is of particular importance and difficulty at the same time, given that characters are a nearly ubiquitous feature of entertainment fare and given the multiple modes of response to characters that members of the audience may display. The present proposition has adopted a conceptual definition of identification as one such mode of response from past works and developed a framework around this concept that situates identification within a set of alternative audience positions. Essentially, members of the audience can, when they mentally construct their situation model of an entertainment message, place their “self” in different positions—outside of or within an entertainment character, for instance. This framework is suggested to better cover the complexity and individual, as well as temporal, variations that may occur in audience responses to media characters. It guides the way toward conceptually and methodologically innovative research on identification (as well as its alternatives and dynamic shifts between them), which will also help to improve theorizing on entertainment outcomes such as enjoyment or appreciation. Profound implications of audience positioning on entertainment outcomes should be assumed, because across the history and (technical) evolution of entertainment media from ancient Greek drama to contemporary virtual reality gaming, characters have most often been at the center of message content. While research on audience responses to characters has been flourishing for quite some time, the present analysis has revealed pathways to explore remaining challenges and to discover convergences between identification and other concepts of character-focused entertainment.
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chapter 15

Involvement with Media Personae and Entertainment Experiences


William J. Brown




The international diffusion of new communication technology and the proliferation of entertainment media have given more people more opportunities to form relationships with media personae than any other time in human history. Deloitte’s recent Digital Media Trends Survey of more than 2,000 Americans indicates media consumers are customizing their entertainment media experiences through a variety of paid television and video streaming services (Westcott, Loucks, Downs, & Watson, 2019). This trend is indicative of media audiences worldwide who are given increased access to entertainment via the Internet and new communication technologies, making the study of audience engagement through emergent media a primary research concern among communication scholars (Pavlik, Dennis, Mersey, & Gengler, 2019). Much of the content of media entertainment across various media is centered around personae; thus, theorizing about persona involvement is an important element of entertainment research. The purpose of the present chapter is to review several important theoretical approaches to the study of how media consumers become involved with media personae they frequently encounter and to discuss relevant entertainment experiences that result from various types of involvement.

Involvement with Media Personae


Audience involvement is a fundamental conceptual and measured variable in the study of entertainment (Wirth, 2006). Researching involvement with media personae has expanded substantially during the past several decades as greater numbers of media consumers have found more ways to engage the media personalities they like and want to know. Among the seminal studies of involvement is Horton and Wohl’s (1956) research of how television viewers form illusions of intimate personal relationships with television personalities. They used the words “persona” and “personae” (plural form) to represent a television personality, real (such as a news anchor) or fictional (such as a soap opera character). The concept of “persona” in media studies has a long intellectual history. In the present chapter, the plural word “personae” represents not individuals in the media, but rather social constructions of individuals in the media through what Marshall, Moore, and Barbour (2019, p. 3) characterize as public performances and projections of individuality. This conceptualization of persona sees it as a “mediated but naturalized identity that we inhabit individually and collectively” (Marshall, Moore, & Barbour, 2019, p. 2). Head (2003) describes media personae as hypothetical archetypes who are not real people but who represent real people. We can understand media personae as the social constructions that form the identities of real people or fictional characters that we are regularly exposed to through media consumption.

The ubiquitous nature of new communication technology enables media consumers to engage media personae in ways that were not possible 20 years ago. Online communication networks now provide more opportunities for media personae and media consumers to create and exchange messages through social media websites accessed continually through mobile phones, tablets, and other mobile technologies (Vorderer, Hefner, Reinecke, & Klimmt, 2018). Followers of a favorite athlete, recording artist, actor, religious or political leader, leader of a social movement, or even a terrorist leader can now read their words, listen to them speak, and see photographs and watch video productions that they post at any time of the day or night, provided they have Internet access. Media consumers also can directly respond to the media personae they follow through social media websites. Entertainment professionals strategically use websites (Markel, McCann, & Wasserman, 2015), Twitter (Jin & Phua, 2014; Marwick, 2011), blogs (Hanukov, 2015; Kanai, 2015), and other social media platforms (Click, Lee, & Holladay, 2013; Wright, 2015) to craft their images, build their fan communities, and directly communicate to their followers, creating stronger attachment bonds, especially among young people (Chia & Poo, 2009; Craig & Cunningham, 2019).

Research of how media consumers become involved with media personae has drawn from a number of different theoretical perspectives. The concept of involvement has a rich history in communication research and is closely related to the theoretical variables of engagement, absorption, and presence. Involvement in media research is best understood as a multidimensional concept (Salmon, 1986) that includes assessment of the cognitive, affective, and behavioral participation of media consumers both during and after media exposure (Rubin & Perse, 1987, p. 246). Theoretical models of involvement based on uses and gratifications’ research predict that media consumers experience long-term involvement with media personae both during and after media consumption (Ruggiero, 2000). Thus, media consumption produces various forms of audience involvement with media personae that may have both immediate and enduring psychological, emotional, and behavioral components.

Involvement also is understood as a dynamic process that incorporates both consuming and creating media. The explosion of social media networks has extensively expanded the individual focus of 20th-century media research to 21st-century research of the collective involvement of media consumers with media personae through social networking, which greatly enhances emotional attachment to media personae (Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016). The social media age has created communities of involvement with media personae such as popular celebrities, blurring the demarcation of public and private space (Jerslev & Mortenson, 2018).

Involvement processes created by media consumption can no longer be viewed as uniquely individual responses. Media consumers collectively participate in their responses to media personae both during and after media consumption (Stever & Lawson, 2013).

In response to the increased interaction between audiences and media personae, entertainment media theorists are drawing greater attention to the study of high levels of audience involvement (Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003; Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Moyer-Gusé, Chung, & Jain, 2011), more closely connecting involvement with media enjoyment (Tsay-Vogel & Sanders, 2017; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). Collective forms of media involvement are increasingly important as media consumers form communities of lived experiences around media personae. Perceived relationships with media personae can be as important and sometimes more important than interpersonal relationships with coworkers, friends, and family members (Tsiotsou, 2015). Study of involvement processes that audiences experience with media personae is not simply a fascinating area of communication research, it is a highly relevant and important research domain because such processes can produce profound value, belief, and behavior changes in media consumers.

Four Processes of Involvement


During the past 60 years, four important theoretical approaches have emerged to frame studies of involvement with media personae: transportation theory, parasocial interaction theory, persona identification theory, and persona worship theory. These four theoretical approaches explore four distinct but closely interrelated processes of audience involvement with media personae. Research of these four processes is found throughout the academic literature, particularly in communication, social psychology, psychology, political science, and sociology books and journals. Each of these four processes will now be examined with specific attention to the entertainment experiences of audiences. These processes are presented in the order that media consumers typically experience them.

Transportation Theory


Among the first processes that occur when audiences are repeatedly exposed to media personae is transportation into their narrative worlds. Green (2004, p. 247) conceptualizes transportation as a type of involvement in a story and with the characters of a story, noting that “a highly transported individual is cognitively and emotionally involved in the story.” Media consumers are continually immersed in the perceived worlds of personae they encounter, whether they experience the perceived worlds of real people or of fictional characters. Transportation into a narrative world of a novel, for example, occurs when a reader is “lost in a book” (Green, 2004, p. 248) and totally immersed into a story (Green & Brock, 2000, 2002). Although originally focused on written fiction, transportation into narrative worlds has evolved into the study of audience involvement in all forms of media in which media consumers engage narrative worlds and is seen as a lens for understanding media enjoyment (Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004).

Green (2004) explains that transportation requires that one encounters a character in a specific setting of a narrative, acknowledging that “character is the driving force” of fictional narratives (Surmelian, 1969, p. 139). Audiences who are “transported individuals may identify with those characters” they grow to like as friends (Green, 2006, p. s165) and often imagine themselves in the presence of a persona. Green (2004) believes that people who are more familiar with the narrative worlds of others and when those worlds are perceived to be more realistic are more likely to experience stronger transportation. Green and Brock (2000) also conceptualize transportation as a social influence process, stating that greater attachment to characters in a story plays a critical role in narrative-based belief change (p. 702).

Transportation can be stimulated by becoming captivated by the plot of a story, the characters in the story, or by both. It is important to recognize that transportation can take place into a completely fictional world, like that of a television soap opera character, or into the constructed world of a real person, like the world of a famous athlete. Once a media consumer is transported into a narrative world, it is natural to form imaginary relationships with the personae in that world.

Transportation Experiences


Audiences have important entertainment experiences when transported into narrative worlds. Perhaps the most obvious experience is that they are able to temporarily escape the reality of their own world, an effect observed by communication scholars who first theorized about this dimension of media uses and gratifications (Katz & Foulkes, 1962). Imaging oneself in another world is a natural human experience related to the exercise of one’s imagination and not some kind of maladjustment to one’s perceived reality. More simply stated, we like to imagine fictional worlds because we can and we enjoy doing so, regardless of how pleasant or difficult the present circumstances of our own lives. In this sense escape is closely linked to exploration. Exploration of other worlds explains why players of online games often enjoy choosing avatars of a different gender (Ferchaud & Sanders, 2018). Such exploration does not imply psychological abnormality (Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume; Slater, Johnson, Silver & Ewoldsen, this volume).

In addition to escape and exploration, a third observable consequence of transportation into narrative worlds is learning. Empathy, a fundamental human quality, is contingent on our ability to imagine ourselves in the place of another. Narrative transportation facilitates the development of empathy (Green & Sestir, 2017). Two of the most influential fiction writers of the 20th century, C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien, believed in the importance of both reason and imagination in creating myth (story), and that only myth has the power to communicate truths that cannot be adequately expressed or discovered in any other way (Sammons, 2010, p. xii). They believed that immersion into fictional stories was the most powerful means of learning transcendent knowledge because imaginative literature creates a symbolic perception of reality (Duriez, 2005, p. 72).

Caughey (1978) also notes the important role of imagination in narrative transportation, observing that “when a person departs from his actual situation and enters an artificial social world, he connects to the experience via the cognitive processes through which he decodes media offerings, or creates and consumes his own imaginary productions” (p. 75). Media consumers learn not only about others, but also about themselves, by exercising their imagination during narrative transportation. Not coincidentally, exercising the imagination contributes to satisfaction and media enjoyment (Cohen, 2001).

In summary, transportation theory explains how media consumers immerse themselves both psychologically and emotionally into fictional worlds where they engage media personae. This process predicts media enjoyment as media consumers value temporarily escaping the realities of their own worlds, exploring the possibilities of another world, and learning about themselves and others through the process.

Parasocial Interaction Theory


A second prominent theory of involvement with media personae is parasocial interaction theory. After observing the tremendous success of Kate Smith’s War Bond Drive on radio in 1943, Robert Merton theorized that radio audiences could form pseudo-relationships with radio personalities (Merton, 1946). Sood and Rogers (2000) note that Merton’s study showed that audiences responded to Kate Smith as if they knew her personally, as in a genuine friendship.

The same phenomenon was observed a decade later in a television study. Horton and Wohl (1956) reported that television audiences experienced imaginary interaction with television personalities, which they called parasocial interaction (PSI). Over time, they theorized that parasocial interaction with a media persona would develop into a self-defined one-way relationship with the persona called a parasocial relationship (PSR). Drawing on Merton’s conceptualization, Levy (1979) described a parasocial relationship as a pseudo-relationship that results from a false sense of intimacy created during media consumption. Visual forms of mediated communication like television, film, and the Internet provide a rich media landscape for PSRs to develop (Gumpert & Cathcart, 1986), as evidenced by studies of PSI and PSRs between television viewers and newscasters, talk show hosts, shopping hosts, and soap opera characters (Brown & Cody, 1991; Cohen, 2003; Levy, 1979; Rubin & McHugh, 1987; Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985; Shefner-Rogers, Rogers, & Singhal, 1998). Theories derived from both interpersonal and mass communication research have been used to study PSI and PSRs (Cohen, 2014; Eyal & Rubin, 2003; Schramm & Wirth, 2010; Turner, 1993).

Giles (2000, 2002), Brown and colleagues (see Brown, 2009, 2010; Brown & Basil, 1995; Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea, 2003a, 2003b; Brown & de Matviuk, 2010), and Maltby and colleagues (see Maltby, Houran, Lange, Ashe, & McCutcheon, 2002; McCutcheon, Lange, & Houran, 2002) extended the application of parasocial interaction theory to the study of audience involvement with celebrities, which may involve many types of media as well as public events. These studies show that the PSI and PSRs can influence media consumers long after media consumption. Fan involvement with sports’ celebrities provides a good example of this long-term social influence. Sports fans develop PSRs with their favorite athletes through attending their sporting events, watching them on televised sports, viewing movies about them (i.e., ESPN’s 30 for 30 documentary series), seeing them or listening to them interviewed on talk shows, and listening to or watching commercials that feature them (Basil, 1996; Basil & Brown, 2004; Brown & Basil, 1995; Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea, 2003b; Brown & de Matviuk, 2010). Strong parasocial relationships with athletes can increase suspense while consuming a mediated sports event (Hartmann, Stuke, & Daschmann, 2008), making sports competitions more enjoyable.

Parasocial interaction theory and research has explored both the predictors of PSI and PSRs and the consequences of PSI and PSRs. Since most entertainment media connect audiences to media personae (Klimmt, Hartmann & Schramm, 2006), understanding how media consumers relate to media personae is a primary function of entertainment theory. Brown’s (2015) theoretical model of involvement with media personae posits transportation as a predictor of PSRs and identification as a consequence. Consistent exposure to a media persona, a primary predictor of PSI and PSRs, makes the persona predictable, creating in the media consumer a sense of intimacy through shared experiences and interactions with the persona over time, just as fans “come to believe that they know and understand the media persona” (Derrick, Gabriel, & Tippin, 2008, p. 261). Stever (2009) identifies several other predictors of PSRs, noting that “people use media relationships to relieve boredom, fight loneliness, or give focus and direction to their lives” and that “they look for romance, understanding, inspiration, communion, and identity, meeting these needs through mediated relationships” (p. 6). Bond (2016) also states that similar to face-to-face friendships, PSRs are developed and maintained just like interpersonal relationships, giving audience members the opportunity for social desires and attachment needs to be met.

Other factors influencing the development or PSRs are loneliness and the desire for companionship (Liwski, 2010, p. 11). Audience demographic characteristics might also influence the perceived intensity of PSRs (Liwski, 2010, p. 11). Cohen (2003) found, for example, that women and adolescents tend to develop stronger PSRs than do men, and that they respond to parasocial “breakup” with greater intensity than do other media consumers.

Parasocial Interaction Experiences


Parasocial interaction theory predicts several important entertainment experiences for media consumers who develop PSRs with media personae. First, media consumers experience a sense of social presence. When media personae share their lives with those who follow them and directly communicate about life experiences, fans and followers tend to feel as if those personae are socially present in their lives (Kim & Song, 2016). This sense of social presence provides companionship. Research shows that even avatars and robots can create social presence, meeting a need for companionship among some media consumers (Jin, 2010; Lee, Peng, Jin, & Yan, 2006).

Second, PSI and PSRs can create an experience of attachment to a media persona. Parasocial attachment (PSA) is considered to be an important dimension of PSR and has been studied by psychologists since the late 1960s (see Bowlby, 1969; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2009). Parasocial attachments are conceptualized as “a very specific subset” of PSRs that develop over time and begin to fulfill attachment needs such as a sense of intimacy, comfort, security, and safety (Stever, 2017, p. 98; Rosaen & Dibble, 2016).

In their initial publication on parasocial interaction theory, Horton and Wohl (1956) characterized PSA as “finding safe haven and felt security through a relationship that is with a person not known in a real life face-to-face way” (p. 96). The theoretical construct of PSA predicts that people seek relationships with others who can provide their security and safety needs (Stever, 2017, p. 97). People who lack meaningful interpersonal relationships often seek to satisfy attachment needs through PSRs with media personae.

In addition to social presence and parasocial attachment experiences, a third common entertainment experience of media consumers involved in PSRs is the creation of a meaningful friendship with a media persona. Fans of NASCAR driver Dale Earnhardt, for example, felt that he was as close a friend as a family member (Brown, Barker, & Presnell, 2008). Similarly, fans of Elvis Presley said that Elvis was as close to them as a family member; and Elvis became a father figure to many young men who did not have a father or who had little to no relationship with their father (Fraser & Brown, 2002). Brown’s (2010) study of Animal Planet star Steve Irvin indicated viewers of Crocodile Hunter felt as if Irwin was a member of their family. Strong feelings of genuine friendship is probably the strongest indicator of a robust parasocial relationship of a media consumer with a media persona.

Persona Identification Theory


A third powerful type of involvement with a media persona is identification. The concept of identification, dating back to the work of Freud (1922, 1989/1940) and Lasswell (1931, 1965/1935), was developed into a theory of social influence by Herbert C. Kelman in the late 1950s. His publication on compliance, identification, and internalization introduced a robust theory of identification that provides a foundational theoretical framework for understanding the influence of media personae.

Because the word “identification” is commonly used in everyday language, the social influence process of identification as presented in Kelman’s theory is often misunderstood. Kelman (1958, 1961) conceptualized identification as a form of social influence, explaining that identification is a process of internalizing the attitudes, beliefs and values of another person who is the object of one’s identification. Identification occurs when one individual, who has formed a “self-defining” relationship with another individual or group of people, adopts the attitudes, beliefs, and behavior of that other individual or group (Kelman, 1961, p. 63). Kelman observed that the internalization of attitudes and beliefs that served to maintain a desired connection to the object of identification also led to adopting the behavior of other individuals or groups. He explained identification as follows: “by saying what the other says, doing what he does, believing what he believes, the individual maintains this relationship and the satisfying self-definition that it provides him” (Kelman, 1961, p. 63). The individual or group who is the object of identification may be completely unaware that another individual is adopting their attitudes, beliefs, and behavior; thus, the “self-defining” relationship described by Kelman is consistent with the conceptualization of a self-defined PSR.

Kelman’s identification theory is especially useful in studying involvement with media personae, since most people who identify with media personae are influenced by them without ever having face-to-face interaction. Kelman’s focus on internalizing and adopting the attitudes and beliefs of others during the identification process, which can lead to behavior change, also is consistent with the behavior change effects of identification discussed by Freud (1922; children’s identification to become like parents), Lasswell (1965/1935; individuals’ identification to become like other group members), and Oatley (1994; adopting the goals of the object of identification).

Although other conceptions of identification are often cited by communication scholars, notably the work of Kenneth Burke, Burke’s (1969) extensive theorizing about identification from a rhetorical perspective puts emphasis on the initiator of communication (i.e., a public speaker) seeking out common ground with the object of identification (i.e., the listeners) in order to more effectively persuade the audience (Rosenfeld, 1969). This order of social influence is opposite of what is proposed in Kelman’s theory. Kelman’s emphasis is on how the audience identifies with the communicator. Nevertheless, Burke’s (1969) theorizing that “identification occurs when one individual shares the interests of another individual or believes that he or she shares the interests of another” (p. 180) is consistent with Kelman’s explanation of the internalization of another person or group’s attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. Both Kelman and Burke theorized that two individuals could be joined together through identification and still be distinct.

Livingstone’s (1998) and Igartua’s (2010) theoretical understanding of identification as a media consumer’s empathy for a media persona and taking on that persona’s perspective incorporates the thinking of both Burke and Kelman. Media consumers who empathize with and put themselves in the place of a persona, and then adopt the persona’s beliefs, goals, perspectives, and persuasive message, are more likely to change their behavior (Moyer-Gusé, Jung, & Jain, 2011).

Cohen (2001) explains that when identification takes place in a mediated context, audiences forget about themselves and, through imagination, become the other personae with whom they are identifying (Cohen, 2001, p. 247). He also theorizes that the “repetitive internalization of powerful and seductive images and alternative identities of media characters” likely produces “long-term effects” (Cohen, 2001, p. 249), consistent with Kelman’s concept of internalization during the identification process. Cohen and Klimmt will further examine the identification process in this current volume, building on their previous work.

Persona Identification Experiences


Research on audience identification with media personae reveals several entertainment experiences among audiences during the identification process. The first experience is a psychological state of oneness or unity with a media persona. Consider, for example, audience identification with characters in a popular fictional drama like Game of Thrones or a popular transmedia enterprise like Star Wars and Lord of the Rings. When audiences identify with characters in one of these narratives, they share the perspectives of feeling one with Arya Stark, Han Solo, or Samwise Gamgee, even to the point of imagining being one of these characters in the story (Cohen, 2001, p. 252).

A second entertainment experience that results from identification is feeling a sense of unity or oneness with a community in relationship with a media persona. Media consumers find many different ways to connect to a larger community of fans ( Reysen, Plante, & Chadborn 2017) because they place a high value on social experience and human interaction while consuming entertainment media (Crenshaw & Nardi, 2016).

A third entertainment experience resulting from identification is identity experimentation. Video game research provides a rich media environment for studying how media consumers try taking on various identities (Klimmt, Vermeulen, Vorderer, & Roth, 2012). Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer (2009) observed that identification with a video game persona revealed a “temporary alteration of media users’ self-concept through adoption of perceived characteristics” of the persona (p. 356). In a study of avatar choices in a computer game, Trepte and Reinecke (2010) found that identification with the avatar was strongly related to game enjoyment and that identity play can be an independent source of enjoyment. Klimmt et al. (2009) refer to experimentation with different identities while playing interactive games as “identity management” and also link the taking on of character identities as a form of play leading to media enjoyment (p. 368). While some scholars may see this as temporary identity experimentation, others like Boon and Lomore (2001) suggest that taking on such identities may result in long-term identity change.

Identification with media personae also is closely linked to involvement is social causes. Although some may not consider this an entertainment experience, anyone who has watched the Muscular Dystrophy Association Telethon, broadcast annually and hosted by Jerry Lewis from 1956 to 2014, would find it difficult not to see the connection between involvement in an entertainment media event to help children and media enjoyment (Longmore, 2005). Lewis, one of the most successful entertainers in American history, skillfully blended celebrity appeal and spectacle with a critical social need to raise funds for children suffering from severe disability. Lewis’s efficacy provided an impetus for hundreds of other celebrities to promote social causes (for examples, see https://www.looktothestars.org/cause). Studies of identification with influential media personae include Earvin “Magic” Johnson’s promotion of HIV/AIDS prevention (Brown & Basil, 1995), Mark McGwire’s promotion of child abuse prevention (Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea, 2003b), Princess Diana’s promotion of land mine reclamation and treatment of HIV-infected children (Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea, 2003a), Katie Couric’s promotion of colon cancer screening (Cram et al. (2003), Pope John Paul II’s promotion of protecting unborn children and the elderly (Brown, 2009), Steve Irwin’s promotion of wildlife conservation (Brown, 2010), Angelina Jolie’s promotion of breast cancer prevention (Kosenko, Binder, & Hurley, 2016), and Lady Gaga’s promotion of political involvement and philanthropy (Click, Lee, & Holladay, 2017). These studies collectively show how identification with a media persona can lead to support of the persona’s social causes.

Persona Worship Theory


Worship is the most recently conceptualized form of involvement with media personae. A theory of persona worship is still evolving, but studies by John Maltby and his colleagues of celebrity worship have contributed to a foundation of research to theorize about how media consumers idolize media personae with such intensity that it emulates worship (Giles & Maltby, 2004; Maltby, 2004; Maltby, Giles, Barber, & McCutcheon, 2005; Maltby et al., 2002; Maltby, Houran, & McCutcheon, 2003; Maltby, Day, McCutcheon et al. 2004a; Maltby, Day, McCutcheon et al. 2004b; McCutcheon, Ashe, Houran, & Maltby, 2003; McCutcheon, Lange, & Houran, 2002). The conceptualization and measurement of celebrity worship currently encompasses a broad range of experiences of fandom and overlaps considerably with other forms of persona involvement. Despite conceptual and measurement challenges, the concept of worship offers an additional dimension of audience involvement with media personae that is not fully explained by transportation, PSI/PSRs, or identification.

Worshipping media personae, as Giles (2000) has observed, can be described as relegating to personae the attention and status normally given to God, a god, or some other form of deity (Maltby et al., 2002). The phenomenon of celebrity worship is described by Maltby et al. (2003) as “an abnormal type of PSR, driven by absorption and addictive elements and which potentially has significant clinical sequelae” (p. 25). McCutcheon et al. (2003) also conceptualize celebrity worship in a similar manner, describing it is “a form of PSI in which individuals become obsessed with one or more celebrities, similar to erotomanic type of delusional disorder” (p. 309).

Further theorizing about celebrity worship is offered by Maltby et al. (2005), who divide worship into three levels. The first level they describe as low-level worship that focuses on the entertainment-social values of celebrities, such as following the lives of celebrities through media, talking with friends about celebrities, and enjoying others who share in following their favorite celebrities. They conceptualize the medium level of worship as intense personal feelings that audiences have toward celebrities, such as thinking of a celebrity as a “soulmate” or being “obsessed by details” of a favorite celebrity’s life (Maltby et al., 2005, p. 1163). Their conceptualization of a third and the most intense level of celebrity worship is referred to as the “mild pathological” dimension (Maltby et al., 2005, p. 1166). They imply that celebrity worship at this third level is both abnormal and harmful, resulting in the willingness of audience members to do almost anything to please the celebrity.

Building on these early conceptualizations, persona worship is best understood as a distinct process of involvement with a media persona different from the process of PSI and the formation of PSRs (Brown, 2015). Relating to a media persona as a close friend is very different than giving one’s complete devotion to a media persona. Zinnbauer, Pargament, and Scott (1999) advocate a broader contextualization of spirituality and worship that does not imply pathological behavior. Drawing from Smith’s (2009) conception of worship as the ordering of our loves, I conceptualize persona worship as completely devoting oneself to a media persona. Smith (2009) states that “our ultimate love is what we worship” because what we desire and love is what forms our passion and shapes our life (p. 51). Persona worship is making one’s relationship with a media persona the primary focus of one’s time and attention that evolves out of a strong love for that persona.

Persona worship is not uncommon; it is taking place throughout the world wherever entertainment media proliferate (Giles, 2000). Fraser and Brown’s (2002) study of Elvis Presley impersonators, who are found throughout the world, indicated one of the Elvis fans perceived Elvis as a godlike deity (Frow, 1998). Maltby, Houran, and McCutcheon (2003, p. 25) agree that “celebrity worship is not an uncommon phenomenon” as they have measured it. When persona worship becomes extreme, it can exhibit pathological characteristics, but such occurrences are rarely experienced by media consumers (5% or less) according to research by Maltby et al. (2004b).

Persona Worship Experiences


The entertainment experiences of audiences that engage in persona worship may be rich and deeply felt. Media consumers may develop a perceived spiritual connection with a media persona as Elvis fans reported that they felt with Elvis (Fraser & Brown, 2002). They may also experience a sense of enlightenment as when a group of Diego Maradona worshippers built a Church of Maradona in his Argentinian home town (Brown & de Matviuk, 2010; Yebra, 2011). In addition, persona worship may lead to transcendent experiences in which media consumers feel a taste of a realm beyond this world (Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume).

In summary, the theory of persona worship is in its early stages of development and is useful for studying intense manifestations of involvement with media personae that are substantively different than PSI, PSRs, and identification. Persona worship will sometimes follow strong PSI and identification with a media persona, representing the most intense type of involvement with a media persona (Brown, 2015).

Selection of Media Personae


Another important dimension of persona involvement theory and research concerns how audience members select the media personae with whom they seek stronger involvement. A number of scholars have identified various types of homophily with media personae as a primary predictor of audience involvement with them (Eyal & Rubin, 2003; Schiappa & Gregg, 2005; Turner, 1993). However, homophily by itself does not adequately explain involvement. Schiappa,Gregg, and Hewes (2005) note that the perceived realism of personae also is important. Schmid and Klimmt (2011) observe that character perception and admiration are important predictors of becoming more involved with media personae.

In addition, audience involvement with the protagonists in a story who occasionally become the heroes that audiences cheer for and admire cannot be explained by homophily (Hohle, 2014). Sometimes the strongest audience involvement can be incited by media personae who are bad role models for prosocial beliefs and behavior (Oliver et al., 2019. There is much more academic work to do on understanding how media consumers choose the personae they pursue.

Relationships Among the Four Types of Persona Involvement


When considering how transportation and parasocial interaction, identification, and worship are interrelated, it is important to consider both the intensity and duration of each type of involvement. All four processes have cognitive, affective, and behavioral components and can be experienced over a short period of time. Consider when a media consumer is transported into a narrative such as a television series. The viewer can quickly develop a parasocial relationship with a media persona in that narrative world, and then as the series progresses, engage in identification which if sufficiently strong could eventually develop into worship of the persona.

These processes of involvement begin with transportation into a narrative world or story. The story can be a fictional narrative or a real-life story of a person such as a sports hero, professional entertainer, or political candidate. In a narrative world, a media consumer might integrate fictional elements with real attributes of the persona and his or her life. The narrative world can provide a means of temporarily escaping from one’s own life circumstances. It can also provide opportunities for exploration and learning, like becoming a character of a different gender in a video game or taking on an online personality very different from one’s own personality.

After engaging personae in a narrative, media consumers then begin to form PSRs with those they like through processes of PSI. Over time, these PSRs can become strong. Media consumers may experience a sense of presence from these relationships and companionship. Feelings of loneliness or isolation may be dissipated or may even be completely alleviated. Over time, media consumers may relate to media personae as they would relate to close personal friends.

Strong parasocial relationships may then lead to identification with media personae. Media consumers will seek to emulate a persona that he or she identifies with, taking on the persona’s attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. When this occurs, media personae become role models for those who strongly identify with them. They also may experience a sense of unity or oneness with the persona. If extensive fan communities develop around the persona, a media consumer often experiences identification with a community of followers. Media consumers also may adopt the social causes of the media personae with whom they strongly identify.

In the fourth involvement stage, media consumers who strongly relate to a media persona as a close friend and who strongly identify with the persona may begin to worship the persona. When this occurs, media consumers will experience some kind of spiritual connection with the persona and may believe the persona provides a source of enlightenment or spiritual revelation. Persona worship may also lead to transcendent experiences during which media consumers feel they are connecting with another realm beyond the physical world.

Social Media and Persona Involvement


The proliferation of social media is certainly changing the dynamics of audience involvement with media personae. The expectations of media consumers are amplified with greater access and greater frequency of communicating through social media (Labrecque, 2014). Real interaction mixed with parasocial interaction, for example, which occurs when a celebrity or athlete directly responds to a fan via social media, can greatly increase the intensity of involvement of a media consumer with a persona (Sanderson, 2015). Social media can also accentuate affective dimensions of audience involvement with media personae (Yuksel & Labrecque, 2016) and enhance the power of celebrity endorsement (Chung & Cho, 2017).

The hybrid effects of direct interpersonal communication and mediated communication between media consumers and media personae have added another dimension of complexity in understanding the effects of audience involvement on entertainment experiences. One predictable outcome is that modest doses of direct communication from media personae to audience members will likely enhance media enjoyment.

Conclusion


Study of the emotional and psychological bonds that media consumers form with media personae has given rise to theories seeking to more effectively explain persona involvement. In particular, research on transportation, PSI, identification, and worship has produced dozens of important studies that demonstrate media personae are an important source of social influence in highly mediated cultures throughout the world. Future research should continue to explore these forms of persona involvement and their interrelationships.

The global diffusion of entertainment media and entertainment culture continues to increase as new communication technologies give more people in more places access to more entertainment and media personae that drive the entertainment industry. As more people experience persona involvement, the need to understand the powerful influence of media personae will continue to be an important research concern for decades to come.
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chapter 16

Only Project

A Psychological Principle Explored in a Novel


Keith Oatley




Introduction


Although entertainment may take place to pass the time, at its center is engagement in activities that we choose. The issue is becoming more important because, with new technologies, as Gabor (1973) pointed out, less human work is needed. Gabor called this the problem of the age of leisure, and it is not yet solved. One aspect of a solution, however, is likely to involve more engagement with fiction.

A piece of fiction is a narrative story that, generally, one may read in a novel, or watch in a film or television series. Bruner (1986) proposed that narrative is a mode of thought about human intentions, the vicissitudes that they meet, and—as he might have added—the emotions that result. As Zillmann (1996) has argued in his disposition theory, a fictional protagonist is usually someone who acts well, in a way that we are disposed to like. But we may also become interested in a character who acts more questionably. One reason for this is that some of us, some of the time, can act in ways that are not good, and it’s worthwhile to understand this, too.

In fiction, as well as in some kinds of biography and memoir, we often identify with a protagonist’s intentions (Oatley, 1994; Oatley & Gholamain, 1997). So we can enter circumstances that we would not otherwise encounter (Oatley, 2011). In this way, we can lead not just one life but many—an important step toward meaningfulness.

In our entry into other lives, we can find it worthwhile to understand some fundamental psychological processes. One such is projection. It happens, for instance, when we fall in love. The current chapter is a reflection on this process as explored in Louise Doughty’s (2013) Apple Tree Yard, which is entertaining as the better kinds of detective stories and courtroom dramas can be. But it goes further, by enabling us to understand what can happen when a person becomes caught up in projection motivated by a phantasy.

Psychologically, projection is a way in which we understand an aspect of someone else by means of an aspect of ourselves. Nickerson (1999, 2001) points out that we tend to project onto that other person what we would think and feel in a circumstance which we see that person to be in. As we do this, we make corrections for what we know of that person in terms of gender, background, memories of interactions, and so on. As Nickerson says, however, usually we project too much and correct too little.

There’s a second sense as well: from psychoanalysis comes the idea that projection can be a defense in which we project an attribute of our own onto someone else, so we remain unaware of it within ourselves. Laplanche and Pontalis (1980) write of the projective idea of “phantasy”: a drama in which the subject plays the central role. In this role a desire is indulged for something-out-there, which is forbidden. This is at the heart of Apple Tree Yard,

In projection, of both the general and psychoanalytic kind, the mode is perceptual. But we can go deeper. One way to approach an understanding of this is not by the usual means of psychology, such as experiment, questionnaire, or survey, but by means of a novel. Apple Tree Yard is a novel in which Louise Doughty explores how projection need not just be a matter of perception. When it derives from a phantasy, it can propel a person to action—of a kind that is not usual in the person’s day-to-day life.

In this chapter, passages from Apple Tree Yard are discussed, interspersed with reviews of empirical research, and a theory of fiction generally, to probe more deeply into the psychological principle of projection and action.

The Phantasy of Yvonne


The protagonist, the main female character, of Apple Tree Yard is Yvonne Carmichael, a geneticist. She is 52 years old. Her husband does research on cancer. They have a son and a daughter, now adults. In recent years Yvonne has worked a few days a week for a private company, the Beaufort Institute, in the St James’s area of London, south of Piccadilly, which advises firms and government on genetics. The novel starts with a Prologue in a courtroom of the Old Bailey, the central criminal court in London, where Yvonne is on trial for murder.

From the novel’s Prologue to Chapter 1, the scene changes to Yvonne insomniac, at four o’clock in the morning, some months before she is arrested. On her computer she has been writing a letter she does not send to someone whose name she does not know. She calls him X. She had met him, briefly, the day before, and had sex with him.

As she reads over her letter to X, Yvonne realizes that two of the things she has written are untrue. Although she has felt her life to be largely within her control, some of her actions seem different. The suggestion about Yvonne’s thinking—on how she has written things that are not true—can prompt readers to wonder: is Yvonne’s life not as she thinks it is, perhaps not as she wants it to be?

As we start to read this novel, we may realize that, by having sex with X, Yvonne is caught up in a phantasy. In her train of action, her life starts to transform. She has had a middling professional life and a so-so marriage. She plays out her need for being important and sexy by engaging in an encounter with X, whom she thinks, in a projective way, is rather special.

In Apple Tree Yard, Doughty explores three themes: the extent to which each of our lives is determined by our genetic makeup, ways in which we may accomplish our aspirations, and the possibility of achieving intimacy with someone. Doughty’s explorations have led her to imagine Yvonne as a character for whom events invite her to engage in a phantasy that connects these three concerns so that they carry her along in a way that changes her life.

In the second part of this novel’s first chapter, we read of Yvonne’s first meeting with X. It’s early in the year and, as part of her job at the Beaufort Institute, she has been giving evidence on genetics to a Standing Committee on Science, at the House of Commons, in London. So here she is, a scientist—important—giving evidence to a House of Commons committee—very important. At lunchtime, when she leaves the committee room, she sees a man sitting on a bench in the corridor.

He kept looking at me as he rose to his feet. If we had met before, the look might have said oh, it’s you. But we hadn’t met before and so it said something entirely other—but still with an element of recognition. I looked right back, and all was decided in that instant, although I didn’t understand that for a very long time. (p. 20)

They walk along, and chat. “How many times in a life,” thinks Yvonne, “does a person get to feel an instant attraction to someone they have just met?” (p. 22).

X invites Yvonne to accompany him to the House of Commons Crypt Chapel. He collects the key from a security guard. From the chapel, he takes her into a broom cupboard, where he kisses her. Then X does something that endears him to her. He stops kissing her and looks at her to see if it’s alright. She smiles back. Then, standing up, they have sex. On this incident, Yvonne’s life turns.

X is a security officer in the House of Commons. His phantasy is to be irresistible to women. He engages in it—in a way that Yvonne does not know—by keeping his eye on closed circuit television screens for women who enter the building. When he sees one he fancies, his desire is to pick her up and have sex with her. The interlocking phantasies of X and Y (Y for Yvonne) turn their ideations into obsessive trains of action. The way in which such phantasies differ from more ordinary fantasies and day-dreaming is that for the person who engages in them, the actions are both strongly desired and unacceptable, partly to the people themselves and, more strongly, to others who depend on them, and to society. It is in this kind of way, perhaps, that confidence tricksters desire getting-away-with-it irrespective of others.

A phantasy that connects two people’s lives can be maintained so long as both keep the illusion going, perhaps by being mysterious, unavailable to the other’s understanding. Doughty suggests this by calling her two characters X and Y.

Identification and Progression of Events


To identify with a character in fiction, we put aside our day-to-day concerns, pick up a book or sit to watch a movie, take on that character’s intentions, and then run them on our own planning processors. As we engage with the narrative, it prompts us toward outcomes in which we tend to experience emotions. These emotions, however, are not those of the fictional character, they are our own—in circumstances of the story. Thereby we can not only experience empathy with fictional characters but come to understand them. In this way we can extend our knowledge of others… and of ourselves.

In fictional entertainment, character is central. Gardner (1984) writes, “character is the emotional core of great fiction” (p. 56); this is echoed in books of fictional analysis (e.g., Forster, 1927; Wood, 2008; see also Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). Apple Tree Yard proceeds mainly in the thoughts of Yvonne, in first-person past and present tense, thinking through what has happened and what is happening, interspersed with her thoughts in second-person present-tense addressed to X, that start with the unsent letter, and continue as she talks to him in her mind. This mixed mode is engaging; it extends the usual third-person and first-person modes of modernism, such as those about which Virginia Woolf (1966/1924) wrote.

Our human minds are constructed to understand other people (Oatley, 2018). This conclusion is based on the finding by Aiello and Dunbar (1993) and Dunbar (2004) that the human brain is social. In the course of evolution, it has become larger, in proportion to body weight, than the brains of other primates because it needs to accommodate biographies of up to about 150 people whom we know. The way in which we do this is based on mental models (Craik, 1943; Johnson-Laird, 1983): we humans make mental models of others; and we also make a mental model of our self. Such models contain our understanding of dispositions, personality, and what we think others do and don’t know, which psychologists call theory-of-mind. As Zunshine (2006) proposed, fiction is based on theory-of-mind. She says we are good at it and, because we like doing what we’re good at, we like fiction and find it entertaining.

Because our minds are based on mental models of others and ourselves, the invitation of fiction is to make mental models of its characters and, better yet, we can—in a way—move these models about, so we can put ourselves into the place of a fictional character, take aspects of them into aspects of our selves. This is called identification: “the reader adopting a character’s goals and running a simulation based on action in an imagined world” (Oatley, 1994, p. 71). Further, as Cohen and Klimmt (this volume) discuss, a reader or audience member can place her or himself in different positions outside or inside a fictional character.

Although Zillmann (1996) argued against the existence of identification, empirical studies have shown that it occurs in people’s engagement with fiction. So Sestir and Green (2010) found that in watching movie clips, participants would take on, within themselves, traits depicted by the characters they watched. In comparable studies, reviewed by Barnes (2018), experimental manipulation of identification has shown that readers and movie-watchers suspend aspects of themselves to take on aspects of fictional characters.

Doughty invites our identification with Yvonne. When we think and feel ourselves into her mind and life we can mentally become—within ourselves—some aspect of her, within her circumstances. In chapters 1 to 6 of Apple Tree Yard, we can be taken up in a sense of vulnerability not just for Yvonne, not just for ourselves, but for our whole human species, in which lives can become caught up in acts that are not freely chosen, but are driven partly by genetics, and sometimes by phantasy-driven compulsions. We can reflect on the lives, mistakes, and phantasies, of ourselves and of those we know.

Yvonne’s Affair


The plot of Apple Tree Yard continues with Yvonne following the one-afternoon stand-up by carrying on with X for several months. She becomes obsessed by the affair, obsessed with X. She’s in love with him. She thinks of almost nothing else. Yvonne and X meet for coffee, meet for sex. He likes to do it standing up in risky ways, in risky places. “It’s my thing,” he says (p. 75).

One evening, Yvonne has dressed up for a party at a London University building, on the occasion of someone’s retirement. Everyone important in Yvonne’s research field will be there. Before going to the party, she meets X in a café near St James’s Church. He’s on his phone, concerned with something at work. She buys him a coffee and walks back toward him in her party dress. “I know it makes me seem voluptuous rather than plump” she thinks (p. 85). She sees him looking at her. She sways her hips, walks over to the table, and gives him the coffee. He asks her to go to the ladies’ room to take off her knickers. She does so and puts her knickers in her handbag. Back at the table, X takes Yvonne’s knickers from her handbag, and puts them in his pocket. Then outside, in an alleyway, they have sex. He gives her back her knickers. She looks up at a sign on the wall of the alleyway and sees the name: “Apple Tree Yard.” After that they separate, and Yvonne makes her way to the party.

At the party, Yvonne gets drunk, and spends some time with a colleague, George Craddock. As the evening wears on, she and he talk about how it’s time to leave. He suggests they share a taxi. His office is in the same building as that of the party. He asks her to come up to the office with him so that he can collect his briefcase. In the office he hits her and rapes her. Yvonne does not report this to the police. She doesn’t tell her husband. She tells no one but X.

Some time later, Yvonne sees Craddock stalking her. She is doubly alarmed and confides this to X. He says to her: “We’re going to have to warn Craddock off” (p. 197). A few days after this, Yvonne drives X to Craddock’s house. He takes a long time in there, then comes out, and Yvonne drives him to an Underground station. X tells her to say that the two of them are just acquaintances and stick to this story. That evening, Craddock is found dead. Yvonne’s car has been seen outside his place. Yvonne and X are arrested. Both are charged with murder.

Phantasy Prompts Action


Phantasy can be contrasted with reality. Louise Doughty does better. We humans imagine possible futures. In doing so, as explored by Goffman (1959, 1979), we present ourselves to others in certain ways. One person may have a sense of being sexy, and act by wearing clothes of a certain kind. Another person may have a sense of being powerful, and display signals of superiority.

By the time she gives evidence to the House of Commons Committee, Yvonne is not much involved in research. She happened to be in the right place at the right time to contribute to the Human Genome Project, but she hasn’t done anything significant for years. She is disappointed in her son. She is bored. She is almost indifferent to her husband, who she knows has had an affair. But she doesn’t wonder about going away to a singles resort. When she starts up with X, she doesn’t reflect on what it might be like to separate from her husband and live with him. She is not depicted as discussing any such notions with her closest woman friend. Her free will is reduced. Her life narrows; the phantasy has become an obsession. Her involvement in her day-day-relationships with family and friends, and in her work, is minimized.

Genes and Consequences


Apple Tree Yard is both a detective story and a court-room drama. But Doughty does not use these modes in the usual way, in pursuit of clues to discover who committed a crime. She uses them to enable readers to understand character. As we read the novel, we discover who Yvonne is, and more gradually discover who X is. In a parallel way, we readers may explore who we are. Yvonne thinks X is someone important in Britain’s secret service, MI5. She likes that. X thinks of her as “one of the nation’s top analytical scientists” (p. 77). He likes that. We readers come to realize, though, that Yvonne and X are both far more ordinary than the other one thought.

In some scenes, intended to offer psychological insight, there are passages that are incorrect. In one of these, after Yvonne has been arrested and released on bail, her solicitor, Jas, is advising her.

“You might know about this particular experiment I’m thinking of,” continues Jas, “I read about it in the papers, years ago….” (p. 217)

In an article in The Telegraph, based on an interview with Louise Doughty, Helen Brown (2013) summarized this experiment from pp. 218–219 of Apple Tree Yard, as follows:


A female chimpanzee and her newborn baby were placed in a specially prepared cage. When a dial was turned, the floor of the cage became hotter and hotter. At first the mother and baby leap from foot to foot. Then the baby jumps into its mother’s arms. The mother continues to hop about, trying to climb the cage walls. But eventually, every mother chimp does the same thing: she puts her baby on the hot floor and stands on it.

In the interview, Brown cites Doughty as saying about the experiment:

I read that in a newspaper before I had children, and it stuck in my mind. It’s so sad. The mother is making a rational decision in favour of the survival of the species, the survival of her genes.

In the psychological literature, no published study is to be found of mother chimpanzees standing on their infants when the floor of their cage became too hot. The primatologist, Yamamoto (personal communication, 2017) confirmed this and said, in addition, that experiments of this kind would not pass ethical review. There are, however, two studies that approach this spurious one. The first is an experiment by Yamamoto and Tanaka (2009) who gave pairs of mother-and-infant chimpanzees tokens, trained them to use these tokens in a vending machine for food. The researchers then looked to see how the mother chimpanzees would behave when they were given the task of cooperating with their infants to achieve the rewards. For the most part they did not do it. Instead they acted in individual self-interest. In a second study, Dellatore et al. (2009) observed two orangutan mothers, who were born wild and introduced into a primate tourist area, who cannibalized their infants.

The incident in which the solicitor, Jas, is depicted in the novel as talking about an experiment on chimpanzee mothers relates to a study by Prentice et al. (1997) who found that, when reading a fictional story, people who were less knowledgeable about a situation were more likely to accept a false assertion in the text about this situation. Of course, there’s no reason why, in a novel, a character shouldn’t get something wrong, but a psychologist who reads about the chimpanzee experiment, and tries to look it up, might be brought up short.

Doughty uses the supposed experiment on chimpanzee mothers to establish a theme on which she relies: to suggest that we humans are driven by biological determinism. Yvonne thinks: “DNA made me and DNA undid me. DNA is God” (p. 209). She uses this idea to help explain to herself what X asks his barrister to do at his trial. When Yvonne and X are in court, both on trial for murder, Yvonne maintains that the two of them are merely acquaintances and that, although she drove X to Craddock’s house, she was not otherwise connected with the murder. It is X who is accused of killing Craddock. He wants to lighten his sentence. As the trial starts going badly for him, he tells his barrister about his sexual relationship with Yvonne. Then at the trial, this clever woman barrister cross-examines Yvonne, starting stealthily to ask her, since she worked at the Beaufort Institute nearby, if she knows a place called “Apple Tree Yard.” Yvonne did not expect this. She hesitates. Members of jury and everyone else in court see how disconcerted she is. By means of further questions from the barrister, they quickly realize not just that Yvonne knows this place, but that she was indeed having a sexual relationship with X, and that she had sex with him there.

In that way, X becomes the chimpanzee who stands on someone who is important to him (Yvonne)—to protect his own self. With X’s genetic makeup, Doughty thinks, he is disposed to do that. Because of her participation, Yvonne goes to prison. X is convicted of killing Craddock, but because of the revelation of Yvonne’s sexual involvement with him, his prison sentence is reduced.

After Yvonne told X of Craddock stalking her, the two of them are in bed together. After having made love, Yvonne says to X about Craddock: “I want you to kill him…I want you to smash his face in” (p. 346). Yvonne knows that one can say such things metaphorically. But, by that time, she has also come to understand enough about the personality of X to know that he is someone who wants not just to be irresistible to her, but to be her hero. Does she or does she not know, too, that he may not be able to understand that people can say that kind of thing without really meaning it?

Not Too Successful


From a witness at the murder trial, we discover that for eleven years X had been in the police, and that when he applied to join the British Intelligence Service, MI5, he was rejected on grounds of his personality being unsuitable, so he was not able to pursue a career as a spy. This idea of personality is taken up in the trial by his barrister, who argues that X had diminished responsibility because he has a high-functioning borderline personality disorder. This line of defense is demolished by the prosecution lawyer, who asserts that X is merely a liar. From another witness we hear that, in the House of Commons, his work was of a menial kind, checking whether arrangements were made, and filling forms.

Louise Doughty explores how Yvonne does not, at first, tell her husband about her rape, as this would be forever between them, and perhaps lead to a separation. She does not go to the police because, in a rape kit, it would be found from DNA samples that her sexual activity that evening occurred not just with the rapist, Craddock, but with X, whom she maintains is just an acquaintance, whom she was advising about a relative who wanted to go into science. She wants no-one else to know because, if word were to get out, then rather than being known as someone who contributed to the Human Genome Project, she would become “that geneticist woman who got drunk and was raped.”

Doughty here takes up an important issue, one that perhaps contributed to her writing of this novel. In the last 200 years, as women have increasingly made their way in science, the arts, business, and politics, it has been seen how much more liable, than men, they are to sexual harassment and worse. Women are more vulnerable. In psychological research it has been shown, moreover, that the bad is usually far stronger than the good. For instance, a brief contact of a cockroach with some food can make a whole meal inedible (Rozin & Fallon, 1987). In her decision to keep quiet about the rape, Yvonne combines her vulnerability as a woman with this. People’s thoughts about the rape would negate everything else about her, her family, her research, her career, her status.

Empathy


De Vignemont and Singer (2006) show that empathy is a state in which we experience an emotion that corresponds with that of another person: a way of understanding someone else. As Trabasso and Chung (2004) found in an experiment on watching two fictional films, Vertigo and Blade Runner, in fiction we experience positive emotions such as happiness, satisfaction, and relief, when a fictional character’s intentions succeed; so we tend to be empathetic with fictional protagonists. The process described by Trabasso and Chung does indeed occur, but it is rather general; it also works for watching sports matches. If success of protagonists were the only issue, we would never engage with a work of tragedy or one about suffering. Oliver and Bartsch (2011) suggest that appreciation of entertainment is “most evident for meaningful portrayals that focus on human virtue and that inspire audiences to contemplate questions concerning life’s purpose” (p. 29). Empirically, engaging in fiction has been found to improve our empathy for others and our understanding of them (Mar, 2018; Oatley, 2016a; Oatley, Mar, & Djikic, 2012). Members of other research groups have found similar effects (e.g., De Mulder et al., 2017); these effects have been confirmed in two meta-analyses (Dodell-Feder & Tamir, 2018; Mumper & Gerrig, 2017).

Fong, Mullin, and Mar (2013) found that two kinds of fiction have the largest effects on the understanding of others: stories of love and of detection. Love stories involve characters coming to know each other, when falling-in-love often starts with projections (Djikic & Oatley, 2004; Neff & Karney, 2005). In detective stories, P. D. James (2009) points out that although such stories may seem to be about following trails of clues, really they are about how to repair the fabric of society when it has been torn by someone, to understand how and why this occurred, so that we can all live with each other. Apple Tree Yard is a kind of love story, and also a story of detection. In these ways, then, it enables us to reflect on principles of how to think, as Oliver and Bartsch (2011) suggest, with deeper understandings of others, and on life’s meaning. In an extension of this, Bartsch, Kalch, and Oliver (2014) have shown in an experiment that people who watched a film that moved them personally were more reflective afterward and enjoyed the film more than those who watched a version of the film that had all the same information, but was not personally moving.

In their summary of psychological theories of entertainment, Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) say that an initial assumption was that people read or watch narrative stories because they give pleasure; the technical term was “hedonic.” The idea goes back to the Roman poet Horace (1932/19 BCE) who said that poetry (we would now say fiction) “gives pleasure and instructs.” Since Horace died long ago, he may not mind me saying that he was wrong on both counts. The first part of his statement is based on the question, “Why is poetry or a story pleasurable?” The answer, “because it gives pleasure,” is empty. The difficulty with the second part is that although some writing may seek to instruct or persuade, real narrative art seeks an understanding of something not yet understood (Collingwood, 1938), a gift (Hyde, 1983) that one may take up and reflect on in a way that one chooses; it’s not instruction or persuasion.

So in this chapter, I suggest a theory of how fiction works (Oatley, 2011), and in doing so incorporate the theory of Oliver et al. (2018) and that of Vorderer and Halfmann (2019), which extend the idea that entertainment is not just hedonic. It can be eudaimonic, in search of what we human beings call meaningful lives (Vittersø, 2016). So entertainment of the kind that can derive from the better kinds of fiction is an extension of our day-to-day lives with loved-ones and friends in which, in interactions and conversations, we try to work out how best to be with each other, and how to deal with issues that arise. I offer this commentary on Apple Tree Yard as exploration of a psychological principle—projection—that is worthwhile to understand.

Three Kinds of Truth in Fiction


Until recently fiction has been dismissed in psychology as description that is neither valid nor replicable. “Fiction,” from Latin means “something made,” but that does not mean it’s just been made up. In psychological terms it is far better to think of its content which, as Bruner (1986) suggests, is all about people’s intentions and their vicissitudes. Scientific truths are based on whether descriptions correspond to circumstances in the natural world. Fiction does not deny such truths. It often attempts to incorporate them, as Doughty incorporates truths about genetics, as well as the supposed experiment on chimpanzee mothers standing on their infants. But far more widely, narrative fiction incorporates correspondence truths that everyone knows. In Apple Tree Yard, one such is that if someone is bored in their life, they may yearn to make it less boring. Another is that if a woman is stalked by a person by whom she has been raped, she can experience the emotion of fear. Surveys and interviews can establish the prevalence of such phenomena, but they are not needed to establish their existence. Emotional issues of these kinds are universally acknowledged.

In addition to correspondence, fiction incorporates truths of two further kinds, which scientific analyses usually do not: truths of coherence and of the personal (Oatley, 1999). These three kinds of truth are discussed in the following sections.

Truths of Correspondence


Doughty offers the criminal court as an arbiter of correspondence truth. Not only does the reality of a law court with witnesses and evidence contrast with phantasy, but it is the way, in our society, by which correspondences are established with our intuitions about what is and is not acceptable in how we interact with each other, as embodied in law (Hart, 1961).

Actions, motives, and personalities of those who carry out the law are considered with skepticism by Yvonne and, behind her, by Louise Doughty. Perhaps this is not quite right. Although there are discrepancies between what goes on in the law and the psychology of those who take part in it—judges, jury members, lawyers, witnesses, defendants—the elaborate arrangements of the law testify to the importance we recognize of good and bad actions in society.

When Yvonne is out on bail, her husband pays for a visit to their home by a barrister, Laurence, who specializes in coaching witnesses and defendants, for which he charges £400 an hour. In talking to Yvonne about what might occur at her trial, he relates some research, which he says was done at Harvard, presented in pie-charts. People receive messages from others, he says, “60 percent through how they look, 30 percent through how they sound, and only 10 percent through what they actually say” (p. 223). So he tells Yvonne how to dress for court.

In the research of which Laurence spoke, the word “messages” is vague, and it’s unclear whether it applies to jury members. Searches to find this study did not come up with anything. So the research about which Laurence spoke may relate to Doughty’s skepticism about the law, or it might be another mistake. It is, of course, true that people are affected by how others look. So one would not show up in court, as a defendant, wearing a bathing suit.

A better account of how jury members understand messages is by Pennington and Hastie (1991), who bring us back to narrative. They explain how, in court, one story is told by the prosecution, and a different story is told by the defense. Hastie (2008) concludes that a jury is generally willing to convict if the story told by the prosecution has no large holes, and if the defense offers no substantial piece of counterevidence. In the end, a jury constructs a single story, which allows some inferences about the correspondence truth of what happened and disallows others. Unlike the stories offered by prosecution and defense, the jury’s story reaches a conclusion: the verdict. Contrary to the proposal made by the barrister, Laurence, what jurors do is to evaluate whether the evidence they hear from witnesses is true in the correspondence sense and, at the same time, evaluate how it fits together in a coherence way, based on Bruner’s (1986) mode of narrative thinking, by which we understand human intentions. They will have been instructed by the judge not to allow themselves to think in a personal way.

Truths of Coherence


Coherence truths are important in fiction; they can be approached by means of simulations. Widely used are computer simulations that produce weather forecasts. We humans can be good at understanding processes one at a time. So we can understand that a mass of cold air can cool a mass of warm air so that water dissolved in the warm air condenses to produce precipitation. But what if we add the overall temperature, whether there are mountains or seas nearby, the strength of the winds, atmospheric pressure, and other variables? To understand such conjunctions we need simulations. These are the bases not only of weather forecasts but also of forecasts of global warming.

In social interaction, the situation is comparable. We understand a single process, so that if Amy is angry with Beth, we know she may say something hurtful to her. But what if the situation is more complex. What if Beth is Amy’s three-year old daughter, or if Amy and Beth are adults who have just started a sexual relationship, while Amy is still upset by a recent break-up from someone else? Or what if Amy and Beth are married, and they go out one evening with their friend Colin, with whom it’s important to Amy to maintain the best opinion?

Fiction is a kind of simulation that involves coherences among complexes of social interactions of these kinds, with the empirical results (mentioned earlier, e.g., Oatley, 2016a; Mar, 2018) so that, by engaging with it, we can come to understand other people better and experience more empathy for them. This occurs, perhaps, because fiction gives us practice in thinking about others, in complexes, and because we come to think about a wider variety of people and circumstances than we might otherwise have done. In addition, as Baumeister and Masicampo (2010) have proposed, human consciousness is a simulation in which we relate memories and understandings from the past with the current social situation and with possibilities of future interaction. Since fiction is a simulation of a similar kind, writing and reading fiction involve passing pieces of externalized consciousness from one mind to another.

Truths That Are Personal


Personal truths are based on how things said, read, or seen, resonate with us. Wells-Jopling & Oatley (2012) and Oatley (2016b) have discussed how, as we engage in narrative fiction that we like, our mental associations can take part in resonances with those of the author. Resonance can occur, too, when someone with whom there is mutual love says or does something that touches us. It can occur when, in comparable moments, we have an understanding of that person. It can occur also when, in certain kinds of therapy, an interpretation is made that resonates with something within. On this issue, Oatley and Djikic (e.g., 2018) found, empirically, that as compared with the reading of literature that is not artistic, the reading of literature that is artistic enables people to make changes within themselves that are idiosyncratic—personally resonant.

Rosa (2018, 2019) has proposed a wider idea of resonance. First, he says, it involves affection with others, and an ability to be touched by them. Second, it involves emotions of being responsive to others, rather than acting a way that is instrumental. So resonance involves a two-way interaction. Third it has a transformative, and meaningful, quality. Fourth it is not something that can just be controlled; it is based on a relational interaction that is somewhat unpredictable. Rosa contrasts resonance with the idea that financial and technical processes of the current world are a kind of machine that is driving us in a deterministic way toward the destruction of our planet. But, he argues, we need not be compelled by this. The idea of resonance is an alternative by which we can live lives of meaning, in ways that are less destructive. So resonance has both personal and sociological aspects.

In Doughty’s novel, Yvonne thinks that her genetic make-up—based on DNA—has made and unmade her; also a kind of determinism. The latest evidence, reviewed by Plomin (2018), is that genetics contribute about 50% to who we are. But this leaves the other 50%. Within this, perhaps deriving from interactions based on resonance, we can choose, not everything but perhaps some important parts.

In further terms of the personal, Apple Tree Yard invites identification, the means by which, in empathy, we think and feel ourselves into the mind and life of its protagonist, to become, within our imagination, somewhat like Yvonne in her life and circumstances. As this happens, we are enabled to reflect on the lives, mistakes, and phantasies of ourselves and of people we know.

Fiction and Science


Fictional stories of the artistic kind are based in all three kinds of truth: correspondence, coherence, and the personal. What has less emphasis in fiction, however, is the idea of comparison. Along with its emphasis on empirical correspondence, comparison is central to science (for instance in experiments with control groups). So although the courtroom, with prosecution and defense, does involve comparison, this is generally not an issue in most kinds of fiction. So we need both—literary fiction and science.

Conclusion


One knows that some people treat others instrumentally, as objects. For the most part, however, in some of our interactions we rely on projection, based on aspects of our humanity, which is shared. A projective perception, however, is just one step. As Nickerson (1999, 2001) has said, further steps are needed: of correction. By combining these processes, we can come to know enough about other people, to understand them, or some of them, at least some of the time.

The principle of projection is explored by Doughty in ways that invite us to reflect on it, so that engagement in this novel becomes deeper than that of merely passing the time. This reflection is given meanings beyond some lesser ones for entertainment in several ways. One derives from how Doughty uses a court case to make corrections to what the protagonist, Yvonne, knows about X. We readers are also invited to make corrections about our understanding of his character. Perhaps then, too, as readers we can make better corrections for people we know in our everyday lives. A second way is that in this novel we are invited to reflect on how we may be vulnerable to becoming caught up in projective phantasies without knowing our underlying desires, based on inner needs. If we were able to ask Yvonne: “Did you realize that you were so engrossed with X because of an inner desire to be important, sexy, and to achieve a certain kind of intimacy?” she may have said, “I’m not sure I realized that.” A third way is that we may all be subject to projective phantasies, at least with some people for some of the time. Such phantasies may have origins (perhaps unknown to us) in our DNA-based temperament combined with circumstances of our lives.

With projective phantasies, as Apple Tree Yard suggests, it may be more important than usual to make corrections and withdraw at least some of them, because although, at first, such projections are perceptual, some can propel us to action. Sometimes, people with whom we engage as sexual partners, or as parents or children, or as friends or colleagues, can be worthwhile people, and our roles with them work out, in ways that involve withdrawing projections, perhaps involving arguments. Sometimes, however, this may not be the pattern. Sometimes we may find ourselves caught up with someone who enacts a kind of pretense for purposes of her or his own, or with someone who seems to engage with us but remains self-absorbed, or with someone who takes on a role that, because of her or his own phantasies, can become destructive. Perhaps it is this kind of issue that enables Doughty’s novel to suggest understandings, in a personal way, of projections of our own, and of those whom we know.
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chapter 17

The Role of Narrative Cues in Shaping ADT

What Makes Audiences Think That Good Things Happened to Good People?


Ron Tamborini, Matthew Grizzard, Lindsay Hahn, Kevin Kryston, and Ezgi Ulusoy




The affective disposition theory of drama (ADT) contends that an observer’s enjoyment of a media narrative is a function of affective dispositions toward story characters (i.e., character liking) and the story outcomes that befall those characters. Stated simply, observers enjoy seeing liked characters experience positive story outcomes and disliked characters experience negative story outcomes. The reverse—seeing liked characters experience negative story outcomes and disliked characters experience positive story outcomes—is thought to elicit “annoyance” (Zillmann & Bryant, 1994, p. 449) or “repugnance” (Zillmann, 2006, p. 232). Given the importance of character liking and story outcomes to the predictions of disposition theory, two central questions for ADT researchers arise: How do audiences come to like some characters and dislike others, and what makes a story outcome positive or negative?

Although empirical support for the basic processes outlined in ADT is abundant (after all, who really wants to see bad things happen to people they like or good things happen to people they dislike?), scholars have questioned the theory’s explanatory power given that audiences for narrative drama sometimes root for characters who do bad things (Raney, 2004). The popularity of media featuring protagonists that perform immoral acts (e.g., The Sopranos, Breaking Bad) and its apparent discrepancy with ADT’s logic have prompted efforts to fine-tune the theory by explicating the mechanisms that underlie disposition formation (see Raney, 2004; see also, Grizzard, Huang, Fitzgerald, Ahn, & Chu, 2018; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013; Lee & Shapiro, 2014; Sanders, 2010; Tamborini et al., 2018). The majority of this research—aided by the integration of social intuitionist models of moral judgment (e.g., moral foundations theory; Haidt & Joseph, 2007) with media psychology theories (see Soto-Sanfiel & Vorderer, 2011; see also, Tamborini, 2013)—has considerably refined theoretical understanding of whom audiences like/dislike. Understanding what outcomes audiences like/dislike has received less attention and consequently has not seen the same level of theoretical advancement.

The current chapter summarizes past research on how consideration of mechanisms related to altruistic intuitions has refined understandings of whom audiences like with the goal of providing a parallel of how consideration of egoistic intuitions might similarly advance understandings of the outcomes they like. We begin the chapter with a brief introduction of ADT and its seven stages as described in Zillmann’s (2013) dispositional model. We then break up the model into two submodels: The disposition formation process and the story outcome evaluation process. While describing the disposition formation process, we focus on how the broad strokes of early ADT formulations have been specified over time. This description pays special attention to Zillmann’s discussion of moral judgment, and we describe how logic from moral foundations theory’s (MFT; Haidt, 2001) discussion of moral (i.e., altruistic) intuitions has provided a more thorough definition of how observers make judgments about “good” versus “bad” behaviors and people. We refine and extend this logic to explicate mechanisms left underdeveloped by previous research and discuss the potential for narrative cues to highlight and amplify the effect of certain moral and immoral behaviors on disposition formation. In the story outcome evaluation process section, we consider mechanisms that can shape the evaluation of story outcomes befalling liked and disliked characters. We provide a more explicit definition of positive and negative story outcomes based on the satisfaction/thwarting of a character’s intrinsic needs, understood in terms of egoistic intuitions. This discussion applies logic from the narrative enjoyment and appreciation rationale (NEAR; Tamborini, Grady, Baldwin, McClaran, & Lewis, this volume). We conclude the chapter by discussing research that could help to delineate previously unidentified ADT processes.

Disposition Theories


A broad body of literature has applied disposition-based logic to research in areas of entertainment including sports, comedy, fiction, and reality programming (see Raney, 2003, 2004). This research has led to the creation of several disposition-based theories, all with the same underlying logic: Enjoyment of media content results from the affective dispositions that observers form toward actors/characters and the outcomes that befall them. With regard to drama, disposition-based logic has focused on moral judgment processes as the key to understanding character and narrative appeal.

Zillmann’s (2013) dispositional model explicates these processes in a seven-stage model. The first three stages (Stages 1–3) describe the disposition formation process. The final three stages (Stages 5–7) describe the story outcome evaluation process, which ends with feedback loops to show how a current appraisal can affect future appraisals. The first and last three stages are connected by Stage 4, which focuses on how anticipation of outcomes can foster suspense (i.e., fearing certain outcomes and hoping for others). Unlike other parts of the model, Stage 4 describes the role of hypothetical outcomes that occur entirely within the mind of an observer; the other stages describe the impact of actual, observed narrative events. The current chapter focuses on processes governing the impact of observed rather than hypothetical events.

The disposition formation process (Figure 17.1) begins with observation of a character’s behavior (the Perception/Assessment Stage). Observers then morally approve or disapprove of the character’s behavior (the Moral Judgment Stage). The Affective Disposition Stage finalizes the process: When approbation of behavior occurs, a positive affective disposition is formed (i.e., character liking or judging the character to be moral); when disapprobation of behavior occurs, a negative affective disposition is formed.


[image: display]
Figure 17.1 Simplified model of the disposition formation process. Character behavior is observed, followed by approval/disapproval, followed by the formation of a disposition (e.g., like/dislike).





The story outcome evaluation process (Figure 17.2) begins with observation of a hoped-for or feared-for outcome in the Perception/Assessment Stage. Perception of this outcome arouses positive or negative affect, respectively in the Response to Outcome/Emotion Stage. The Moral Judgment Stage represents the audience’s moral sanction of the outcome. The feedback loops in Zillmann’s dispositional model (discussed and shown later in Figure 17.5) describe how moral judgments lead observers to determine whether initial response to observed outcomes are appropriate given story circumstances.
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Figure 17.2 Simplified model of the story outcome evaluation process. A fate befalls a character and its impact on positive or negative affect felt by the observer is moderated by character liking. Positive affect results when (a) the character is liked and positive outcomes befall them or (b) when the character is disliked and negative outcomes befall them. Negative affect results when (c) the character is liked and negative outcomes befall them or (d) the character is disliked and positive outcomes befall them. Note that character liking is presented as a moderator here. Zillmann’s dispositional model uses separate paths for liked versus disliked characters.
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Figure 17.3 A testable, modified model of the disposition formation process. Solid lines represent the original model. Dashed lines represent additions. Exposure to behavior that upholds an altruistic intuition activates automatic processes, producing positive affect, which is positively related to subsequent approbation. This positive influence of intuition upholding behaviors on reflexive positive affect is moderated by several factors that either increase or decrease the relationship’s strength. Finally, the link between approbation/disapprobation and character morality is always expected to be positive.
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Figure 17.4 A testable, modified model of the story evaluation process. The “Hoped for/ Feared Outcome, Emotion” box in Zillmann’s original model has been divided into two boxes. Solid lines represent the original model. Dashed lines represent additions or changes. A person observes an outcome that satisfies or thwarts a character’s egoistic intentions. The strength of this event on +/- Affect/perception of it as a reward or punishment is moderated by the person’s egoistic intuition salience and other factors. Again, the perceived reward/punishment’s effect on positive or negative affect is moderated by character liking. Character liking is presented as a moderator here, as Zillmann uses separate paths for liked versus disliked characters.
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Figure 17.5 The modified affective disposition model (MADM) adapts Zillmann’s (2013) dispositional model of emotional reactivity to include (1) altruistic and egoistic intuitions as mediators of observed behavior on character dispositions and story outcome evaluations, respectively, and (2) potential moderating variables capable of strengthening or weakening the influence of intuition activation on these character and story appraisals. Solid boxes and lines represent variables and paths from the original model. Dashed boxes and lines represent changes and additions to the original model. Changes split each of the two “Perception, Assessment” stages in the original model (Stages 1 and 5) into separate stages (a and b) of perception and assessment. Assessment was represented by altruistic intuitions (in Stage 1b) and egoistic intuitions (in Stage 5b) activated after each perception stage (1a and 5a) to influence character disposition (Stage 2) and story outcomes evaluations (Stage 6). Shaded boxes highlight the addition of altruistic and egoistic intuitions as well as moderators of their influence.





Most ADT research has focused predominantly on disposition formation, with occasional studies on story outcome evaluations, and almost no discussion of the feedback loops in the model (for exception, see Matthews, 2019). In the sections that follow, we first review research on the refinement of the disposition formation process in pursuit of our larger goal to provide similar refinement to the story outcome evaluation process. We end with discussion of more complex narratives, highlighting the different roles of altruistic and egoistic intuitions in the dispositional model.

Refining the Disposition Formation Process


Although many factors can shape the formation of character dispositions (for overview, see Raney, 2006; for more recent updates, see Grizzard et al., 2018; Grizzard, Francemone, Fitzgerald, Huang, & Ahn, 2020; Lee & Shapiro, 2014; Sanders, 2010; Tamborini et al., 2018), moral appraisal of a character’s behavior has been singled out for its importance (Zillmann, 2000). When Zillmann (2000) posited the role of moral judgment in the disposition formation process, he said little about the basis of moral judgments, other than somewhat vague references to good and bad behaviors (Zillmann, 2000, p. 53). Raney (2006) described moral behavior in terms of “right” and “wrong,” (p. 140), but a unified scheme for categorizing actions as “right” and “wrong” was absent from the literature. However, developments in moral psychology have brought considerable theoretical advancement, with a specific emphasis on social intuitionist frameworks. One of the most influential theories from developments in moral psychology was MFT( Haidt & Joseph, 2004, 2007).

MFT argues that moral judgments are primarily intuitive. Individuals feel the rightness/wrongness of actions rather than come to a decision through more deliberative cognitive processes. Importantly for the dispositional model, MFT provides a categorization scheme of moral and immoral actions. According to MFT, evolution has predisposed humans with biases favoring certain behaviors and opposing others. The theory explicates these biases as five intuitions used to make judgments of right or wrong. MFT refers to these as moral intuitions: care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and purity. We refer to them as altruistic intuitions, as they relate primarily to the benefit or detriment of others as opposed to the self.

Regardless of culture (see Graham et al., 2011), humans are predisposed to favor (1) caring over cruel behavior, (2) reciprocal equity over inequity, (3) loyalty to family and social groups over disloyalty, (4) respect for legitimate authority over disrespect, and (5) avoidance of contamination and carnal behaviors over their embrace. These predispositions produce automatic positive and negative affect in response to observing behavior that upholds or violates, respectively, these intuitions. Most importantly, this affect shapes appraisal of social behavior as right or wrong, and good or bad. Thus, the five altruistic intuitions of MFT provide a framework for objectively defining what people perceive as good and bad behaviors. All things being equal, behaviors that uphold altruistic intuitions are “good/right” (e.g., compassion for others) while behaviors that violate altruistic intuitions are “bad/wrong” (e.g., harming others). Note that while the importance of certain intuitions can vary across individuals (see Graham et al., 2011), the objective, a priori framework of MFT allows researchers to “map the moral domain” of character behavior in a manner that is independent of a specific narrative.

Research has demonstrated that MFT’s moral/altruistic intuitions can be useful when applied to ADT. Several studies have demonstrated that preconscious affect produced by observing behaviors that uphold or violate altruistic intuitions can affect judgments of characters and behaviors (e.g., Prabhu, Tamborini, Idzik, Hahn, Grizzard, & Wang, 2014). Additional studies show that several identifiable moderators can strengthen or weaken the influence of these behaviors on appraisals. For example, Eden and colleagues found that the five altruistic intuitions were capable of distinguishing heroes from villains (Eden, Oliver, Tamborini, Limperos, & Woolley, 2015), the results of which were confirmed in later studies (e.g., Eden, Daalmans, & Johnson, 2017; Eden & Tamborini, 2017; Grizzard et al., 2018; Grizzard et al., 2019; Grizzard, Francemone, et al., 2020; Grizzard, Huang, Ahn, Fitzgerald, & Francemone, 2020; Matthews, 2019; Tamborini, Grizzard, Eden, & Lewis, 2011). Imagine, for instance, a narrative about a wild-cat gold prospector who frequently helps other miners. His repeated acts of helping those in need (i.e., upholding the care intuition) would identify him as a good character to audiences. By contrast, if rather than helping, the prospector frequently sabotaged other miners’ work, his repeated acts of cruelty (i.e., violating care) would identify him as a bad character.

Consideration of the five altruistic intuitions thus helped specify the disposition formation process. We represent this by inserting an additional box in Zillmann’s original model between observed behavior and approbation/disapprobation. The inclusion of positive/negative affect produced in response to acts that uphold/violate the altruistic intuitions helps explicate the processes through which approbation/disapprobation occurs in the original model (see Figure 17.3).

Moreover, identifying the intuitions as determinants of approbation/disapprobation adds specificity to the disposition formation process that can help identify moderators of the effect. If the positive/negative affect from observing acts that uphold/violate specific altruistic intuitions provides an operational definition of good/bad behavior, then other factors that influence the salience—or strength—of intuition activation in an individual should moderate the link between upholding/violation and approbation/disapprobation. For example, in our prospector example, the extent to which the audience approves or disapproves of the character’s compassionate/cruel acts should be moderated by the importance of the care intuition to individual audience members.

Eden and Tamborini (2017) tested the moderated mediation model in Figure 17.3 in an experiment whereby a character’s behavior either upheld or violated the fairness intuition. When fairness was upheld, people approved more of the behavior, which led to more positive dispositions; when fairness was violated, people disapproved more of the behavior, which led to more negative dispositions. Importantly, Eden and Tamborini (2017) found that the trait salience of the upheld/violated intuition moderated the link between character behavior and approbation/disapprobation.

Considerable advances to understandings of the disposition formation process have been made apart from MFT, and these, too, might be understood in line with intuitive mechanisms. For example, several researchers have suggested that a character’s motivation (i.e., why they engaged in moral/immoral behavior) and intentionality (i.e., whether the behavior was purposeful) should moderate the effect of character behavior on approbation (see Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013; Lee & Shapiro, 2014). Self-serving and intentional behaviors magnified the link between behavior and approbation/disapprobation while selfless and/or unintentional behaviors weakened it. Intentional, self-serving behaviors inherently violate altruistic intuitions. Research by Tamborini et al. (2018) integrating attribution literature with ADT supports this interpretation. Their study demonstrated that seeing a heroic character brutally kill a villain (violating care) negatively impacted hero liking only if narrative cues led people to think that brutality was the hero’s goal (i.e., an internal attribution). If cues led them to think situational factors explained the abusive act, people attributed behavior to circumstance (i.e., external attributions), and character liking did not suffer. Similar to other moderators, internal attributions seem to magnify the link between observing acts that uphold or violate altruistic intuitions and behavioral approbation, whereas external attributions attenuate it.1

Defining moral appraisal in terms of affect produced by an identifiable set of altruistic intuitions has advanced understandings of the disposition formation process. In particular, the addition of altruistic intuitions to the dispositional model suggests that affect produced by these intuitions mediates the influence of observed behavior on approbation. This observation has helped identify factors that moderate the ability of these intuitions, and thus observed behavior, to shape the disposition formation process. We now know much more about: (1) What causes a behavior to be perceived as moral or immoral, (2) how this shapes behavioral approbation, and (3) what strengthens or weakens the influence of a character’s behavior on disposition formation. Yet while we know much more about the processes governing disposition formation, story outcome evaluation processes are still quite underdefined. What makes an outcome positive or negative? What strengthens and weakens these responses? These questions mirror the advancements made on the disposition formation side.

Refining the Story Outcome Evaluation Process


The considerable advancement in research on disposition formation processes is in part due to the application of an a priori categorization scheme of moral and immoral behaviors provided by theory from moral psychology, and an account of how affect from observing these behaviors could shape moral appraisal. However, while MFT’s clearly delineated scheme of moral/immoral motivations can identify patterns of approval and disapproval that hold across cultures (see Graham, Nosek, Haidt, Iyer, Koleva, & Ditto, 2011), the application of this scheme to the disposition formation process does suggest that uniform response is expected across all observers.

In the disposition formation process, the observation of behaviors upholding or violating altruistic intuitions leads to perceptions of behavior as good or bad. This is represented in Table 17.1 as the link between behavior and approbation/disapprobation. Yet the link is not assumed to be perfect. Otherwise, moral approbation could be excluded from the model entirely and moral/immoral behavior would feed directly into disposition formation. Instead, the model assumes that some people will appraise the upholding of an altruistic intuition more positively than others and therefore have greater approval; similarly, some people will appraise the violation of an altruistic intuition more negatively than others and therefore have greater disapproval. As such, the disposition formation process represents mediation whereby an objective definition of morality is tempered by the perceptions of an observer. To apply this type of advancement to the story outcome evaluation process, one would need (1) a categorization scheme of positive and negative outcomes befalling others and (2) an appraisal variable between perception of those “good” and “bad” things and its resulting impact on enjoyment/affect felt by the observer.



Table 17.1 The Six Egoistic Intuitions and Exemplars of Their Satisfaction/Thwarting

	Intuition
	Satisfaction
	Thwarting


	Competence
	A character winning a competition
	A character losing a competition


	Autonomy
	A character moving into their own home
	A character moving back in with their parents


	Relatedness
	A character reconnecting with their lost child
	A character being disowned by their family


	Power
	A character receiving money
	A character losing money


	Hedonism
	A character experiencing pleasure
	A character experiencing pain


	Security
	A character becoming safe
	A character becoming in danger




An Objective Definition of Positive and Negative Outcomes Befalling Others?


Contemporary psychology suggests that human behavior is driven by multiple motivational systems (Kenrick, Griskevicius, Neuberg, & Schaller, 2010). For an individual, satisfaction of these motivations is thought to lead to pleasure or other positive outcomes (e.g., well-being), whereas the thwarting of these motivations is thought to lead to displeasure or other negative outcomes (e.g., dysphoria). We surmise that research from this area could be used to identify an a priori categorization scheme of the factors that lead to human flourishing. If so, this scheme might advance research on outcome evaluation processes in the same way that MFT’s altruistic intuitions did for research on disposition formation. Just as some behaviors seem inherently more moral (e.g., being caring) than others (e.g., being cruel), some events that befall individuals seem inherently more positive (e.g., winning money) than others (e.g., losing money).

This idea of inherently positive and inherently negative motivations and needs is not entirely new to communication. Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, and Organ (2010) defined media enjoyment as the satisfaction of the intrinsic needs identified by self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Specifically, they tested whether competence (the desire to achieve mastery and have that mastery recognized), autonomy (the drive to feel in control of your life), and relatedness (the need to feel connected with others) needs could predict enjoyment. If we assume that the satisfaction/thwarting of needs related to human flourishing is inherently pleasant/unpleasant, then we simply need an organizational scheme that categorizes and identifies these needs to begin advancing research on the story outcome evaluation process. The NEAR (Tamborini et al., this volume) was designed to clarify what audiences for entertaining media like and do not like.

The NEAR built on logic from the model of intuitive morality and exemplars (Tamborini, 2013) to reason that satisfying all of an observer’s intuitions results in enjoyment of narrative outcomes. Research on the rationale combines the five altruistic intuitions mentioned earlier with a set of six egoistic intuitions (i.e., needs related to an individual’s well-being and flourishing). The six egoistic intuitions result from combining the three needs of SDT (i.e., competence, autonomy, and relatedness) with three self-oriented motivations drawn from Schwartz’s (2012) theory of basic values. These basic values are power (the desire to control individuals or possess resources), hedonism (the desire for physical pleasure), and security (the need to feel safe). Together these intuitions expressly define positive and negative outcomes for characters as the satisfaction or thwarting, respectively, of the character’s egoistic intuitions. This definitional approach is analogous to our use of altruistic intuitions with disposition formation. The six egoistic intuitions and exemplars of their satisfaction/thwarting are presented in Table 17.1.

Mirroring the approach used with disposition formation processes, consideration of these six egoistic intuitions helps specify our modified story outcome evaluation process model (see Figure 17.4). Our inclusion of egoistic intuitions is represented by adding a box to Zillmann’s model, but in this case, we have divided the original “Perception/Assessment” stage into separate stages labeled “Perception” and “Assessment.” The submodel begins with the Perception stage, where outcomes that satisfy/thwart a character’s egoistic intuitions are observed. During the Assessment stage, affect inherent to satisfying/thwarting these egoistic intuitions is appraised as reward/punishment. In general, satisfying egoistic needs will produce positive affect, and thwarting them will produce negative affect. However, the strength of this relationship is moderated by several variables.

Similar to altruistic intuitions, the influence of satisfying/thwarting egoistic intuitions can be strengthened by internal attribution or the importance of the intuition to audiences. The more important an egoistic need is (i.e., egoistic intuition salience), the stronger the impact of observing the satisfaction/thwarting of this need is on perceived reward/punishment for the character. For example, if a person feels particularly powerless in their own life, then (a) observing a character gain power should be perceived as more rewarding and (b) observing a character lose power should be perceived as more punitive. In addition, story cues can accentuate the role of certain intuitions in this process. Narratives that make specific needs prominent in the storyline or important to their characters can strengthen the intuition’s influence. For example, if a character desperately needs power and security (such as Will Smith’s character, in The Pursuit of Happyness, who is homeless and struggling to build a stable life for his young son and himself), then the satisfaction/thwarting of these character needs should have a particularly strong impact on the outcome evaluation process.

The next stages remain unchanged from Zillmann’s original model. In the Response to Outcome/Emotion stage, Assessment of reward/punishment regulates story outcome evaluation (like/dislike the story), but not before a critical consideration. Character liking moderates the impact of assessment on concordant affect. People like rewarding/punishing outcomes befalling liked/disliked characters. In the final stage, Moral Judgment may or may not activate feedback processes that alter outcome evaluations, which we discuss in more detail later.

When considered separately, our modification to the story outcome evaluation model is limited but extremely pragmatic. We believe that explicating positive/negative outcomes as a character’s egoistic need satisfaction/thwarting has several advantages. Most importantly, positive and negative outcomes become clearly defined, and factors that moderate their influence on story liking become identifiable. Simple tests that manipulate the satisfaction/thwarting of these needs on perceptions of reward/punishment are derived naturally from our discussion. However, not all narratives have simple storylines. In the following section, we discuss how consideration of altruistic and egoistic intuitions can apply to more complex stories, where intuitions are in conflict with each other.

Simple and Complex Narratives


Up until this point, we have focused attention on the benefit of using a priori definitions of altruistic and egoistic intuitions for isolating and testing processes within Zillmann’s dispositional model. Our examples have presented simplified conceptual models that are easily testable using experimental approaches, but the processes we identify can be applied to complex narratives as well. A major challenge for entertainment researchers is the development of models that can explicate the mechanisms that underlie story outcome evaluation processes with enough accuracy to make specific predictions regarding audience responses to both simple and complex narratives. The NEAR’s attempt to build on theory with established concepts and observational techniques was initiated with these goals in mind.

The NEAR distinguishes positive affect resulting from automatic processing that occurs when a simple story ends by satisfying all salient intuitions (a response deemed enjoyment by the model) versus positive affect resulting from the type of thoughtful deliberation that occurs when the ending of a complex story satisfies the most salient or important intuitions in the story, but leaves others thwarted (a response deemed appreciation by the model). As long as the most important intuitions are satisfied, the NEAR predicts that outcomes from complex narratives will be evaluated positively, but this positive evaluation is accompanied by an awareness that not everything was perfect.

Logic from the NEAR suggests a number of testable hypotheses regarding the evaluation of complex story outcomes that feature conflict among and between different altruistic and egoistic intuitions. The following section describes predictions made by integrating this logic with Zillmann’s dispositional model. This includes predictions for the liking of simple narratives as well as a set of complex narrative structures considered here for the first time.2 We describe these simple and complex structures using examples of our prospector story to show how the separate and unique roles of altruistic and egoistic intuitions can interact at different stages of the dispositional model.

Satisfying/Thwarting Altruistic and Egoistic Character Needs in Conflict


In the absence of intuition conflict, it is easy to understand the NEAR’s explanation of how satisfying and thwarting intuitions affect liking; audiences like satisfying egoistic needs for good people and thwarting them for bad people. For example, consider again a narrative about a compassionate gold prospector. The narrative might indicate that although he is a good man, his life is in shambles. He has tried for years to prove his skills as a miner, but his constant failures have made him appear incompetent. He is in debt to the banks, who now control his life. He experiences constant pain from grueling labor in the mines, and his work is terribly dangerous. One day, he strikes gold and suddenly all of his dreams are fulfilled. He is shown free from debt (autonomy), confident in his success (competence), having influence and resources (power), with renewed health, and living a comfortable, pain-free life (hedonism) away from the risk of mining disaster (security). This narrative ends with all of the prospector’s salient egoistic needs satisfied. In ADT terms, audiences should like this narrative, as it featured “good things” (his egoistic needs satisfied) happening to a “good character” (a prospector who upheld the care intuition). Indeed, because the ending brings nothing but total satisfaction, the story outcome evaluation should produce pure enjoyment.

The model gets a little more complex when conflict is involved, especially conflict between altruistic and egoistic intuitions. The NEAR describes appreciation as the satisfaction of an overridingly salient intuition when two intuitions are in conflict.3 However, it makes no distinction based on whether conflict resides between two egoistic intuitions, two altruistic intuitions, or an altruistic and egotistic intuition. That is, in order for audiences to like the story, the outcome must satisfy the overridingly salient intuition, regardless of whether it is altruistic or egoistic. We suggest that these forms of conflict activate different appraisal processes with predictable outcomes. By integrating NEAR logic with ADT, we highlight the distinct roles of altruistic and egoistic intuitions and show how they interact at different stages of Zillmann’s dispositional model to shape the appraisal of complex narratives. Different examples of our prospector story are used to illustrate this point.

Our first example examines conflict between two egoistic intuitions. Predicting audience response in this case is straightforward, and unchanged from previous NEAR logic. When egoistic intuitions are in conflict, audiences like outcomes that satisfy the overridingly salient egoistic intuitions of a liked character and dislike those that thwart them. The opposite would be true for disliked characters. Consider a new version of our story about the compassionate prospector. At the beginning of the story, in addition to the audience knowing his desire for feelings of competence, autonomy, power, freedom from physical pain, and secure mining risks, they learn that above all, he wants love (relatedness). As the story unfolds, events throughout make relatedness needs overridingly salient. Then suddenly, as in our first story version, the prospector discovers gold. Only this time, his opportunity to satisfy all his other desires is pitted against his only chance at true love. Circumstances force him to choose between a life filled with lasting mutual love, or the gold mine and feelings of competence, autonomy, power, hedonism, and security that come with it. At the end of the story, he sacrifices a great deal for love and is rewarded with the happiness that a life together can bring, even though it leaves many other needs unsatisfied. In this scenario, because the relatedness intuition was made overridingly salient, the audience would be expected to like the outcome that satisfies relatedness needs, even while being made aware that the prospector’s life will not be easy. Since several sublimated but still salient egoistic intuitions were thwarted, evaluation of the story outcome should lead to appreciation.

Unlike examples of conflict between egoistic intuitions, predicting response to conflict that includes altruistic intuitions is not so straightforward. A story that resolves conflict involving salient altruistic intuitions can trigger feedback loops in Zillmann’s dispositional model, making outcome evaluations more complex. This increased complexity happens whether the conflict occurs between two altruistic intuitions or between altruistic and egoistic intuitions. In both cases, the predictions we offer differ in part from previous NEAR logic.

Although there are seven stages in Zillmann’s dispositional model, Stage 7 (Moral Judgment) has received little attention from entertainment scholars. This is not surprising, as most research has focused on Stage 6 (Response to Outcome/Emotion), where audiences decide whether they like or dislike a story. Stage 7 commences only after audiences make an initial outcome appraisal. At this point, moral judgment determines whether the outcome observed is appropriate for the given circumstance (i.e., a desirable level of reward or punishment). If the outcome is appropriate, evaluation ends, and the initial appraisal determines whether the audience likes the narrative. Since storytellers generally want audiences to like their product, appropriate outcomes are likely in most cases; however, overly positive or overly negative outcomes will occur at times. If an outcome is deemed inappropriate, disapprobation can modify initial outcome appraisal through two feedback loops (loops a and b in Figure 17.5) originating at Stage 7 in Zillmann’s model. Both loops account for changes in dispositions toward characters, but only loop b affects story outcome evaluations.

Loop b links condemnation from the story outcome’s disapprobation (at Stage 7) back to Affective Disposition formation (at Stage 3), allowing any overly positive or negative initial outcome response to be immediately corrected by altering dispositions toward characters that produced the initial response. For example, unjustified reward can decrease positive dispositions due to fairness considerations, reducing the initial joy an audience member might have felt at a hero’s triumph.4 Notable here is the observation that (a) violating altruistic intuitions triggers processes that feedback to earlier stages in the model where affective disposition formation occurs, and (b) this feedback only occurs when a story’s outcome dictates revision of character dispositions before the final appraisal of rewards/punishment is made. This is consistent with assertions that altruistic intuitions determine whom we like, while egoistic intuitions determine what we like. We demonstrate this in the following examples showing conflict involving altruistic intuitions.

Our second example examines conflict between two altruistic intuitions. If two altruistic intuitions conflict, the NEAR suggests that audiences will appreciate, and thus like, seeing the overridingly salient altruistic intuition upheld, even if it comes at the cost of thwarting another salient but sublimated altruistic intuition. By comparison, the audience will dislike seeing the character violate the overriding altruistic intuition to uphold the one sublimated. Our position on this is different.

We argue that when altruistic intuitions conflict, audiences will like outcomes that show egoistic rewards received by characters who conform to overridingly salient altruistic intuitions (even while breaching a sublimated altruistic intuition) and dislike egoistic reward received by characters that violate overridingly salient altruistic intuitions. We proffer that in order for audiences to like narratives that place altruistic intuitions in conflict, there must be some egoistic reward, even if it is not very apparent. This may not come from satisfying the most salient egoistic intuition, but it must be salient enough to create the minimally satisfying conditions needed for positive affect.

For example, consider a story where our prospector, after striking gold, must determine who will inherit his wealth. He can leave his fortune to the miners who toiled next to him for years and contributed to his success (fairness), or to his loving family who had no involvement in the mine but always stuck by him (in-group loyalty). The narrative makes fairness overridingly salient and, in the end, the prospector leaves his wealth to the miners. Although the prospector’s decision upholds fairness, we suggest that, by itself, satisfying the overriding altruistic intuition would not be an agreeable end. The act of fairness should strengthen liking for the character, but the audience would not like the story outcome unless they perceived that the prospector was somehow rewarded. Reward could come from satisfying any of the prospector’s egoistic needs, such as competence boosting praise from others or the start of lifelong friendships with the miners to satisfy relatedness needs.

Our third example examines conflict between altruistic and egoistic intuitions. This presents two different possibilities. In one case, the narrative makes the egoistic intuition overridingly salient. When this occurs, the outcome is mostly in line with previous NEAR logic. Since the altruistic intuition is sublimated, its violation should not activate a feedback loop to amend character dispositions. As such, the audience should like outcomes that satisfy the egoistic needs of a liked character or thwart those of a disliked character. Concurrently, it should dislike the reverse of outcomes.5 For example, if our prospector’s dreams of gold (i.e., power and autonomy needs) were made overridingly salient, audiences would approve his decision to snub his well-intentioned supervisor’s order to stay out of a dangerous mine (disrespecting authority). As such, they should like seeing him strike gold and hate seeing him die in a cave-in.

In the other case, the narrative makes the altruistic intuition overridingly salient. When this occurs, the NEAR suggests that audiences will appreciate, and thus like, seeing the character uphold the overridingly salient altruistic intuition, even though the sublimated egoistic intuition is thwarted. Once again, we reason differently. Although upholding the altruistic intuition would trigger feedback processes to increase character liking (i.e., loop b), audiences would not like the story outcome until it offered some minimally satisfying condition in which at least one of the character’s egoistic needs was met. Alternatively, the character could choose to violate an overridingly salient altruistic intuition to satisfy his egoistic needs. In this case, activation of loop b feedback processes would decrease character liking, potentially reversing a previously formed positive disposition to make audiences dislike the character. Because this ending shows that the (now disliked) character’s egoistic needs are satisfied, audiences would dislike the story outcome.

Two versions of a new prospector story can be used to show how audiences should respond to these different character decisions. In both versions, our prospector is faced with a dilemma: With time running out, he must choose to go save orphan children trapped by a cave-in (care), or file claim on a gold mine that would make him wealthy (power) and free from bank control (autonomy). In one version, the prospector decides to help the children, but this decision costs him everything he struggled to attain (autonomy, power). Why would audiences like this story outcome? We suggest they would not, unless the story rewarded the prospector by satisfying some other egoistic need, even if it is one that was not very important initially. For instance, maybe the narrative ends with the prospector feeling satisfied with a job well-done (competence), or maybe the person he loves finally realizes his true goodness and commits to be with him forever (relatedness). Without this or some other egoistic reward, the audience learns only that people who try to save others are left wanting.

In the other version, the prospector gets his gold, but the children are left trapped. Notably, violating the altruistic intuition would again trigger feedback processes, potentially changing the prospector from a liked to a disliked character. In this case, seeing the egoistic needs of the (now disliked) character satisfied would be evaluated negatively. People would dislike this outcome, preferring to see the prospector lose his goldmine, his power, and his autonomy along with it.

What’s Good About Using Egoistic Intuitions to Define “Good Things” in Story Outcomes?


We believe that defining story outcome evaluation in terms of the satisfaction of egoistic intuitions can advance understandings of ADT processes in several ways. First, it identifies more precisely what scholars mean when they refer to the “good things” audiences like to see befall good characters, and it provides a way to measure them. We define “good things” as positive affect vicariously experienced through the perceived satisfaction of a character’s egoistic intuitions. “Good things” can be measured as the preconscious experience of positive/negative affect or the self-reported perceived reward/punishment that comes from observing behaviors that conform to a set of six identifiable motivations associated with benefit to the self. Second, it helps scholars identify factors that might moderate the salience of these intuitions to audience members, and thus strengthen or weaken the effect of their satisfaction on story outcome evaluations. Third, and perhaps most importantly, it provides testable hypotheses.

These potential advantages suggest heuristic value. Our proposal should allow researchers to identify and experimentally vary different narrative features in order to test the predictive utility and construct validity of defining “good things” this way. Moreover, it can help identify other factors that might strengthen the effect of exposure to these “good things” on audience response. Several potential modifiers immediately come to mind.

First, we could identify individual trait differences expected to moderate audience response. For example, if the “good thing” that happens in a story is the protagonist finding love, we should expect audiences’ trait relatedness needs to moderate the strength of the outcome’s effect on story evaluations. If the “good thing” is that a protagonist inherits a fortune, we should expect audiences with high trait power needs to enjoy it more. If the “good thing” is somebody winning a race, we would expect trait competence needs to moderate the effect.

In a similar manner, defining “good things” as the satisfaction/thwarting of egoistic intuitions might improve our understanding of how character intentionality affects these responses. Character intentionality is thought to play an important role in shaping audience response. Knowing this, we might not only expect that causal attribution cues in narratives will moderate audience response but also predict that their effect on responses will differ based on the egoistic intuition satisfied. For example, we would expect internal attributions to have a stronger effect on audiences’ evaluations of a narrative about someone winning a race than on a narrative about someone who inherited a fortune (assuming that internal attributions are more important for satisfying competence needs than satisfying wealth-based power needs).

This approach might also help ADT scholars identify cinematic features of narrative content that would moderate the effect of different types of “good things.” For example, we might expect wide-open spaces or scenes of flying like those in Avatar to have a stronger effect on a story about satisfying autonomy needs than it should have on the story about satisfying relatedness needs. By contrast, we might expect intimate settings to have a stronger effect on satisfying relatedness needs than on autonomy needs.

Another advantage of this type of definition is its potential to help researchers identify how content cues throughout the narrative, but not part of the outcome, might influence audience response. For example, knowing the need satisfied in the outcome should suggest testable hypotheses about how content cues emphasizing specific egoistic needs earlier in the narrative would strengthen the salience (and potential impact) of satisfying that need at the end. We would expect a story that will end with someone satisfying security needs to emphasize threats to safety throughout the narrative, rather than emphasizing relatedness or power needs. Manipulating these prior to the outcome would allow a test of this.

Finally, apart from allowing testable hypotheses about the role of egoistic intuitions in determining outcome response, identifying the unique roles of altruistic and egoistic intuitions in disposition formation versus story outcome evaluation processes separates the present chapter work from established work on the NEAR. Up to this point, research on the NEAR has built on the premise that satisfying altruistic intuitions, in itself, creates positive affect, and would thus constitute “good things.” Although highly speculative, we propose that the satisfaction of altruistic intuitions, in isolation, should not constitute the “good things” that audiences want to see happen to liked characters. Instead, we posit that this merely creates the necessary conditions (i.e., positive character dispositions) for audiences to experience positive affect upon seeing egoistic intuitions satisfied. As a necessary condition, the practical impact of altruistic intuition satisfaction on story outcome evaluations remains critical. That said, identifying egoistic intuition satisfaction as the “good things” audiences want to see focuses attention on the need to make at least some aspect of egoistic need satisfaction salient in story outcomes.6

Adding Intuitive Motivations to Zillmann’s Dispositional Model of Emotional Reactivity


Our focus on the separate roles of altruistic and egoistic intuitions in the disposition formation and story outcome evaluation processes can be seen in a modified version of the full dispositional model of emotional reactivity to dramatic happenings shown in Figure 17.5. The modified affective disposition model (MADM) is offered as a heuristic tool and is intended to show how including altruistic and egoistic intuitions can help advance broad areas of ADT research. At the same time, as demonstrated with our submodels in Figures 17.3 and 17.4, the modifications to Zillmann’s model provide testable hypotheses.

The examples we used in discussion of these submodels were included simply to illustrate how parts of the modified model can be tested. It is unlikely that the full modified model would be tested in a single study, but efforts to examine submodel predictions with both simple and complex narratives can increase confidence in the model. For example, the NEAR suggests several testable hypotheses about how complex representations of conflict between altruistic and egoistic intuitions would affect disposition formation and outcome evaluation. We see this as a rich area for study.

Conclusion


We think our approach to explaining audience response can help improve understanding of the processes at the root of ADT and has the potential to do more. Of course, our premises may be met with challenge. We imagine that the most controversial part of the proposal included in this chapter is our assertion that the satisfaction of egoistic intuitions are the “good things” that audiences like to see happen to liked characters, and that altruistic intuition satisfaction determines only who we are rooting for or against. To some extent, different views on this issue might be based on beliefs about whether true altruistic motivations exist. In this case, it is unlikely that the issue will be resolved soon. Regardless of this potential disagreement, our definitional approach here provides hypotheses that are falsifiable and a categorization scheme for testing them.

We think that our assertion focuses attention on what we believe is the predominant thing, if not the only thing, that audiences will consider a “good thing” that happened to people they liked. Of course, we believe that audiences will appraise the upholding of altruistic intuitions by the protagonist as good, just not as a good thing happening to that character. To the extent that upholding altruistic intuitions benefits some person in the narrative, audiences will think that the satisfaction of that person’s egoistic needs was a good thing. So, for example, if the likable prospector freed children trapped in a mineshaft, good things happened to the children. But if the prospector experiences no satisfaction of egoistic needs, the audience will not think that good things happened to the liked character.

By focusing attention on this, we hope to address issues regarding the conditions necessary to produce a positive response to a narrative, or what has been called “minimally satisfying resolution” (Zillmann, 1980, p. 151). This issue that has captivated our interest for several years, and was in part a stimulus for the body of research that led to this modified model. If the result of any controversy over our model is to stimulate discussion that answers this question, our own egoistic needs will be satisfied.
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1 In order for the satisfaction of altruistic intuitions to be considered the “good thing” that happened to a liked character, the act of upholding the altruistic intuition, in itself, would need to satisfy an egoistic intuition. This would occur, for example, if upholding the altruistic intuition led to self-actualization. Self-actualization occurs when a character upholds an overridingly salient altruistic intuition at the cost of something valued (e.g., another altruistic or another egoistic intuition), and demonstrates (to self and others) that the character has become a better person. Recent research in motivation (Kenrick et al., 2010) construes self-actualization as a benefit to self, classifying it as part of status and mating-related needs.

2 We believe that in many cases it may be very difficult to make the salience of an egoistic intuition override that of an altruistic intuition. In other cases, it may be done readily. For example, it might be hard to make a character’s need for power override a salient care need. Consider a prospector’s decision to save his gold instead of trapped children during a mine collapse. By comparison, it might not be as hard to make a salient power need override respect for authority. For example, it might be easier to make the prospector’s dreams of gold (i.e., power and autonomy needs) so overridingly salient that audiences approve his decision to snub his well-intentioned supervisor’s order to stay out of a dangerous mine (disrespecting authority).

3 Loop a leads back to the model’s first stage and shows how successive events occurring throughout a story can alter established dispositions toward characters and appraisals of future story events. This would apply, for example, to sequential scenes in a single narrative or sequels in episodic content. A final feedback loop (loop c) is also included in Zillmann’s model, but its impact is more isolated. This loop represents the effect that forming positive/negative dispositions toward characters (Stage 3) can have on approbation or disapprobation of behavior (Stage 2). This loop indicates that, given all other things being equal, liking/disliking facilitates greater approbation/disapprobation of a behavior.

4 Some narratives place intuitions in conflict without making one overridingly salient. In such cases, we reason that any outcome will leave the most salient needs thwarted. This should be dysphoric, resulting in many audience members disliking the story outcome. As such, potential story appreciation by others must result from sources unconnected to outcomes that show “good things happen” to liked characters (e.g., recall of pleasing events prior to the outcome, the experience of pleasant arousal produced by uncertainty).

5 It is generally the case that we offer prediction with the expectation that there will be exceptions to our model and cases that we cannot predict. It has taken us a long time to advance our thinking to the point where we can now say confidently that our model can make specific predictions in all circumstances, and offers clearly falsifiable predictions in each case. We offer our model here knowing others will test our logic but not fearful that we will fail. By the time our failure is discovered the first author will be retired. At that time all coauthors will be happy to inform the scholarly community of the number of times they tried to correct his mistaken logic and the futility of arguing with a rock.

6 Research examining character schema’s (Raney, 2004) impact on disposition formation processes may also be understood in line with these intuitive mechanisms. Grizzard et al. (2018) found that simple narrative cues, such as the character’s appearance, influenced disposition formation even when no behaviors were present. Appearance altered initial moral/immoral perceptions of a character as well as later behaviors. Future research might examine whether these cues influenced the accessibility of specific intuitions and whether attributing these intuitions to the character mediates the effect on disposition. Matthews (2019) furthered this research by examining the impact of character-schema, specifically whether the person was committing a moral/immoral act, on approbation processes. In his highly controlled experiments, he examined the character-schema bounds regarding approbation/disapprobation. Some acts are universally condemned or applauded, but others are modified by whether the person committing them is a normal person or a heroic character. This research could also be considered in terms of specific altruistic intuitions to determine, for example, whether acts that are or are not universally condemned fall into specific categories.







chapter 18

Media Entertainment, Flow Experiences, and the Synchronization of Audiences


Jacob T. Fisher, Chelsea Lonergan, Frederic R. Hopp, and René Weber




Around the start of the new millennium, a collection of research teams in media psychology began a research program aimed at providing a new account for why audiences commit a significant portion of their time to engaging with entertainment media, as well as why they select and attend to certain forms of media over others (Mandryk, Inkpen, & Calvert, 2006; Rheinberg & Vollmeyer, 2003; Sherry, 2004; Weber, Tamborini, Westcott-Baker, & Kantor, 2009; Weibel, Wissmath, Habegger, Steiner, & Groner, 2008). This account centered on the concept of flow, a state characterized by intense attentional focus, loss of self-consciousness, high levels of enjoyment, and temporal distortion (the feeling that time is passing much more quickly or slowly than usual) and catalyzed by a balance between challenge and skill.

Flow was initially posited by Csikszentmihalyi (1988, 1990) as an explanation for why individuals expend enormous amounts of time and effort engaging in challenging activities that have little to no extrinsic reward and why they seem to find these challenging tasks so motivating and enjoyable. Sherry (2004) imported the concept of flow into media psychology, proposing that it could potentially be used to explain why individuals spend so much time engaging with entertainment media. In this account, entertainment media are proposed to be uniquely flow-inducing for two primary reasons: First, media allow an individual to select from a functionally endless array of stimuli of varying goals, topics, and difficulty levels, thus empowering him or her to select options that optimally match their current processing abilities. Second, media—especially interactive media like video games—often adapt to the skill levels of the media user, creating an experience that is optimally matched to their abilities, even as they improve with practice.

As flow research progressed within communication and cognate fields, a large body of experimental evidence began to accrue regarding the importance of flow for understanding why people select and enjoy challenging behaviors. At the same time though, flow research became mired in theoretical and methodological confusion, as researchers used varying conceptualizations and operationalizations of flow (Finneran & Zhang, 2005; Hoffman & Novak, 2009; Novak, Hoffman, & Yung, 2000). As of 2009, no fewer than twenty-two different theoretical models for flow have been proposed, many of which were incompatible with one another (Hoffman & Novak, 2009). In addition, at least thirteen different constructs have been used to study flow, each with their own idiosyncratic operationalizations and measurement tools (Finneran & Zhang, 2005; Novak et al., 2000). Early physiological work into the correlates of flow only seemed to add to the noise, producing a multitude of physiological and neural correlates for the flow state that were inconsistent across studies and topic areas (Peifer, 2012).

Weber and colleagues (2009) sought to remedy this conceptual and operational ambiguity within the flow literature by applying a neurophysiological perspective to the question of what specifically characterizes flow. This approach limited the scope of research to concepts and variables to those for which one can specify: (1) empirically observable relationships; (2) neural (or otherwise biological) substrates; and (3) sound evolutionary or computational explanations for how these substrates should mediate the concepts/variables of interest (for more on the neurophysiological perspective in communication research, see Weber, Mathiak, & Sherry, 2009). Looking through this lens, Weber and colleagues proposed the synchronization theory of flow (STF), which posits that flow is “a discrete, energetically optimized, and gratifying experience resulting from the synchronization of attentional and reward networks [in the brain] under condition of balance between challenge and skill” (Weber, Tamborini, et al., 2009, p. 412). Since its inception, STF has received broad support (see e.g., Harris, Vine, & Wilson, 2017b; Huskey, Craighead, Miller, & Weber, 2018; Huskey, Wilcox, & Weber, 2018). A recent systematic review claims that STF “more accurately reflect[s] neural activity during flow” compared to other extant models (Harris et al., 2017b).

In this chapter, we review STF, focusing on several ways in which this neurobiologically rooted conceptualization of flow has catalyzed progress in how we understand and study the use and audience experience of entertainment media. We hone in specifically on a few areas in which STF may be of special interest for future theoretical integration. These include: (1) the role(s) of motivation and objective/subjective effort in predicting media selection, processing, and evaluation; (2) how and when communication and media (entertainment) elicit synchrony between and within neurobiological systems; and (3) STF’s capability to serve as a bridge between the field of neuroaesthetics and the large body of communication literature investigating appreciation and enjoyment of entertainment media.

The Synchronization Theory of Flow


STF (Weber & Fisher, 2019; Weber, Tamborini, et al., 2009; Westcott-Baker & Weber, 2012) was created as an integration between complex systems theory, modern neuroscience, and media psychology. At the time of its introduction, work in complex systems theory was just beginning to highlight the emergence and efficiency of synchronized systems in the brain, as well as in larger biological, mechanical, and social networks (Arenas, Díaz-Guilera, Kurths, Moreno, & Zhou, 2008; Bassett & Bullmore, 2006; Strogatz, 2004). These synchronized states are characterized by large-scale patterns of coordinated activity across wide swaths of the neural system. These states are associated with high energy output but also high efficiency and resistance to perturbation—characteristics that are also associated with flow. Flow is often observed during behaviors that are objectively effortful, such as playing a challenging piano piece, climbing a sheer rock face, or dueling the latest “boss enemy” while playing a video game. At the same time, these states are often not perceived by the individual as aversive or overly effortful, and they are often quite robust against the influence of distractors. As such, the concept of flow is of clear relevance for understanding why people spend large amounts of money, time, and cognitive effort to engage with otherwise “challenging” entertainment media.

Core Assumptions and Predictions


Weber and colleagues theorized that the similarities between mathematical properties of synchronized complex systems and the observable characteristics of the flow state may be a clue as to the underlying neural properties of flow. In seeking to formalize and test this hypothesis, Weber and colleagues outlined five core assumptions of STF:1



I. Brains are oscillating systems that rely on metabolic energy to encode and process information and to enact behaviors.


II. Systems that are synchronized are more energy-efficient than systems that are not synchronized.


III. Brain states are discrete, characterized by near-instantaneous transitions between states. Small scale transitions happen much more often than large-scale transitions.


IV. Brains are functionally organized, with different regions and networks optimally subserving different tasks.


V. Brains are hierarchically organized. Higher-order cognitive states emerge from interactions between lower-order cognitive processes that unfold across the brain along various timescales.






These assumptions guided the creation of the three central hypotheses of STF. The first of these hypotheses is that specific attention and reward networks in the brain will be active during flow states and that they will operate in sync with one another. Second, flow is hypothesized to be reflected as energetic optimization of cortical and subcortical networks in the brain. And third, the synchronization of brain networks observed during flow experiences should be associated with behavioral subjective outcomes like greater performance during the experience and greater enjoyment of the experience. In recent work, these three central hypotheses have been augmented by a more thorough description of how cognitive individual differences could lead to differences in the frequency or stability of flow states, as well as more precise definition of the brain networks that are likely to be involved in the flow state (Weber & Fisher, 2019).

Testing the Theory


The hypotheses of STF were not readily testable using the methods that were available at the time of its introduction. Methodological approaches that considered the brain as a large-scale network of interacting nodes were just beginning to rise to prominence within the neuroscience literature (Sporns, 2010), and neuroimaging paradigms using “naturalistic” (sensory-rich, dynamic, and interactive) stimuli were still sparsely used. Driven by recent advancements in mathematics and computational tools, both naturalistic neuroscience and network neuroscience have in the meantime risen to prominence in a variety of fields (Bassett & Sporns, 2017; Falk & Bassett, 2017).

The tools afforded by these new methodological approaches have allowed for initial forays into testing the hypotheses of STF in interactive media tasks. These tests have produced strong support for STF’s hypotheses. One study showed that activation in flow-related brain regions hypothesized by STF is higher whenever skill and difficulty are matched than when they are nonmatched (i.e., when the task is either too easy or too difficult; Huskey, Craighead, et al., 2018). Another study showed that connectivity within brain networks undergirding focused attention in a digital environment degrades nonlinearly in the face of distraction, suggesting that the flow state is resistant to perturbation as would be expected in a synchronized oscillating system, and that flow states may shift in a discrete manner at critical thresholds (Weber, Alicea, Huskey, & Mathiak, 2018). Finally, a recent test of the efficiency hypothesis of STF showed that the pattern of brain network activation observed during flow is more energetically optimized than when skill and difficulty are mismatched (Huskey, Wilcox, et al., 2018).

This support for STF’s hypotheses comes at a time when support for other neurocognitive models of flow (such as the “transient hypofrontality hypothesis” proposed by Dietrich, 2004) seems to be waning (see e.g., Harris et al., 2017b). This is likely due to the observation that much of the reduction in frontal activation observed during flow seems to be largely circumscribed to the medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC)—a central node in a network of brain regions known as the default mode network (DMN; Raichle, 2015; Raichle et al., 2001). Activation in the DMN is well known to be negatively correlated with active attentional engagement. In fact, DMN activity is frequently referred to as the “resting state” (Greicius, Krasnow, Reiss, & Menon, 2003). Thus, reduction in activity in these regions would be expected to be a signature of attentional engagement, not a release of attentional control as is described in the transient hypofrontality hypothesis. In addition, other regions of the frontal cortex seem to rather consistently be more active during flow—most notably the inferior frontal gyrus (Ulrich, Keller, Hoenig, Waller, & Grön, 2014) and the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (Yoshida et al., 2014). These factors together suggest that synchronization between attentional control and reward networks observed during flow is likely a more accurate characterization of the underlying neural activity involved in the flow state.

Effort, Reward, and Flow


The original integration of flow theory into media and entertainment research was aimed at addressing the question of whether media were solely useful for the purpose of “amusing ourselves to death” (Postman, 1985) or whether they could contribute to challenging experiences that motivate self-betterment and create a state of balance in individuals (Sherry, 2004). This work highlighted the intrinsically rewarding nature of flow experiences as a potential motivator for the selection and processing of challenging media tasks. A key proposal emerging from this work is that the balance of task challenge (or difficulty) and skill (or the ability to successfully execute the task) is characteristic of flow experiences and is inherently enjoyable. In turn, this experience of enjoyment, especially when repeatedly experienced and learned, can motivate individuals to continue seeking out and engaging in flow-inducing media. Relatedly, this theoretical framework predicts that media that are more sharply tailored to one’s skills should be chosen more often, elicit greater attentional engagement, and be evaluated more positively. This should especially be the case for interactive media like video games, in that they are able to adapt to player skill as the game progresses, becoming easier or more difficult as a result of the player’s performance (see, e.g., Bowman, this volume; Huskey et al., 2018). In this sense, the intrinsically rewarding nature of flow can be considered as a potential explanation for why individuals seek out and enjoy media that are cognitively, emotionally, and even sometimes physically demanding.

Objective Versus Subjective Effort


But what is the exact nature of the difficulty/ability balance that drives flow experiences? Does a balance of difficulty and ability produce a state that is objectively effortless—associated with behavioral and physiological indicators of reduced effort compared to otherwise equivalent nonflow states? Or is it merely subjectively effortless? Although flow research has frequently assumed the former, emerging work suggests the latter. In a recent experiment, Harris and colleagues (2017a) reported that behavioral and physiological indicators of mental effort followed the predicted inverted-U-shaped pattern as objective task difficulty increased—indicating that flow was more effortful than either boredom or overload/frustration. This finding echoes earlier studies showing that flow states are characterized by low heart rate variability, an indicator of high mental effort (Keller, Bless, Blomann, & Kleinböhl, 2011), and by elevated arousal levels (Peifer, Schulz, Schächinger, Baumann, & Antoni, 2014). In another study, Huskey and colleagues (2018) showed that secondary task reaction times—a behavioral indicator of the mental effort invested in processing a task—were longest when objective difficulty and ability were matched. Although previous theorizing has proposed that flow can be described as a state of effortless attention, this work suggests that flow is perhaps better characterized as a state in which the physiological costs involved in processing a task are dissociated from the subjective experience of effort (Peifer, 2012).

This reconceptualization of the “effortlessness” of flow can be framed in light of the effort paradox—the fact that humans seem to seek out challenging experiences on their own merit even when overwhelming behavioral, neural, biological, and economic evidence suggests that effort is intrinsically aversive (Harris et al., 2017b; Inzlicht, Shenhav, & Olivola, 2018). The effort paradox is especially interesting for flow and entertainment scholars in light of recent work suggesting that the subjective experience of the effort involved in a task is modulated by at least two components. The first of these is a demand component, described as the objective match between the difficulty of the task and a person’s ability. The second is a value component—the extent to which the task is associated with rewarding outcomes in relation to anindividual’s goals (Westgate & Wilson, 2018). As a task increases in subjective value, the subjective experience of effort also changes. If a task is perceived to be highly valuable, participants are more willing to invest effort in tasks that do not optimally balance difficulty and ability, and they tend to find these tasks less aversive. Reversely, this can also mean that individuals actively choose tasks characterized by low difficulty if they are not prepared or willing to invest increased effort (due to low task value, depletion of mental resources, or other factors) and thus maximize their pleasurable experience with a task.

In this perspective, a task that is perceived to be more valuable will likely have a wider “channel” in which the person experiences flow, driving the person to remain focused and intrinsically motivated during combinations of difficulty and ability that would normally elicit disengagement through either boredom or overload (see Figure 18.1). If it is the case that the subjective balance between difficulty and ability is intrinsically motivating and that this balance is itself shaped by the value that a person ascribes to a task, then it logically follows that valued tasks that also are characterized by a balance of difficulty and ability would be quite motivating indeed. Additionally, tasks that properly balance difficulty and ability would be more likely to lead to flow states when the task is valued in its own right, and when the task allows individuals to adjust its difficulty to their momentary ability (such as choosing an easier level in a video game or watching an episode of a show that the person has already seen). This nicely characterizes flow as the result of a sort of feedback loop between the individual and the environment, in which the individual receives signals reinforcing that the task at hand is both: (1) valuable, and (2) likely a match for the individual’s (momentary) abilities.
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Figure 18.1 Graphical predictions regarding the effect of task value on flow. High-value tasks should elicit flow-like states at combinations of ability and difficulty that would elicit either boredom or overload for low-value tasks.





The Landscape of Flow


The underlying biological mechanisms that generate these signals are still under active investigation but accumulating evidence from the neuroscience of decision-making provides a key framework to understand how certain neural signals may motivate complex human behaviors like selecting and processing entertainment media. At any given time, an individual has some limited number of behavioral options available to them. This “decision space” of available options can be modeled as a stochastic landscape containing a number of “hills” and “valleys” (Deco, Rolls, Albantakis, & Romo, 2013). Using the terminology of reinforcement learning, the valleys in this landscape are referred to as attractors and the hills are referred to as repellers. A particular decision, then, can be described in terms of a “ball” dropped onto the landscape (see Figure 18.2). The ball will roll around the landscape in a manner contingent on two primary factors: (1) the number, distribution, and slope of attractors and repellers, and (2) the energy that the ball brings into the system. The greater the height that the “ball” is dropped from, the longer it will likely roll around before coming to a stop. Eventually, the ball will reach a stable equilibrium—likely at the bottom of one of the valleys—at which point the decision has been made. If it is the case that there is a particularly strong attractor in the landscape (as in Figure 18.2a), the ball is likely to reach a stable equilibrium in the same place regardless of where it is placed on the landscape. On the other hand, if the landscape is flatter, characterized by many small attractors and repellers, the behavior of the ball will be quite noisy and unpredictable.
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Figure 18.2 Graphical depiction of decision landscapes likely to lead to stable (a) and unstable (b) brain states. A stable state can be described as a “ball” coming to rest in a “valley” in the landscape (an attractor state). This landscape is shaped by effort, reward, and salience signals generated in the salience network and related brain regions. In the STF, it is proposed that flow is precipitated by environments such as (a), wherein one attractor predominates.





Evidence suggests that in human decision-making this landscape is represented in the brain in a manner shaped by two primary parameters. The first of these is a neural signal of the predicted value (benefits minus costs) of each available option relative to other options (see e.g., Levy & Glimcher, 2012). This signal is reinforced over time as available options are more reliably associated with particular outcomes (Dayan, 2012; Dayan & Balleine, 2002). The more rewarding an option has been shown to be in the past, the more attractive that option is presumed to be in the decision landscape.

The second signal that shapes this landscape is referred to as a gain parameter (Shine & Poldrack, 2018). This parameter cranks up or down the contrast between the available options, making the “hills” higher (rendering the repellers more repellent) and “valleys” lower (rendering the attractors more attractive) based on contextual features (Aston-Jones & Cohen, 2005). This gain parameter is theorized to be a central mechanism in how emotional states—such as arousal—are associated with quickened and strengthened responses to appetitive and aversive stimuli in the environment (Aston-Jones & Waterhouse, 2016). A formidable body of literature in biology, cognitive neuroscience, and machine learning shows that a wide variety of human, animal, and machine behaviors can be predicted when considering how these two signals interact to shape the decision landscape (Barto, 2013; Botvinick, Weinstein, Solway, & Barto, 2015; Frankenhuis, Panchanathan, & Barto, 2019). These findings highlight the utility of a neurobiologically informed computational modeling approach for understanding media processes and effects that depend on arousal levels such as excitation transfer (Zillmann, 1971).

In human decision-making, a constellation of brain regions known as the salience network has been shown to play a critical role in producing these signals (Menon, 2015; Shenhav, Cohen, & Botvinick, 2016). This network, with core nodes in the anterior insula (AI) and dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (dACC), reliably tracks changes in the difficulty and rewardingness of tasks (Shenhav, Straccia, Botvinick, & Cohen, 2016) and plays a central role in switching between tasks (Bressler & Menon, 2010; Menon & Uddin, 2010; Shenhav, Cohen, et al., 2016; Yin, Deák, & Chen, 2018). The salience network has robust inputs from midbrain and brainstem regions that generate reward and cost signals, suggesting that it may play a general role in integrating reward, effort, and context signals from various brain regions in order to signal to other brain regions that the effort required to complete a task is “worth it” (Botvinick & Braver, 2015; Shenhav, Cohen, et al., 2016). Importantly, recent theoretical work within STF highlights the role of the salience network in guiding transitions between flow and nonflow states (Weber & Fisher, 2019). Using a car-driving metaphor, this work proposes that the salience network may serve as somewhat of a “clutch” defining the relative stability of the current brain state and shaping transitions from an idle brain state (default mode, task disengagement) to a state of executive processing, that is, flow. STF theorizes that signals from the salience network shape the decision landscape in a way that emphasizes the value of the current task as opposed to available alternatives.

This proposal is interesting for media entertainment research in several ways. First, it highlights that flow can be described using well-understood computational models of motivated action selection, pointing out promising areas for future research modeling what sorts of media choices, including entertaining content, should lead to flow experiences, and how those choices should guide future choices. Second, it highlights the central role of synchronization within large-scale neuronal networks in both initiating and continuing flow states. Finally, in positioning the ability-difficulty balance as malleable, it enables STF to explain why the same individual may select very different types of media in different circumstances based on their level of resource availability or their current motivational state—perhaps enabling STF to serve as an integration point for other extant motivated media choice models (see e.g., Eden, Johnson, & Hartmann, 2018; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010).

Flow and the Synchronization of Audiences


Extant research investigating flow in the entertainment context is largely focused on the individual in isolation, seeking to determine how flow is contingent on the balance between a person’s cognitive skills and the difficulty of the mediated task (see, e.g., Harris et al., 2017a; Huskey, Craighead, et al., 2018; Huskey, Wilcox, et al., 2018; Klasen, Weber, Kircher, Mathiak, & Mathiak, 2012). This approach has allowed researchers to develop and test a wide range of predictions regarding how selection, processing, and enjoyment of entertainment media depend on the characteristics of both the message and the individual. For entertainment scholars, though, it almost goes without saying that social experiences are also core components of media selection and enjoyment. Social rewards are featured prominently in almost every theoretical account of why people seek out and enjoy entertainment media (Bowman, Weber, Tamborini, & Sherry, 2013; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Reinecke, Vorderer, & Knop, 2014; Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006; Tamborini et al., 2010). Although recent work within v has attempted to incorporate the role of social demands and skills in driving flow experiences (Harris et al., 2017b; Kryston, Novotny, Schmalzle, & Tamborini, 2018), research within STF has not yet constructed a framework for predicting how a group of individuals becomes collectively engaged with entertaining media messages, and how these flow-like experiences at the group level may further explain processes of interest to entertainment scholars.

Like other complex systems, mounting evidence suggests that increased synchrony within groups of individuals is rewarding and that it predicts increased group performance on a wide variety of outcomes (Fusaroli & Tylén, 2016; Miles, Nind, & Macrae, 2009). In addition, a rapidly growing body of literature shows that increased synchrony at the neural level is associated with a number of phenomena relevant to entertainment scholars, including persuasiveness (Schmälzle, Häcker, Honey, & Hasson, 2015), message effectiveness (Imhof, Schmälzle, Renner, & Schupp, 2017), shared understanding (Hasson, Ghazanfar, Galantucci, Garrod, & Keysers, 2012), memory for message content (Chen et al., 2016; Hasson, Furman, Clark, Dudai, & Davachi, 2008), narrative processing (Baldassano et al., 2017; Yeshurun, Nguyen, & Hasson, 2017), shared interpretive frameworks (Yeshurun, Swanson, et al., 2017), social closeness (Parkinson, Kleinbaum, & Wheatley, 2018) and many more.

Of special interest to entertainment scholars is the emerging field of neurocinematics—the study of the influence of structural and content features in media narratives on activation and synchronization between audience members’ brains (Hasson, Landesman, et al., 2008). This research area, rather than focusing on a particular psychological construct or a specific task, investigates the influence of an individual, time-locked stimulus (usually a film, television show, or auditory narrative) on the intersubject correlation (ISC) of activity in given brain regions or across the whole brain. In this area, it is assumed that synchrony between lower-order processing regions (such as primary visual or auditory cortex) is an indicator that two individuals are experiencing the same sensory stimulus at the same time, but that synchrony in higher-order processing and memory-related regions is indicative of shared attention and cognitive engagement (Regev et al., 2018).

ISCs, although reliable indicators of the extent to which an audience is engaged in a particular experience, do not inherently provide information as to the valence of the experience, limiting their current utility for understanding how enjoyment and appreciation contribute to flow experiences in audiences. The theoretical specificity of STF regarding the psychological construct of flow and its underlying neurobiological substrates make it an ideal candidate for bridging these two bodies of literature to form a more general theoretical framework regarding how certain patterns of synchronization both within and between brains should predict media enjoyment and future media selection. Here, STF provides a discussion of the networks that should be relevant for understanding flow, providing information regarding how entertaining, challenging, and otherwise rewarding media content should trigger synchronization within large-scale brain networks.

Furthermore, STF posits that certain cognitive individual differences (such as different cognitive abilities to process entertaining media content, different a priori preferences or experiences with entertaining media content, different levels of proneness to flow experiences, see, e.g., de Manzano et al., 2013; Ullén et al., 2012) may be important for defining meaningful sub- or target groups for ISC analyses. In this framework, relevant individual differences serve as a “lens” through which individuals view a particular message. This lens shapes the behavioral and neural processes that take place during message exposure (Finn, Corlett, Chen, Bandettini, & Constable, 2018). For example, one would expect that fans of a particular movie, genre of music, or other media stimulus would exhibit more similar brain responses to the stimulus than do nonfans, as their interpretive “lens” would constrain neural variability and magnify shared responses.

As has tended to be the case within STF, theorizing regarding the neurophysiological mechanisms of interest preceded the tools that allowed for effective testing of these theoretical predictions. The recent development of intersubject functional correlation analysis (ISFC; Simony et al., 2016) has opened up a promising new frontier for testing predictions regarding how patterns of within brain synchronization unfold across or between (groups of) individuals. Thus, ISFCs provide a powerful analytical tool for flow researchers to study the task-induced synchronization between attention and reward networks across (groups of) individuals. Because the ISFC approach isolates stimulus-dependent correlations of connectivity between brain regions (as opposed to just activation of individual brain regions), it becomes possible to extract the degree to which specific features of a certain flow-inducing task (here exposure to entertaining media content) elicits synchronization within and across brains. Furthermore, as the ISC approach allows stimulus-dependent factors to be isolated from individual differences—researchers can investigate the contributions of both the stimulus and relevant individual differences for flow. Finally, an ISFC approach readily lends itself to more data-driven analysis techniques that seek to classify different conditions (such as boredom, flow, and frustration) based on patterns of synchronization both within and between brains. Simply put, STF for audiences (i.e., groups of individuals) would predict that more flow-inducing, entertaining media content will not only elicit STF-characteristic brain connectivity patterns within an individual but also synchronization of these connectivity patterns across the brains of audience members.

Neuroaesthetics, Sync Theory, and Media Entertainment Research


At this point in the chapter, we have introduced the core premises of STF; discussed the important influence of motivation and objective/subjective effort on media entertainment’s selection, processing, and evaluation; and reviewed how and when media entertainment elicit synchrony between and within neurobiological systems. Sherry (2004) suggested the concept of flow as a biologically rooted balance model for the explanation and prediction of media entertainment, but he did not explicate the biological substrates of flow experiences. STF filled this void, making these suggestions testable by explicating specific neurobiological mechanisms that underlie flow experiences. As such, STF serves as a bridge between an established body of media entertainment literature in the field of communication and the cognitive neuroscience of aesthetic experiences at large. But what does this bridge look like? What specific history, what literature, and even what kind of epistemologies and criticism will communication scholars encounter when crossing this bridge? Or how would communication scientists lure neuroaesthetics scholars to come over and explore connections to contemporary communication research? This final section provides some thoughts that may be useful to answer these questions and to facilitate cross-disciplinary collaborations.

Empirical research into aesthetic experiences has a long tradition, going as far back as to Gustav Theodor Fechner’s pioneering work on aesthetic evaluations in the late 19th century in Germany (Fechner, 1876). Aesthetic experiences in this research tradition are broadly defined to not only include individuals’ responses to pieces of art, architecture, literature, and music but also responses to any object or experience that humans can experience through their sensory systems (e.g., a modern technical object like a smartphone or the experience of a landscape). As such, individuals’ responses to entertaining media content can undoubtedly be understood as an aesthetic experience (Cupchik & Kemp, 2000).

Influential philosophers and psychologists shaping the aims and scope of the field of aesthetics throughout the 20th century—such as Beardsley (1969) and Berlyne (1971)—used the language of cognitive science very early in their search for a pragmatic conceptualization of aesthetic experiences. For instance, Beardsley (1969, p. 5) wrote: “A person is having an aesthetic experience during a particular stretch of time if and only if the greater part of his mental activity during that time is united and made pleasurable by being tied to the form and qualities of a sensuously presented or imaginatively intended object on which his primary attention is concentrated [emphasis added to highlight cognitive constructs]” (see also Pearce et al., 2016). Thus, according to Beardsley, aesthetic experiences reflect a “united mental activity” (synchronization?) that manifests itself as pleasurable (rewarding?) by being tied to characteristics of an object (perceived processing difficulty?) that is either present or can be imagined and absorbs this individual’s primary resources of attention (momentary processing capacity and sustained attention?).

The focus on cognitive constructs in modern conceptualizations of aesthetic experience, combined with the “cognitive revolution” in psychology, has led contemporary aesthetics scholars such as Chatterjee and Vartanian (2014) to establish a new research area: neuroaesthetics. In neuroaesthetics, scholars from diverse backgrounds (e.g., science, humanities, and arts) apply findings and principles from the cognitive neurosciences to the prediction and understanding of aesthetic experiences (Pearce et al., 2016). In terms of the psychological constructs underlying aesthetic experiences, neuroaesthetics scholars are primarily interested in generalizable explanations and predictions of aesthetic preferences (when comparing alternative stimuli), individual differences regarding these aesthetic preferences, and in the evolutionary roots of these preferences. This focus on preferences and individual differences frees neuroaesthetics scholars from misguided expectations regarding finding a scientific answer as to what the individual, materialistic essence of beauty might be.

Early criticism of neuroaesthetics argued that beauty is a highly contextual, subjective (i.e., individually unique) construct that lacks a universal definition and as such is largely inaccessible to generalizable scientific investigations. However, neuroaesthetic scholars argue that the same would apply for cognitive constructs such as memory or emotion, which likewise are highly contextual and personal and have no universally agreed on definition—and are nonetheless successfully studied by cognitive scholars. As is the case in memory and emotion research (and in most research on other cognitive domains) a successful approach would only need to explain (and potentially predict) the differences within and across individuals at different time points and under different environments or contexts, not the essence of the experience itself.

Furthermore, contemporary neuroaesthetics research incorporates the latest theoretical and methodological concepts of modern brain science, much like STF. For neuroaesthetics scholars, aesthetic preferences and individual differences are not encoded in localized, highly specialized, well-defined “areas” of the brain that can be made visible with simple “blobs” that are superimposed on the anatomical image of an average human brain. Rather, aesthetic experiences are understood as “emergent states, arising from interactions between sensory-motor, emotion-valuation, and meaning-knowledge systems” (Chatterjee & Vartanian, 2014, p. 371). The notion of emergent brain states that arise from the complex temporal dynamics of connected, large-scale brain networks, is a key foundation for neuroaesthetics investigations in general, and STF studies in particular (see also; Weber, 2015; Weber, Eden, Huskey, Mangus, & Falk, 2015).

Hence, we argue here that studying individual differences in entertainment preferences with a flow-theoretical perspective, conceptualized and specified by STF, can be understood in many ways as a neuroaesthetic endeavor. As such, STF’s utility for understanding media preferences and processes may also make it useful for understanding the human pursuit of challenging “aesthetic” experiences that extend beyond messages and narratives. We also suggest that STF may have a unique advantage over more general models of aesthetic preferences for further elucidating the neural underpinnings of aesthetic appreciation. In the same sense, STF’s precise specification of the neural underpinnings of focused attention and enjoyment make it an ideal nexus for understanding the core mechanisms behind media entertainment.

Typical models of aesthetic experience stress the involvement of basic perceptual processes, memory, attention, emotion, social cognition, and other more basal, lower-order cognitive processes, each associated with several underlying brain regions and networks (Pearce et al., 2016)—in other words, the entire brain at any moment. In contrast, STF specifies (1) which networks are primarily the focus of investigations into successful (i.e., flow-inducing) exposure to entertaining content (specific attention and reward networks); (2) what kind of network dynamics can be expected as a result of successful exposure to entertaining content (synchronization within and across individuals); (3) which message and receiver characteristics will likely lead to successful exposure to entertaining content (message difficulty and momentarily ability; see e.g., Fisher, Huskey, Keene, & Weber, 2018); and finally (4) what specifically are the analytical approaches most suited for investigating flow experiences as a proxy for successful media entertainment (network neuroscience, ISC, ISFC). This specificity affords STF a much greater ability to generate testable (and falsifiable) predictions amenable to developing scientific understanding across disciplines.

Conclusion


In the last two decades, flow has become a mainstay in discussions of the selection and evaluation of entertaining media. At the same time, research in the cognitive neuroscience of motivation and effort has begun to develop an understanding of the neurobiological mechanisms that explain why the experience of flow is so rewarding. Mounting support for the predictions of STF from communication and cognate fields have reinforced its utility as an empirical model for investigating the initiation and maintenance of flow states, and how these processes may help us understand the strong pull of entertaining and aesthetic experiences. Exciting new developments in the theoretical architecture of STF and in neuroscientific analysis methods have opened new frontiers for testing predictions of STF in new ways, pointing to the potential of STF as a nexus for the integration of numerous theories and models within entertainment research.
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Traditional Conceptualizations of Eudaimonic Entertainment


Recent theoretical and empirical work in the field of entertainment research (Oliver et al., 2018; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010; Vorderer, 2011; Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012) has drawn attention to the distinction between two types of media experiences that can be entertaining, in the sense that they attract audience interest independent of other goals and incentives than the viewing experience itself. On the one hand, entertainment consumption can be intrinsically appealing because it makes individuals feel better immediately in terms of regulating mood and arousal. This process of affect regulation through media use is thought to be the core of hedonic motivation for entertainment consumption. On the other hand, entertainment consumption can also serve to stimulate rewarding affective and cognitive experiences that contribute to emotional well-being in more complex and sustainable ways; for example, in that they foster a sense of insight, meaning, and social connectedness (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015; Wirth et al., 2012).

Oliver and Raney (2011) proposed to conceptualize this second type of entertainment experience in terms of eudaimonic motivations by drawing on the distinction in ancient philosophy (Aristotle, trans. 1931) between hedonic happiness (i.e., happiness derived from pleasure) and eudaimonic happiness (i.e., happiness derived from meaning, insight, and flourishing). This time-honored philosophical distinction has recently been revived in social psychology research on eudaimonic well-being (Ryff, 1989; Waterman, 1993). For example, Waterman’s (1993) work makes a distinction between hedonic happiness (associated with pleasure) and eudaimonic happiness (or “expressiveness”). Waterman noted that activities associated with eudaimonic happiness are more strongly associated with feelings of concentration, challenge, and competence, whereas hedonic activities are more strongly associated with feeling happy, content, and relaxed. Likewise, researchers (Ryff, 1989; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008) have argued that subjective well-being is associated with positive affect, whereas psychological well-being is associated with self-acceptance, purpose in life, environmental mastery, positive relationships, personal growth, and autonomy. The core function of needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in eudaimonic well-being is also echoed in self-determination theory (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008). Other than the concept of hedonic well-being that is related to short-term affect regulation, the gratification of eudaimonic needs does not necessarily involve positive feelings; yet, it seems to contribute to emotional stability and well-being in the long term in that it strengthens individuals’ ability to confront and cope with negative experiences (Ryan et al., 2008).

In line with this general concept of eudaimonic well-being, entertainment scholars have identified several dimensions of meaningful media experiences that may contribute to more complex and sustainable forms of psychological need fulfillment, including appreciation, mixed affect, meaning, and cognitive elaboration. An example of a meaningful media experience would be the film Pay It Forward, which is about a 7th grader, Trevor, who starts a challenge to give a favor to three people who then have to pay it forward to three other people. We see a variety of good needs enacted such as giving a homeless man a place to sleep who in turn helps repair a car and saves a suicidal woman’s life. Such moral beauty portrayals leave the viewer feeling moved, touched, and tenderhearted. At the same time, the viewer learns about Trevor’s mom’s relationship with an alcoholic abusive man, as well as Trevor’s teacher, whose own father almost killed him when he was a child by burning him alive. As a viewer, we get to experience the tragedy of life, human struggles, and the trauma and consequences that come from such hardships. While Trevor’s mother and teacher are getting romantically involved, Trevor is trying to pay it forward to help a bullied kid in school, becomes fatally injured, and dies. The movie ends with the whole neighborhood paying condolences and gratitude to the grieving couple holding candles in their hands. The viewer is left with making meaning out of tragedy, feeling moved and poignant by the masses of people who came to show their thankfulness and admiration for Trevor and his project, while at the same time mourning his loss.

The concept of appreciation captures the general experiential qualities associated with eudaimonic entertainment experiences, as distinguished from hedonically rewarding experiences such as fun and suspense that are usually subsumed under the concept of enjoyment (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). Oliver and Bartsch (2010) described eudaimonic appreciation as “an experiential state that is characterized by the perception of deeper meaning, the feeling of being moved, and the motivation to elaborate on thoughts and feelings inspired by the experience” (p. 76). For example, Oliver and Hartmann’s (2010) analysis of individuals’ open-ended descriptions of lessons they had learned from meaningful movies revealed that viewers reflected on the value and fleetingness of life, the importance of human virtue and endurance, and the inevitability of sadness, cruelty, and pain as part of the human condition.

Affect is thought to play a crucial role in motivating such meaningful and thought-provoking media experiences. Initial studies of meaningful media often focused solely on negatively valenced reactions, such as sadness or grief. But scholars now acknowledge that such experiences involve mixed affect, or the complex co-occurrence of both positive and negative emotions (Slater, Oliver, & Appel, 2019). Often such mixed-affective experiences with media are characterized as meaningful, touching, moving, tender, or poignant (e.g., Ersner-Hershfield, Mikels, Sullivan, & Carstensen, 2008; Oliver, 2008) and typically involve moral emotions such as empathy, elevation, and awe (see Possler & Raney, this volume).

Moreover, scholars have observed that meaningful media experiences tend to be associated with higher levels of cognitive or effortful processing (Bartsch, Kalch, & Oliver, 2014; Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). Unlike in the case of hedonic pleasure seeking, eudaimonic motivations such as the seeking of insight, meaning, truth, and self-development are consistent with feelings of concentration, challenge, and the expenditure of cognitive effort (Waterman, 1993). Research has shown that affective components of the eudaimonic experience such as negative or mixed affect and empathy are functional in stimulating effortful processes of self-reflection, perspective taking, and moral reasoning (Bartsch et al., 2014; Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Bartsch, Oliver, Nitsch, & Scherr, 2018). For example, after viewing an emotionally moving film scene about a politically relevant issue, compared to a hedonically pleasurable scene, individuals reported more reflective thoughts about the issue and higher levels of issue interest (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). In addition, the model of intuitive morality and exemplars (MIME; Tamborini, 2013, see also Eden, Tamborini, Aley, & Goble, this volume) assumes that eudaimonic entertainment often presents audiences with moral dilemmas, in which values from one domain of intuitive morality must be violated so that values from other domains can be upheld. In line with the assumption that moral dilemmas are both cognitively challenging and conducive to eudaimonic appreciation, Lewis et al. (2014) found that morally conflicted content took longer to process and that it was rated higher on appreciation than content that did not involve moral conflict (see also Tamborini, this volume).

In line with self-determination theory (Ryan et al., 2008), some scholars have conceptualized meaningful media experiences in terms of fulfillment of intrinsic needs such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness (e.g., Tamborini, et al., 2010). Vorderer (2011) proposed a two-level model of entertainment motivation in which enjoyment reflects the more simplistic and mechanical responses of comprehension and pleasure, whereas appreciation reflects the extent to which entertainment can help to fulfill autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs (see also Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, this volume). Wirth et al. (2012) incorporated these ideas in a multidimensional measure of eudaimonic entertainment experiences.

It is noteworthy to state that the lines between research on eudaimonic entertainment and research on prosocial media effects in other domains such as news, sports, and advertising are becoming increasingly blurred. For example, several studies have examined the effects of eudaimonic responses elicited by narrative news formats (Oliver, Dillard, Bae, & Tamul, 2012), sports (Bartsch et al., 2018), advertising (Bartsch & Kloß, 2018), and public service announcements (Oliver et al., 2015) on individuals’ attitudes and helping intentions toward stigmatized social groups.

Outcomes of Eudaimonic Entertainment


Several outcomes beyond immediate emotional gratifications from entertainment narratives have been demonstrated. Some of the most repeated audience responses from entertainment products that audiences label as meaningful or inspiring are prosocial motivations and feelings of interconnectedness.

Prosociality


Prosocial behaviors in the form of monetary donation behavior or costly helping behavior (in terms of time or effort required) have been repeatedly observed after exposure to short videos that leave the viewer elevated or deeply moved, compared to watching a neutral or happiness inducing video (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Bailey & Wojdynski, 2015; Schnall et al., 2010). Research on prosocial motivations or intentions to behave prosocially in the future has found similar support from studies on the effects of elevating media (e.g., Janicke & Oliver, 2017; Oliver et al., 2012; Tsay-Vogel, & Krakowiak, 2016; Waddell & Bailey, 2017). Although there seems to be a strong overall relationship between media that elicits elevation or self-transcendence and prosociality, the relationship may be more complex than originally thought.

A study by Ellithorpe, Ewoldsen, and Oliver (2015) suggests that prosociality (measured as altruism through a noise-blasting task) depends on the perceived choice of selecting a video experienced as meaningful and the knowledge about other viewing options (e.g., funny videos). In addition, once participants acted prosocially, they were less likely do so again in a second task, indicating that the prosocial effects from elevation may be short-lived. Furthermore, whether elevation predicts prosocial behaviors or not may also rely on how spontaneous or deliberative the prosocial behavior is.

Connectedness


Additionally, feeling more connected toward (diverse) others or humanity at large (universality) is another outcome commonly found from elevating media. For example, in a study by Janicke and Oliver (2017), when participants recalled a meaningful film, they experienced more elevation, which in turn predicted feelings of connectedness toward close others, their family, and a higher power. Also, Oliver, Ferchaud, Huang, Janicke, Yang, and Bailey (2017) found that participants who took mobile-phone pictures of love and kindness and beautiful nature that they encountered over the course of one week experienced more positive affect and elevation than a control group and, as a result, greater feelings of connectedness to others, greater perceptions of the good of humanity, and an increase in altruistic motivations. Within the social media news context, Waddell and Bailey (2017) demonstrated that reading positive comments about an elevating news article increased feelings of connectedness to all humankind.

Stereotype Reduction


As an extension of this research, Oliver et al. (2015) showed that feelings of connectedness experienced with videos perceived as inspiring can extend to those from different racial backgrounds. That is, research suggests that elevating media has the potential to decrease stereotypes or de-bias attitudes toward out-group members. For example, Lai, Haidt, and Nosek (2013) found that elevation as elicited from short videos (The Oprah Winfrey Show, a video portraying extraordinary sportsmanship, a news clip of a person saving another one that fell into the subway tracks), compared to a neutral video (how flutes are made), reduced explicit and implicit prejudices toward gay men. Krämer, Eimler, Neubaum, Winter, Roesner, and Oliver (2017) found that videos portraying human kindness predicted elevation and universality orientation, which in turn predicted audiences’ intention to interact with stereotyped groups (i.e., LGBTQ individuals, African Americans, Jews) in the future. Similar findings were observed in the sports context where participants exposed to a moving clip about the Paralympics experienced a positive destigmatization effect toward persons with disabilities (Bartsch et al., 2018).

Several other outcomes related to media that is perceived as elevating have been documented, including impacts on spirituality (Van Cappellen, et al., 2013; VanCappellen & Saroglou, 2012), death acceptance (Rieger, Frischlich, Hoegden, Kauf, Schramm, & Tappe, 2015; Slater, Oliver, Appel, Tchernev, & Silver, 2018), wisdom experiences (Slater et al., 2019, Slater et al., 2018), and overall well-being (Rieger, Reinecke, Frischlich, & Bente, 2014; Janicke, Rieger, Reinecke, & Connor, 2017; Janicke-Bowles, Hendry, & Dale, 2018; Prestin, 2013). For example, research indicates that elevating, compared to hedonic, media increases people’s energy levels (Rieger et al., 2014; Janicke et al., 2017) and life satisfaction (Janicke-Bowles et al., 2018). Slater and colleagues (Slater et al., 2019; Slater et al., 2018) found more mature cognitive thinking styles as expressed in an increased willingness to delay rewards, and greater death acceptance after exposure to meaningful media compared to nonmeaningful media.

Personality Differences and Predictors


The growing body of scholarship on media that is perceived as meaningful and elevating leave little doubt that media have the power to move people toward greater reflection and self-transcendent experiences (i.e., helping others, feeling connected). Yet, whereas some poignant depictions may move some viewers to tears, other viewers may be left feeling nothing, if not distaste or disdain. Just as moving depictions may take many forms, so can viewer orientations to such depictions. Hence, it is important to acknowledge the various individual differences that predict and moderate viewers’ responses.

In seeking to validate hedonic and eudaimonic motivations for entertainment consumption, Oliver and Raney (2011) considered a host of trait variables predicted to be associated with different entertainment preferences. Among those examined, higher levels of searching for meaning in life, reflectiveness, and need for cognition were associated with greater eudaimonic motivations, whereas higher levels of optimism, humor, and spontaneity were associated with greater hedonic motivations. Additional research has discussed a number of other trait-like differences, including empathy (Eeroia, Vuoskoski, & Kautiainen, 2016) and moral identity (Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011). Further, some research has identified dispositional tendencies specifically related to the tendency to experience elevation. Namely, Diessner, Solom, Frost, Parsons, and Davidson (2008) developed measures indicative of the likelihood of feeling moved by aesthetic, natural, and moral beauty—measures that appear to be related to responses to entertainment media as well.

Although the majority of research on individual differences have examined positive predictors of feeling moved by media, more recent scholarship has begun to consider how some traits may predict feeling less touched by elevating portrayals. For example, Appel, Slater, and Oliver (2018) recently reported that traits such as narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism were associated with perceiving moving videos as corny or manipulative. Although this research has yet to be replicated, it seems reasonable to assume that additional personal characteristics such as callousness, cynicism, or hostility may operate in similar ways.

Aside from trait-like variables predictive of feeling moved, additional variables more akin to demographic characteristics appear to predict exposure to and responses to moving media. For example, a large number of studies have reported moderate-to-large gender differences in liking of and feeling responsive to sad films or tearjerkers (Oliver, 2000). However, sad films are often targeted specifically at female audiences, and therefore, these often-reported gender differences may not necessarily reflect a general preference for moving entertainment but rather a response that is crafted by media makers. Indeed, some research has found that when sad or moving entertainment features male leads or more “masculine” topics (e.g., father–son relationships, the horror of war), gender differences are largely nonexistent (Oliver, Weaver, & Sargent, 2000).

Age is another important moderator in gratifications associated with moving or heartwarming stories. Undoubtedly, many moving movies hold great appeal to younger audiences (e.g., Titanic, The Notebook), yet younger audiences also find genres that are violent or scary entertaining. In contrast, older audiences appear to rely more heavily on meaningful experiences in deriving enjoyment from entertainment media (Hofer, Allemand, & Martin, 2014). As Mares, Bartsch, and Bonus (2016) noted, older adults appear to carefully select content that “they anticipate will add meaning to their emotional life” (p. 525; see also Mares & Bonus, this volume).

Culture is an additional dimension that is likely consequential to viewers’ responses to moving entertainment. Some research has found that general measures of eudaimonic and hedonic preferences are similar across cultures (Igartua & Barrios, 2013), though other studies call into question how similar these preferences may be (Odağ, Hofer, Schneider, & Knop, 2016). Importantly, Kim, Seo, Yu, and Neuendorf (2014) found that participants from Eastern cultures reported greater gratification from entertainment that elicits mixed affective responses than did participants from the United States. These authors attributed this difference as reflecting a greater tolerance of ambiguity among those in Eastern cultures, as well as a greater appreciation of balance (see also Kim & Eom, 2019).

Of course, the individual differences mentioned here are but a few of the possibilities that deserve our attention. For example, future researchers may consider additional variables such as life experiences (e.g., the death of a loved one) (Khoo & Oliver, 2013), having (or not having) children, and political orientation (e.g., Seibt, Schubert, Zickfeld, & Fiske, 2019), among many others.

Expanding the Conceptualization of Eudaimonic Entertainment


In an effort to systematize the complex nature of eudaimonic entertainment experiences, Oliver et al. (2018) suggested to further differentiate the eudaimonic entertainment phenomenon on a continuum of more self-focused, inward-oriented experiences based on exposure to eudaimonic media on the one end, and other oriented self-transcendent experiences on the other. According to Oliver et al. (2018), we have reasons to believe that inward-focused types of experiences manifest in contemplation, mixed affect, and need satisfaction experiences, and the other-focused experiences, in turn, should be mainly associated with feelings of interconnectedness, altruism, virtue development, and spirituality (i.e., self-transcendence; see Oliver et al., 2018). Yaden, Haidt, Hood, Vago, and Newberg (2017) define self-transcendence as a state of “decreased self-salience and increased feelings of connectedness to other people and one’s surroundings” (p. 144). A new research arm on self-transcendent emotions in media represents a potential avenue to explore this differentiation further.

Transcendence as Media Experience


Self-transcendent emotions are a particular subset of positive emotions that concern others more so than the self. They are associated with a loss of ego and an increased openness toward others (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Haidt & Morris, 2009; Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Awe, elevation, gratitude, admiration, and hope are all self-transcendent emotions (e.g., Janicke & Oliver, 2017; Oliver, Hartmann, & Wooley, 2012; Schnall, Roper, & Fessler, 2010; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012). Although these emotional experiences differ in some ways, they are similar in that each is elicited by a form of beauty: natural beauty leading to awe (Keltner & Haidt, 2003), moral beauty leading to elevation and gratitude (Algoe & Haidt, 2009), nonmoral excellence leading to admiration (Algoe & Haidt, 2009), and perseverance leading to hope (Prestin, 2013). Further, self-transcendent emotions motivate a desire to emulate acts of virtue and generally better one’s self, humanity, or the world (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Rieger, Frischlich, & Oliver, 2018; Schnall, et al., 2010).

According to the virtues in action (VIA) framework, experiencing self-transcendent emotions can develop the virtue of transcendence (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), which is the disposition to strive for and connect with purpose and meaning greater than oneself. Transcendence is one of six core human virtues presumed to be present in and highly valued by cultures around the world. This virtue manifests in so-called character strengths, reflected in particular patterns of thought, emotion, and behavior (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004). The transcendence character strengths include gratitude, an appreciation for (moral) beauty and excellence, humor, spirituality, and hope. Thus, feeling elevated or grateful from witnessing kindness in another person is an expression of the character strength of gratitude, which reflects and further develops the virtue transcendence.

Recently, entertainment scholars have started to explore if and how various types of media content might elicit self-transcendent emotions in readers, viewers, and users, leading to the further development of the virtue transcendence. One prominent approach in this research has explored how events and situations known to trigger self-transcendent emotions in the material world might do the same when we encounter them in mediated worlds (e.g., Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders, & Oliver, 2017). For example, does natural beauty (e.g., vast skyscapes, jaw-dropping sunsets) depicted in media stimulate an awe response in audiences in the same way that it does in when encountered in nature? Further, does content deemed as “inspiring” or “touching” by audiences contain more of such depictions? Analyses across numerous media types—television, film, online videos, social media sites, newspapers—reveal that inspirational content (as identified by audiences, content providers, and critics) is indeed filled with elicitors of self-transcendent emotions (e.g., Dale, Raney, Janicke, Baldwin, et al., 2017; Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders, et al., 2017; Dale et al., 2019; Ji et al., 2019; Rieger & Klimmt, 2019). Depictions associated with the character strengths of hope (e.g., characters modeling the overcoming of obstacles, showing perseverance, being optimistic about the future) and an appreciation of beauty and excellence (e.g., nature, vastness, art) have consistently been found to be among the most frequent transcendent portrayals; depictions of kindness, which reflect the character strength of gratitude, are also common.

Importantly, studies have demonstrated that the specific portrayals identified in the content analyses directly map on to respective self-transcendent emotional responses in audiences. For example, Dale, Raney, Janicke, and Sanders (2017) had participants rate YouTube videos that included specific elicitors of self-transcendent emotions on a second-by-second basis (using continuous response, perception analyzer dials). Self-reported feelings of inspiration—a motivational state that includes transcendence (Thrash & Elliot, 2004)—increased immediately following the appearance of the elicitors onscreen. A follow-up study using psychophysiological measures with the same videos revealed additional insight, with significant changes in emotional and attentional measures occurring when the self-transcendent elicitors were onscreen (Clayton, et al., 2019).

More broadly speaking, exposure to (entertainment) messages containing such portrayals have consistently been associated with transcendence-related outcomes. For instance, Janicke-Bowles, Hendry, and Dale (2018) exposed participants either to humorous films or to ones containing a large number of gratitude elicitors (e.g., characters showing gratitude or kindness, the exchange of gifts, new life emerging). As expected, gratitude-themed films, as compared to humorous ones, indeed elicited more transcendence-related responses, including significantly higher levels of state gratitude, feelings of connectedness, and altruistic motivations. Studies have also demonstrated a direct relationship between portrayals of moral beauty and self-transcendent values (e.g., helpfulness, honesty, tolerance; Rieger et al., 2018), as well as between portrayals of nonmoral excellence (e.g., extraordinary skills; Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Haidt & Morris, 2009; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Van Cappellen, Saroglou, Iweins, Piovesan, & Fredrickson, 2013) and self-transcendent emotional responses.

Of course, narrative forms and formats, as well as reception processes, differ across media contexts. As a result, the manner and frequency with which self-transcendent emotional elicitors are presented, and the ways that audiences might encounter those elicitors and experience the corresponding emotions, will also likely vary across entertainment contexts, possibly with differing transcendence-related outcomes. To elaborate on this perspective, we briefly discuss some initial research findings for several media types.

Film


Of all media contexts, films have arguably received the greatest attention by researchers studying entertainment associated with eudaimonia. This may be because longer-form narratives permit greater character development and in-depth consideration of issues, offering audiences more time and points of contact with which to grapple with questions regarding the human condition. Audiences seemingly acknowledge the power of cinema to spur self-reflection and, more importantly for our purposes, to inspire; one recent study found that nearly 87% of American adults reported having been touched or inspired by a film (Raney et al., 2018). Moreover, experiences of the self-transcendent emotion of elevation seem to be particular common in response to inspiring films (Oliver & Hartmann, 2010). As a result, research specifically examining films featuring transcendence-related themes has started to emerge (e.g., Janicke-Bowles et al., 2018).

Television


The breadth of television content—genres, narrative formats, specialized networks, sheer amount available—might lead one to assume that a place surely exists for entertainment that is perceived as transcendent. The aforementioned survey supports this speculation, as more than 80% of American adults reported having been inspired by television, with dramas and documentary formats being particularly moving (Raney et al., 2018). Content analyses indicate that themes related to hope and gratitude are plentiful on transcendent television (e.g., Dale, Raney, Janicke, Baldwin, et al., 2017), and clips from television programs (e.g., Oprah Winfrey, news, sports) have repeatedly been used in studies to elicit self-transcendent emotions (e.g., Schnall et al., 2010). It seems reasonable to speculate that the consistent scheduling and serial nature of typical television programming—which is thought to promote ritualistic viewing, intense character identification, and narrative engagement—would lend itself to numerous self-transcendent experiences. However, some evidence suggests that mediated transcendence might be more often encountered by chance (68.1% of the time) rather than as a part of one’s structured media diet (see Raney et al., 2018, for details). Further, the persistent use of television as a means of escape (see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume) may also prevent it from serving as a source of self-transcendence as frequently as we otherwise might expect, given television’s continued prominence on the media landscape.

Social Media and Online Videos


The serendipitous nature by which many people encounter content that may cause transcendence is likely facilitated by social media usage. Despite claims (and possible realities) that social media sites promote social cocoons, political echo chambers, and filter bubbles, much of the content that is encountered—for instance, in a Facebook newsfeed—is still novel and unexpected by the user. Clearly, the likelihood that one comes across content perceived as transcendent on social media is dependent, in part, on the platforms used and the social networks cultivated and represented thereon. But studies indicate that many users do experience self-transcendence through social media sites. For instance, more than half (53.0%) of all-American adults reported having been inspired by social media content before, with that proportion considerably higher (67.3%) for persons under the age of 30 (Raney et al., 2018). Recent studies of Facebook, Instagram, and Tumblr (e.g., Dale et al., 2019; Rieger & Klimmt, 2019) suggest that elicitors of self-transcendent emotions—especially, those related to hope and an appreciation of beauty and excellence—are quite abundant, presented in a variety of formats including inspirational quotes, status updates, short stories, photos, collages, memes, and video clips. The “bite size” nature of most posts, coupled with their unexpected appearance on our screens, may mean that users encounter more transcendent messages on social media than in other formats. However, it may also be the case that the relative impact of a single message, given its place in an ever-flowing content stream, may be somewhat muted.

Online videos also serve as a source of transcendent media, encountered both as posts on social media platforms and through stand-alone, video-hosting sites. More than 6 in 10 (62.7%) American adults have found inspiration from an online video, with that proportion again much higher for persons under 30 years of age (79.5%; Raney et al., 2018). Audiences seem to be particularly inspired by online videos featuring compassion, hope, and perseverance. Similar to social media posts, the power of online videos as a source of transcendence may lie in its shortened, “snackable” format. Recommendation features on sites like YouTube and Vimeo can also help users find similar content to potentially prolong self-transcendent media experiences. Moreover, many online video sites allow users to also be creators. Initial examinations into the creation of inspiring content suggests that self-transcendent feelings are enhanced when individuals engage in the act of creation—both individually and collaboratively—compared to when they merely consume such content (e.g., Oliver et al., 2017).

Digital Games and Virtual Reality


Though often criticized as overly violent, sexual, or mindless, digital games offer players an immense range of themes, topics, and situations through which to grapple with important issues such as death, illness, sadness, and life’s greater meaning. Emerging scholarship reveals that game play can arouse deep feelings of appreciation and insight, particularly through strong narratives and storylines (Oliver et al., 2015). Moreover, virtual reality (VR, see Hartmann and Fox, this volume) holds great promise for meaningful and self-transcendent entertainment experiences in two key ways. First, the environments created through VR can be incredibly intricate, complex, and vast. As such, VR may offer new opportunities for users to experience the self-transcendent emotion of awe (see Possler & Raney, this volume). Second, the immersive and interactive nature of simulated VR environments promotes the feeling of presence, resulting in a sense of “being there” socially, spatially, and sensorially; as a result, users may be able to experience empathy and gratitude in virtual situations that they would otherwise never encounter.

In sum, regardless of the medium, transcendence is indeed a relevant theme in entertainment defined as eudaimonic. As a result, such content is capable of triggering experiences of self-transcendent emotion in audiences; these experiences are thought to play a key role in the promotion of psychological well-being.

Theories of Self-Transcendence


The processes by which transcendent character portrayals and direct elicitors of transcendent emotions can affect a viewer’s character development, personal resources, and well-being can be explained by several theories.

First, Tamborini (2013; see Eden et al., this volume) discussed the potential role of moral exemplars in the moral development of audience members in the MIME model. According to the model, audiences select media content that is consistent with the salience of their moral domains and experience differing levels of entertainment depending on what moral domains the media characters uphold or violate. Over time and based on exposure, specific moral domains become more salient. The perspective that moral domains or character traits change over long-term exposure could be applied to media characters embodying character strengths as well. Media characters who act as exemplars for certain character strengths (i.e., hope, gratitude) could serve as virtuous role models by upholding related moral domains (e.g., care, loyalty), making them more salient within the audience; further, characters depicting specific transcendence-related behaviors and motivations might inspire audiences to contemplate their own behaviors and motivations in real life. Inspiring TV series—with themes that are encountered over a long period of time and with characters who may promote greater identification or parasocial interaction (see Brown, this volume; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume)—could seemingly play an important role in such potential long-term effects. For example, Eden et al. (2014) found that 8-week exposure to a morally relevant soap opera influenced the salience of moral intuitions in viewers.

Another theory that offers a useful framework to understand effects on character development from media that is perceived as meaningful is the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001). In short, positive emotions (compared to negative ones) broaden individuals’ thought-action repertoire (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005), leading to greater exploration of and engagement with one’s environment. The broadening benefit, in turn, builds personal resources, which can be cognitive (e.g., mindfulness, increased spatial attention), psychological (e.g., resilience, mastery of environmental challenges), social (e.g., emotional support, trust, oneness, prosocial action), or physical (e.g., decreased likelihood of various illnesses) in nature (see Fredrickson, 2001; Kok et al., 2013). It can be argued that self-transcendent emotions promote this exploration and engagement all the more. From the experience of self-transcendent emotions, entertainment users’ character can be strengthened by broadening their perspective, turning their attention to others, strengthening their ties to those around them, and motivating prosocial behavior. As individuals become more open and receptive to their environment—based on the experience of elevation, awe, or admiration, or the salience of their transcendent character strengths—they increase their chances of experiencing more positive (specifically, self-transcendent) emotions, leading to an upward spiral of human flourishing (Slater, 2007). Longitudinal studies are needed to support this argument, but the basis for this reasoning has already been supported. Exposure to self-transcendent elicitors does promote self-transcendent emotions (e.g., Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders, et al., 2017) and a variety of outcomes that are relevant for well-being.

Future Outlook and Conclusion


Eudaimonic entertainment predicts complex media experiences that have multiple beneficial effects for consumers ranging from more self-focused outcomes of better understanding life’s purpose and meaning, making wiser decisions for one’s current life and dealing with the profundities of humanity, to other-focused outcomes related to the betterment of others (and oneself in return). Classifying eudaimonic entertainment by self- versus other-oriented audience experiences (or another classification that still needs to be determined) will help to better understand the audience that is drawn to the different types of content and thus aid marketing, content creation, and media literacy efforts. With the rise of original niche programming released by independent video on-demand platforms such as Netflix or Amazon Prime, the variability of casts, storylines, and effects are abundant for the self-transcendent entertainment genre. As such, a unique opportunity for the future of entertainment is provided that can allow for value creation that can benefit the individual and society in the long run. Entertainment, then, becomes more than just an opportunity for escape or pleasure, but a chance for character development and personal growth. Content makers carry a great power for the creation of inclusive, inspiring, and thought-provoking messages that could draw audiences outside their self-centrism and toward others. With the development of social media, snippets of entertainment are constantly at our fingertips. Therefore, exploring the specifics of self-transcendent content as it affects viewers on the go and in the long-term is an important area of study.

Another important research area is the study of the effect of transcendent media on physiological health. Kok et al. (2013) found that a 6-week intervention study of love and kindness meditation increased participants’ vagus nerve activity (a proxy for physical health) via social connection experiences with others. Higher vagal tone has been associated with higher levels of well-being (see Kok & Fredrickson, 2010). The vagus nerve also gets activated when we experience self-transcendent emotions (Thayer, Ash, Fredrikson, Sollers, & Wager, 2012; Keltner, 2009). Thus, an unanswered question is: Can the consumption of self-transcendent media over time or in high intensity activate the cardiac vagal tone and lead to positive health and well-being effects? The answer might be quite relevant, for example, to healthcare providers, as hospitalized patients often have the opportunity for extended media consumption but are excluded from many nonmediated sources of well-being. It would be useful to explore the relative benefits of hedonic, self-focused, and other-focused eudaimonic entertainment experiences on rates of recovery, illness symptoms, and overall well-being within the health context.

The benefits of eudaimonic entertainment are vast and positive, ranging from personal insight, meaning, and coping with negative life experiences, to connectedness and altruism. Better understanding the nature of content that leads to different types of outcomes can prove beneficial across a variety of fields, including health communication, advertising, journalism, and politics. As we have argued herein, entertainment’s potential transcendent effects are an exciting new line of research. The use of media as a means to bridge differences, build connections, and improve our mental and (possibly) physical health demands future research attention.
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chapter 20

Biographic Resonance Theory of Eudaimonic Media Entertainment


Christoph Klimmt and Diana Rieger




“There are many truths of which the full meaning cannot be realized until personal experience has brought it home.”

John Stuart Mill, “On Liberty,” 1859




Recent contributions to the theory of entertaining media consumption have achieved important extensions to traditional approaches that were centered around escapistic (Katz & Foulkes, 1962) and hedonistic (Zillmann, 1988) explanations. We now differentiate between hedonic, mood-focused patterns of selection, consumption, and experience, and so-called eudaimonic modes of entertainment (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015; Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Raney & Oliver, this volume). The latter concept rests on the assumption that under certain conditions, consumers of media entertainment will enter experiences of meaningfulness, that is, complex states of intense elaboration and (mixed) affect that emerge from media portrayals of fundamental life themes and the human condition (Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Rieger, 2017). Such experiences are not necessarily pleasant, but leave the audience member with “appreciation,” and in a “touched,” “moved,” “elevated,” “tender” state of mind, to name a few notions typically used in the literature for capturing the essence of meaningfulness (Oliver & Hartmann, 2010; Rieger, 2017). Empirical explorations have found users reporting such nonhedonic experiences, particularly if these users were exposed to complex, demanding, artistic entertainment fare (e.g., Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012). What is missing in such current understanding of meaningful entertainment experiences is an approach to the user’s subjective, individual construction of meaning. “What is the meaning that appears to viewer X when watching movie Y? How is that meaningful to her/him?” (Klimmt, 2011, p. 37). In this paper, we explicate a theoretical proposition of what we believe is the highly individual, subjective experience of meaningfulness in entertainment users. We seek answers to the questions why and how a given entertainment message—independently of its artistic ambition—can cause perceptions of fundamental personal relevance in a user, and how this perception unfolds a powerful, indeed “touching,” “moving” experience. Central to our proposition is that each member of the audience brings her or his personal biography to the process of entertainment consumption, and that meaningfulness will arise if some element of the chosen message resonates with some relevant part of a user’s personality, subjective history, and/or situation in life. Because if such a specific individual match between message and user occurs, consuming the message will become particularly “telling,” relevant, informative, and enlightening to the user. Two relevant lines of theorizing in communication studies have elaborated on resonance, both of which will be informative for the current endeavor. First, resonance has been proposed as individual difference factor that moderates (i.e., amplifies) the cultivation effects of media messages on audience members’ perceptions of social reality (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorelli, 1980; Shrum & Bischak, 2001). And second, Rosa (2018) has theorized resonance as a “mode of relating to the world in which the subject feels touched, moved or addressed by the people, places, objects, etc. he or she encounters” (pp. 46–47), which Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) have applied to the experience of media entertainment (see Vorderer, this volume). We build on these perspectives to conceptualize experiences of meaningfulness as outcome of media entertainment’s biographic resonance, that is, the emotionally loaded experience that a received entertainment content has something important to do with one’s self, one’s situation, one’s life history, and/or one’s (biographically rooted) current questions about life. If such a perception of personal relevance occurs, the entertainment experience is likely to stand out against the stream of “normal” or “average,” less important messages that a media user comes across during a day or even over longer periods of time.

In order to elaborate this proposition, biographic resonance will be introduced as explanation for interindividual as well as intraindividual differences in entertainment experiences and outcomes. For this purpose, we (1) draw on research in human development about life events, crises, and themes in order to identify elements in media users’ biographies that are most likely to enable emotionally relevant media experiences; (2) differentiate and illustrate message elements that can function as generators of biographic resonance (characters, situations, decisions, and metaphors) during entertainment use; then (3) explicate the inner experience of such resonance episodes; and (4) predict their eudaimonic-emotional outcomes for entertainment users. Subsequent to this modeling, we offer some conclusions for future entertainment research and media contributions to well-being, resilience and personal-developmental progress at the population level.

User Biographies and Life Crises as Individual Bases of Entertainment Experiences


Each user brings her or his personality, but also her or his biography, memories of past experiences, and former and present life constellations (Berntsen & Rubin, 2002) to a situation of media consumption (Kuiken, Miall, & Sikora, 2004; Seilman & Larsen, 1989). Such person characteristics are important moderators of media effects (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). In cultivation research, the notion of resonance has been discussed to explain how TV messages interact with thematic personal viewer experiences to bring about strong media effects on reality perceptions such as increased estimates of personal crime risk (Shrum & Bischak, 2001). The enormous diversity among individuals on uncountable biographic and personality dimensions is one main reason for fundamental variations in how people process, experience, and are affected by media messages. With regard to the present question of why some media users enter states of eudaimonia and meaningfulness when consuming a specific entertainment message while others do not, we argue that it is specific elements of user biographies that make the difference between “susceptibility” and “nonsusceptibility” to such experiences.

Specifically, research on human development, adult development in particular, has found that people’s well-being, attitudes, decision-making, and overall psychological setup are fundamentally altered by life events (Callahan & McCluskey, 1983). A broad variety of such life events (or biographic experiences) has been identified as psychologically relevant (e.g., Reese & Smyer, 1983). Most importantly, family-related events such as birth of a child or loss of a parent, relationship-related events such as marriage or divorce, work-related events such as career jump or job loss, or (severe) health-related events such as diagnosis of a chronic disease represent relatively frequent types of biographic experiences that are likely to generate variation in people’s psychological condition. Such consequences of life events have been found for, among others, well-being, self-efficacy, optimism, and agency (e.g., Moos, 1986).

With regard to individuals’ search for and experience of meaningfulness, critical life incidents play an important role (Moos & Schaefer, 1986). Research in adult development has found that the majority of people have at least once gone (or are currently going) through a life stage that they consider themselves as “crisis,” with relationship break-up and financial challenges as most common causes of crisis episodes (Robinson & Wright, 2013). Such phases of crisis, transition, and fundamental change place most individuals in severe emotional conditions while at the same time requiring great efforts for adequate and effective response actions. In their conceptual framework, Moos and Schaefer (1986) differentiate five types of tasks that individuals will face in a situation of life crisis:



• Establish the meaning and understand the personal significance of the situation


• Confront reality and respond to the requirements of the external situation


• Sustain relationships with family members and friends as well as with other individuals who may be helpful in resolving the crisis and its aftermath


• Maintain a reasonable balance by managing upsetting feelings aroused by the situation


• Preserve a satisfactory self-image and maintain a sense of competence and mastery






To illustrate these tasks, consider a crisis induced by divorce. An individual affected by divorce will need to understand the life change that has begun and find a satisfying explanation for it as well as a personally meaningful way forward “out of the crisis.” She or he will need to develop agency in managing the external ramifications of divorce, such as dividing bank accounts, moving into a new home, or providing emotional support to involved children. While the divorce crisis may motivate the individual to withdraw from others and deal with the challenge on her or his own, it is important to sustain relationships with close others (family, friends) to receive emotional and practical support; this may also include developing new (intimate) relationships. With “managing upsetting feelings,” Moos and Schaefer (1986) point to the importance of preserving hope against strongly antagonist feelings of despair or anxiety that oftentimes emerge from life crisis. And finally, people affected by divorce need to adapt their self-concept (e.g., new social roles with which they identify, as the role of a spouse has been lost) and develop a sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) with regard to mastering the crisis toward a better life in the future.

These five types of tasks that individuals are confronted with during life crises and their aftermath imply that such crises drastically change individuals’ emotional needs and demand for orientation, advice, and support. Such altered needs are mostly visible during an acute crisis, but since many critical life episodes span longer periods of times (e.g., chronic illness, or loss of a close relative), life crises will oftentimes shape individuals’ motivational, emotional, and cognitive disposition sustainably—the experience of a crisis is inscribed into an individual’s biography and one’s feeling and thinking about life in general.

The current theoretical approach is based on the assumption that experiences of biographic resonance from media entertainment will catalyze eudaimonia if they pertain to a life crisis that a user is going, or has gone, through. The existential questions that life crisis brings up and the fundamental needs that people affected by a life crisis are facing render the exposure to a biographically resonating entertainment message a special, important, and indeed, “moving” experience. To explicate this assumption, we first elaborate on content features of media entertainment that may match user biographies and crisis experiences. Subsequently, we discuss how biographic resonance connects to the five tasks of response to life crisis proposed by Moos and Schaefer (1986) so that specific experiences of eudaimonia will result.

Generators of Biographic Resonance in Entertainment Messages


Media entertainment, both fictional and nonfictional, confronts audiences with a broad variety of depictions of locations, objects, people, social interactions, circumstances, and outcomes. From media entertainment, we learn novel stories about life and the human condition (e.g., Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). For a given user, many of these stories are entirely new and introduce her or him to unknown (social) phenomena—different perspectives on life, alternative attitudes, philosophies, behaviors, social interactions, and developmental dynamics (Mar & Oatley, 2008). A few entertainment messages, or a few elements of a given single message, however, will not appear to be unfamiliar and new, but rather trigger experiences of similarity, personal relevance, or déjà-vu (Kuzmičová, & Bálint, 2019). For instance, policemen will almost inevitably find aspects “to connect with” when watching a crime drama on TV. Active and former soldiers may respond in very specific ways to war video games (Elliott, Golub, Price, & Bennett, 2015). Among the myriad of contacts between individuals and entertainment messages that happen every day across the world, a certain share will not be experienced as escapistic, moderately unfamiliar, relatively new, and personally irrelevant episode, but rather as centrally important to the individual history, interests, needs, desires, crises, and/or life circumstances of the given user (Greenwood & Long, 2015; Seilman & Larsen, 1989).

Characters Resonate


Probably the most common form of biographic resonance, which members of entertainment audiences can detect relatively easily, relates to characteristics of people or protagonists appearing in the received message. Simple modalities of this kind refer to visible similarities (or precise conformities) between a media character and a recipient, such as shared demographics, outer appearance, profession, car ownership, or dress style.

More elaboration is required to notice less overt types of audience-character correspondence, such as shared personality characteristics, level of intelligence, self-esteem, type of humor, attachment style, courage, or emotional stability. In their qualitative study, Greenwood and Long (2015) have collected useful empirical examples of entertainment users discovering such centrally relevant connections between themselves and characters introduced by the media message. For instance, they report on a homosexual interviewee who went through a powerful, moving experience watching the homosexual protagonists of the Western movie Brokeback Mountain.

The more dimensions are affected by such correspondence and the greater the resonance on one of these dimensions, the more likely is a strong interpersonal involvement of the user with the character. A variety of concepts has been discussed to account for the quality, dynamics, and outcomes of such character involvement (Brown, 2015; this volume). While similarity has been found important in promoting character involvement of the audience (e.g., Austin, Roberts, & Nass, 1990; Harwood, 1999; Reeves & Miller, 1978), characters may also evoke resonance by alluding to individual media users’ past self, to possible, desired, or feared selves. For example, the perpetrator of a crime drama may remind a viewer with a criminal biography of her or his past characteristics and behaviors that she or he has left behind, and watching the antagonist may trigger particularly strong cognitive elaboration and affective responses due to the connection with a closed chapter of the viewer’s life history.

For the current purpose of developing an account of biographic resonance in eudaimonic entertainment, we assign the role of a “door opener” or “trigger” to the perceived similarities or other biographic connections with an entertainment character. Simply noticing such connections is not very informative, striking, or “moving” per se. However, having detected multidimensional and/or exact personal correspondence with an entertainment character is likely to motivate users/viewers to continue exposure, elaborate on the character, on her or his circumstances, decisions, and actions, as character similarity may point toward more profound connections between the entertainment message at hand and the user’s biographic background.

Situations Resonate


If audience members invest some time and elaboration in an entertainment message, they will now and then come across depicted situations or circumstances that mirror (parts of) their own current or past living condition. Entertainment protagonists may face family setups, marital harmony or conflict, threats to or milestones in career development, health problems or improvements, a moral dilemma, positive or negative friendship dynamics, or any other kind of life incidents (Reese & Smyer, 1983) that users find similar to their own life conditions and at the same time personally relevant, challenging, or problematic. Such similarities of situations portrayed by an entertainment message and of the life circumstances of a given audience member may vary from peripheral conformity to virtually exact matches. If a media user discovers situation similarities between important (critical) episodes of his or her own biography and the content of the entertainment message, it is likely that this resonance changes the motivational disposition of the viewer toward the message. Because of the increased personal involvement, he or she will mobilize greater interest, more serious elaboration, and less readiness to remain in a “light-hearted,” escapistic stance toward the message (Kuiken et al., 2004; Seilman & Larsen, 1989).

Decisions Resonate


Reflections on conformities between characters and situations presented in an entertainment message with one’s own identity and circumstances are probably the most common forms of “matching” experiences of audience members. In the case that a user has recognized substantial connections between a character and her/his life circumstances to her- or himself, a third dimension of resonance may reach particular importance. How a character who is perceived to face a challenge similar or relevant to an audience member decides to deal with her or his situation might be especially informative and inspiring. This is because complex life themes often involve uncertainties about the consequences of decisions, fears of making “wrong” choices in the face of high stakes, or perceptions of mental overload with situational ramifications (Sweeny, 2008). Reflecting on how an entertainment character decides in a similar condition—for instance, when confronted with severe illness, marital conflict, loss of the job, intimate partner violence, or racism at the workplace—may bring about a particular element of insight and experienced biographical progress in the audience member. This may both apply to cases where a given user has not yet made a decision like the one that the observed entertainment character is shown to make (and thus offers a look into a possible future of the user, helping to weigh various consequences of different options) and to cases where the user has already made such a decision on her or his past or current life theme and can now observe how the protagonist acts in a similar situation (thus allowing comparisons that may lead to self-affirmation or reinterpretation of one’s own past choice). Hence, under conditions of biographic resonance, entertainment portrayals of character decisions can serve as material for audience members’ personal meaning making (Park, 2010) and crisis decision-making (Sweeny, 2008).

Metaphors Resonate


A fourth type of entertainment message content that may generate biographic resonance is metaphor. Originators of mass media messages have always relied heavily on metaphors to enable their audiences to understand abstract concepts (Akpinar & Berger, 2015), and this certainly applies to various forms of media entertainment. One of the most famous metaphors from Hollywood movies that may serve as an example is from Forrest Gump (directed by Robert Zemeckis and released in 1994) and was articulated by the protagonist, played by Tom Hanks: “My momma always said life is like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get.” While metaphors play generally an important role in human cognition and comprehension of complex objects (Landau, Robinson, & Meier, 2014), they can also have very personal meanings with regard to individuals’ construal of their own biography. For instance, people often use metaphors of “self-discovery” to understand and narrate episodes of life change (Bench, Schlegel, Davis, & Vess, 2015). Metaphors that may occur as only brief visual or linguistic elements of media messages can therefore activate far-reaching biography-related memories and elaborations in individual users. They may show a user a new way of expressing or symbolizing a complex issue related to a life crisis, for instance, or illustrate a more optimistic perspective on how to frame and overcome a challenge in life.

The Experience of Biographic Resonance


So far, we have described the dimensions of similarity between entertainment contents and life themes that a given audience member finds (currently) central, relevant and/or challenging. When characters, situations, decisions, or metaphors operate as sources of biographic resonance, they are likely to make audience members (want to) elaborate on the message because they find elements in it that mirror issues they are (or have been) mentally occupied with in real life. This perceived connection between elements of the entertainment message and one’s own biography should make a profound difference for the user’s experience; because unlike escapist entertainment use and its typical focus on wishful identification, ideal selves and circumstances (e.g., superheroes, extraordinarily attractive people, places, and situations, cf. Katz & Foulkes, 1962), messages that trigger biographic resonance direct the user toward her or his real-life identity, her or his actual self and biographic circumstances. As suggested earlier, this perceived connection of an entertainment message with a user’s individual life history should be emotionally relevant especially if the connection pertains to a critical life incident, a current or past life crisis.

To explicate the special type of experience that media entertainment will bring about in cases of crisis-related biographic resonance, we connect the set of tasks that coping with a life crisis imposes on the individual (Moos & Schaefer, 1986; see earlier) with potential learnings, insights, and inspirations that users may obtain from entertainment messages. The underlying assumption is that, under biographic resonance, users will enter a unique experience of an entertainment message, including solace (Klimmt, 2011; Rieger & Klimmt, 2019a) and making progress in understanding, confronting, mastering, or coming to terms with a current or past critical life stage. It is this uniqueness that originates the meaningfulness in eudaimonic entertainment experiences.

Resonating Entertainment Messages Assist in Understanding a Crisis Situation


If a user of media entertainment discovers biographic resonance of the message that she or he is consuming, he or she may acquire insights that help her or him to establish the personal meaning of a critical life stage, which is the first type of tasks that Moos and Schaefer (1986) have conceptualized for the process of coping with life crisis. Helpful learnings from entertainment messages with regard to this task may include acquisition of vocabulary and metaphors that express the essence of a critical situation. Likewise, a character may serve as a behavioral model in establishing a sensible meaning of the type of life crisis under consideration. Because such learnings support a user in making sense of a personal, emotionally difficult theme in her or his life, the resulting affective experience is potentially strong and “moving” (Bartsch & Oliver, 2010). This is particularly plausible if the biographic resonance pertains to a current or recent life crisis; but even if an entertainment message alludes to a critical life stage that a media user has gone through long ago, the experience of a fresh perspective or innovative advice may bring about positive feelings of making biographic progress, namely with regard to improving one’s sense of completion or mastery of the past crisis.

Resonating Entertainment Messages Assist in Responding to the External Requirements of Life Crisis


If a crisis portrayal offered in an entertainment message generates biographic resonance, the story told by the message may reveal advice to the user on actions that is helpful in managing the practicalities of a crisis. A character who is going through a similar crisis on screen as a movie viewer is or has been in real life may, for example, showcase effective means of interacting with colleagues and support institutions in mitigating job loss. Entertainment inspiration on this second type of tasks of coping with life crisis in the framework of Moos and Schaefer (1986) could also refer to the motivation to take action in confronting a crisis (instead of withdrawal and passive suffering). As a result, if biographically resonating media entertainment provides assistance on how to deal with the external practicalities of a critical life episode, a user who perceives resonance is likely to feel empowered, activated, and supported in making personal progress (Klimmt, 2017). With regard to past (completed) life crises with which an entertainment message resonates, such insights may help a user in validating one’s decisions made about a past crisis or understanding how a more effective approach to the crisis could have looked like—which may cause both positive (satisfied) and negative (stressful) affect.

Resonating Entertainment Messages Illuminate the Importance of Family, Friends, and Supportive Others in Life Crisis


Moos and Schaefer (1986) emphasize the necessity to stay in positive contact with relevant others for coping with life crisis. Self-imposed isolation and social withdrawal, in contrast, may prolong and even intensify critical life circumstances, as opportunities for advice, support, and solace are missed. Episodes of biographic resonance in entertainment use may enable an individual to discover the importance of social connections during life crisis, for example, through behavioral modeling by characters who engage in family interaction to overcome their critical circumstance successfully. From biographic resonance, audience members may thus receive inspiration to reassess their view of family, friends, and social bonds in the context of their own (past or current) life crisis and to approach their relevant others (instead of avoiding them) as means of active coping.

Resonating Entertainment Messages Support Affect Regulation and Stimulate Hope


Life crisis often causes overwhelming negative emotions that individuals need to cope with in order to preserve agency. Moos and Schaefer (1986) argue that beside managing aversive emotions such as despair and anger, effective crisis coping depends on the ability to find positive future-oriented emotions, namely hope (Lazarus, 1999). Past research in eudaimonic entertainment in general has found hope as a common theme (Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders & Oliver, 2017; Rieger & Klimmt, 2019a; see Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume). For episodes of biographic resonance, it is plausible to assume particularly strong hope-inducing effects of entertainment messages, because audience members learn that hope is justified and believable in critical circumstances that mirror their own life condition. Hope as consequence of biographic resonance may, for example, result from observing entertainment characters make “good” decisions, display virtue (Oliver, Hartmann, & Wolley, 2012) in confronting their crisis, or receive support from unexpected sources. Supporting this assumption, Prestin (2013) demonstrated that hope induced by entertaining narratives fostered the motivation for goal pursuit. Hope as positive antagonist to much crisis-related affect represents a positive experience of contrast and the emotional dimension of “seeing a way forward’; it is probably this element of biographic resonance effects that links most directly to the experience of meaningfulness that has been described in past research on eudaimonic entertainment (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Rieger, 2017; see next section).

Resonating Entertainment Messages Promote Shifts in Self-Concept and a Sense of Mastery


Finally, biographically resonating entertainment media may also assist audience members in achieving the fifth type of goals in coping with life crisis that Moos and Schaefer (1986) have conceptualized: Affected individuals need to reinvent themselves, find altered, satisfying self-concepts and preserve a sense of mastery of the crisis. Because this task requires substantial cognitive structure change, it consumes much time, elaboration, and self-work. From biographically resonating entertainment media, audience members may obtain both useful advice (e.g., behavioral models, input for new self-definitions) and motivation (inspiration to engage in self-work) that enables them to succeed in this type of coping task (e.g., Richter, Appel, & Calio, 2014). For example, observing how an entertainment character reacts to a divorce by re-entering life domains that she or he had given up during the time of marriage may serve as enlightening input for an audience member who is affected by relationship breakup and needs to adjust her or his self-concept accordingly.

Emotional Consequences of Biographic Resonance


In the previous section, we have argued that the perception of a close link between an entertainment message and one’s own past or current life crisis will catalyze an experience of meaningfulness, as audience members find themselves in the unique position to acquire personally relevant orientation, advice, inspiration, and hope vis-à-vis a challenging aspect of their own life. The typology of tasks of crisis coping by Moos and Schaefer (1986) has served to structure these effects and dimensions of meaningfulness that may emerge from biographic (crisis) resonance. We thus argue that biographic (crisis) resonance is one key pathway to meaningfulness, which is an important, yet underspecified experiential dimension in eudaimonic entertainment theory (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012). Beyond meaningfulness, past thinking about eudaimonia in media entertainment has emphasized emotional dimensions, specifically, the mixed-affect quality of many eudaimonic experiences and the occurrence of self-transcendent emotions (Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume; Oliver et al., 2012; Oliver et al., 2018). To complete the conceptual connection of biographic resonance with eudaimonic entertainment theory, we therefore develop propositions on the specific emotional consequences of biographic (crisis) resonance and resulting experiences of meaningfulness.

Based on the previous section, we can summarize the quality of meaningfulness that audience members acquire from biographically resonating entertainment messages as perceived assistance in making progress with coping with a current or interpreting a past life crisis. This support may pertain to one or several dimensions of coping in the sense of the conceptual framework by Moos and Schaefer (1986). So how does it feel to receive such kind of life assistance?

Two types of emotions are likely to occur under the conditions modeled so far. First, biographic crisis resonance is likely to (re)activate substantial negative affect that an audience member associates with her or his crisis circumstances. Even if the resonating crisis has occurred decades ago, vivid negative emotions such as sadness will come up again if an entertainment message reminds the audience member of the crisis—through emotional simulation of a fictional narrative (Oatley, 1995) or through activation from memory (Philippot, Schaefer, & Herbette, 2003).

Second, the experience of “making progress” in understanding and mastering a current or past life crisis (see previous section) is likely to activate positive, nonhedonic and self-transcendent emotions. One of these emotions is hope, which we have already suggested as direct emotional consequence of receiving input on one’s life crisis. A second positive emotion that is likely to emerge from the experience of receiving assistance in crisis coping is gratitude (Algoe & Haidt, 2009) or appreciation (Adler & Fagley, 2005; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). Because of the high personal relevance of critical episodes, audience members will find assistance in crisis coping obtained from biographically resonating entertainment messages particularly valuable, and hence, they are likely to feel thankful for this assistance. Message originators (e.g., writers, directors, game developers) are plausible targets of gratitude emotions, as they have created the message from which audience members have derived assistance and meaningfulness; however, the lesson that audience members have learned may direct their appreciation also toward agents in their own life whose role and generosity they now see in a different light (e.g., supportive friends). We also suggest that a generalized appreciation—a greater positive-emotional connection to mankind—may result from biographic resonance and related meaningfulness, because the experience of making progress with overcoming a crisis may shape audience members’ emotional view about life and the human condition in general (Rieger, 2017).

In sum, we propose that strong mixed-affect will result from episodes of biographic resonance: Severe aversive emotions will be audience members’ responses to being reminded of a life crisis by an entertainment message, and strong positive emotions, hope and gratitude in particular, will occur at the same time as audience members’ response to receiving assistance in coping with crisis. This duality of affect represents the complex emotional arrangement that past research has found characteristic of eudaimonic entertainment experiences (Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume).

Formalizing Biographic Resonance Theory


With the explication of the (emotional) effects of experiences of biographic resonance, our theoretical account of meaningfulness in eudaimonic entertainment is complete. We can now formalize our suggestion to specify how subjective meaningfulness emerges in entertainment consumption (Figure 20.1) as a pathway from generators of biographic resonance inherent to entertainment messages via the special, outstanding experience of biographic resonance during consumption toward emotional effects that constitute eudaimonia.


[image: display]
Figure 20.1 Formalized expression of biographic resonance theory of eudaimonic entertainment.





The “X” in Figure 20.1 marks the necessary interaction of message ingredients (generators of biographic resonance) with recipients’ biographic (crisis) background. It points to the important proposition that biographic resonance should be a relatively rare mode of entertainment. This is because only a fraction of the audience of a given entertainment message will bring the “matching” life (crisis) background to the exposure situation that can serve as base for biographic resonance. By the same token, only a very small fraction of all entertainment messages that an individual consumes will contain individually matching generators of biographic resonance. We hence argue that eudaimonic entertainment—at least those manifestations of it that root in biographic resonance—is an exception among many incidents of hedonic, escapistic entertainment use. For the individual users, precisely the circumstance that biographic resonance experiences are rare and massively different from “normal” media entertainment is the reason why they “appreciate” and value such episodes of media meaningfulness so much, why they memorize a few of the many messages of media entertainment they consume across their life span as precious, important, and powerful (Greenwood & Long, 2015), and why they will find it difficult to force experiences of meaningfulness to arise ad hoc (see Vorderer, this volume).

Programmatic Perspectives


The concept of biographic resonance has been introduced to develop a more precise account of “meaningfulness” and the “moving,” “touching” experience that some recipients describe and that have been addressed in recent entertainment research (“eudaimonia”). In particular, biographic resonance aims at explicating the circumstances under which fictional entertainment produced for hedonic and escapist use can also be regarded as meaningful for the individual audience member through the perceived resonance with the viewer’s own life (crisis). Like all theoretical propositions, it is an invitation to criticize and discuss the idea. Moreover, we hope to inspire new directions in empirical entertainment research.

Pathways of Incremental Theory Improvement


The current basic proposition of biographic resonance theory will gain precision and explanatory power from future extensions and improvements. We outline some particularly promising avenues for such incremental development to inspire related empirical research.

Exploring Alternative Causes, Mechanisms, and Consequences of Biographic Resonance


Both qualitative and quantitative work is needed to implement a better account of biographic backgrounds and life crises of recipients that we argue make a profound difference for the probability and quality of meaningful experiences and eudaimonic entertainment. Khoo (2015) has reported an experiment in which one specific aspect of biographic crisis (the question whether an audience member had suffered from the loss of a close friend recently) was analyzed as moderator of responses to a media story. While biographic resonance can be understood as a moderator in entertainment effects studies, it is a complex phenomenon in itself that should first be explored in more detail. The present explication based on one specific conceptualization of coping with life crisis (Moos & Schaefer, 1986) may not be exhaustive and may not cover all relevant aspects of the experience and effects of biographic resonance; and the psychological mechanisms of its influence in media entertainment may turn out different from those suggested here. Future research is thus hoped to provide additional insight into the emergence, prevalence, and consequences of biographic resonance.

Clarifying the Relationship Between Biographic Resonance, Meaningfulness, and Eudaimonia


Aside from exploring the details of the current object of theorizing—biographic resonance—empirically, one theoretical task ahead is to discuss whether meaningfulness and eudaimonia require an aspect of biographic resonance or whether there are various origins of meaningfulness. Past research has highlighted the importance of witnessing moral beauty (Oliver et al., 2012), transcendence and human connectedness (Janicke & Ramasubramanian, 2017) in generating meaningfulness; this origin of eudaimonia may or may not require an element of biographic resonance. Hence, the relationship between biographic resonance, meaningfulness, and eudaimonic entertainment experiences is in need of further theoretical clarification and empirical examination.

Considering Positive, Noncrisis Biographic Resonance


A more specific challenge that is connected to the current proposal is the focus on critical life episodes as biographic background that enables resonance experiences, meaningfulness, and eudaimonic entertainment effects. The mixed-affect nature of eudaimonic experiences can be most plausibly predicted for resonance episodes that pertain to audience members’ life crisis, as aversive emotions are inherent to crisis, and solace and hope that emerge from biographically resonating entertainment consumption intertwine with this negative affect in bringing out complex mixed emotions (Larsen, McGraw, & Cacioppo, 2001). However, entertainment media content may also resonate with positive biographic user backgrounds. For example, portrayals of happy endings in movies may cause situation-related biographic resonance in audience members who remember a similar episode in their own life; such resonance may not only trigger hedonic positive affect (enjoyment: Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004), but also stimulate a nonambivalent type of meaningfulness and appreciation. In developing biographic resonance theory further, a more systematic differentiation between resonance with crisis and positive life episodes is thus warranted. When pursuing this extension to the present theory, entertainment scholars should also elaborate on the conceptual connection with Rosa’s (2018) understanding of resonance (see Vorderer, this volume), as Rosa has contextualized his approach within the human search for the “good life” and defines resonance as a primarily positive experience. At a lower level of abstraction, theory and research on nostalgia in media entertainment (Wulf, Rieger, & Schmitt, 2018) will offer useful insights for elaborating positive, noncrisis variants of biographic resonance, as message-induced affective memories of (primarily) positive biography elements are at the center of this branch of entertainment studies.

Detailing the Role of Temporality in Biographic Resonance


Likewise, the current proposition will benefit from further elaboration of possible differences in audience experiences between biographic resonance that pertains to a current, ongoing, unresolved life episode and resonance that relates to a past and completed critical element of users’ biography. While the cognitive and emotional processes that biographic resonance may cause certainly apply to both current and past life stages, the way audience members think and feel about current versus past crisis is certainly highly discrepant, and hence the type of meaningfulness they obtain from biographically resonating media entertainment is likely to differ as well. Clearly, this perspective requires specific empirical inquiry so that biographic resonance theory can be further refined.

Connecting Biographic Resonance Theory with Established Entertainment Concepts


Incremental improvements to biographic resonance theory will also be achieved by developing interfaces with established concepts of entertainment research. With regard to message elements that may cause biographic resonance, concepts of audience response to entertainment characters (Brown, this volume; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume) are of primary relevance. To further elaborate situations portrayed in entertainment messages that may trigger biographic resonance, the concept of transportation (Green & Brock, 2000) may also inform theory refinements: Do audience members identify differently with entertainment characters if they detect biographic similarities? Are they transported more differently into narrative worlds of entertainment messages if they discover conformities between these worlds and their own (past or current) situation? Likewise, with regard to the meaningful experience of receiving relevant input for coping with crisis and life challenges, the TEBOTS model (Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, this volume) as well as theorizing on retrospective imaginary involvement (Ewoldsen, Busselle, Slater, & Sethi, this volume) will reveal useful points of connection for biographic resonance theory. These lines of theorizing may help to better understand how audience members perceive, acquire and integrate elements from entertainment message into their media experience so that the (eudaimonic) hybrid of message-bound and fictional plus biography-bound real thoughts and emotions results.

Applying Biographic Resonance Theory to the Digital Entertainment Ecology


Another important perspective for extending the current theoretical account is to consider the implications of online and social media for coping with life crisis (Ytre-Arne, 2019), eudaimonic experiences, and well-being (Oliver et al., 2016). While the current proposition focuses on users of (fictional) mass media entertainment, a large number of messages is circulating through social media that may also cause biographic resonance. Producing messages (such as images from relevant life events) and sharing them with relevant others online may turn out as additional and powerful generator of biographic resonance as well (e.g., von Pape, 2018; Rieger & Klimmt, 2019a, 2019b). Hence, extending the notion of biographic resonance to internet-based, interactive and social self-work is likely to further expand the range of useful applications of the proposed theory.

Pathways of Higher-Order Programmatic Innovation


Building up the Paradigm of Intrapersonal Change as Media Effect


While the current contribution is intended to stimulate new theoretical debates on eudaimonic entertainment, it should also point to the enduring importance that single media messages may have for individual recipients and their entire biography. Past research on media effects prioritized the explanation of interindividual variance (i.e., message impact as root of variance between heavy users and low or nonusers of a type of message); the current perspective on biographic resonance, in contrast, highlights the profound implications that one single message contact may have for a given individual (see also Vorderer, this volume; Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). Understanding the ramifications of biographic resonance may thus pave the way to detect powerful media effects that have been overlooked by much past research that was based on comparing users and nonusers instead of inspecting individual preconditions and processing of a given message. This perspective on intrapersonal change as entertainment effect may hence also offer new grounds for reconciling standardized and qualitative approaches to media use, experience, and effects (Craig, 1999).

Upscaling Biographic Resonance Effects to the Population Level


Finally, the current proposal for theoretical innovation offers promising perspectives beyond the psychological-individual level and the moment-bound experience of media entertainment consumption. Given the enormous amount of entertainment content that is being produced and circulated worldwide, it is likely that large parts of contemporary populations—including those who are or have been facing a life crisis—sooner or later come across episodes of biographic resonance as part of their media diet. Beyond eudaimonic entertainment experiences that the current theory explains for such episodes, the society-level consequences of biographic resonance could thus include profound contributions to people’s well-being and satisfaction with life (Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999): Through biographic resonance and resulting experiences of meaningfulness, entertainment messages would add to other sources of inspiration, solace, and even spirituality such as religion in promoting people’s sense of purpose in life, optimism, and hope. Because biographic resonance is suggested to occur from any kind of media entertainment, including nonambitious, nonartistic, “trivial” and “mass-oriented” messages, the breadth and relevance of such positive contributions of media entertainment to population well-being and resilience emerge as appealing domain for further theorizing and research. This perspective may also counteract past negative judgments of mass entertainment as useless waste of time and narcotic distraction (Postman, 2006), as for a given audience member, profound inspiration, advice, and hope may be discovered in precisely such “simple” products of entertainment.
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chapter 21

Kama Muta as a Eudaimonic Entertainment Experience


Sophie H. Janicke-Bowles, Thomas Schubert, and Johanna K. Blomster




Conceptualization of Eudaimonic Entertainment Experiences


Distinct emotional experiences such as amusement, admiration, or elevation are at the heart of the entertainment experience. While enjoyment and pleasure center around hedonic entertainment, one of the most researched emotional experiences associated with eudaimonic entertainment is meaningful affect (feeling moved), often also referred to as elevation (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Diessner, Iyer, Smith, & Haidt, 2013; Haidt, 2003a, 2003b;. The emotional experience of elevation has become especially interesting for media researchers due to its power to increase prosociality and connectedness responses (Janicke & Oliver, 2017; Krämer et al., 2017; Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012; Schnall, Roper, & Fessler, 2010). Researchers would assess such emotional responses to eudaimonic media often with a combination of the vernacular labels: feeling moved, touched, tender, compassionate, inspired, emotional, and meaningful and conceptualize these as either elevation, meaningful affect (Oliver et al., 2012; Rieger, Frischlich, & Oliver, 2018; Slater, Oliver, & Appel, 2016), or eudaimonic affect (Krämer et al., 2017). Thus, different labels for similar assessments of experiences have been applied in the literature. Additionally, physiological sensations such as feeling a lump in one’s throat, warmth in the chest, or experiencing goosebumps have also been used as measures predictive of elevation, but not consistently (Krämer et al., 2017; Oliver et al., 2012; Rieger et al., 2018; Silvers & Haidt, 2008). Furthermore, elevation or meaningful affect have also been associated with mixed affect (Oliver et al., 2012; Rieger et al., 2018), that is the feeling of positive and negative emotions at the same time (i.e., poignancy, Ersner-Hershfield, Mikels, Sullivan, & Carstensen, 2008); but sometimes, mixed affect has been used as an independent indicator of eudaimonic media instead (Bartsch, 2012; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Slater et al., 2016). It remains a question if the elevation concept is predicted by mixed affect or is independent of it.

In sum, current conceptualizations of meaningful affect or elevation as a response to eudaimonic media have been used inconsistently in the literature. While some cross-cultural research attempts on the emotional experience (elevation, meaningful affect) of eudaimonic entertainment have been made (i.e., Krämer et al., 2017; Rieger et al., 2018;), a systematic analysis of these conceptualizations or the physiological sensations cross culturally is missing. Additionally, the measures used thus far may be too restrictive in assessing the full experience of feeling moved from portrayals of moral beauty and humanities’ better nature (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Diessner et al., 2013) by relying mainly on vernacular labels that depend on individual, cultural, and sociological backgrounds (Schubert, Seibt, Zickfeld, Blomster, & Fiske, 2017). Furthermore, when talking about emotional experiences in response to media it is sometimes hard to label certain experiences, especially when they are more complex (cf. Bartsch, Kalch, & Oliver, 2014; Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). Thus, using solely vernacular labels to describe an emotional experience may not take into account the full emotional experience audiences can have. Krämer et al. (2017) were the first that tried to develop a more comprehensive measure of elevation, yet validation efforts are still missing. Last, no specific theoretical framework has been associated with the experience of elevation or being moved as measured thus far. Elevation is said to be elicited by moral beauty portrayals (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Haidt, 2003b), such as kindness, yet human connection portrayals seem to elicit elevation as well, albeit to a smaller degree (Janicke & Oliver, 2017; Krämer et al., 2017).

For a robust modeling of eudaimonic entertainment experiences it is important to agree on precise concepts that are elicited consistently by a specific source and hold true across different message types, cultures, contexts, and individuals. The concept of kama muta (Sanskrit term for feeling “moved by love”; Fiske, Schubert, & Seibt, 2017) represents such a concept. In the following, we outline the concept of kama muta, its theoretical framework, and its potential to conceptualize a particular kind of eudaimonic entertainment experiences (Oliver et al., 2018) within traditional and new media.

Kama Muta Defined


Kama muta theory provides a fresh start for conceptualizing the emotional process behind what English speakers typically call “being moved or touched to tears.” Kama muta is a social-relational emotion (Fiske et al., 2017) that occurs in connection with another entity.

Relational models theory (Fiske 1991, 2004) can explain when kama muta is elicited and what its functions are. Relational models theory proposes that humans coordinate using four basic relational blueprints: (1) Authority ranking, which underlies social hierarchies where people are ordered linearly and resources are distributed asymmetrically; (2) Equality matching, in which people take turns in some operation to coordinate and distribute resources; (3) Market pricing, in which people exchange goods such that they reach desirable ratios; and (4) Communal sharing, which underlies relations such as families and pair bonds in which people feel that they have something in common, and in which they distribute resources and burdens according to need and ability. Communal sharing relationships, thus, are based on kindness, compassion, moral commitment, shared responsibility, and sense of belonging (Fiske, Seibt, & Schubert, 2019). Kama muta is elicited when these communal sharing (CS) relations suddenly intensify. The intensification can consist of a shift in how strong a relationship is experienced at a specific moment, it can be the building of a new bond, or the contrast between an imagined or remembered relationship and the loss or separation of this relationship (Fiske et al., 2019). In the media context specifically, narratives often move from establishing a communal sharing relation to endangering it somehow (evoking the opposite of kama muta, sadness), and then back to an affirmation and confirmation of the relation (Schubert, Zickfeld, Seibt, & Fiske, 2018).

Examples of sudden intensification of communal sharing relations that elicit kama muta are situations such as reunions, engagements, weddings, singing of the national anthem together, the birth of a child, connection with nature or the divine, or sacrificing for others (Zickfeld et al., 2019). Their function is to “create, renew, and restore” (italics in original) the communal sharing relationship that was intensified, spillover to other communal sharing relations, or even to establish new communal sharing relations (Fiske et al., 2019, p. 75). Many cultures have structures in place that evoke kama muta, including rituals, stories, artifacts, and institutions, but it can also be elicited from unstructured, everyday experiences (Fiske et al., 2019), such as media exposure.

To account for the cultural variability that accompanies the labeling of kama muta experiences, such as feeling moved in English, rørt in Norwegian, Rührung in German, and gǎn dòng in Chinese, kama muta has been conceptualized on five dimensions (Fiske et al., 2017; Schubert et al., 2018; Seibt, Schubert, Zickfeld, & Fiske, 2017; Zickfeld et al., 2019) which include: (1) vernacular terms or labels (in English) of being moved or touched, (2) physiological sensations, such as tears, feeling choked up, having a warm feeling in the chest and goosebumps, (3) a positive valence, (4) the appraisal of the perception of a sudden intensification of a communal sharing relationship, and (5) motivations, which manifest in prosocial tendencies, a stronger commitment to a relationship, or a general tendency “to act communally, with kindness and compassion” (p. 405, Zickfeld et al., 2019). The intensity with which kama muta is experienced can vary, and not all of the dimensions may be elicited when kama muta is experienced at a moderate level. For example, physiological sensations, such as goosebumps and teary eyes, are less prevalent at lower intensities of the experience.

Several cross-cultural studies have supported the validity of these five dimensions in describing the kama muta experience, its elicitation from real-world and media stimuli, and its distinctiveness from sadness, awe, amusement, and mixed affect using samples from 19 countries encompassing 15 languages (Schubert et al., 2018; Seibt et al., 2017; Seibt et al., 2018; Zickfeld et al., 2019). Additionally, several personality variables have been identified to be strongly related to kama muta. That is, Zickfeld et al. (2019) found across 18 countries (no significant relationship was found for South Africa) a correlation between kama muta (as measured with all five subsets) and the trait of empathic concern. This relationship was supported in a meta-analysis across 16 studies (Zickfeld, Schubert, Seibt, & Fiske. 2017) where a large effect size (r = .35) between trait empathic concern and kama muta was found. Additionally, a significant relationship between kama muta and trait nostalgia has been found in 13 countries (this included the United States; Zickfeld et al., 2019). Lastly, females have been found to report higher levels of kama muta than males (as measured with all five dimensions; Zickfeld et al., 2019; Seibt et al., 2018).

In sum, kama muta is a universal positive emotion that has an evolved core and culture-specific versions. The appraisal is an experienced intensification of a communal sharing relation that is important for the individual, or for an individual one identifies with. The resulting motivation is to reciprocate the intensification, and to act in line with it—responding to needs and according to one’s ability. The emotional experience will be labeled with culture-specific terms if they are available and accompanied with bodily sensations of moist eyes or tears, goosebumps, and/or warmth. The magnitude of the association between the five dimensions varies based on the context (including different media stimuli) and cultural differences.

Kama Muta Within Eudaimonic Media


Not only theoretically, but also empirically it becomes apparent that elevation as measured thus far represents a subset of the more comprehensive measure of kama muta (Zickfeld et al., 2019). Both assessments include the vernacular labels of feeling moved and touched, as well as physiological sensations of goosebumps or a warm feeling in the chest. Consequently, it can be argued that studies on the effects of elevation from eudaimonic entertainment may capture in part, or even in their majority, kama muta experiences. In fact, several of the same video clips (http://kamamutalab.org/about/experience-kama-muta/) were used to elicit both elevation and kama muta in research studies. Assuming that elevation is part of the more comprehensive construct of kama muta, it comes as no surprise that similar effects of media eliciting elevation or kama muta have been found. Generally, studies on eudaimonic media found consistently that participants who were exposed to an emotionally moving video and experienced elevation or meaningful affect, as a result felt more connected to humanity (Janicke & Oliver, 2017; Oliver et al., 2017; Oliver et al., 2015), more altruistic (Schnall et al., 2010; Oliver et al., 2012), and were more likely to accept outgroups (Lai, Haidt, & Nosek, 2013; Oliver et al., 2015; see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume, for a more comprehensive summary of eudaimonic entertainment effects). Thus far, researchers attributed the reason for these effects to the cognitive appraisal of the modeled moral kindness as morally good, which facilitates a motivation to raise one’s own morality by behaving or intending to behave similarly moral in the future (see Haidt, 2001; 2003a).

From the standpoint of kama muta theory, however, effects from the exposure to kama muta eliciting stimuli are based on the social relational appraisals of the media characters, and one’s motivation to enhance relationships similar to those portrayed in the video. That is, kama muta in the media context can be experienced based on the sudden intensification of the relationship between the consumer and the group portrayed in the narrative (Seibt et al., 2017), or as a vicarious experience by witnessing the characters in the narrative displaying a sudden intensification of a communal sharing relationship themselves (i.e., characters reunite, holding a baby, cuddling a cute animal, displaying kindness). The intensification of communal sharing relations can be moral but does not have to be. Studies on kama muta so far have looked at how mediated kama muta affects motivation to develop communal sharing relationships, in the form of humanization of out-groups and animals, voting behavior, and political attitudes.

Blomster-Lyshol, Thomsen, & Seibt (2020) investigated the effect of mediated kama muta on humanization of out-groups. In three studies participants were presented with a short video depicting racial or sexual out-group members interacting communally (e.g., proposing to one another, helping each other, reuniting). These studies found that kama muta increases humanization of both the protagonist in the video and the whole group that the protagonist represents. Group-level humanization was serially mediated through protagonist humanization and warm feelings toward the protagonist’s group. These results indicate that humanization of the protagonist is an important prerequisite to favor and humanize the whole group, further indicating that mediated kama muta as a form of parasocial contact (Schiappa, Gregg, & Hewes, 2005) is the underlying process. Viewing televised communal interactions of out-group members lead to the formation of strong, albeit virtual, emotional bonds with out-group members. Having these emotional bonds makes people see the protagonists and the groups they represent as more human. Seeing someone as more human indicates an initial motivation to have a communal sharing relationship with this person (Haslam, 2006). While these findings are promising, future research needs to explore how much these virtual bonds to out-group members actually translate to real-world interactions. Generally, these findings provide a social relational explanation for why feeling moved from eudaimonic entertainment (kama muta) increases out-group humanization, whereas research on mediated elevation provides a cognitive explanation.

Another finding that points toward the social relational explanation of kama muta’s effect on humanization is by Steinnes, Blomster, Seibt, Zickfeld, and Fiske (2019). Participants were presented videos of cute animals, which were either interacting or not, and asked how human these animals were perceived to be. The animals that were interacting elicited more kama muta and they were perceived as more human-like (anthropomorphized). In other words, when seeing cute animals interacting, participants felt kama muta by the social relation these animals were perceived to have, which made them seem more human. The videos of the cute animals most likely did not convey themes of shared human goodness (which is what previously has been argued to elicit elevation), making the social relational explanation more probable.

Kama muta also plays into people’s intention to vote after watching a political advertisement. Two weeks before the US election in 2016, Seibt, Schubert, Zickfeld, and Fiske (2019) showed participants moving political ads from the Clinton and Trump campaigns. When participants saw a political ad from the presidential candidate they preferred, they reported feeling more kama muta and, in turn, kama muta predicted intentions to vote for their preferred candidate. Participants who were indeed moved by the opposing candidate’s political ad also reported increased intentions to support the opposed candidate. Support for a candidate is a form of motivation to communal sharing devotion in the political realm. The finding that kama muta predicts voting intentions for the opposing party’s candidate underlines the motivational effect of kama muta.

Furthermore, kama muta videos (elicited through vicarious communal sharing intensification and communal sharing intensification with the United States), compared to videos not evoking kama muta (i.e., neutral videos presenting facts about the United States, and presenting facts in general), have been found to increase communal sharing devotion to out-partisans in the form of increased out-partisan warmth, social closeness, and trust (Blomster Lysol, Seibt, Oliver & Thomsen (2019)). This effect was mediated by kama muta feelings and categorizing out-partisans as members of one superordinate group, i.e., US Americans. These results indicate that kama muta videos about two people intensifying their communal sharing relationship and kama muta videos that make people intensify their communal sharing relationship with the United States are both effective in reducing affective polarization. This might point out that kama muta can increase affective devotion to an out-group that was not depicted in the kama muta event through realizing that the out-group is part of a superordinate in-group.

To summarize, studies on mediated kama muta report that feeling kama muta from media portraying or intensifying communal sharing relationships are related to increased humanization of out-groups and animals, intentions to vote for a candidate, and improved attitudes toward out-partisans. The reason for these outcomes are outlined by kama muta theory which predicts that kama muta motivates people to enhance the communal sharing relationship that was intensified in the kama muta eliciting event. The communal sharing relationship can be portrayed in the media content, or it can also remind people of other communal sharing relationships. These studies indicate that social relational mechanisms are important to consider when media scholars investigate the effects of moving eudaimonic entertainment.

Kama Muta Examples in (Entertainment) Media


Examples of kama muta within media abound in advertising, TV, and movies. Kama muta is often the emotion advertisers are seeking to evoke, with a prominent example being a life insurance company having several ads that are described as tearjerking and heartwarming (Taube, 2014). Reality TV shows often feature scenes of reunion and extraordinary performances that incorporate intensifications of communal sharing. Talent shows where the contestant tells about her life challenges and then comes up on stage and sings beautifully are one example, and the performance by Susan Boyle on Britain’s Got Talent is perhaps the best known. The viewer is moved to tears because of the beautiful performance, by observing communal sharing intensifications between contestant, judges, audience, and often family members, and by knowing the obstacles the contestant has had to overcome to be where she is now, which makes the viewer feel closer to the contestant. Finally, many fictional movies and television series evoke kama muta when they depict love stories, such as The Notebook, helping others such as The Blindside, or reunions, such as the final scenes in Spielberg’s War of the Worlds. The recent Marvel movie Endgame featured a huge reunion scene (which then transitioned into evoking awe) that followed exactly the typical kama muta playbook of (1) introducing communal sharing relations, (2) bringing them into peril, and (3) showing reunion and overcoming of obstacles. Of television series, the Norwegian series SKAM has gained much international attention because of its kama muta evoking depictions of minority and gay teens.

Social media often assemble and distribute such kama muta-evoking scenes in lists or supercuts. Classic examples are lists of “acts that restore your faith in humanity.” Searching Youtube for keywords such as “heartwarming,” “try not to cry,” “most emotional” brings up hundreds of such clips. In the “try not to cry” challenge, Youtubers posted clips of themselves watching kama muta-evoking content (often the very same that we use in our research), only to regularly fail the challenge and thereby evoking even more kama muta. Obviously, kama muta is contagious, and people are not only motivated to evoke it in themselves and others, but are also willing to pay for it, which makes it a cornerstone of the modern entertainment industry.

Measuring Kama Muta Within the Media Context


It is important to note that the measure of kama muta as a response to a narrative will be the strongest when measured only as a response to the specific ending, rather than the narrative as a whole. For example, other emotions, such as anger toward a child running away from home, will dilute the final kama muta experience as a response to the sudden intensification of communal sharing relations when the child returns back home. Zickfeld et al. (2017) note that the longer and the more complex the narrative is that the respondent evaluates, the more likely it will be that a mixture of emotions is measured and the actual kama muta experience will be obscured. Additionally, it has to be noted that the respondent can also experience other emotions at the same time as they experience kama muta. For example, the feeling of kama muta upon witnessing a father reconcile with his son after years of quarrel and distance can elicit kama muta as well as sorrow and sadness if the viewer has a similar situation in their own life (see Klimmt & Rieger, this volume). Practically, for the media scholar that means that assessing kama muta within a film format, continuous response measurement (CRM; Biocca, David, & West, 1994; see also Fahr & Früh, this volume; Schubert et al., 2018) would be a helpful method to get to the specific kama muta moments, rather than evaluating the narrative as a whole after watching the complete film. When using shorter online video type stimulus materials or even images, the kama muta experience can be measured more easily.

Haidt’s Model of Moral Emotions


One of the major benefits of the kama muta concept is its theoretical framework, which has been missing from the elevation concept used thus far in the entertainment literature. In order to outline the superiority of the kama muta theory to the concept of elevation, it is important to compare it to Haidt’s (2003a) model of moral emotions.

Haidt defines moral emotions as “those emotions that are linked to the interests or welfare either of society as a whole or at least of persons other than the judge or agent” (Haidt, 2003a, p. 853). Moral emotions moderate the relationship between moral intuitions or standards, and behavior (Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darlezzy, & Cohen, 2001; Haidt, 2001). That is, emotions predict moral judgment and not vice versa. Haidt argues that social cognition is manifested on three dimensions of social space borrowing from Shweder’s (Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 1997) morality concept: community, autonomy, and divinity, whereas the third dimension is specifically moral. Within the divinity dimension, people strive to discriminate good from evil and continuously look for ways to amplify this division in order to feel better about themselves. Haidt (2003b; Haidt & Algoe, 2004) and colleagues outline that an upholding of the divinity ethics (i.e., seeing people portraying god-like qualities, performing acts of moral beauty) leads to elevation (which in turn opens people up toward others to seek contact) whereas a violation of the divinity ethics (i.e., impurity, violations of sacredness and sanctity) leads to social disgust (with the tendency to turn away from stimuli). The authors argue that people’s judgment of others is based on “the separation and amplification of good and evil” (Haidt & Algoe, 2004, p. 322), whereas good and evil are seen as absolute.

This absolute notion of moral cognition goes against the extended relations models theory (Fiske, 1991; Rai & Fiske, 2011) in which four distinct moral motives and social-relational context impact the appraisal of an act to be “moral” or “immoral.” That is, the same action can be judged as morally wrong or right, depending on the social relational context in which it occurs and moral motives that are applied in specific social relationships (Rai & Fiske, 2011). For example, a soldier may deem it right to kill another human when they are in battle, but when they are back home, another social relational model applies and they have great difficulty to reintegrate back into their social lives (Rai & Fiske, 2011). The killing of a man from an outside perspective may seem immoral, but for the mother that killed the man because the man killed her son, this action, following another moral motive and social relationship, may not seem immoral. This introduces an important difference between the concepts of elevation and kama muta. Kama muta is thought to be elicited by the sudden intensification of communal sharing relations that can be regarded as moral, depending on the type of relationship. However, in contrast to elevation, kama muta’s elicitors do not, and in fact, cannot be argued to be moral all the time, since the relational model theory is not based on an absolute model of morality.

Fiske (2020) outlines that when taking Haidt’s (2000, 2003a, 2003b) theory literally, then any moral act should elicit elevation, not only moral beauty. Thus, even the death penalty, which confirms some people’s core value of fairness, should elicit elevation. It can be assumed that this is not likely the case, but empirical work on this issue is lacking so far. The kama muta theory of a sudden intensification of communal sharing relations circumvents this issue by only referring to a shift in communal sharing relational appraisal (even in an ordinary experience) as an elicitor for being moved. Therefore, elevation can be understood as a specific subset of a kama muta experience that is specific to witnessing the modeling of moral beauty in communal sharing relations (Haidt, 2003a; Haidt, & Algoe, 2004). However, kama muta experiences are also elicited by nonmoral intensifications of communal sharing (for example, being greeted by one’s dog when coming home from work, seeing a friend’s baby).

Integrating Kama Muta Within The Broader Eudaimonic Entertainment Context


Based on the outlined research (Schubert et al., 2018; Schubert et al., 2017; Seibt et al., 2017; Zickfeld et al., 2019) we argue that the kama muta concept is a more comprehensive and valid variable to measure meaningful affective responses to eudaimonic entertainment compared to the previously used elevation concept. The kama muta concept provides a more inclusive assessment tool which is cross-culturally validated (Zickfeld et al., 2019), and is based in a more comprehensive theoretical model (relational models theory, Fiske, 2004) compared to Haidt’s conceptualization of moral emotions (2000, 2003a).

In addition, we also think that kama muta may be a superior concept to specifically self-transcendent eudaimonic media experiences. That is, Oliver et al. (2018) proposed that eudaimonic entertainment could vary on a continuum of more self-focused meaningful media responses on one end and other-focused self-transcendence media responses on the other end (Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume). Self-transcendence as defined by Yaden, Haidt, Hood, Vago, and Newberg (2017) refers to a state of diminished self-salience and enhanced feelings of connectedness: “Under certain circumstances, the subjective sense of one’s self as an isolated entity can temporarily fade into an experience of unity with other people or one’s surroundings, involving the dissolution of boundaries between the sense of self and “other” (Yaden et al., 2017, p. 1). When communal sharing relationships suddenly intensify, such a dissolution of self and others could temporarily manifest. Kama muta generally has been associated with an outward orientation since it entails the immediate motivation to strengthen the communal sharing relationship, which also represents a close overlap between studies on mediated elevation responses and feelings of interconnectedness and altruistic behaviors (Krämer et al., 2017; Schnall et al., 2010; Oliver et al., 2012; Oliver et al., 2015), which in turn have been associated with self-transcendence.

Moreover, kama muta has been associated more so with positive than negative affect, which is another predictor of approach motivation and outward orientation (see Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory, 2001). Furthermore, the kama muta concept may encompass a host of self-transcendent emotions, which include elevation as researched thus far, as well as gratitude, admiration, and compassion (Algoe & Haidt, 2009). Self-transcendent emotions are a specific set of positive emotions that are particularly others-oriented and therefore have been associated with media that depicts, for example, the overcoming of obstacles, perseverance, kindness, giving thanks, and natural or artistic beauty (see Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders, & Oliver, 2017). The appraisals of many self-transcendent emotions concern a sudden intensification of communal sharing. For example, gratitude entails a sudden intensification of communal sharing relations due to gift or compliment exchange. Admiration is elicited by witnessing extraordinary talent, which represents a contrasting communal sharing relation of average behavior to extreme performance. Thus, kama muta may be encompassing the experience of self-transcendent emotions from eudaimonic entertainment. Instead of the specific elicitors for each self-transcendent emotion, as outlined in the literature before, such as giving thanks, as an elicitor for gratitude, or the overcoming of obstacles as an elicitor of hope (see Dale et al., 2017), it might be that for many of those emotions, a connecting elicitor is the intensification of a communal sharing relation. If this is the case, kama muta could be regarded as the theoretical basis for many of the self-transcendent effects observed from entertainment before. Future research is warranted to test this prediction.

Future Research on Mediated Kama Muta And Its Impact on Society


Kama muta is a binding emotion. Finding ways even through media to make Generation Z experience connectedness to others online and make them realize that they are part of a shared humanity, that someone cares about them and they are not alone, could be a powerful source to challenge the current low levels of mental health. Reinecke and Oliver (2017) outline already many ways in which media can promote well-being. Future studies could explore the role of kama muta eliciting videos or image billboards in school settings to foster connectedness and remembrance of shared humanity rather than competing, contrasting social comparison via social media.

Social media ideally invites moments where communal sharing relations could be provoked. For example, Oliver, Molina-Davila, Myrick, DiRusso, and Chai (2018) found that collaborating with others on an inspirational media project elicited greater elevation and connectedness responses than not collaborating or collaborating on a noninspiring media product. Thus, connecting with others by sharing photos of love and kindness via social media could be a booster for kama muta and in turn strengthening the bonds with ones friends, family, and followers. On the other hand, social media content itself could foster motivations to harness communal sharing relationships, even with strangers. For example, recent research demonstrated, when participants were asked to recall a meaningful meme they have encountered on social media in the past, they most often recalled those that portrayed connectedness, as well as tragedy, human virtue and perseverance. Exposure to such eudaimonic memes in turn, elicited greater eudaimonic motivations including wanting to do good things for others, compared to hedonic motivations which pertained to more self-focused actions (become popular, earn a lot of money) (Rieger & Klimmt, 2019). Thus, entertaining social media content, when it is portraying an intensification of a communal sharing relationship, could indeed foster kama muta in consumers and in turn lead to outward oriented, prosocial behaviors.

Another fruitful area of research is to investigate kama muta in the work context. Feeling socially connected and even having friends at work has great benefits for well-being at work (Reich & Hershcovis, 2011). Some studies have already found an effect of eudaimonic entertainment clips that elicit elevation or inspiration on stress recovery responses at work, as well as employees perceived meaning, relatedness, and vitality at work (Janicke, Reinecke, Rieger, & Connor, 2017; Janicke-Bowles, Rieger, & Connor, 2018). Future studies could explore kama muta as a response to videos or images that portray communal sharing relations in the work context which could have implications for workplace well-being programs involving media.

Besides using social media, watching TV shows and films on video-on-demand platforms (VOD) such as Netflix or Hulu is very common among the millennial generation (Nielsen, 2018). However, millennials often do not solely watch a show, they simultaneously chat, tweet, text, shop online, or read the news; they engage in social TV (Han & Lee, 2014). Research has indicated that watching a TV show or another mass media program while communicating via text message or using social media can enhance the enjoyment of the program if the consumer communicates about the program they are watching (Krämer, Winter, Benninghoff, & Gallus, 2015). Schubert et al. (2018) suggest that kama muta experiences can be enhanced when they are experienced jointly, especially when the other person is one of one’s in-group. Future research in the realm of social TV could start investigating the concept of kama muta as another outcome variable that could enhance the enjoyment experience of media consumption as well as could explain the bonding experiences between two people that share the media situation.

Lastly, another interesting avenue for future research on mediated kama muta could be in the realm of music. Schubert et al. (2018) outline that music, which underlined six moving video’s they used in their study, could likely amplify the effects of feeling moved or touched from seeing interpersonal closeness portrayed. Music is the number one medium Americans report to have felt inspired by before (Raney et al., 2018). Future research on music entertainment could further explore the concept of kama muta as well. What are the moments when it occurs? Is it associated with lyrics or not? Is there a particular type of music that elicits strong kama muta reactions in most people? These are just some questions of consideration.

Conclusion


Kama muta seems to be a promising concept in a multitude of eudaimonic entertainment contexts. It can be applied in advertising, social media, politics, and health communication by ways of playing on viewers’ heartstrings. The implications of this complex emotion for effects researchers are vast and promising with a vision toward a connected world. We hope media scholars and entertainment researchers will find it compelling to assess kama muta in future research, particularly as pertaining to eudaimonic entertainment.
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chapter 22

Entertained by Amazement and Wonder

The Role of the Emotion Awe in Media Reception


Daniel Possler and Arthur A. Raney




A significant portion of entertainment media seems to be designed to impress and amaze their audiences, to leave readers, listeners, viewers, and users “blown away.” Typical examples of this type of entertainment fare include panoramic shots of huge mountains or wide valleys in nature documentaries (e.g., Planet Earth), depictions of mighty antagonists like Darth Vader in Star Wars, powerful orchestral music pieces such as the initial fanfare of Also sprach Zarathustra by Richard Strauss, or vast architecture in video games like Spider Man. Such media content mark sharp contrasts to audiences’ real-life experiences—especially regarding the size of power or beauty usually encountered—and can, thus, be deeply impressive, amazing, and awe-inspiring.

Numerous chapters in this volume attest to the centrality of affective processes and specific emotional experiences in the formation and experience of hedonic and eudaimonic media entertainment. The role played by joy, empathy, fear, anticipation, surprise, and sadness (among others) has been explored and described in various theories and models of entertainment reception. Just recently, media psychologists have begun to shed light on more complex affective responses to media such as “being moved” (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2010) or self-transcendent emotions such as elevation, gratitude, or hope (see Janicke et al., this volume; also Oliver et al., 2018; Dale, Raney, Janicke, Sanders, & Oliver, 2017). However, the emotional experience described earlier has been largely overlooked in this scholarship. In this chapter, we attempt to conceptually describe this experience with the emotion awe (Keltner & Haidt, 2003) and offer a case for awe as an important element in media entertainment. We point out how feeling awe could foster both hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences. Moreover, based on a systematic analysis of potential awe elicitors and situational, as well as personological, prerequisites for feeling the emotion, we show that awe should be a rather frequent response to media entertainment.

What Is Awe?


Awe-related concepts and experiences have been discussed in philosophical (e.g., Burke, 1757/2015), psychological (e.g., McDougall, 1919/2001), and theological writings for centuries (for an overview, see Keltner & Haidt, 2003). However, in the last decade, awe has attracted renewed attention in psychology and communication science, arguably in large part because of pioneering theoretical work by Keltner and Haidt (2003). Drawing on prior descriptions in different disciplines, the authors defined awe as an emotion elicited by stimuli that share two characteristics (or appraisals). First, awe-inducing stimuli are perceptually vast, in the sense that they are “experienced as being much larger than the self, or the self’s ordinary level of experience or frame of reference” (Keltner & Haidt, 2003, p. 303). Although vastness can refer to the physical size or power of a stimulus (e.g., wide landscapes, powerful tornados), it can also rest on its symbolic qualities such as social status (e.g., powerful leader), explanatory scope (e.g., grand theory), social significance (e.g., impactful historic event), or its sensory detail (e.g., a complex song; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Shiota, Thrash, Danvers, & Dombrowski, 2014). Second, due to their novel and unusual characteristics, awe-inducing stimuli challenge a person’s established understanding and cannot easily be assimilated into existing mental structures. Rather, a person has to update her mental concepts to make sense of the experience, a process often called “accommodation” (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). For example, when someone sees a vast nature landmark such as the Victoria Falls for the first time, the experience will likely not fit into the existing schema of a waterfall and, hence, require the person to update and expand this mental concept.

Moreover, Keltner and Haidt (2003) suggested that different subtypes of awe can be differentiated based on the peripheral characteristics (or “flavors”) of the stimulus (Allen, 2018). According to the authors, the experience of awe can be accompanied by fear (threatening stimuli), aesthetic pleasure (perceptually beautiful stimuli), “admiration” (stimuli involving extraordinary ability; Onu, Kessler, & Smith, 2016), “elevation” (stimuli involving virtue; Algoe & Haidt, 2009), and “an element of the uncanny” (stimuli involving a supernatural encounter; Keltner & Haidt, 2003, p. 306). Nevertheless, a stimulus must always be vast and involve a need for accommodation to elicit awe. For example, extraordinary ability that does not involve vastness may elicit admiration but not awe. Although it is unclear how well this idea fits into mainstream emotional psychology (Chirico & Yaden, 2018), it suggests that feelings of awe often involve other emotional experiences.

Based on this conceptualization, emotion psychologists have investigated the components and correlates of the emotion (for a definition of emotions, see Scherer, 2001). Awe was found to be related to specific physiological reactions, such as goosebumps (Schurtz et al., 2012). Expressive displays of the emotion have been identified such as the vocal utterance “wow” (Cordaro, Keltner, Tshering, Wangchuk, & Flynn, 2016) or a distinct facial expression (Campos, Shiota, Keltner, Gonzaga, & Goetz, 2013). Moreover, a large part of research has focused on the subjective experience of awe (“how it feels”) and related psychological effects. It is far beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a full overview of the current state of awe research (see Allen, 2018, instead). In the following, though, we highlight and discuss four key consequences of experiencing awe that will provide a basis for explaining the emotion’s impact on media users’ entertainment experience.

1. Feeling awe involves processes of accommodation. In line with the assumption that awe stimuli involve a need for accommodation, some studies have found that experiencing awe may challenge a persons’ worldview (Gordon et al., 2017; although such findings are less clear, cf. Campos et al., 2013). Moreover, a first study suggested that experiencing awe involves critical thinking and analytic processing, which might be attributed to schema accommodation (i.e., making sense of the experience, Griskevicius et al., 2010).

2. Feeling awe is most often a positive experience. Awe has theoretically and empirically been identified as an emotion that can have both a positive and negative valence (Gordon et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003). When the emotion is elicited by threatening stimuli, it will most likely have a negative valence and a “flavor” of fear (Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, & Keltner, 2015). However, diary studies show that the predominant portion of awe experiences are positive (Gordon et al., 2017). Experiences of awe can also improve peoples’ mood (Joye & Bolderdijk, 2014) and boost their momentary life satisfaction (Rudd, Vohs, & Aaker, 2012).

3. Feeling awe often gives rise to self-transcendent experiences. Various studies report that feeling awe can temporarily change a person’s self-perception. At first, people who experience awe often perceive their own selves to be diminished (Bai et al., 2017; Campos et al., 2013; Gordon et al., 2017; Piff et al., 2015; Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007). This involves the perception of being “small or insignificant” (Shiota et al., 2007, p. 953) but can also include the reduced estimation of one’s own body size (Bai et al., 2017). Additionally, awe can heighten the feeling of being in the presence of or connected to something greater than the self (Piff et al., 2015; Shiota et al., 2007). Such a reduction in self-salience and heightened feelings of connection have been labeled “self-transcendent experiences” (Yaden, Haidt, Hood, Vago, & Newberg, 2017). During these experiences people “transcend” their own selves as their “attention to the often all-consuming self and its goals” (Haidt & Morris, 2009, p. 7668) is reduced and their awareness for others is raised (Stellar et al., 2017).

4. Feeling awe often activates spirituality. Experiencing awe can activate spiritual and religious thoughts and intentions (Saroglou, Buxant, & Tilquin, 2008; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012). As a potential explanation for this finding, Valdesolo and Graham (2014) revealed that experiencing awe results in heightened feelings of momentary ambiguity intolerance—most likely a consequence of failures to assimilate novel information—which in turn fosters a tendency to make sense of the experience by attributing it to a supernatural force.

 In a nutshell, awe can be described as the emotional experience people have when they perceive something vast and unusual. The emotion often triggers goosebumps and vocal bursts like “Wow!” and is most often a positive but challenging, and sometimes spiritual, experience that draws attention from the self to larger entities and groups.

Awe as a Facilitator of Entertainment Experiences


With this in mind, we turn to the ways that awe might facilitate hedonic (through enjoyment) and eudaimonic (through appreciation and meaningfulness) entertainment experiences. Figure 22.1 offers a proposed model of the conceptual relationships discussed in what follows.
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Figure 22.1 Conceptual relationships between awe and the entertainment experiences.





Awe and Enjoyment


Positive emotional experiences during media reception are central to the experience of enjoyment, especially as it has been traditionally conceptualized in relation to pleasure (Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). Entertainment studies consistently demonstrate that those positive emotional experiences are multidimensional in nature, often involving fun, empathy, interest, surprise, and other related responses (e.g., Johnson & Rosenbaum, 2015). As noted earlier, awe is most often experienced as a positive emotion (e.g., Gordon et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003). It follows then that experiencing awe during entertainment reception should be perceived as pleasurable and therefore should directly contribute to enjoyment. Further, the positive emotional experiences associated with awe can serve to perpetuate a pleasant or repair a negative mood state; in line with mood management theory predictions (Zillmann, 1988; see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume) this too should be associated with enjoyment. Moreover, awe-inducing scenes or stimuli are often located within the narrative in conjunction with other emotionally arousing ones; take, for instance, the beautiful seascape in the final scene of The Shawshank Redemption in which the two friends are finally reunited or grand vistas in video games such as Skyrim presented at the end of dangerous areas. From an excitation-transfer theory perspective (Zillmann, 1996), such contiguous emotional experiences may result in more intense feelings in the viewer, which may also lead to heightened levels of enjoyment (particularly, when associated with a narrative resolution or successful mastering of a challenge).

Awe should also contribute to enjoyment as a self-transcendent experience. As Janicke and colleagues (this volume) note, media psychologists have recently begun exploring self-transcendent media experiences (see also Oliver et al., 2018). In general, this line of research has focused on the relationship between self-transcendent emotions (including awe) and appreciation/eudaimonia; we address this issue later. But we would be remiss to not also point out the relationship between self-transcendent experiences and enjoyment.

To be clear, enjoyment and appreciation have not been conceptualized as mutually exclusive or as opposite ends of an experiential continuum but rather as orthogonal outcomes of entertainment reception (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2011), both of which are characterized by (varying levels of) positive emotions. Thus, research indicates—and your own experience likely confirms—that even the most meaningful or self-transcendent films, for example, can result in high levels of enjoyment. We suggest that in addition to the typical enjoyable aspects of entertainment (e.g., novel plots, likeable characters), self-transcendence—brought on by awe—may uniquely contribute to pleasurable media experiences in two key ways.

First, self-transcendent experiences draw peoples’ attention away from their own selves. This involves, among others, temporarily forgetting about daily sorrows and worries, shifting one’s frame of reference to something greater (e.g., “the universe”) or, at a minimum, to something different (Piff et al., 2015; Shiota et al., 2007). Such a shift is precisely the experience that many seek out when they turn to entertainment for escape (e.g., Henning & Vorderer, 2001; see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume). Thus, it stands to reason that the experience of self-transcending awe—in response to, for example, the majestic and harrowing shots of El Capitan during the Oscar-winning film Free Solo—may facilitate escapist effects in viewers, which should facilitate enjoyment. Similarly, the shifting of attention from one’s own concerns should also impede one’s ability to ruminate on the cause and experience of negative emotions, thereby (potentially) leading to mood repair and greater enjoyment (Zillmann, 1988).

Second, other psychological constructs that involve self-transcendent experiences have previously been shown to facilitate enjoyment, including flow (e.g., Sherry, 2004; Yaden et al., 2017). One self-transcendent aspect of flow involves the alteration of perceptions of time. Research suggests that experiencing awe also affects people’s time perception. However, although time seems to pass faster during flow states, it seems to be elongated during self-transcendent awe experiences. Across three experiments, Rudd and colleagues (2012) demonstrated that experiencing awe increased perceptions of time availability, leading to several positive outcomes in participants including increased life satisfaction. The researchers concluded that, among other things, awe can “amplify the savoring of pleasurable moments” (p. 1135). Thus, self-transcending awe can possibly facilitate media enjoyment through shifts in perceptions of time availability.

Awe and Appreciation/Eudaimonia


Dual-process models of entertainment (e.g., Lewis, Tamborini, & Weber, 2014; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015) stress that pleasure and enjoyment are not the only outcomes desired by entertainment seekers; users also intentionally seek poignant portrayals of the human condition that can lead to appreciation (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010), meaning-making, and grappling with questions of life purpose (i.e., eudaimonia; Oliver & Raney, 2011). Self-transcendent media experiences (Oliver et al., 2018) are prime examples of entertainment reception for these purposes (see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume). As noted, awe reactions to entertainment have consistently been associated with self-transcendent media experiences. Thus, the experience of awe during entertainment reception can promote appreciation, meaningfulness, and eudaimonia. We contend that this can occur through at least three paths.

First, self-transcendent experiences involve, among other things, an increase in feelings of interconnectedness with others, nature, and things greater than ourselves (Oliver et al., 2018; Yaden et al., 2017). Awe through media entertainment can promote feelings of connectedness through the reduction of an audience member’s self-salience and—significance (e.g., Bai et al., 2017; Shiota et al., 2007). The “small self” is necessarily a relative term, requiring reflection upon that which is “big” in one’s surroundings and one’s relation to it. Experiences that invite people to envision and reflect on themselves in relation to matters and purposes much greater than themselves can be transformative and deeply meaningful (Yaden et al., 2017). For example, astronauts report that seeing Earth from space for the first time is a highly meaningful, awe-inspiring experience that fosters deep connections to humanity as a whole (Yaden et al., 2016). Extreme awe-inducing media experiences can have similar effects. Consider for example the prominent photograph Earthrise taken by astronaut Bill Anders in 1968, which shows the earth rising above the lunar horizon. The picture has been acclaimed to be highly meaningful and influential for many people by raising feelings of human interconnectedness (Farman, 2010).

Second, awe can promote spiritual thinking, possibly due to a need to make sense of the extraordinary experience. Finding no “earthly” explanation for the experience, one attributes the phenomenon to something beyond the natural realm. Doing so may trigger other spirituality-related thoughts and emotions (e.g., gratitude), all of which should make for a highly meaningful experience. Media entertainment may be capable of eliciting such an experience, in particular through awe-inspiring stimuli that are faithful to the natural world (e.g., the television series Planet Earth; see Valdesolo & Graham, 2014). More artificial or virtual media stimuli that elicit awe may promote admiration (rather than awe) for the media creator or actor, which on its face may not be considered a spiritual experience. However, highly religious people may attribute extraordinary human achievement to a creative higher power that made such things possible (Saroglou et al., 2008).

Third, awe forces witnesses to adjust their mental schema to make sense of the new experience. What results may be a new way of understanding phenomena beyond that which was experienced, fostering new ways of viewing the world. For the media user, such an experience of (new) meaning-making should be meaningful both in the moment and for some time thereafter; or as King and Hicks (2009) suggested, “accommodation processes during awe-inspiring experiences may lead to enlightenment after the person fully integrates the new experience” (p. 319). Moreover, the gap between knowledge and experience that mediated awe reveals may prompt epistemic curiosity and exploration in audiences, especially among young children (Valdesolo, Shtulman, & Baron, 2017), both of which are foundations for self-directed learning. Some of the success and motivational importance of science-based television shows (e.g., Cosmos, even Mythbusters) may lie in their ability to elicit awe in viewers.

Taken together our discussion shows that awe can play an important role in the formation of media users’ entertainment experiences. This, however, raises the question of how the emotion might be elicited during media use.

Awe as a Reaction to Media Entertainment


Understanding awe as an experiential quality of media consumption implies that the emotion is elicited by a stimulus that is directly or indirectly related to the media reception process. Moreover, similarly to other entertainment processes, the elicitation of awe should depend on media users’ stable and situational prerequisites (see Vorderer et al., 2004). In the following, we first focus on media-related stimuli that might elicit awe, before we turn to situational and stable user factors that might affect the elicitation process.

Awe-Elicitors During Media Use


As mentioned before, awe is evoked by stimuli that share two characteristics: perceptual vastness and a need to update mental structures. Presumably, various objects and situations share these characteristics and can occur during media use.

Media Stimuli That Have Been Used to Elicit Awe in Prior Studies


Initial ideas about which media attributes might be relevant to the elicitation of awe can be derived from previous research, as scholars have often relied on media stimuli to induce the emotion in experiments. To our knowledge, short films taken from nature documentaries have most frequently been used in prior studies (e.g., Bai et al., 2017; Gordon et al., 2017; Piff et al., 2015; Valdesolo & Graham, 2014). The selected scenes most often depict inanimate nature scenery, such as “panoramic views of beautiful landscapes with waterfalls, deserts, oceans, large rivers, and high mountains” (Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012, p. 230). Additionally, video games depicting nature scenery (e.g., mountains, forests) have also proven to effectively induce awe (Possler et al., 2019). Other studies draw on the aforementioned finding that seeing Earth from space is a highly awe-inspiring experience (Yaden et al., 2016) and elicited the emotion via pictures of or movies about space (e.g., Gordon et al., 2017; Silvia, Fayn, Nusbaum, & Beaty, 2015) or video games about flying in space (i.e., Eve:Valkyrie, Possler et al., 2019). Still other studies have used media portrayals of human-created objects to induce awe, including short stories about overlooking a city from a landmark (e.g., the Eiffel Tower; Griskevicius et al., 2010; Rudd et al., 2012) or pictures of high buildings (Joye & Dewitte, 2016). Remarkably, few studies have drawn on awe elicitors that involve humans. As a notable exception, two studies evoked awe through a video depicting a young couple across different points in a pregnancy (Saroglou et al., 2008; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012). Finally, a study by Silvia and colleagues (2015) indicated that awe can also be induced by specific music (characterized by a “sonic envelope, use of crescendo, and major shifts in energy and volume,” p. 379).

Taken together these studies show that awe can be elicited by a wide variety of media contents, including videos, short stories, music, pictures, video games, and simulations as well as by various types of content including depictions of inanimate nature, space, architecture, or personal transitions (e.g., childbirth). Bearing in mind our discussion on awe’s potential to foster hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences, the emotion may be a key factor for explaining the success of media formats such as nature and space documentaries (e.g., Planet Earth, Space Station 3D) or richly illustrated geography magazines (e.g., National Geographic). In addition, it can be assumed that the presentation of such content in representatives of other entertainment genres can also cause peaks of awe. One might think of massive space scenes in science-fiction films such as Star Wars, depictions of vast architecture in the thriller Inception, or huge landscapes in video games such as Witcher III.

Additional Potential Awe Elicitors in Media


Despite the detail provided in the previous section, not all relevant elicitors of awe identified in prior research were presented (for an overview, see Allen, 2018). In fact, a recent diary study by Bai and colleagues (2017) found that the aforementioned nature, art/music, and architecture together only account for 21% of the daily awe experiences reported by a US sample and for only 16% of those experiences mentioned by Chinese participants. In contrast, interpersonal elicitors were reported to be much more important (Chinese sample, 63%; US, 49%). These findings mirror past survey and diary studies (Gordon et al., 2017; Schurtz et al., 2012). Moreover, Bai and colleagues (2017) identified additional awe-elicitors not mentioned earlier, such as the self (Chinese sample, 1%; US, 8%), knowledge (5%; 3%), spiritual encounters (3%; 2%) and technology (1%; 2%).

The previous overview is also limited in that it focused on media content alone. Other aspects (or levels) of media use also elicit emotional responses (e.g., reactions of co-viewers, Wirth & Schramm, 2007). Therefore, it seems worthwhile to explore additional reception elements that can trigger emotions and to map awe elicitors onto them.

We draw on appraisal theories of emotions to identify other emotion-inducing elements of media use (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Moors, Ellsworth, Scherer, & Frijda, 2013). This theoretical perspective assumes that “people’s emotions arise from their perceptions of their circumstances” (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003, p. 572). Thus, the objective characteristics of a stimulus do not dictate the type and intensity of a resulting emotion (e.g., a skyscraper’s actual height) but rather how people subjectively evaluate (or appraise) it (e.g., perceiving a skyscraper to be vast; Moors et al., 2013). One precondition for such an appraisal is that people attend to and process a stimulus (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). As Wirth and colleagues point out in the multireference appraisal model of emotion (MAME), media use situations can be characterized by multiple levels, all of which might draw the attention of the audience and elicit an emotional response (Wirth & Schramm, 2005, 2007). In the following, we discuss the most germane levels identified in the MAME for the current discussion and suggest what awe elicitors might be located in each level (see also Table 22.1).
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First, the audience can appraise the content of a media message (Wirth & Schramm, 2007). Fundamentally, we assume that all awe elicitors can be represented in content. However, the process of emotion formation may differ between the elicitors. People can appraise media content either empathically, retracing how a media character evaluates the situation (co-emotion; Scherer, 1998; see also Tan [1996] and Zillmann [2006] for discussions of the centrality of empathy in media reception) or with reference to their own self (ego-emotions).

With regard to the former, it can be assumed that elicitors that depend to a larger degree on a narrative trigger awe most often via empathic reactions. For example, the great power of a depicted character (e.g., a king) is most likely not immediately apparent to the audience. Even if the audience understands that this character is powerful in the narrative context, this knowledge may have no emotional consequences due to the character’s nonreal and ephemeral nature (i.e., the king has no real power over the audience; Possler, Klimmt, & Raney, 2018). Thus, whether such depictions can evoke awe most likely depends on empathically retracing how the protagonists appraise the character. Therefore, narrative awe-elicitors will at least partially depend on empathy.

In contrast, depictions of vast landscapes, planets, or buildings should depend less on a narrative framing and empathy but rather immediately trigger an emotional response in the audience (direct elicitors; Dale et al., 2017). Consequently, prior studies triggered awe using direct elicitors, without providing narrative context. In addition to the two processes, the content may also generate awe by emotional contagion (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1992), if the audience perceives depictions of awe’s expressive component in the depicted characters (e.g., the related facial expression) and imitates it (Scherer, 1998; Wirth & Schramm, 2005).

A second level to which the audience can direct their attention are the artifact characteristics of a message (Tan, 1995, 1996; Wirth & Schramm, 2007). It has often been suggested that in many entertainment media the artifact is concealed to promote the seemingly realistic qualities of the fictional world (e.g., Tan, 1995). However, awe-inspiring artistic features of media message (e.g., novel visual qualities) may motivate the audience to process the message in an analytical mode focused on the artifact (see Vorderer, 1993), particularly since awe can activate critical thinking (Griskevicius et al., 2010). At this level, for example, the elicitors of art and music, as well as technology (see Bai et al., 2017) should be particularly relevant to directly inducing awe. Consider, for instance, video games that regularly introduce new technologies (e.g., virtual reality) or action movies such as those in the Marvel Cinematic Universe that constantly push the limits of computer-generated imagery.

Additionally, the audience can appraise the circumstances of the usage situation (Wirth & Schramm, 2007). Inter alia media users can focus on their surroundings (e.g., comfort of the sofa). However, more important for the elicitation of awe, media users may also appraise the status, reactions, or messages of distal or co-located other users (see Raney & Ji, 2017). For example, meeting a co-player with enormous power and status in a multiplayer video game such as World of Warcraft may be awe-inspiring. Moreover, while watching a movie, awe reactions expressed by co-viewers may be emotionally contagious. Furthermore, the verbal comments of co-located users or the online posts of distal co-viewers may as well depict awe elicitors. Additionally, in interactive media, the self can also be a relevant trigger of awe located on this level. For example, video game players can attribute the success of a protagonist to their own actions and may feel proud or “awe-inspired” by their accomplishments (see Klimmt, Blake, Hefner, Vorderer, & Roth, 2009).

Finally, media users can focus on imagined situations or memories (Wirth & Schramm, 2007). Potentially all awe elicitors could be relevant on this level, as there are no limits to imagination, and the audience may recall events totally unrelated to the media content. However, it can be assumed that memories are sometimes sparked by the characteristics of the message. These memories may further intensify the emotional responses elicited by the content (“emotion memories,” Oatley, 1995). For example, depictions of mountains in a video game may remind players of their own prior mountaineering experiences and those memories may give rise to intense awe experiences.

All in all, awe can most likely be elicited by numerous stimuli not previously used as elicitors in prior studies. Specifically, in addition to the content of a message, its artifact characteristics, the reception situation, and (media-related) memories or fantasies might also incorporate awe elicitors. Finally, three processes of emotion generation—emotion induction (ego-emotion), empathy, and emotional contagion—may be relevant to the elicitation of awe.

Prerequisites for Experiencing Awe in Media


According to appraisal theories, whether one of the media-related elicitors discussed earlier triggers awe depends on how a recipient appraises a stimulus. Thus, the same media use situation may induce awe in one user but not in another. These differences can at least partly be explained by peoples’ stable predispositions (Moors et al., 2013). Most notably, three traits have been associated with awe in prior research. First, the personality trait openness to experience was found to be related to general awe proneness (dispositional awe) and the situational intensity of the emotion elicited by media stimuli (Shiota, Keltner, & John, 2006; Silvia et al., 2015). Second, the related trait, absorption—the tendency to become completely engaged in an experience—also predisposes some individuals to awe (Van Elk, Karinen, Specker, Stamkou, & Baas, 2016). Third, people’s discomfort with ambiguity (need for cognitive closure) was found to be negatively correlated with awe proneness, presumably since awe necessarily involves a sense of uncertainty (Shiota et al., 2007). In addition to traits, peoples’ cultural backgrounds can affect the elicitation of the emotion. For example, the diary study mentioned earlier (Bai et al., 2017) revealed that the relevance of awe stimuli differs between people from the United States and China.

In addition, whether a media stimulus can elicit awe may also depend on the momentary states of the audience. According to appraisal theories, stimulus detection and processing are the most fundamental steps of emotion generation (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). As noted previously, media use situations can be characterized by various levels and may consist of a broad range of stimuli. Thus, states that direct media users’ attention and involvement might predispose whether a given stimulus is detected and how it is processed, with potential impacts on awe. Specifically, cognitive load, immersion, and relationships with characters may impact the situational elicitation of awe.

First, using media requires audiences to invest cognitive resources to multiple processes (encoding, storage, and retrieval; Lang, 2000). However, a person’s cognitive resources are limited; if a task requires more resources than are currently available, cognitive overload occurs and processing performance suffers (Lang, 2000). Thus, the elicitation of awe likely depends on whether the audience member has sufficient cognitive resource available to process the stimulus. Prioritizing other stimuli and lacking sufficient resources to process a potential awe elicitor should result in a weak or no emotional experience (Possler et al., 2018). For example, video game players might not be able to appreciate a vast panorama if they must devote their immediate attention to continuous button-mashing in order to progress in the game (see Bowman, this volume).

Moreover, media users’ immersion experiences may determine their attentional focus and stimulus perception. Various immersion-related concepts describe the process in which the audience becomes fully engaged in or absorbed by specific elements of the media content and perceive them to be nonmediated (Hartmann, Klimmt, & Vorderer, 2010; Possler et al., 2018). For example, spatially present media users focus on the world created by the media content and feel “to be in” this world (e.g., video game world; Wirth et al., 2007; see Hartmann & Fox, this volume). Likewise, transported individuals are highly involved in the narrative and the content of the story almost feels real to them (Green & Brock, 2000; see Brown, this volume). Thus, the potential of awe stimuli on the level of the content should be enhanced during immersion as the audience focuses its attention on and perceives the awe stimuli to be (seemingly) “real” (Possler et al., 2018). However, the varying immersion concepts rest on different elicitors. Thus, depending on the origins of immersion, different awe stimuli might be more or less relevant (Possler et al., 2018). For example, when media users experience spatial presence, awe stimuli related to the world (e.g., vast landscapes) should be more relevant. In contrast, symbolic, narrative elements of a media message (e.g., descriptions of vast power) should be more likely to elicit awe in audience members experiencing transportation.

Finally, media psychologists have suggested that media users can develop intense connections to depicted characters (Brown, this volume). Two types of relationships can be distinguished (Klimmt, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009): dyadic and monadic. Dyadic connections (e.g., parasocial relationships; Horton & Wohl, 1956) rest on the assumption that media users experience a strong bond with the characters but perceive the characters to persist as (seemingly) autonomous entities different from their own selves. In contrast, monadic relationships (e.g., identification; see Cohen & Klimmt, this volume) assume that media users “experience a merging of their own self and the […] protagonist” (Klimmt, Hefner, et al., 2009, p. 354). To be clear: All forms of user-character relationships focus the audience’s attention on the level of the content. However, dyadic relationships should enhance empathy-based elicitations of awe, as media users come to a better understanding of the perspective of the character. In contrast, monadic relationship should promote the induction of awe as an ego-emotion, as media users actually take on the perspective of the character.

Taken together, whether a given media stimulus elicits awe in a media user should depend on her traits and cultural background but also on the momentary availability of sufficient cognitive resources for appraisal and on immersion experiences and relationships with characters that might direct attention and involvement to the awe inducing stimulus.

Programmatic Perspectives for Entertainment Theory and Research


The primary purpose of this chapter was to present a case for awe as an emotion of interest for media (entertainment) researchers. We pointed out that awe is possibly experienced frequently during the reception of many forms of entertainment. Moreover, we explained how and why the experience of awe should impact the entertainment experience. Moving forward we envision a new research agenda in media psychology exploring many of the issues raised and speculations offered herein.

To that end, numerous testable hypotheses can be derived from the model we presented. (1) At first, awe should fuel media users’ hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences via several paths including self-transcendent experiences, hedonic valence, activation of spirituality, and accommodation processes. We encourage scholars to test the relevance of these paths and mechanisms in order to better understand awe’s potentials to entertain media audiences. (2) Moreover, our model assumes that awe could be induced by entertainment media in which the depicted stimuli are immediately perceived to be vast and requiring accommodation. However, it should also be induced when characters perceive their surroundings to be vast, requiring accommodation, and their emotional responses are made salient. Moreover, awe should be strongly induced when both of these conditions are met. Thus, researchers could examine the additive (or multiplicative) nature of awe-inducing stimuli within a narrative. (3) Additionally, we suggested that the success of aesthetically impressive video games or movies such as Avatar can be attributed (at least in part) to the respective medium’s capacity to elicit awe based on its artifact characteristics. Researchers are encouraged to consider how awe experiences encountered through analytical versus involved modes of reception (Vorderer, 1993) may differ from, complement, or perhaps even detract from one another. (4) Moreover, our model stresses the importance to more carefully consider the role of the reception situation and media users’ memories to explain the formation of and the possible effects of awe. These are just a few possible research directions, but in general we believe that our model can serve future studies as the basis for identifying the elicitation of awe in a variety of media entertainment contexts. Furthermore, we think the overall discussion can assist (media) psychologists in their attempts to optimize the induction of awe in their own experiments.

Finally, although not discussed at length herein due to space restrictions, we hope that the broader discussion can assist scholars in developing protocols to effectively measure the short- and long-term effects of mediated awe experiences that reach beyond entertainment experiences. Studies consistently demonstrate that awe can lead to increases in life satisfaction, humility, feelings of connectedness with others, and spiritual feelings, as a well as to decreases in materialism (see Allen, 2018). Furthermore, awe can prompt people to be more generous and kind, to be more likely to help others. But to what extent are these potential effects reasonably expected when awe is one of a dozen or more emotional reactions to a single media message? Should we expect the effects of awe to be immediate? Or cumulative? Can the experience of awe serve as an emotional marker in a message—noted, felt, enjoyed, but quickly moved on from for the sake of the unfolding narrative—to be returned to later for contemplation, rumination, elaboration, and appreciation? That is, can mediated awe—powerfully experienced in the moment—serve as a seed from which many other positive experiences beyond being entertained subsequently grow? Current models of the entertainment experience or tried-and-true measures of media effects seem inadequate to easily answer these questions. But such, at least theoretically, is the nature and power of awe. Our hope is that media psychologists will join us in seeking out answers to these and other related questions.
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chapter 23
 
Humor and Comedy


Jeffrey Goldstein




Comedy and abstract humor have always been present in virtually all communications media, from the theatrical comedy of ancient Greece and the Commedia dell’arte, to print media, radio, film, television, the Internet, virtual reality, and robots. Humor is likely to have emerged out of play, where tickling and chasing games rely on surprise and the violation of expectations, as well as the reading of social and emotional cues (Hurley, Dennett, & Adams, 2011; Proyer, 2018). Both play and humor depend on a mutual recognition that the act is “unreal,” a recognition that comes about through body language like smiling and laughter, and verbally through discounting cues such as “have you heard the one about…?”

The definition of humor has changed over time. Humor is defined here as a stimulus, usually text and/or speech, that is intended to elicit amusement or mirth, the pleasurable sensation elicited by humor, and most often expressed as laughter or smiling. Amusement, perceived funniness, and laughter/smiling are the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses related to humor.

Smiling is the most frequent response to jokes. Many types of smile can be distinguished anatomically. When individuals genuinely enjoy humor they show the facial configuration known as the Duchenne display, the joint contraction of the zygomatic major muscle, which pulls the corners of the lips back and upward, and the orbicularis oculi, which raise the cheeks causing eye wrinkles. Duchenne laughter is elicited in situations in which a sudden unexpected change occurs within a safe social surrounding. This includes rough-and-tumble play, tickling, and pleasant surprise in infants, as in “peek-a-boo.” Darwin (1872) associated humor with “tickling of the mind” and also suggested that humor and play can be enjoyed only in conditions of safety.

Shared laughter enhances group solidarity and strengthens social bonds. According to Gervais and Wilson (2005), Duchenne laughter evolved to facilitate the empathic understanding of others, the emotional binding of group members, and the establishment of coordination among interacting individuals.

A distinction is made between the encoding of humor, knowing how to joke appropriately in a social situation, and the decoding of humor, the understanding and appreciation of a joke. In traditional studies of humor and media the focus is on the audience reception of humor. But today’s users of interactive media engage in both production and reception. For example, in the context of videogames there is scripted humor (game to player), spontaneous humor (player-to-player), and emergent humor (player-to-game) (Dormann, 2014). Videogame developers are being encouraged to design humor into serious games in order to enrich the social and emotional experiences of players (Dormann & Biddle, 2009).

New media offer previously unknown forms of comedy, such as the sharing of memes through podcasts, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and You Tube. “Big data” analyses of social media find an abundance of parody, sarcastic comments, memes, and clever intertextual mashups (Davis, Love, & Killen, 2018). Social media have also led to new forms of expressing humor appreciation, represented only by their cognitive, as opposed to felt, experience, such as “LOL” text messages, emoticons, and emojis, like this one [image: inline] meaning “rolling on the floor laughing.”

Measurement


There are more than 60 psychological instruments designed to measure individual differences in sense of humor (Ruch, 2007). These are mostly self-report questionnaires and ratings of jokes and cartoons. Among the most widely used are the Coping Humor Scale (Martin & Lefcourt, 1983), a 7-item questionnaire reflecting the degree to which individuals report using humor to cope with stress; the Situational Humor Response Questionnaire, reflecting the degree to which a person smiles and laughs in a variety of life situations (Martin & Lefcourt, 1984); and the Humor Styles Questionnaire (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, et al., 2003), which assesses four ways that people use humor in daily life (e.g., adaptive or maladaptive). There are also various scales to measure particular aspects or uses of humor, such as fear of being laughed at, “gelotophobia” (Ruch & Pryor, 2008), or the tendency to use humor in the workplace (Doosje, de Goede, van Doornen, & Goldstein, 2010).

Through most of the 20th century, psychologists were the preeminent theorists of humor, beginning with psychodynamic theories and followed by developmental, social and cognitive ones. There are approximately 6,000 publications on the psychology of humor (extrapolating from data in Roecklein, 2002). Since the late 20th century, linguists, neuroscientists, and computer scientists have also addressed the subject.

Theories of Humor


In almost all explanations of wit and humor, writers, philosophers, and psychologists refer to aspects of disparagement (superiority), release or relief from an aroused mental or physiological state, and incongruities perceived as comic. There has been a progression of humor theories from aggressive superiority to the neutrality of incongruity theories to the benign views of humor appreciation and laughter as manifestations of health and well-being (Martin & Ford, 2018).

There are many excellent reviews of traditional theories of humor (Keith-Spiegel, 1972; Larkin-Galiñanes, 2017). For original source material see Figueroa-Dorrego and Larkin-Galiñanes (2009) and Morreall (1983). The emphasis in this chapter is on recenttheoretical developments in humor and comedy, particularly those emerging from digital social media.

Relief Theories


Spencer (1860) wrote that laughter is a sudden release of “surplus energy,” a way to maintain equilibrium. In Berlyne’s (1972) formulation, physiological arousal replaces the notion of surplus energy. The setup of a joke causes arousal while the punchline of a joke dissipates that arousal. Jokes that cause too much or too little arousal will be less amusing than those that cause moderate arousal. In cognitive terms, jokes that are too easy to understand and those that are too difficult, are perceived as less funny than moderately challenging jokes.

Freud (1905) considered joking to be an ego-defense mechanism that converted repressed socially taboo impulses into an acceptable form of expression. A joke is said to rely on “joke work.” Like “dream work” it is the disguise that allows the “real” meaning of the joke to be expressed. But Freud (1928) also recognized that not all humor is based on repression; much of it is not “tendentious,” but innocent and intellectually playful.

Superiority Theories


In classical Greece there was a distrust of laughter, which was regarded as vulgar. Both Plato and Aristotle associated humor with vice, appropriate only for the lower classes.

Hobbes (1651) is credited with formulating modern superiority theory in Leviathan, wherein he proposed that laughter results from perceiving infirmities in others which confirm our own sense of superiority. Much humor is undeniably at the expense of characters who are stupid, vain, or cruel.

Theories of superiority, disparagement, or hostility accentuate the attitude of the producer and/or user of humor toward its target. The humor is directed against some person or group, typically on political, ethnic, or gender grounds. Disparagement humor is based on the disposition of the listener toward the victim of the humor, the butt of the joke (Zillmann, 1983). The requirements of good comedy are despised protagonists, their victimization, and humor cues that set the audience free to enjoy these characters’ demise. Humor appreciation varies inversely with the favorableness of the disposition toward the person being disparaged (Zillmann, 2000, p. 49).

As noted by philosopher Carroll, “despite the explanatory reach of the superiority theory, it suffers notable limitations. Feelings of superiority cannot be a necessary condition for laughter, since there are many cases of laughter that do not involve them.” (Carroll, 2014, p. 11).

Incongruity-Resolution Theories


Most psychological theories of humor are hybrids in which incongruity plays a role even though motivational and social factors may affect the content of the humor. Superiority/disparagement theory finds the locus of humor in the attitudes, beliefs and presuppositions of the audience. Relief theories, too, stress characteristics of the audience, namely their arousal or inhibitions. The incongruity-resolution approach clearly places the burden of humor on the text and structure of a joke. The audience is left to identify, perceive, and resolve the incongruity.

Both Kant (1724–1804) in Critique of Judgment and Schopenhauer (1788–1860) in The World as Will and Idea (1818) described incongruity as the basis of laughter. Kant’s view is that a joke raises certain expectations in the listener which vanish upon hearing the punch line.1 Shultz (1972) defined incongruity as the simultaneous presence of two or more habitually incompatible objects or events.

There is always an element of judgment in humor. The appreciation of a joke requires a number of cognitive acts, one of which is the recognition of an incongruity. The perception of incongruity is dependent on the person’s attitudes, knowledge, and expectations. This is obvious in the cases where humor is inspired by superiority, where there is another person or group that is the butt of the joke.

In the literature incongruity is described in many ways, including surprise, juxtaposition, atypicality, and a violation. Regardless of definition, incongruity alone does not adequately differentiate humorous from nonhumorous experiences. Koestler (1964) noted three possible responses to an incongruity: we can laugh at it, as in comedy; study it, as in science; or regard it with pity, fear, or sorrow, as in tragedy. Which of these occurs depends on the context in which the incongruity appears, the motivations of the audience, and the presence of humor cues that direct the audience to treat the incongruity nonseriously.

Incongruity can be created by a violation of expectations. And expectations can be created by repeating a pattern (A, A’) and then breaking with that pattern (B). Many jokes take the form of an AAB pattern (a structure also found in music; Rozin, Rozin, Appel, & Wachtel, 2006). An example:

(A) Some men are about to be executed. The guard brings the first man forward, and the executioner asks if he has any last requests. He says no, and the executioner shouts, “Ready! Aim!”

Suddenly the man yells, “Earthquake!”

Everyone is startled and looks around. In all the confusion, the first man escapes.

(A’) The guard brings the second man forward, and the executioner asks if he has any last requests. He says no and the executioner shouts “Ready! Aim!”

Suddenly the man yells, “Tornado!”

Everyone is startled and looks around. In all the confusion, the second man escapes.

(B) By now the last man has it all figured out. The guard brings him forward, and the executioner asks if he has any last requests. He says no and the executioner shouts “Ready! Aim!”

And the last man yells, “Fire!”

Westbury, Shaoul, Moroschan, and Ranscar (2015) tested the idea that greater incongruity between expectations and outcomes produces a stronger feeling of humor. They did so by examining the humor in nonwords, strings of letters (e.g., digifin) that form a pronounceable but meaningless unit. They found that nonwords received reliable funniness ratings. Westbury et al. explored what made certain nonwords funny, but not others, by varying the “entropy” of nonwords. “Entropy” is the extent to which a combination of letter strings is incongruous or unexpected. Incongruity in nonwords arises from the fact that some letter combinations are more likely than others. The entropy of a nonword is a measure of the summed probabilities of the individual letter combinations. Nonwords with unusual letter combinations have low entropy and offer more surprise, and therefore should receive the highest humor ratings. Findings from two studies support the hypothesis that nonword strings with low entropy are perceived as more humorous. Strings with low entropy (e.g., himumma) were reliably judged to be funnier than strings with higher entropy (e.g., digifin).

The most influential psychological theory of incongruity humor is Suls’ (1972) two-stage incongruity-resolution model. The model applies primarily to jokes and riddles wherein an initial utterance is followed by an incongruous element, the punch line. If the listener is able to reinterpret the joke in light of the punch line, the incongruity is resolved and amusement is the result. Here humor is a problem-solving process involving the search for a cognitive rule that makes the punchline follow from the main part of the joke to reconcile the incongruous elements (see Figure 23.1).


[image: display]
Figure 23.1 Suls’s incongruity-resolution model.
Source: Martin and Ford (2018, p. 57).





Much effort has been devoted to examining the nature of incongruity and its resolution, including recently from computer scientists (Nijholt, 2020; Ritchie, 2009a, 2009b;, physicists (Gabora & Kitto, 2017), and neuroscientists (Goel & Dolan, 2001).

While incongruity theories dominate analyses of humor, many analysts have noted that incongruity alone is insufficient to cause laughter (e.g., Warren & McGraw, 2016). Incongruity theorists largely ignore the “tendentious” (sexual and aggressive) content of jokes that psychoanalytic and superiority theories emphasize. By focusing on the structure of jokes, incongruity theories disregard the social context in which most forms of humor occur.

Neuroimaging and Incongruity


Neuroimaging techniques, including EEG and event related potentials (ERPs), positron emission tomography (PET), magnetoencephalography (MEG), and, particularly, functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) have been used to study laughter and humor. For instance, when a subject gets the point of a joke, fMRI can demonstrate an increased BOLD (blood-oxygen-level-dependent) effect in those parts of the brain involved in joke processing.

The neurological evidence on humor is consistent with a two-stage processing model (Bartolo et al. 2006; Rodden, 2018; Vrticka et al., 2013). Much verbal humor is processed sequentially in the brain in two steps, the detection of incongruity and its resolution, with distinct cerebral areas involved in the two stages. Using fMRI scans, Goel and Dolan (2001) found that different areas of the brain are involved in the processing of verbal (semantic) jokes and phonological jokes (puns). The participants listened to auditory semantic (for example, “What do engineers use for birth control?…Their personalities”) and phonological jokes (puns, for example, “Why did the golfer wear two sets of pants?…He got a hole in one”) and indicated whether or not they found the items amusing. In corresponding baseline conditions, identical setup lines were used, but the punch lines were modified to be merely descriptive (for example, “What do engineers use for birth control?…The pill.”) There were modality-specific pathways for processing semantic jokes and for puns, but a common component of humor is activity in the medial ventral prefrontal cortex, a region involved in reward processing.

Some patterns of brain activity are directly related to the degree of their subjectively felt funniness. In a study using PET scans, Brunet et al. (2000) report that the left amygdala was activated in relation to the subjective amusement experienced by subjects while viewing cartoons. They hypothesize that the amygdala plays a key role in giving humor its affective dimension. According to Vrticka et al. (2013, p. 865):

Amygdala involvement in humor appreciation underscores the importance of humor as a social process for humans and highlights the susceptibility of this process to various moderating influences, such as personality, sex and the presence of neuropsychiatric disorders.…Our perspective is that none of the regions or networks underlying humor appreciation (for example, sensory processing, working memory, incongruity detection and resolution, and reward) evolved.…expressly for that function. Rather, the combination of several of these regions and/or networks in the service of humor appreciation became increasingly prominent in human society because of its importance in processing social information.

There are multiple but distinct patterns of brain activity in relation to the detection of incongruity, the resolution of the incongruity, and humor appreciation. Rodden (2018) provides a detailed review of humor, incongruity, and brain research.

Linguistic and Semantic Theories


Jokes, puns, and riddles have a particular structure that make them suitable for linguistic analysis. There are several linguistic theories of humor, beginning with Raskin’s (1987) script-based theory of jokes and the later general theory of verbal humor (Attardo & Raskin, 1991). Linguistic and semantic theories are variations of incongruity theory; they focus on the nature of the incongruity and the resolution process (Ritchie, 2009a). When a person attempts to understand a joke, a mental script is activated to make sense of the events described.

Consider the following pun: Time flies like an arrow. Fruit flies like a banana.

This joke hangs on the ambiguity of the phrase fruit flies, where the word flies can be either a verb or a noun. As a verb, flies means “to travel through the air.” However, as a noun, fruit flies are “insects that eat fruit.” The listener must bring this information to bear on disentangling the two sentences.

The punch line of the joke introduces elements that are not compatible with the original script (flies like a banana), triggering a switch from one script to another. Resolution is a dynamic process that requires finding some rule that can be applied to the material in the text (two meanings of “flies”) this rule application constitutes the dynamic act of resolution (Attardo, 2008).

Computational Humor


Social media platforms offer a daily barrage of viral videos, memes, mashups, blog posts, and witty tweets. Digital open source platforms have enabled amateurs to produce and self-publish comedic material using Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and other social media platforms, and has impacted the performances of professional stand-up comedians, who now perform across multiple media (Belanger, 2015; Hirsch, 2017). Performers sometimes incorporate digital technology in their comedy, texting with the audience or including robots and drones in their acts (Katevas et al., 2015; Nijholt, 2018).

Not only have digital technologies and social networking enabled new forms of humor production, distribution and consumption, they have opened new avenues of research and theory, an example of which is presented below.

Memes


Digital media allow humorous material, such as memes, to spread globally. A meme is an idea or behavior that spreads from person to person within a culture, like the “floss dance” from the videogame Fortnite, or an image with humorous text added, most often placed online. Internet memes provide a way to comment on topics from pop culture to political events, and for some, memes are the first point of entry and sometimes the first exposure to topical issues (Häkkinen & Leppänen, 2014. See http://makeameme.org).

To spread globally, memes need to negotiate their way through cultural and linguistic borders. Memetics is the study of this diffusion process. A study by Shifman and Thelwall (2009) examined one joke online to follow its mutations across languages and cultures. They examined a widely circulated joke about men, women, and computers.

Dear Tech Support:

Last year I upgraded from Girlfriend 7.0 to Wife 1.0. I soon noticed that the new program began unexpected child processing that took up a lot of space and valuable resources. In addition, Wife 1.0 installed itself into all other programs and now monitors all other system activity. Applications such as PokerNight 10.3, Football 5.0, Hunting and Fishing 7.5, and Racing 3.6 no longer run, crashing the system whenever selected. […]

——Reply——

Dear Troubled User:

This is a very common problem about which men are complaining. Many people upgrade from Girlfriend 7.0 to Wife 1.0, thinking that it is just a Utilities and Entertainment program. Wife 1.0 is an OPERATING SYSTEM and is designed by its Creator to run EVERYTHING!!! It is also impossible to delete Wife 1.0 and to return to Girlfriend 7.0. It is impossible to uninstall, or purge the program files from the system once installed. […]

This version is ostensibly from a masculine perspective, but there is a similar feminine version [though it isn’t, really], “upgrading from boyfriend 7.0 to husband 1.0.” The new wife complains that “husband 1.0 severely limited access to wardrobe, flower and jewelry applications, which functioned flawlessly under boyfriend 7.0,” and that it “un-installed many other valuable programs such as “Romance 9.5 and Personal Attention 6.5,” replacing them with undesirable programs such as “NFL 7.4, NBA 3.2 and NHL 4.1.”2

These texts are relatively easy to search for online using date-specific searches, like Google Groups. The pairing of these particular jokes enables comparisons between masculine and feminine gender stereotypes in various cultures. The general, specialist, and date-specific search engine queries give a unique opportunity to retrospectively track in detail the transmission and evolution of memes. The search yielded 46,585 unique URLs for the string “wife 1.0” and 24,287 for “husband 1.0.”

These jokes were widely translated, and there were thousands of domains matching the queries for 9 of the 10 languages studied. The greatest number of domains matching the translated queries for “husband 1.0” and “wife 1.0” was found in Chinese (4,229), followed by German (1,844) and Spanish/Portuguese (1,638). The results showed that although in theory Internet jokes have a perfect copy-fidelity (i.e., accuracy), people reposting comic texts often mildly edit them, and sometimes produce major new versions, often in line with cultural preferences. For example, the Indian modification of the dominant version replaces some of the original elements with features relevant to Indian culture, such as “saree 3.0” and “cricket 5.0.” In German, the main changed elements were the sports references. In many German texts, “NBA” and “NFL” were replaced by Fussball-Bundesliga (German premier league soccer) and Sportschau (German soccer TV show. Shifman and Thelwall, 2009). As they traverse borders, memes are modified in a hybrid of language and cultural influences (Laineste & Voolaid, 2016).

Humor and Artificial Intelligence


Both humor creation and humor detection rely on theories with sufficient specificity and precision to make them programmable (Ritchie, 2004). Despite the lack of a precise and detailed theory of how humor operates, there are a number of programs that generate simple verbal humor.

You: “Computer, tell me a joke.”

Computer: Knock, knock.

You: “Who’s there?”

Computer: Thistle.

You: “Thistle who?”

Computer: Thistle be my last knock-knock joke.

—

“Q: What do you get when you cross breakfast food with a murderer?”

“A: A cereal killer.”

Not very funny, you have to admit. But that is about the degree of humor that AI is currently capable of generating.3 These jokes were generated by computers. The first by an Apple Mac in 1999, whose OS9 operating system included a speech recognition and generation system that could tell jokes. It responded to the command “computer, tell me a joke.” A natural language processing system then starts a punning knock-knock joke (Hempelmann, 2008, p. 333). The second was produced by the computer program JAPE (Joke Analysis and Production Engine), which generates question-answer jokes based on a pun (e.g., “What’s the difference between leaves and a car? One you brush and rake, the other you rush and brake”; Binsted & Ritchie, 1997).

Binsted and Ritchie began with a set of symbolic rules about the meaning combinations and textual forms involved. These rules were then built into a program with access to a large natural language lexicon, which contains many words along with information about their phonetic pronunciation, lexical usage, and syntactic meaning. In the cereal killer joke, the JAPE system uses the knowledge that (1) “cereal” is a “breakfast food,” (2) “murderer” is a “killer,” (3) “cereal” sounds like “serial,” (4) “serial killer” is a meaningful phrase. By searching the lexicon for suitable word pairs that meet the criteria described by the rules, and applying various templates of riddle structure, the program can generate a limitless number of novel riddles.

Progress toward natural language processing would enable AI to analyze and generate humor not just built into a number of templates, but on the basis of its own ontology or model of the world (Hempelmann 2018). A digital agent that can both create humor for human consumption and detect and analyze humor as input will lead to improved and more realistic human–computer interaction. There are practical uses of computational humor in user interfaces in education, healthcare, and in advertising (Manurung, Ritchie, et al., 2008; Ritchie, 2009b).

Robots and Humor


Understanding humor and generating humor when appropriate are necessary for human–robot or human–virtual agent interaction. Making humorous remarks or commenting on a particular situation is only one of many possible ways to create humor with a robot partner. Tinholt and Nijholt (2007) focus on “anaphoric ambiguity,” where it is unclear which previously mentioned person a pronoun refers to. For example, “The police arrested the demonstrators because they were violent.” Were the police or the demonstrators violent? However, most of the research on robots and humor is on simulating the nonverbal behavior of a human telling a joke, including gestures, facial expressions and other body language.

Designing some arbitrariness into the behavior of smart environment technology can create humorous situations (Nijholt, 2018).

“Sneezing is one of the four signs of analogy.” (BBC speech-generated subtitle during discussion of allergies.)

Molineux (2014) studies the design of humor systems for AI, which can maintain a large database of jokes, take account of each individual’s idiosyncratic browsing history and interests, and consider individuals’ eye movements, respiration, and heart rate. (See his 2013 TEDx talk: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JN3--Kdd_X8)

The goal of AI research on humor is not just devices that can create jokes (see Veale & Cook, 2018, on machine generated humorous tweets), but those that can understand when a person makes a joke. In affective computing, computational agents detect facial expressions using the Facial Action Coding System (FACS), which allows recognition of distinct types of smile based on frequency, intensity, duration, and symmetry (Matsumoto & Ekman, 2008).

Katevas, Healey, and Harris (2015) used qualitative and ethnographic analyses of street performers to derive hypotheses about the roles of gesture, eye contact, and body orientation in comic performance. They then tested them using a comic performance by a robot, Robo Thespian, a humanoid robot designed for interaction in public places created by Engineered Arts Ltd. The robotic head has two rectangular LCD screens for eyes as well as embedded LED lighting in the cheeks that allows it to make facial expressions as it talks. The mouth can move vertically, and is synchronized with the speech engine. The two arms and hands can move fluently. The robot uses the Acapela Text-To-Speech engine, providing voice synthesis in customizable voices, as well as control over speed, timing, volume, and pitch. The authors built a “Comedy Parser” system that controls the robotic behavior including its interaction with the audience. Provided with a specially marked-up script, it delivers the content while enacting the scripted behaviors. The behavior of the audience is captured and analyzed in real time, with the ability to identify each person’s location as well as characteristics such as gender, age and moment-by-moment displays of “happiness.” Displays of positive affect peaked just after the punchlines but declined after gaze. This showed that people were selectively responsive to both the content and delivery. The robot was treated as a social agent that successfully elicited social response patterns typical of human interactions.

However, Hurley et al. (2011, p. 298) caution:

If the goal were to engineer something that had the capacity to create and appreciate humor across cultural borders with humans—a machine that could join us at social events or theater productions and laugh together with us, tell jokes, and make witty commentary—then we might be in for a disappointment.

Humor in Practice: Education, Advertising, Health and Well-Being


Humor, comedy and laughter can enhance the quality of life, contribute to health and psychological well-being, and improve social relationships. According to Zillmann’s (2015) mood management theory, comedy, like other forms of entertainment, allows individuals to regulate their own emotional states; remote control as self-control. Comedy serves the useful function of facilitating the transition from bad moods to more positive ones, just as do sports, drama, music, and videogames.

Humor can enlighten and elevate an audience, but it may also offend them. Comedy can be aggressive or benign; it can reinforce stereotypes and express racist and sexist sentiments. In the reviews below it is clear that not all humor is appropriate in advertising, education, or healthcare. Laughter can be useful but it is not always useful, and it may be healthy, but it is not always a healthy sign. Three aspects of humor research relevant to media are education, advertising, and health.

Education


The appropriate use of humor in teaching has been recommended by educators (Huss & Eastep, 2016; McCabe et al., 2017) and supported by numerous studies with diverse populations of learners (Banas et al., 2011; Bryant & Zillmann, 1989; Ziv, 1988). In addition to its social and emotional benefits, which contribute to the learning atmosphere, humor fosters abstract thinking. The complex manipulation of cognitive concepts is involved during the resolution phase of grasping a joke, requiring the learner to switch frames and reinterpret a (usually verbal) event. The positive affect that humor generates contributes to the relief of tension and anxiety (Berk & Nanda, 1998; Ivy, 2013).

Integrating facts with humor helps learning, particularly in early education, and when the humor clearly illustrates a point (Zillmann et al., 1984). Textbooks and lectures that include humor to inform or illustrate material increase attention to and interest in the topic. Educators who use humor in their instruction are more positively rated by their peers and their students (Wanzer & Frymier, 1999). In one study, undergraduate students reviewed three 1-hour lectures for a distance-learning course in statistics, some of which included humor. Students who reviewed the lecture with humor had more favorable opinions of the lesson, believed the lesson imparted more information, and had more positive attitudes toward the instructor (Garner, 2006). However, humor that disparages students has been found to reduce instructors’ credibility and increase anxiety (Frymier, Wanzer, & Wojtaszczyk, 2008; Saroglou & Scariot, 2002).

Some types of humor can be confusing to young children. Irony, sarcasm, and comic exaggeration were found to distort children’s perceptions of objects. Kindergarten through 4th grade children overestimated the properties of objects when they were described with comic exaggeration and underestimated them for objects described with irony. Even when their errors were pointed out, they continued to confuse the exaggerated version with the veridical description (Zillmann et al. 1984).

While humor may maintain attention and heighten interest in a subject, this does not always result in enhanced learning or retention. The data are inconclusive. Houser et al. (2007) presented college students with a DVD recording of a lecture on interpersonal attraction. In the “high humor” condition, the instructor included comical stories, examples, and jokes. In the “low humor” condition, the instructor did not include jokes or funny examples. Houser et al. found no effect of the instructor’s use of humor on students’ performance on a recall test. However, in earlier studies effects were found for undergraduate classes on statistics, where grades were significantly higher for the classes receiving humorous material (Davies Apter, 1980; Ziv, 1988). Wanzer, Frymier, and Irwin (2010) found that college students felt that they learned more from appropriate humor in lectures although on tests they performed no better. Humor may impair memory because it can be distracting.

Humor in the classroom, in textbooks, and in online courses can be effective when used in moderation and when it is relevant to the topic, nontendentious, and not too difficult for students to understand. Humor may not actually improve education, if that is defined as knowledge retention, but, as with health (discussed later), it may improve the quality of education. For an overview of the topic see Appleby (2018).

Advertising


As with education, humor in advertising has its uses and limitations. Its effects on short-term and long-term recall, conscious and unconscious brand recognition, and persuasion varies depending on the sort of product or service, and the goals of the audience, whether hedonic, utilitarian, or social. In the same way that using humor in teaching may generate positive attitudes toward the teacher and the subject matter, humor in advertising holds the attention of the viewer and increases positive attitudes toward the product or sponsor. However, humor in advertising does not have a reliable effect on persuasion (Eisend, 2009). As it does with educational material, humor in advertisements can help reduce anxiety when the issue is sensitive or engenders fear, as when advertising mental health services or medical treatments for sexually transmitted disease (Yoon, 2015). But this may come at the expense of information acquisition (Strick et al., 2012).

Weinberger and Campbell (1991) distinguish high-involvement (purchasing an automobile) from low-involvement (snack food) products and found that humor aided recall of low-involvement products. People with high engagement in the issue did not appreciate humor in advertisements that accompanied the message “save the forests by using less paper” (Yoon & Tinkham, 2013). The humorous illustration was a picture of Tarzan swinging from a tree above open, barren land. Participants who reported high engagement with the issue did not like the humorous advertisement, but if participants reported low engagement and avoided thinking about the problem in their daily lives, they reported liking the humorous advertisement. In a similar vein, viewers of political cartoons and advertisements find the humor in them funny only when they agreed with them (Conners, 2017; Peifer & Holbert, 2015).

Humor in ads can be distracting and may impair explicit memory. Strick, van Baaren, Holland, and van Knippenberg (2009) studied liking of nonhumorous magazine advertisements when a funny cartoon appeared on the same page. They found that liking of the advertised product was increased by the association. In one experiment, after exposure to the advertisements, participants given a choice of products to test more often selected the product brand that was previously paired with a humorous cartoon. However, memory for information in the advertisement was poorer when paired with the humorous cartoon. This suggests that the processing of humor distracts viewers from devoting more cognitive resources to the processing of the information in the advertisement needed for explicit memory.

In three studies, Hansen et al. (2009) found support for the hypothesis that humor would boost ad recall but interfere with product recall. One study made novel use of the Stroop color-word test by using product brand names in various colors. They predicted that brands advertised with humor would be less accessible in memory and therefore would interfere less with the Stroop task than brand names advertised without humor. Indeed, participants were faster in naming the color of brands presented in humorous advertisements than in naming the color of brands presented in more serious ads. Brand names that were presented in humorous ads were less accessible in memory than control advertisements. Similar results were obtained with a free recall task. The number of correctly recalled brands was lower in the humor condition than in the control condition. (It should be noted that the humor in the ads was unrelated to the brand name.)

In Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) elaboration likelihood model of persuasion, “central route” processing involves deliberate and effortful processing of message content. Central route processing is used when the person is motivated to consider the message and when it is personally relevant. “Peripheral route” persuasion tends to rely on heuristic cues, such as the likability or attractiveness of the communicator. The elaborate cognitive process that humor requires, along with the positive affect and arousal that it induces, can result in peripheral route processing (Martin & Ford 2018). Humor can distract recipients from thinking about message contents, and may increase persuasion by decreasing the number of counterarguments the recipient generates in response to the message (Strick et al., 2012). By encouraging pro-arguments, humor leads the recipient to evaluate a message more favorably, which may increase persuasion (Blanc & Brigaud, 2013; Sanbonmatsu & Kardes, 1988; Young, 2008). Less effortful processing may also come about by the desire to maintain the positive affect engendered by humor (Schwarz, Bless, & Bohner, 1991).

For a history of humor in advertising see Gulas & Weinberger (2006).

Health and Well-Being


The healthy consequences of laughter and humor have been noted for centuries (Goldstein, 2015; Joubert 1529). Martin and Ford (2018) provide an overview of research on five health-related phenomena: pain threshold, resistance to infection, blood pressure and heart disease, medical symptoms, and longevity, to which we can add emotional well-being and coping. Of these, the empirical evidence is strongest and most consistent for the analgesic effects of humor (Fritz, Russek, & Dillon, 2017; Stuber et al. 2009; Zillmann, Rockwell, Schweitzer, & Sundar, 1993). For instance, postsurgery patients who watched four humorous movies subsequently consumed fewer minor analgesics (e.g., aspirin) than patients who watched four entertaining but nonhumorous movies (Rotton & Shats, 1996). A study by Weisenberg, Raz, and Hener (1998) found an increase in pain threshold and pain tolerance after exposure to a humorous video, and the effect endured for 30 minutes. They proposed that humor-related mirth induces physiological changes that affect the sensory components of pain, rather than simply altering cognitive and affective components. Humor may affect pain threshold by stimulating the production of endorphins (Dunbar et al., 2012).

Laughter has been found to reduce anger, anxiety, depression, and stress, the risk of myocardial infarction (Tan, Tan, Lukman, & Berk, 2007), blood glucose levels (Ferner & Aronson, 2013), and to increase pain threshold. A number of studies have reported increases in immunity to infection (as measured by secretory immunoglobulin A [S-IgA]) following laughter-inducing stimuli (Dillon, Minchoff, & Baker, 1985; McClelland & Cheriff, 1997; Stone et al. 1987), although not every study has replicated this effect (Harrison et al., 2000). Research by Kimata (2001, 2004) found that watching a humorous film can reduce allergic reactions in individuals with allergies and can reduce the symptoms of bronchial asthma.

In a study by Clark, Seidler, and Miller (2001), 300 consecutive patients diagnosed with coronary heart disease (CHD), and their family members, were given the Situational Humor Response Questionnaire reflecting the degree to which a person smiles and laughs in a variety of life situations. CHD patients had significantly lower humor scores than did their healthy relatives, suggesting that a weak sense of humor may be a risk factor for heart disease. People with higher sense of humor scores had significantly lower scores on a measure of hostility, which is a risk factor for heart disease (cf., Goldstein, Mantell, Derks, & Pope, 1989).

Humor may well contribute to the quality of life regardless of whether it prolongs life. In a study of 65,000 adults in Norway (Svebak, Martin, & Holmen, 2004), a measure of sense of humor was related to satisfaction with health, but not with actual symptoms of illness (such as diarrhea, pounding heart, pain). One study did find a relation between sense of humor and longevity. Svebak, Kristoffersen, and Aasarrod (2006) studied 48 renal failure patients for 2 years. The strongest predictor of survival among a wide variety of health-related variables was sense of humor.

People who use humor to cope are less depressed by stressful life events than those who use little humor (Nezu, Nezu & Blisset, 1988). Humor might facilitate coping and well-being by reducing the cognitive resources available for processing negative emotion (e.g., Strick, Holland, Van Baaren, & Van Knippenberg, 2009). The reappraisal of incongruous elements in comedy serves as a form of distraction (Samson & Gross 2012).

Zillmann (2000, pp. 51–52) cautions that comedy is not for everybody, nor for all situations. “When people have genuine problems that need attention, comedy fails to offer a way to run away from them. But, comedy appears to offer pleasant distraction from the little aggravations of daily life with a high potential for mood repair.” According to Vrticka (2013, p. 860),

the beneficial manifestations are complemented at the physiological level, with humor acting as a natural stress antagonist that can potentially enhance the cardiovascular, immune and endocrine systems. Examples of such positive effects of humor on physiology include faster cardiovascular recovery, decreased cortisol levels after stress and improved natural killer cell activity.…Humor can increase life satisfaction by building resilience.

Comedy is nearly always atop the list of most popular genres in nearly all media formats. Laughter and mirth can be means of coping with stress, easing pain, warding off illness, heightening a sense of well-being, and increasing social support. But laughter is not always a healthy sign. Laughter itself can be a symptom of neurological disorders, including amyotrophic lateral sclerosis and multiple sclerosis. A change in sense of humor often accompanies Alzheimer’s disease (Goldstein, 1982). Humor can enlighten and elevate others, but it may also offend them. The use of humor to aid education, bolster advertising messages, and improve health and well-being can usefully be applied in moderate doses, in appropriate circumstances, and with knowledge of the audience.

Humor and laughter might not actually improve health, though they may, but they undeniably improve the quality of life. And that is something.

In this chapter we reviewed classic and recent theories of humor and shown their importance for understanding humor and comedy in traditional as well as new media. In conventional studies of humor and media the focus is on the reception of humor, but new media have led to new forms of humor expression and appreciation. In whatever form and for whatever purpose, humor has costs and benefits, facilitating some aspects of education, advertising, and health.
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1 According to Nijholt (2020), Kant did not really play an important role in the development of the incongruity perspective of humor. Kant’s much repeated statement that “Laughter is an affect arising from the sudden transformation of a strained expectation into nothing” can be interpreted as a sense of superiority in the diminishment of an initial interpretation of an object of laughter.

2 The American sports leagues National Football League, National Basketball Association, and National Hockey League.

3 For an overview of work in computational humor during the first 10 years of the field, see Ritchie (2001).
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Sex has long been considered one of humanity’s major hedonistic pursuits. Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, in his Poetics, pondered humanity’s compulsion for pleasure—pleasures of the soul and pleasures of the flesh, including sex—describing how we notice and remember when we experience enjoyment, and how we are inherently drawn to those pleasurable experiences again (Bryant & Miron, 2003). Not long after Aristotle’s death, Epicurus wrote of simple pleasures and happiness, discussing sex as a means for achieving sensory stimulation and a pleasurable end state (Bryant & Miron, 2003). Ancient Roman poet Ovid celebrated the release of sexual tension and achievement of sexual arousal and sexual pleasure in his Ars Amatoria, an early example of sexual comedy in the form of mock-instructional poems for the masses (Pfaus, 1999). Likewise, in the renowned ancient Indian Sanskrit erotic text, the Kama Sutra, as well as in Taoist art and texts, we see sex for the purposes of pleasure rather than for the sole purpose of advancing and glorifying procreation (Pfaus, 1999).

In contemporary times, the enjoyment and celebration of sex is expressed in a myriad of ways from interpersonal sexual encounters to self-expression and self-care to images and messages disseminated throughout the commercial world (Attwood & Smith, 2013). A number of scholars have even noted a rise in the sexualization of activities that previously had little to no sexual connotation to them—imagine the use of sexual imagery to sell hamburgers, for example (Paasonen, Nikunen, & Saarenmaa, 2007). This rise is coupled with an increased acceptance of sexualization in the media (McNair, 2002; Paasonen et al., 2007), from the increasing presence of playful sexual encounters and sexual paraphernalia (Attwood & Smith, 2013) to the popularity of sex industry symbols, e.g., the glorification of pimps in popular music videos or the use of stripper poles as a novel form of exercise (Coy, Wakeling, & Garner, 2011), in entertainment content found in legacy media and online. Again, however, it is important to remember that sexual content, from the sexually suggestive to the more sexually-explicit material we label as pornography, has always been present as a form of entertainment throughout our human history (Nasaw, 1993).

Why has sex in entertainment been so successfully pervasive across time and locale? This essay first reviews the scholarly literature on the nature of sexual depictions in entertainment media, including pornography. Following this brief review is a discussion of our attraction to, and pleasure derived from, sex in media from the perspective of entertainment theory within media psychology, as well as from writings about sexual motivation and sexual drive. Taking these perspectives together, we see that enjoyment of sex in media is derived from a complex interaction of biological, psychological, and social inputs that ultimately leads to our appraisal of an entertainment selection as meeting or not meeting a hedonic need for pleasure.

Defining Sex in Media


The scope of this chapter includes pornography, which can be described as erotic media with explicit depictions of sexual intercourse or sexual activity (i.e., foreplay) intended to prepare for or lead to sexual gratification, and which arguably receives the most attention in scholarly research. In fact, pornography might be the first, or perhaps most salient, form of entertainment that readers of this essay consider when thinking about sex in the media. As McKee (2012, p. 541) argues, pornography is first and foremost intended to be fun, as well as useful in achieving sexual gratification (see Jensen, 2007, and MacKinnon, 1995, for alternative perspectives on the intent of pornography). In other words, pornography is designed to use sex for the purposes of entertainment (see Dyer, 2002).

As McKee (2012) describes it, pornography is an audience-centered form of entertainment produced to be sought after and enjoyed by its consumers. Pornography as a genre shares many characteristics with any other narrative—there are characters who journey through a plot that contains rising action, a climax, and a resolution that is nearly always a happy ending for the characters involved (McKee, 2012). Supporting the story’s rising action and climax are elements such as loud noises, rhythmic music, and fast motion by the actors (McKee, 2012). Overall, the story is intended to depict fun through a pleasurable sexual experience, with the ultimate purpose being the elicitation of positive emotional responses from the consumer (McKee, 2012)—again, a purpose that is a hallmark of entertainment (Dyer, 2002).

As noted by Paul J. Wright, an expert in sexual socialization (P. J. Wright, personal communication, May 15, 2019), many studies support the hypothesis that entertainment-related goals are drivers of pornography consumption. A survey of Swedish teens found that 94% of boys and 79% of girls said that pornography was “very arousing” (Mattebo et al., 2014). Across both boys and girls, 53% agreed that they “get a kick by watching pornography.” The results from a survey of teens in Taiwan indicated that approximately half viewed pornography specifically “for entertainment” ( Chen, Leung, Chen, & Yang, 2013). A survey of emerging Italian adults found that 53% of men and 30% of women said that they viewed pornography because “it is sexually exciting” (Romito & Beltramini, 2011). Similar results are found when older participants are sampled. For instance, a survey of adults as old as 48 in the United States found that just under 80% reported some aspect of entertainment as a reason for viewing pornography (e.g., excitement, masturbation) (Emmers-Sommer, 2018).

There are many other instances of sex in the media, however, beyond the specific genre of pornography. Mainstream media can also include both sexually explicit depictions of nudity and activity, as well as nonexplicit depictions of sexual behaviors and talk (Bryant & Miron, 2003). Thus, the appeal of sex as discussed in this chapter extends to the sexual content embedded in the music, television, movies, and images that reach mass audiences.

Within the scope of sex in mainstream media, depictions of physical flirting (which includes provocative dress), intimate kissing, and intense sexual touching (including self-touching), are among the typical sexual depictions one might see on television or elsewhere ( Dillman Carpentier, Stevens, Wu, & Seely, 2017; Kunkel et al., 2007; Reichert, Childers, & Reid, 2012). Talk about current, past, or future sexual desires or actions, as well as talk toward sex (verbal flirting or use of sexual innuendos in attempts to promote sexual activity with a desired partner) are also common examples of sex in mainstream media (Dillman Carpentier et al., 2017; Kunkel et al., 2007). In contrast to the activity and talk just described, light kissing or touching within dating or courting behaviors and talk of relational desire or commitment without the mention of sexual desire might be considered romantic rather than sexual expressions, and kissing and light touch (e.g., touching one’s shoulder) that are outside a sexual or romantic context would not be considered within the scope of mainstream depictions of sex (Dillman Carpentier et al., 2017).

In mainstream entertainment fare, sexual encounters are often portrayed as recreational and devoid of risk (Dillman Carpentier et al., 2017; Wright, 2009;. The flirtations and other sexual activity that are portrayed in a relational context are likewise risk-free and most often positive in valence (Dillman Carpentier et al., 2017). Thus, it is of little surprise that the inclusion of depictions such as flirting, kissing, or partial nudity within the context of sexual activity would ultimately lead to greater enjoyment, as has been found in music videos (Hansen & Hansen, 1990), or to anticipated enjoyment, as has been found with movie trailers (Oliver, Kalyanaraman, Mahood, & Ramasubramanian, 2007). In this latter example with movie trailers, the inclusion of sex fostered feelings of excitement, which led to greater anticipated enjoyment of the film.

Specific to advertising, one need only turn on the television to find advertisements that use entertainment appeals to attract attention and encourage positive impressions of its products, and among these appeals, to find some form of sexual content as part of the message. Sexual depictions in advertising characteristically focus on imagery showing visually attractive faces and bodies, with positively-valenced and sometimes humorous messages relating to need fulfillment or self-enhancement (Reichert et al., 2012). These sex appeals, if used well, have been shown to evoke positive feelings of arousal, which have ultimately led to positive evaluations of the product ( LaTour, Pitts, & Snook-Luther, 1990). Most often, sex is used in connection with a variety of product categories, such as clothing, cosmetics, food, and fragrances, which tend to be associated with pleasure, if not enhancing one’s ability to achieve sexual pleasure; purchase decisions for these products also tend to require little deliberation or hold little negative consequence, compared to other purchases, such as a house or a car (Reichert et al., 2012). This relative lack of cognitive effort is indicative of the level of processing most likely associated with finding sex in media appealing, as is described later.

The Appeal of Sex in Media


Running throughout these explicit and nonexplicit depictions of sex in pornographic and mainstream entertainment media are themes of arousal, fun, and fulfillment. These themes also comprise core components of our understanding of what pleasure is and how we achieve it. Pleasure is, first, a process (Bousfield, 1926). It is about reducing tension, whether this tension is wanted or unwanted, and the accompanying increase in positive feelings, or affects, and decrease in negative affect that comes with the tension release (Bryant & Miron, 2003). Written throughout history, and prominent in the theory of mood management as an explanation for media choices, is the assumption that humans are innately driven to optimize their affective states, as well as arousal levels, by correcting hypoarousal or, relevant to tension release, reducing hyperarousal toward a desired resting state, or homeostasis (Zillmann, 2000). As mood management theory explains, we do not need to be expressly aware of how our choices are serving our hedonic needs; likely, our rearrangement of the surrounding environment to optimize our mood states is automatic (Zillmann, 2000, see also Luong & Knobloch-Westewick, this volume).

The experience of sexual tension and the pursuit to reduce that tension is similarly conceived to be both innate and automatic. Psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud discussed sexual tension release as being in service of our need to reach a state of emotional homeostasis, describing this release as a required step in addressing the urges that came from the libido (Spector, Carey, & Steinberg, 1996). The libido, or sex drive, is based on biological urges for men and women, with the release of sexual tension being an enjoyable experience (Basoon, 2002). As drives, in general, are a push or provocation toward a motivation or internal state (Singer & Toates, 1987), sex drives are the awareness of sexual tension that push us to become motivated to release the tension (Kirkendall, 1958). This motivation, then, triggers an instinctive desire to approach sexual behaviors (Pfaus, 1999) or sexual incentives—appealing external stimuli such as sexual imagery or physically attractive actors (Singer & Toates, 1987). The higher the sex drive, the more motivated a person will be to find others attractive and see them as potential mates (Lippa, 2007), and the more attention the person will pay to sexual stimuli (Prause, Janssen, & Hetrick, 2008).

The thoughts that motivate us to be open to, if not to pursue, opportunities that promise tension relief constitute sexual desire (Spector et al., 1996). This is an important distinction between the basic biological urge or a purely physical arousal of the genitals. Sexual desire is a cognitive variable that refers to a person’s interest in sexual activity (Spector et al., 1996). More accurately, sexual desire can be conceived of as a schema, within which we connect the biological cues from our sex drive with the affects that get triggered by the sexual stimulus at hand to inform how we interpret and act on our motivation toward sexual pleasure (McIlwain, 2007). Thus, the physical urges that come from one’s sex drive certainly inform a person’s sexual desire. But to interpret a sexual stimulus as a sexual incentive worthy of approach, a person must first find a desirable sexual meaning in that stimulus (Janssen & Everaerd, 1993). In other words, not all seemingly sexual stimuli are inherently sexual, or at least, not for everyone.

Appraising Sexual Stimuli as Desirable


Consistent with appraisal theories of emotion (see Frijda, 1986; Moors, Ellsworth, Scherer, & Frijda, 2013), people engage in an initial appraisal—an unconscious evaluation—of a stimulus or situation as having some sexual significance (Janssen & Everaerd, 1993). This initial appraisal can result in both a physiological response, as in arousal, and the cognitive processing of that physiological response in efforts to interpret and understand that response (Janssen & Everaerd, 1993). During this appraisal process, we can be further informed by the meta-emotions we are experiencing—the affects and knowledge about the stimulus and our response to that stimulus that proceed from our perceptions of the cultural norms and influences we use to select our behaviors (McIlwain, 2007; Pfaus, 1999). Therefore, our enjoyment of sexually suggestive characters or other media depictions depends on how we derive the sexual meaning of those depictions; if we are accepting of the sexual meaning, we will positively perceive the sexual stimulus (Cato & Carpentier, 2010). Likewise, sexually explicit material will be seen as enjoyable (e.g., Vandenbosch, van Oosten, & Peter, 2018), if not sought out for the purposes of seeking sexual arousal and achieving sexual pleasure ( Grubbs, Wright, Braden, Wilt, & Kraus, 2019), by those people who likely already view this content as a sexual incentive. Yet, not everyone will see this material as enjoyable, as sexually arousing, or as necessarily sexual in meaning (Attwood, 2005).

Take, for example, catalogued differences in how men and women respond to pornography from a physiological versus subjective standpoint. It seems common knowledge that men are often physiologically aroused to a variety of erotic content (Julien & Over, 1988). Women are also physiologically aroused by pornographic material (Rellini, McCall, Randall, & Meston, 2005). However, some women and some men nonetheless will self-report finding sexually explicit media to be disturbing rather than subjectively arousing (Boies, 2002). Teenagers will similarly vary in how they view the appeal of pornography; in one study, over half of female teens felt pornography was a “turnoff” (53%) or was “disgusting” (61%), and a smaller percentage of male teens (10% and 13%, respectively) felt the same (Mattebo et al., 2014). To offer a mainstream media example, women have reported disliking sexualized images of women in advertising, although their brain activity showed activation in both the reward (ventral striatum) and arousal (amygdala) centers (Vezich, Gunter, & Lieberman, 2017).

Coupled with the cross-cultural evidence that women and men differ in their sex drives and perceptions of sexual social norms for themselves (Lippa, 2009), it is clear that there are biological, psychological, and social determinants that dictate how a person will subjectively interpret their physiological arousal and whether the person will be motivated to approach a sexual stimulus and submit to their sexual desire (Levine, 2002; Malamuth, 1996; McIlwain, 2007; Pfaus, 1999). As described by Wright (P. J. Wright, personal communication, May 15, 2019), qualitative research on pornography use provides several examples of the observations some youth have when they try pornography and find it to be a deficient source of sexual entertainment. For example, one female participant focused on the aggressive aspects of the depiction, saying she saw “men slap girls in their mouth, like in their faces, or like, open up their mouths when they’re doing back shots … like slapping them on their boobs. Like, slapping, like that would hurt me” (Rothman, Kaczmarsky, Burke, Jansen, & Baughman, 2015, p. 739). In the same study, a male participant found pornography to be “really degrading to both men and women … it’s like, they call her slut, bitch, take this and that, and I don’t think that’s really, you know, nice to say” (Rothman et al., 2015, p. 741).

Pursuing Pleasure from Sexual Stimuli


For those people who are receptive to the sexual meaning of the stimulus or event, the characteristics of the stimuli can be used to assist in their advancement toward pleasure. Recall that pleasure is a process centered around tension reduction (Bousfield, 1926; McIlwain, 2007). Like a story arc needs a period of rising action in order to reach a climax at the top of the arc, the process of pleasure also requires biological and psychological stimulation to build the requisite amount of tension to be released, or rather, resolved (Bryant & Miron, 2003). Sexually appealing content, especially content that also has other arousing elements, such as loud sounds or fast action (see McKee, 2012), would be particularly useful for increasing stimulation.

This selection of sexual content to escalate physiological arousal (Bryant & Miron, 2003; Grubbs et al., 2019) is an apt exemplar of the general tendency some people have to seek out arousing stimuli in order to pursue and achieve pleasure (Biswas-Diener et al., 2015; Bryant & Miron, 2003). In fact, this idea of engaging in tension creation in order to achieve a later, more satisfying tension release mirrors that of telic hedonism (Zillmann, 2000). Linked to mood management theory, telic hedonism refers to an intentional delay in gratification in order to intensify the experience of gratification at a later point. The goal of fulfilling one’s hedonistic needs to optimize affective and arousal states remains. The goal pursuit is merely longer in term, compared to a short-term pursuit serving immediate gratification (Zillmann, 2000).

The physiological and subjective arousal obtained from the sexual media content becomes the core component that relates to self-reported attention and positive affective responses (Koukounas & McCabe, 2001). In other words, arousal is the gateway for engaging in the cognitive and emotional processing of sexual media that leads to enjoyment of those media. Again, an internal negotiation of the content is occurring, in which positive and negative signals are interpreted and assessed for the overall utility of the content in helping the user to advance pleasure (Bryant & Miron, 2003). In essence, we are continually learning what types of sexual content help us achieve our hedonic goals (Pfaus, 1999), similar to how mood management theory describes our engagement in operant learning to form memory traces of what media work and what media do not work for optimizing our mood states (Zillmann, 2000). To the extent that we experience negative feelings, such as shame, we might find our physiological arousal to a media depiction to be unacceptable and will simply not enjoy that content (Soto-Sanfiel & Ibiti, 2016).

Interestingly, negative feelings such as sexual shame and self-judgment do not necessarily translate to the avoidance of sexual media. A number of studies indicate, for example, that moral objections to pornography, often religiously based, do not necessarily lead to the cessation of pornography use. In other words, some people are morally opposed to pornography, yet still enjoy it sufficiently during the viewing experience to become aroused and masturbate (Grubbs et al., 2019). This can be explained by our capacity to be desirably aroused from sex in media that consists not just of one overriding cue but rather a myriad of biological, psychological, and social cues, which integrate and interact with one another to inform our sexual motivation (Toates, 2009). For example, social benefits of sexual media, such as relief from loneliness, might couple with general needs to enhance one’s feeling state to promote the use of those media (e.g., Weber et al., 2018).

In other words, the nature of the content itself assists in furthering the process toward pleasure, once this content is determined to be a valid sexual incentive. For heterosexual men, the more attractive the female lead, the more arousal they feel from erotic media (Janssen, Carpenter, & Graham, 2003). For both men and women, the more they are able to imagine themselves as a participant in the depicted sexual activity, the more they experience arousal from the media (Janssen et al., 2003). The character-driven narrative structure of pornography, in particular (McKee, 2006), encourages this vicarious experiencing of the characters’ sexual adventure through self-sexual activity or activity with a partner during or shortly after media consumption (McKee, 2012).

A note on character modeling. We have not found any direct research into the role of identification with characters (Cohen, 2001; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume) as a predictor of enjoyment of sexual media. One study that drew from the identification literature (Moyer-Gusé, Chung, & Jain, 2011) tested a health narrative about safe sex and the potential negative consequences of unsafe sex, finding that participants who identified with the characters in the narrative were more receptive to the health message. Another study similarly found sexual characters in erotic content to serve as models for influencing behavior, namely that participants who liked a sexual character were more likely to consider having casual sex (Boot, Peter, & van Oosten, 2015). There are also studies that link viewing of characters in pornography and the attempted modeling of the characters’ behaviors in the viewer’s own interpersonal relationship (e.g., Staley & Prause, 2013). These studies exemplify findings of sexual socialization research, which suggests that some viewers of pornography, especially young viewers, try to emulate the sexual behaviors they see in sexually explicit and nonexplicit media (see the Media Practice Model by Brown, 2000, and the Sexual Script Acquisition, Activation, Application Model (3AM) of sexual media socialization by Wright, 2014; also note evidence by Vandenbosch et al., 2018). Although these findings and their implications for sexual development and sexual health are beyond the scope of this essay, they do suggest that consumption of, if not enjoyment derived from, sexual depictions in media relate to some level of identification with the characters, be it wishful identification or some other form of connecting with the characters (see Brown, this volume). Again, the potential health consequences of this attention to sexual media, which includes the potential for sexual self-objectification (e.g., Smolak & Murnen, 2011) or self-sexualization (Liss, Erchull, & Ramsey, 2011), are beyond the scope of this chapter on entertainment, although enjoyment of self-sexualization (Visser, Sultani, Choma, & Pozzebon, 2014) might present itself as a contributing factor to the enjoyment of portrayals of sexuality in media.

The Potential Appeal of Sex in Fulfilling Nonhedonic Entertainment Needs


Up to this point, we have focused our attention on depictions of recreational sexual encounters and the content of sexual depictions as representations of bodily contact and gratification. We have not yet discussed sex as a component within the context of a relational depiction—that is, sex as an expression of love or relational commitment. Yet, in entertainment, sex is often depicted within a romantic, relational context (e.g., Brown et al., 2013; Dillman Carpentier et al., 2017).

There are few studies to date that focus attention on audience responses to sex that is specifically contextualized within depictions of love in media content. Rather, studies have noted that consumption of romantic content, generally, is linked with idealized views of romantic relationships (Holmes, 2007; Segrin & Nabi, 2002). Compared to sexual cues, exposure to romantic cues can decrease permissive sexual attitudes endorsing casual sex (Dillman Carpentier, 2017) and lead to judgments of others as embodying more sentimental and kind qualities rather than alluring, sexual qualities (Dillman Carpentier, Parrott, & Northup, 2014). These latter observations with regard to attitudes and social judgment correspond with known concepts within romantic relationship schema; love, kindness, empathy, and the reciprocation of feelings of tenderness and commitment are common elements that characterize romance (see Buss, 2007 for a discussion of how romantic relationships have evolved over time).

Feelings of tenderness, warmth, and unity are characteristic of the affective responses of audiences who derive a sense of meaning and appreciation from poignant entertainment such as dramas or tragedies—the consumption which is marked by a fulfillment of intrinsic needs related to self-transcendence rather than hedonic optimization (Oliver, 2008; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver et al., 2018; see also Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume). Theorization about the consumption of meaningful entertainment as a means of expanding one’s personal boundaries and find a deeper connection with humanity (Oliver et al., 2018) has led to the proposition of resonance with others as an important motivation that drives entertainment choices (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019).

As mentioned previously, a key component of the entertainment experience is that of character identification, through which media users can vicariously experience what a character is experiencing. Relevant to the topic at hand, media users might derive enjoyment, if not a deeper sense of meaning, through the vicariously experience of interpersonal relationships depicted in entertainment media, including the unity, romance, and sexual interactions displayed from the character’s perspective. To the extent that people do not feel they have meaningful relationships in their own lives or do not feel connected to others or to humanity, as a whole, these people might find solace in media that can ameliorate their feelings of alienation. This is the key argument within the idea of resonance as applied to entertainment media use (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019).

Resonance, as applied to entertainment media, draws from the writings of sociologist, Harmut Rosa, who argues that humans have a fundamental need to develop agentic (or at least autonomous to a minimal extent) relationships with others and with our surrounding world. As argued, we feel our lives have meaning when we feel connected to and have a voice in our interactions with family, friends, institutions, and society at large (see Susen, 2019, for review). Thus, we search for reciprocal, or resonant, relationships with our world, and this search might be answered through relational depictions in entertainment content (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). As Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) suggest, media users might be serving resonance needs whenever they connect with a media character in a way that helps them explore their own place in society, perhaps by finding similarities between the character and themselves or projecting similarities with their ideal or future self.

Applied to the understanding of sexual depictions as entertainment, a need for resonance might be the overarching motivation explaining why people have cited learning and performance (e.g., Vandenbosch et al., 2018; Wright, 2014) as reasons for consuming sexual media, such as pornography. On one hand, people might experience, either consciously or subconsciously, a link between seeing and modeling sexual behaviors of characters and feeling prepared to engage in agentic resonant interpersonal relationships. On the other hand, vicarious resonance might be achieved by taking the perspective of a character engaged in sexual activity, especially activity that is depicted as an exchange or ritual that expresses love or depth in a romantic relationship (see Janssen et al., 2003 for evidence that sexual arousal is enhanced when the viewer imagines being a part of the activity). To address this latter possibility, we need research into identification with characters engaged in relational sexual activity to evaluate whether this type of character connection induces an overarching sense of resonance with real or imagined others.

Linking this idea of resonance with the literature on sexual arousal, the arousal felt from a sexual depiction within meaningful content might enhance overarching feelings of connection to humanity, if not to a significant other, provided the arousal is appraised as relevant to this feeling of connectedness (Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, & Viehoff, 2008). Drawing on appraisal theories of emotion, research has noted the role of meta-emotion—how we recognize, interpret, and react to the emotions we are feeling—as an informant in our selection and consumption of media content (Bartsch et al., 2008). If resonance-based motivations are being served by a depiction that includes sexual activity, we might be more likely to interpret sexual arousal we experience from this media content as an intensifier of the resonance-related fulfillment we are obtaining from this content. Thus, this arousal would be interpreted within this positive, need-fulfilling context, and the content itself would likely be appraised as a positive stimulus (see Toates, 2009 for a discussion of incentive motivation applied to sexual incentives). Again, more research into this area is needed to develop a more comprehensive framework that links hedonic and nonhedonic motivations in a process that explains the interpretation of and enjoyment from sexual depictions inside and outside of relational contexts.

Enjoying Sex in Media Is a Biopsychosocial Process


In summary, the human attraction to sex in entertainment can be explained by a relatively simple, innate drive toward pleasurable experiences. Yet, the combination of inputs we use to determine whether we define a sexual depiction as potentially pleasurable is contrastingly complex (e.g., Malamuth, 1996). We are informed by a biological drive to seek sex both for procreation and for the physical and emotional pleasure of the experience. As a result of this biological drive, we are particularly attuned to stimuli that are sexually appealing and that promise sexual gratification, the promise of which is based on how we have come to understand our biological responses to those stimuli, as well as how we have come to find sexual meaning in these stimuli from our social and cultural influences. It follows, then, based on the extant literature, that this biological drive predisposes us to notice sexual content in media, which explains, at least in part, society’s seemingly growing attraction to sex throughout popular culture.

Whether our attention leads to an actual approach motivation toward the content depends on whether our next cognitions and affects lead us to derive sexual meaning from this content and interpret the content as a sexual incentive. This constitutes the second part of our attraction to sexual content and explains whether we ultimately find the sexual content satisfying. For some, the social and cultural norms we perceive as important to defining our standards for sexual attitudes and behaviors might complicate our ability to derive enjoyment from any and all sexual depictions in media. However, we have agency in how we interpret our biological responses within these norms, and we can decide whether we are, in fact, feeling subjectively aroused, as well as physiologically aroused by the content. Important to note, the actual achievement of release of any sexual tension or the actual engagement in sexual behaviors is not a necessary component of enjoyment of sexual depictions in mainstream media, although in the case of sexually explicit material, there is surely a known use of this content to facilitate sexual arousal and climax through masturbation or sexual contact with a partner. Rather, the mere exposure to sexually appealing content in media can, itself, fulfill our hedonic needs if we interpret the consumption of this content as being sufficiently pleasurable. Likewise, perhaps nonhedonic needs associated with the pursuit of meaning and connectedness in one’s life can explain, in part, the appeal some of us find in sexual content in entertainment media.
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chapter 25

Cooling Down or Charging Up?

Engagement with Aggressive Entertainment Contents as an Emotion Regulation Strategy of Boredom and Anger


Heidi Vandebosch and Karolien Poels




The role of emotions and other affective processes in media selection and consumption has been widely studied. Mood Management Theory, for instance, stipulates that people who experience negative moods will try to alleviate these negative affective states by selecting media contents with the right properties (e.g., positive affective valence, no semantic affinity, highly engaging, right level of arousal). For instance, people in a bad mood will select uplifting media contents (e.g., TV comedy or energetic and joyful music) (Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002; Zillmann, Hezel, & Medoff, 1980), those in a state of boredom will choose arousing contents, and people who are stressed will prefer relaxing contents (Bryant & Zillmann, 1984). Research on media entertainment, however, has also shown that people not only search for hedonic, merely pleasurable, experiences (such as fun, entertainment or relaxation). People also long for eudaimonic, more meaningful, experiences that often involve mixed (i.e., both positive and negative) and more complex emotions, as well as deeper reflections (Oliver, 2009, Schramm & Wirth, 2008).

In this chapter we will focus on two, often experienced, negative emotions: anger (negative valence, high arousal) and boredom (negative valence, low arousal). We posit that the selection and engagement with aggressive entertainment contents can be an emotion regulation strategy, or a way of influencing the nature, expression and intensity of the experienced anger or boredom. In contrast with Mood Management Theory, we argue that specific media contents are not per se selected to attenuate negative emotions (e.g., sometimes it is functional to remain angry, and to consume aggressive media contents with that aim). Even when the aim is to downregulate negative emotions, this does not necessarily imply the selection of “positive” contents that directly counter the current state. Aggressive media contents that offer opportunities to further reflect on one’s negative emotions, to put them into perspective, and to create “meaningful” experiences might also serve this aim. In sum, we will show that aggressive entertainment can generate hedonic and eudaimonic experiences, and may serve the regulation of anger and boredom in different ways.

With this chapter we answer the call formulated by other researchers to study discrete emotions in communication and media research (Nabi, 2010) and to broaden our view on affect regulation through media (Oliver, 2009; Reinecke, 2017; Schramm & Wirth, 2008). Next to linear entertainment media (e.g., horror movies), we extend our scope to interactive media such as videogames and we further focus on the broader and persistent online environment as a place for the selection and even the production of aggressive content (e.g., trolling, bashing, cyberbullying), and discuss how emotion regulation could be an underlying explanatory mechanism (as already initiated in the following studies: Greenwood & Long, 2009; Hormes, Kearns, & Timko, 2014).

The chapter is structured as follows. We will first define the concepts “emotion” and “emotion regulation”. We will then give an overview of how existing media and communication theories have linked media use with emotion regulation. After that, we will focus on the regulation of anger and boredom through exposure to violent contents and through mediated aggression. We will end with a discussion of the opportunities for future research and theorizing in this field.

Emotions and Emotion Regulation


Based on Cole, Martin, and Dennis (2004, p. 319) we define emotions as “biologically endowed processes that permit extremely quick appraisals of situations and equally rapid preparedness to act.” Two essential components in this definition are “appraisal” and “action preparedness”. Emotions typically begin with an individual’s (conscious or unconscious) assessment of the personal meaning of an antecedent event. This appraisal then triggers a range of action tendencies (e.g., facial expressions, cognitive processing, physiological responses, situation-specific instrumental behaviors such as withdrawing or striking). Emotions are often differentiated from “feelings” (which refer to consciously experienced emotions) and “moods” (which refer to positive or negative, high or low arousal affective states that are more long-lasting than emotions, and are not a response to a specific situation, as is the case for emotions). The term “affect” is often used as an umbrella term for these types of experiences (emotions, feelings, moods, etc.) (Gross, 2015). Negative emotions such as anger, fear, disgust, and sadness are associated with specific action tendencies that focus on narrow thoughts and actions (to prepare the body for fight or flight). Positive emotions (such as happiness, pride, joy), on the other hand, are often associated with broadening approach tendencies (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001). As described by Gross (2015) “emotions can be either helpful or harmful, depending on the context.” For instance, anxiety might be adaptive if it helps us to escape from great danger, but it might also be detrimental if it cripples us socially. It is precisely the fact that emotions are so closely tight to goal-directed behavior and corresponding wellbeing, that makes emotion regulation necessary.

According to Thompson (1994, pp. 27–28) “emotion regulation consists of the extrinsic and intrinsic processes responsible for monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions, especially their intensive and temporal features, to accomplish one’s goals.” Quite similarly, Gross (1998, p. 275) defines emotion regulation as “the processes by which individuals influence which emotions they have, when they have them, and how they experience and express these emotions.” As these definitions indicate, emotion regulation processes not only occur after an emotion is already being experienced, they can also be adopted before the emotion response tendencies have become fully activated (Gross, 2015). For instance, “cognitive reappraisal” (i.e., redefining a potentially emotion eliciting situation) can be considered an antecedent-focused emotion regulation strategy, while “emotion suppression” (i.e., inhibiting the ongoing emotion-expressive behavior) can be considered a response-focused emotion regulation strategy (Gullone & Taffe, 2012). Regulation strategies can be used either consciously or unconsciously, for negative as well as for positive emotions, to regulate one’s own emotions (intrinsic emotion regulation) or even someone else’s (extrinsic emotion regulation). They ultimately aim at downregulating, upregulating or maintaining an emotion. In the case of negative emotions, downregulation is more common (e.g., decreasing the experiential and behavioral aspects of anger, sadness, and anxiety); while in the case of positive emotions people are more likely to strive to maintain or even upregulate their emotions (e.g., extending their feelings of happiness). Several concrete emotion regulation strategies have been distinguished. Strauss et al. (2016) mention strategies such as distraction, suppression, venting, cognitive reappraisal, downward social comparison, problem-directed action, self-reward, physical manipulations and withdrawal for negative emotions; while they associate positive emotions with strategies such as showing gratitude, helping others, and expressing positive emotions in a variety of ways. There are, however, also strategies that can be used for both types of emotion. For instance, suppression might be a (socially adequate) strategy to use when experiencing anger and when experiencing pride. While the success of an emotion regulation strategy may vary depending on the individual, the emotion and the context, overall some strategies are found to be more adaptive or maladaptive than others (i.e., because they are associated with less/more internalizing or externalizing problems in the long run). For instance, emotion suppression is considered less adaptive than cognitive reappraisal, because the latter provides better opportunities to really change the emotion at hand. However, some authors (Lougheed & Hollenstein, 2012) have argued that the beneficial effects of emotion regulation have less to do with the use of a singular, “adaptive” strategy, but rather with being able to use a range of strategies and adapting the strategies according to the specific situation.

Media Consumption as an Emotion Regulation Strategy


Communication theories and research show that the media environment provides people with ample of opportunities to regulate their emotions. The Uses and Gratifications paradigm, for instance, suggests that people use (online) media to fulfill their needs for information and surveillance, entertainment and diversion, social contacts, identity formation and expression, among others (for an overview see: Ruggiero, 2000). On the one hand, these needs can already be linked with emotion regulation strategies: information, for example, may support “cognitive reappraisal” strategies, entertainment may provide help with “distraction” and “withdrawal” strategies, social contacts offer opportunities for “downward social comparison regulation strategies” and “social sharing of emotions”. The gratifications stemming from emotion regulation may result from exposure to specific content (e.g., being distracted by watching an action movie), the media activity as such (e.g., playing a casual game to combat boredom), or the (social) context in which the media activity takes place (e.g., watching television with family and friends).

Mood management theory, initially referred to as the “theory of affect dependent stimulus arrangement (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), shows most affinity with the field of emotion regulation (see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume). The basic assumption of this theory is that individuals are motivated to terminate or alleviate negative affective states and to preserve and intensify positive affect. To serve these goals, individuals rearrange their stimulus environments. Media use is one among many options for stimulus rearrangement, yet a highly convenient one, as it often does not require the same amount of effort or energy as other activities (e.g., watching a comic movie might be an uplifting activity, which takes less planning and energy than going out with friends). Research that considers the media choices of individuals in a positive or a negative mood, however, does not always provide evidence that is in line with the hypotheses based on the Mood Management Theory (i.e., that people in a positive mood would like to sustain that mood by selecting less absorbing, semantically affinitive positive contents, while those in a negative mood would like to alter their mood by engaging in highly absorbing, semantically not affinitive positive media contents). Specifically, it appears that both happy and sad people sometimes prefer to consume sad media contents (instead of the hypothesized positive contents). This implies that pleasure as positive affect, or hedonic states, are not the only main driver of media selection (Oliver, 2009). These findings also contradict the so-called mood congruency hypothesis, which posits that happy people would choose happy contents and sad people sad contents (Krohne, Pieper, Knoll, & Breimer, 2002).

The key explanation behind these findings seems to be that the type of content people in a certain mood select actually depends on their mood regulation strategy (Krohne et al., 2002; Minnebo & Eggermont, 2012; Stevens & Dillman Carpentier, 2017). While the Mood Management Theory departs from the idea that people in a negative mood would opt for avoidance or distraction strategies, this not always seems to be the case. For instance, studies have shown that elderly people who feel lonely turn to negatively valenced media portrayals of old age (Mares & Cantor, 1992), and people who are in a (experimentally induced) bad mood (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2014) turn to social networking profiles of less “hot” and “successful” people, because these allow them to compare themselves with others who are in an even worse situation (i.e., the downward social comparison emotion regulation strategy). Moreover, tuning into media content that is semantically close to one’s own problems and affective state might actually also suggest ways to cope with one’s own situation (Minnebo & Eggermont, 2012; Nabi, Finnerty, Domschke, & Hull, 2006). On the other hand, people who are in a good mood sometimes seem to expose themselves to negative contents (such as sad movies). This might indicate that they not necessarily strive to maintain their current positive feelings (and hedonistic gratifications), but actually aim for eudaimonic gratifications resulting from meaningful media experiences that are associated with personal growth (Oliver, 2009; see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume). This notion has also been discussed in the Distancing-Embracing model of the enjoyment of negative emotions in art reception (Menninghaus et al., 2017), whereby “art” is broadly defined and also includes media products. This model contends that negative emotions are particularly strong in moving people and evoking suspense, two states that keep people involved in media content. The fact that the negative emotions can be kept at “a distance” allow to fully embrace them and to experience them in co-occurrence with positive states such as enjoyment and meaning-making.

Although the Mood Management Theory focuses on moods and not on discrete emotions and pays most attention to unconscious forms of affect regulation, especially through exposure to entertainment contents, the connections with emotion regulation are clear (see also: Greenwood & Long, 2009). This has urged Schramm and Wirth (2008, p. 27) to plea for a more integrative theoretical perspective on affect regulation through media usage which “considers both unconscious and conscious/reflected processes of affect regulation through media, supplements the hedonistic motive with other non-hedonistic, instrumental motives of affect regulation, looks at selection behavior as well as at other behavioral and cognitive strategies of affect regulation, and encompasses individual attributes (particularly those with affinity to affects).” Moreover, the evolution in media platforms makes the study of (discrete) emotions and emotion regulation particularly relevant. Emotions are instantaneous and relatively short-lived reactions to a situation, and (response-focused) regulation happens directly after their manifestation. When media are readily available they provide an excellent source to do so. It is not surprising that “older” literature, describing media environments that were less pervasive than the current one, was more concerned with the opportunities for mood regulation, because moods are more long lasting and are less specific in their cause.

Current literature on entertainment media and affect/emotion regulation has devoted less attention to the selection of aggressive media contents and their links with emotion and emotion regulation. We build on recent literature calling for more efforts to study discrete emotions in media and communication research (Nabi, 2010) and recent insights in the motives behind aggression, which can be aversive/reactive or appetitive (Runions, Bak, & Shaw, 2017). Selection of and exposure to aggressive entertainment media can be a function of the regulation of two negative discrete emotions: anger and boredom.

Regulation of Anger Through Exposure to Violent Contents and Through Mediated Aggression


Research that investigates why people expose themselves to violent contents (e.g., movies, television programs, news, music) or actively engage in mediated aggression (e.g., in games, on social media sites), points to anger as a potential driving force. Anger is a basic emotion, that is often experienced by people in everyday life (Trampe, Quoidbach, & Taquet, 2015). While research shows no difference between the reported frequency of angry feelings amongst men and women, younger adults do report significantly more angry feelings than older adults (Simon & Nath, 2004). Anger is commonly described as a subjective emotional state, entailing the presence of physiological arousal and cognitions of antagonism (Novaco, 1994). As anger is tied to appraised wrongdoing, it is coupled with action tendencies to counter or redress the wrongdoing by engaging with the source of the offense (Wranik & Scherer, 2010; Arpan & Nabi, 2011). Although anger may have beneficial effects (e.g., because it mobilizes psychological resources, energizes behavior, and protects self-esteem), it is typically regarded as a negatively valenced emotion with potentially harmful consequences (Fernandez, Day, & Boyle, 2015). Anger is, for instance, considered an important cause of aggressive behavior (Runions et al., 2017), and the frequent and prolonged experience of this emotion has been linked with negative health outcomes (e.g., an increased risk for cardiovascular disease) (Chida & Steptoe, 2009). Therefore, the adaptive regulation of anger is deemed important. In what follows, we present an overview of the studies that have investigated how anger influences people’s exposure to violent media contents and active engagement in mediated aggression, and what the (potential) positive or negative outcomes of these behaviors might be.

The selection of violent contents, following the experience anger, is evident from the research of Rubin, Haridakis, and Eyal (2003). This study showed that people with higher levels of trait anger more often turned to confrontational TV talk show programs (such as “Jerry Springer”). Plaisier and Konijn’s study (2013) demonstrated that adolescents (but not young adults) who had experienced rejection by their peers consequently displayed higher levels of state anger and were more attracted by antisocial contents (i.e., YouTube clips with headings such as “Youngsters scolding at a police officer and pushing him off his motorbike”; “Two boys sexually harass a girl in the schoolyard”). Finally, Bushman and Whitaker’s study (2010) provided evidence that angry individuals were more attracted to violent video games if they believed this would lead to a cathartic effect.

Anger also appears to drive people to watch (as a bystander) or even participate in (as a perpetrator) online aggression aimed at “real” persons. Research demonstrates, for instance, that angry people are more likely to read or post on rant sites (Martin et al., 2013), to engage in cyberbullying (Erreygers et al., 2019) or Twitter wars (Gregory & Singh, 2018) and to leave negative comments on online news sites (Arpan & Nabi, 2011).

Several studies suggest that people might actually turn to violent media contents to downregulate their anger. While the aim to downregulate is in line with the predictions of Mood Management Theory, the exposure to contents that show semantic affinity and are considered to have a (more) negative hedonic valence (compared to, for instance, humorous contents) runs against the idea that (all) people experiencing negative emotions would prefer more distracting and positive contents. While the selection of the latter might be more common amongst those that rely on an avoidance coping strategy (including emotion regulations strategies that aim at the suppression of anger), the selection of violent contents might be more common amongst those that adhere an approach coping strategy (including emotion regulation strategies that aim at the expression or the cognitive reappraisal of the negative emotion) (see also Schramm & Cohen, 2017).

As suggested earlier, a popular belief is that exposure to violent media content indeed leads to a cathartic effect. By watching the violent acts of a drama hero or by playing an aggressive game, one’s own aggressive feelings (related to a non-media-related event) are supposed to dissipate. The cathartic hypothesis, in other words, suggests that media may provide a way to (down)regulate one’s feeling by acting it out “vicariously” or “symbolically” (cf. emotion expression) (Weber, Ritterfeld, & Kostygina, 2006). In addition, people may derive positive feelings from negatively valenced (i.e., violent) content with a positive ending, for instance the pleasure from seeing that heroic figures receive rewards and villainous characters receive punishment (cf. the affective disposition theory of Raney & Bryant, 2002; Tamborini, this volume), as well as relief from witnessing the restoration of justice (Wakshlag, Vial, & Tamborini, 1983). Finally, the selective exposure to media violence, might also support more cognitive emotion regulation strategies. For instance, it might help media users to put their situation into perspective (e.g., by downward social comparison) or teach them how to deal with their emotion by showing role models.

The research findings on the potential anger-reducing effects of exposure to violent contents, are, however inconclusive. While meta-analyses on the effects of violent media (Bushman & Huesmann, 2006) suggest that exposure to these contents is more likely to increase anger, individual studies seem to suggest that the effects can be positive, negative or absent, depending on the specific groups under consideration. For instance, Unsworth, Devilly, and Ward (2007) found that when respondents with an aggressive and labile temperament experienced high levels of state anger, playing a violent game led to a decrease in state anger (while other groups scored higher, or the same). A study on the use of “extreme” music by Sharman and Dingle (2015) showed that the majority of their respondents reported to listen to this type of music to “fully experience anger” (79%) and to “calm themselves down when feeling angry” (69%). The experimental part of this study confirmed that participants chose “extreme” (e.g., heavy metal) music when anger was inducted, and that this led to a decrease in subjective hostility and irritability (but not to a decrease in arousal) that was equivalent to those who sat in silence. In addition, they experienced an increase in positive emotions (i.e., feeling active and inspired). Finally, the study of Martin et al. (2013) investigated the perceived benefits of reading other’s rants on rant websites. Responses included simple curiosity, entertainment, a sense of community, making them feel better about their own lives by comparison, enjoying other people’s misery, better understanding their own problems, and looking to help others. However, in their experimental study, exposure to rant sites only led to more negative feelings (i.e., a decrease in happiness and an increase in sadness). There was no significant effect on anger.

In an online context, anger might not only be expressed “vicariously” or “symbolically” via exposure to violent contents, but also through direct or indirect aggression toward the target of the anger (i.e., online “revenge” toward co-players in an online game, which might actually follow directly from the action tendencies related to anger, and thus constitute “emotion dysregulation”), displaced aggression toward others (Tangney, Wagner, Marschall, & Gramzow,1991), or even aggression toward the self (e.g., self-cyberbullying) (Patchin & Hinduja, 2017). Here too, the negative emotion of anger is supposed to decrease, and even to be replaced by positive emotions (such as the “sweet feeling of revenge”). Again, the empirical research findings are not univocal. While people often report to engage in online aggressive behavior to vent their anger and to evoke more positive feelings (e.g., of power, entertainment, revenge), it is not clear whether they actually succeed in this. In the experimental study of Martin et al. (2013), for instance, angry people who wrote on rant sites actually felt more angry and less happy right afterward. More in general, aggressive expressions are also considered maladaptive in the long run, even when they could have some short-term benefits: “As such, aggression appears to be an effective means of emotion-regulation, albeit temporarily. Indeed, aggressive acts tend to backfire, resulting in greater negative affect in the longer term” (Chester, 2017, p. 368).

Furthermore, online interactive platforms allow people to communicate their feelings of anger with others (cf. emotion sharing) or to discuss the anger eliciting situation with the target. While emotion sharing might lead to positive outcomes (e.g., because it elicits social support from others) (Vermeulen, Vandebosch, & Heirman, 2018), it may also encourage co-rumination (Spendelow, Simonds, & Avery, 2017) and (negative) emotional contagion (Fan et al., 2014), and through these processes increase the negative feelings.

The use of violent media contents (or the engagement in online violence), might not only fit attempts to downregulate anger, but also attempts to “upregulate” this emotion. The goal to prolong or even intensify anger by exposure to emotion-congruent offerings with a semantic affinity, has been linked with (a combination of) situational factors (e.g., the need to maintain alert and prepared in a situation), preferred coping styles (i.e., approach coping), and gender. Hoffner et al. (2009), for instance, found that in the wake of the September 11 attacks, anger predicted the exposure to news related to the attacks. The authors suggested that this media use could fulfill the need to extend the negative emotional state to maintain vigilant. In an experimental study by Knobloch-Westerwick and Alter (2006), males expecting a retaliation opportunity spent more time on negative news to sustain their anger, while females spent more time reading positive news to dissipate their anger. Similarly, Tamir, Mitchell and Gross (2008) found that individuals preferred music that would increase their level of anger (but not their level of excitement) when they were anticipating confrontational tasks (i.e., playing a first-person shooter game, “Soldier of Fortune”) and that anger indeed improved their performance in these tasks.

To conclude, it is clear from the overview above that the experience of anger can lead to a range of emotion regulation strategies that rely on the exposure to aggressive entertainment or the involvement in online aggression, and may be more or less effective in the short term (e.g., able to generate positive feelings or offer material for the cognitive reappraisal of one’s feelings) and more or less adaptive in the long run (e.g., taking revenge in the online world, might eventually backfire). In what follows, we focus on another negative emotion (i.e., boredom), that has been linked with the selection of “arousing” media contents in the past. We argue that the engagement with aggressive media contents, may not only be explained by its “arousing” potential, but also fits strategies to deal with boredom by looking for “meaning.”

Regulation of Boredom Through Engagement with Aggressive Media Contents


Boredom is a negative emotion characterized by negative valence, low arousal and understimulation (Brissett & Snow, 1993). Experiencing boredom is quite common and arises in contexts such as school and work (when uninterested in the—often repetitive—task at hand), but also leisure time (when the environment is not stimulating), both while being alone or in a social context (Hill & Perkins, 1985). Although boredom is associated with a lack of involvement, individuals who experience boredom are typically motivated to escape this negative state and actively seek opportunities for renewed stimulation, under the form of challenge and engagement (Brissett & Snow, 1993). A range of studies showed that bored individuals are also motivated to engage in activities that allow for meaning making (van Tilburg & Igou, 2012). This quest for meaningful activities seems to go in opposite directions. On the one hand, boredom promotes pro-social behavior such as donating money for a good cause (van Tilburg & Igou, 2017). On the other hand, boredom is often associated with seeking negative situations and aggression (Rupp & Vodanovich, 1997). To explain this contradiction in action related to boredom, van Tilburg and Igou (2017) argue that needs for meaningfulness differ according to the situation at hand: in some situations prosocial behavior may be most functional to regulate boredom and reestablish meaning, in other situations aggressive behavior may provide meaning. The latter is related to the explanation provided by Bench and Lench (2013), who posit that in some situations the functionality of boredom resides in considering the gains and information utilities of a negative situation that would be overlooked in other, more arousing, negative emotions (that call for more urgent action tendencies, such as attacking an object or person that is blocking your goal in the context of anger). These negative situations include violence and aggression, which are particularly sought by individuals who experience boredom due to a lack of external stimulation by the environment (in contrast to internal stimulation, when you can keep yourself interested or “entertained”) (Dahlen et al., 2004). As we will further argue, the selection of aggressive media content by people who are in a state of boredom could serve as a way to reestablish meaning and as such provide a means to learn and reflect.

Adolescents form an age group in which boredom is a very common emotion (Caldwell et al., 1999). Situations in which boredom typically occurs are characterised by the feeling of having low control (e.g., when attending a lecture at school) or having too much time and nothing to do, also called “leisure boredom” (Hill & Perkins, 1985) (e.g., when sitting at home in the evening or during school holidays). Both situations are much more present in adolescents’ compared to adults’ lives. Furthermore, developmental issues such as the growing need for autonomy combined with restrictions posed by parents and school and the still underdeveloped impulse control combined with a high need for sensation and stimulation make boredom particularly salient in adolescence (Caldwell et al., 1999).

In the media entertainment literature, there has been quite some evidence on the link between boredom and selective exposure to different media and media contents. A cross-sectional survey by Greenwood and Long (2009) found that individuals with a propensity to ruminate were in particular looking to regulate their bored state through the use of media, and television in particular. The authors suggest that television might be a way for bored individuals to postpone the need to focus on negative events, which in that sense can be seen as an avoidance related coping strategy. Bryant and Zillmann (1984), furthermore, showed that bored individuals exposed themselves more to exciting media content compared to stressed individuals. Moreover, the exciting media content fulfilled the goal of alleviating, and thus downregulating, the negative feeling of aversion characterized by boredom. Interestingly, this alleviation did not happen in bored individuals who selected “relaxed” media content. In the context of videogames varying in task demand, as a proxy of capturing attentional resources and providing distraction from current thoughts, Bowman and Tamborini (2015) found that for bored individuals mood repair was highest after playing a game with the highest task demand. This finding can be linked to the work of Csikszentmihalyi (1975), who already indicated that boredom stems from situations or tasks that lack of challenge and have a low task demand. Playing a game with high task demand can compensate and thus alter the feelings of boredom.

Thus far, there is only fragmented evidence for the link between boredom and the selective exposure to aggressive media content. Taking into account the nature of boredom as an emotion and the quest for meaning and stimulation it entails (see van Tilburg & Igou, 2012), aggressive media may provide excellent opportunities to regulate boredom. This can also be associated with findings from the field of aggression research stating that individuals seek out aggressive activities, including media related activities, such as watching violent movies or playing violent videogames, for the sake of enjoyment and not necessarily due to previous situations that were provocative (Bushman & Whitaker, 2010). This type of aggression can be seen as a form of “appetitive aggression” (Elbert, Moran, & Schauer, 2017), as it does not involve a reaction to an urgent threat (as is the case with “reactive aggression”) and is thus seen as aggressive behavior and violence characterized by positive affect. Linking this to the quest for stimulation and meaning making (van Tilburg & Igou, 2012), and the more ultimate function of gaining from the utilities of (safely) experiencing negative situations (Bench & Lench, 2013), the consumption of aggressive media content in situations of boredom does fulfill these regulatory goals.

Another reason for selective exposure to aggressive media contents, particularly applied to adolescent audiences, is the forbidden fruit hypothesis (Bushman & Stack, 1996, Whitaker et al., 2013). This hypothesis posits that restrictive content such as violent movies and videogames become attractive because, especially for younger audiences, it makes them curious or they want to show off to their peers that they can get access and deal with it. That is part of the explanation of why aggressive media contents, such as playing violent video games or watching a horror movie, especially in a social setting, is so appealing to adolescents (Eglof, 2017, Goldstein, 1998, Sparks & Sparks, 2000). Moreover, an emotional state involving boredom, that is often experienced throughout adolescence, might even strengthen the appeal of aggressive media content because it additionally regulates boredom through its stimulating nature. It yet has to be discovered whether the forbidden fruit effect and the social affordances of enjoying violent media content are augmented in a state of boredom.

In the context of interactive media, boredom has been documented as an important trigger of social media use, and particularly the individual characteristic of “boredom proneness” is found to be a strong predictor of excessive, even problematic smartphone use (Wegmann, Ostendorf, & Brand, 2018) and internet use disorders (Lin, Lin, & Wu, 2009). Interactive media also allow to regulate boredom through engagement with aggressive user-generated contents both passively, for example, reading threads of celebrity bashing on social media platforms, or actively, for example, trolling and cyberbullying. Regan and Sweet (2015) argue that passively watching instances of online drama, which can be instances of bashing or bullying, serves the same purposes as gossip, which is, apart from exciting in itself, also a means to exchange social and normative information and learn from the “mistakes” of others. This could be easily linked to the regulation of boredom through looking for meaningful content. Although not yet empirically tested, we could thus assume that boredom could be an important trigger for engagement with online bashing as a bystander, or mere lurking.

However, the omnipresence of media and their growing interactive nature has also created additional possibilities to find gratifications in aggressive contents or even acts that are undesirable, for example bashing, trolling, and cyberbullying. For instance, research indicating a link between sensation seeking and cyberbullying perpetration (Slonje et al., 2012), suggests that experiencing boredom might also play a role, and an exploratory study mentioned boredom as a motive to engage in cyberbullying (Varjas et al., 2010). It has yet to be studied more systematically whether and how boredom can trigger these types of antisocial and aggressive online behaviors, for entertainment and beyond.

In sum, boredom is a commonly experienced negative emotion, characterized by a lack of involvement and (down)regulated through engagement with (more) stimulating and/or meaningful activities. Aggressive media contents “par excellence” can fulfill the need for stimulation on the one hand due to their direct arousing nature (e.g., the thrill of an action movie or a wrestling show, the sensory experiences of a horror movie) but could additionally create opportunities to engage in meaning making and learning as well. This enjoyment may be related to contents that co-occur with the aggression such as social justice (e.g., the bad guys are punished) or a social gratification of being able to deal with harsh and violent contents, which also creates opportunities to reflect and learn in the context of “real life” challenges (Goldstein, 1999; Sparks & Sparks, 2000). We further argued interactive media might also serve the regulation of boredom through engagement with aggressive contents. The (excessive) use of interactive media is already linked to boredom proneness as a trait and aggressive content is omnipresent in interactive media applications and can be consumed both passively and actively for stimulation and meaning making. Further empirical studies are needed.

Discussion and Conclusion


This chapter aimed to provide insights in how the selection of, and engagement with, aggressive entertainment contents can be an emotion regulation strategy, or a way of influencing the nature, expression and intensity of an experienced emotion. Inspired by Nabi’s (2010) call to study discrete emotions in communication and media research and Schramm and Wirth’s (2008) broad view on affect regulation and the selection of both hedonic and nonhedonic media contents, we outlined how two specific negative emotions, anger and boredom, can be regulated through the engagement with aggressive media contents.

As is clear from the preceding overview, anger is associated with negative (health) outcomes, suggesting that downregulating this emotion is (generally) more adaptive. This does not exclude, however, that in some instances anger (and thus the upregulation of this emotion) may be functional. Research further suggests that some emotion regulation strategies are—generally speaking—more effective when trying to downregulate (or upregulate) emotions, and that people select emotion regulation strategies they perceive as adequate to reach their emotion regulation goals (Millgram, Sheppes, Kalokerinos, Kuppens, & Tamir, 2019). Research on the regulation of anger via media suggests that media may support suppressive or escapist-diffusive strategies (e.g., when their entertaining or calming contents provide distraction), which can either be adaptive and maladaptive. When people reach out to violent contents or behave violently online, it is more likely they are actually trying to express their emotion (with nonaggressive expressions being adaptive, and aggressive expressions being maladaptive), trying to cognitively reappraise their experience, are just following their (malicious) action tendencies (i.e., because they are impulsive and unable to control their actions). The existing research suggests that there might be a discrepancy between people’s expectations about the usefulness of media as regulation tools and the actual outcomes of their regulation attempts. Future research should further explore for whom, and under which conditions, media use represents an adaptive anger regulation strategy, and how this strategy fits into the range of regulation strategies that individuals use.

For boredom, aggressive media contents can deliver quick stimulation (getting aroused by pure aggression) or meaning (learning from negative events), which both are sought for in a state of boredom. It could be questioned whether quick stimulation is the most functional means of regulating one’s boredom. Although it will quickly remove the state of boredom, it will also trigger mental and physiological processes that could ultimately lead to aggressive behavior or if frequently adopted as a regulation strategy, even to desensitization. In the current media environment in which aggressive content is easily and promptly available, this deserves attention, especially for younger age groups. Based on insights on adolescent development (low impulse control, high sensation seeking, high need for social validation among peers), the characteristics of boredom (searching for meaning, appetitive aggression) and the characteristics of social media (omnipresence, unlimited media selection, parasocial relations, online disinhibition), we assume that boredom can in some cases be a trigger to engage in active antisocial online media consumption, through dysfunctional emotion regulation. Just as Wegmann, Ostendorf, and Brand (2018) argue that individuals who are susceptible to boredom should be trained to regulate the understimulation evoked by boredom through other activities than internet and smartphone usage, it could also be the case that finding ways to regulate boredom through more meaningful media consumption can be a way to reduce active engagement with aggressive media content. Evidently, this first requires some additional empirical insights in the role of boredom and emotion regulation in the selection of aggressive entertainment contents.

As we have linked the selection of aggressive media in states of boredom to the quest for meaning making and safely experiencing negative situations, it could be interesting to elaborate on media selection and aggressive entertainment as “playful actions” (Klimmt & Vorderer, 2009; Vorderer, 2001. Some media environments offer safe environments to play, experiment and learn from harsh and aversive conditions (that often involve aggression and violence). Especially for younger audiences, future research could investigate how and for whom the enjoyment of aggressive media contents might be functional for their emotional and moral development, similar to rough-and-tumble play in the physical world (Pellegrini, 2002).

For both anger and boredom (as well as for other discrete emotions), communication scholars could rely on psychological insights regarding emotions and emotion regulation, to further develop their research agenda. First of all, it is clear that most research on affect (i.e., moods, emotions) and media selection has actually focused on: (1) media use as a response-focused regulation strategy (i.e., taking place after the emotion has already been experienced), (2) employed to regulate emotions generated by media-external stimuli, by (3) people who have certain expectations about how media use might help them with this. However, media use might also be part of antecedent-focused regulation strategies that focus on situation selection, situation modification, attentional deployment or cognitive change for emotions that are generated by external but also by media-related stimuli. For, instance, people might choose to avoid a boring conversation by scrolling on their mobile phone, downloading Netflix series before a long-haul flight, or start following people on Twitter or Facebook because they are looking forward to the drama they will create. An experimental study of Livingstone and Isaacowitz (2015), already demonstrated that (especially older) people who were instructed to try to minimize their negative emotions or feelings, spend most time engaging with positively instead of negatively valenced contents. The authors considered this to be a “situation selection strategy,” although the instructions did not clarify whether the aim was to actually prevent negative emotions arising from the media contents or to solve preexisting negative emotions. With regard to people’s expectations regarding the emotion-regulation benefits of certain types of media, it would be interesting to further investigate where these actually come from: Do they rely on their personal experiences, or on acclaimed benefits reported by others, for instance? Secondly, communication researchers should pay more attention to individual differences in emotion regulation styles and emotion regulation capacities or deficits, as these could explain why people who experience the same discrete emotion might select different types of media contents, gain different gratifications from the same type of content, or experience different types of outcomes in the short- or long-run. Another line of research could be focused on regulation of other people’s emotions through media. For example, parents might let their children use a tablet or their mobile phone to avoid them getting bored or expressing their boredom in a restaurant.

Finally, the potential of information and communication technologies (ICTs) should be further explored in terms of the measurement and monitoring of emotions, and on the applied side for “affective computing” and recommendation systems. Not only do ICT create a 24/7, “mobile” and interactive media environment, allowing people to instantly (try to) regulate their emotions via exposure to content or more active forms of engagement. These technologies increasingly also provide means to unobtrusively and continuously track emotions (e.g., via smartphones or smart watches). Measuring and monitoring these emotions in a continuous way will allow media scholars to test whether and which media contents are most effective in emotion regulation. On the applied side, tracking of emotions (in combination with other user data) could be used to consequently recommend certain types of contents (i.e., stressed people might be shown advertisements for relaxation therapies, or be exposed to relaxing media contents through their Netflix recommendations).
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chapter 26

Sports as (Digital) Media Entertainment


Nicky Lewis




There is little doubt that sports make up a significant portion of many entertainment consumers’ media diets. In 2017, 134,000 hours of sports content were broadcast on US television screens, the highest level in 15 years (Nielsen, 2018). Traditional event coverage and shoulder programming (e.g., news, commentary, and analysis programs) are increasingly pervasive, but also segmented, with particular channels and networks continuing to meet the needs of niche audiences. Advances in digital and social media technology have also created new ways for sports audiences to consume and engage with sports media content (e.g., streaming services, fantasy sports, esports), as more than half (56%) of internet users worldwide watch sporting events or highlights online each month (Global Web Index, 2018).

In the wake of these changes, this chapter provides an overview of mediated sports as an entertainment phenomenon. It centers on the key components of sports viewing and consumption, which involve an interplay of viewer characteristics, mediated content features, and the context in which sports consumption occurs. Over the last several decades, researchers have gained more insight into the sports media entertainment experience (e.g., Denham, 2004; Hall, 2015; Peterson & Raney, 2008), but many questions remain. This chapter serves as a guidepost for researchers by outlining the past, present, and potential future of sports media entertainment research, paying special attention to the overarching role that mediated sports play in our daily lives.

Theoretical Frameworks of Sports as Media Entertainment


Sports spectatorship has been a key leisure and entertainment activity throughout human history (Kraus, 1990; Zillmann, 2000). However, many critiques have been leveraged against sports spectators over the years (e.g., Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948), including being labeled as aggressive and lazy, as well as having negative values and poor relationships (Wann, 2018). However, outside of a few isolated incidences, sports spectators are not generally violent nor does sports spectating serve a cathartic effect (Bryant & Raney, 2000). Alternatively, sports spectatorship can be a beneficial way to spend leisure time. It can serve as a way to relieve boredom and tension, while allowing for personal development (Zillmann, Bryant, & Sapolsky, 1989). Importantly, it can serve a purpose for those who can no longer physically participate in sports themselves, as it requires low effort, minimal skills, and allows for a wide range of interests. There are also social outcomes associated with sports spectatorship. It can promote comradery and allow for social learning (Bandura, 2011). Further, it can act as a social lubricant and currency to everyday life, providing easy conversation with co-workers, friends, and loved ones.

Before the rise of mass media, sports spectatorship required physical attendance in the venues that hosted the sporting events themselves, such as stadiums and arenas. As a result, sports and media coverage of them were often limited and localized. This changed with the invention of broadcast and digital technologies, which allowed for the consumption of sports content through radio, television, and web connected devices. In the United States, growth of mediated sports has generally aligned with growth of the media in general (Deninger, 2012). Mediated sports consumption came to represent a key component of audiences’ larger media diets and researchers began assessing the various processes and effects associated with sports viewing, including its broader appeal (e.g., Bryant, Comisky, & Zillmann, 1981; Sapolsky & Zillmann, 1978; Zillmann et al., 1989). In the years that followed, the study of mediated sports became more established in the fields of psychology and communication science along with the study of media entertainment more broadly speaking (Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). It was during this time that these fields became open to more serious theoretical and empirical examinations that expanded beyond the effects of news, politics, and public affairs content on audiences (see Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). The study of mediated sports was a key part of this transition and it was from early explorations of mediated sports experiences (e.g., Comisky, Bryant, & Zillmann, 1977; Gantz, 1981; Hastorf & Cantril, 1954; Prisuta, 1979) that a theoretical foundation was laid. As such, the theoretical perspectives that have been used to explain mediated sports’ larger appeal are now outlined.

Excitation Transfer and Suspense


Excitation transfer theory (Zillmann, 1991) centers on the arousal component of emotional responses to media experiences, including mediated sports experiences. Arousal is associated with the energy of an emotional response, not the valence, and it intensifies behavior. The theory states that arousal from a previous event can influence emotional responses to subsequent events, where those responses should be more intense. An example of this would be residual arousal from an anger-inducing experience intensifying a fear reaction to another stimulus later on. Several central points of critique have been expressed about this theory in its application (e.g., Cummins, Wise, & Nutting, 2012) and broadly speaking, the arousal effects associated with excitation transfer are generally short-lived. Much of the existing research in this area has been conducted using unrelated stimuli (for an exception, see Cummins et al., 2012), which reduces ecological validity. The theory also assumes that individuals cannot be aware that they are still experiencing arousal from a previous experience.

Suspense has been used in concert with excitation transfer to predict and explain emotional responses to mediated sports content. Zillmann (1991) proposed that suspense related to uncertainty about a future outcome is different than dramatic suspense. Dramatic suspense is associated with a high degree of perceived certainty that a negative outcome will occur. Viewers must be relatively invested in the negative outcome for dramatic suspense to reach high levels. When viewing sports (both in person and through media), allegiances are formed with favored teams early on in the contest, if not before. As certainty of a negative outcome increases (i.e., one’s favored team is about to lose), dramatic suspense reaches its highest point. This approach helps to explain why followers of a specific player or team continue to watch even as the outcome becomes more certain. Zillmann (1980) offered a basic equation of this process, where affinity for a specific player combined with fear of a negative outcome results in high levels of empathetic distress. The arousal associated with this distress is made up of sympathetic emotional responses and cognitive evaluations of the content being viewed.

However, findings associated with the relationship between suspense and enjoyment in sports spectatorship are mixed (e.g., Bryant & Raney, 2000; Bryant, Rockwell, & Owens, 1994; Gantz & Wenner, 1995; Sapolsky, 1980) and other definitions of sports-related suspense have shifted away from Zillmann’s (1991) original interpretation. Suspense has been reframed as an emotional experience tied to uncertainty about a future outcome, where the valence of the outcome can be positive or negative (Peterson & Raney, 2008). The game being extremely close, not certainty of a feared outcome, is associated with more enjoyment. This redefinition stands in contrast to traditional notions of suspense in dramatic portrayals, where suspense is proposed to increase as the protagonist faces a feared negative outcome. In sports, suspense increases as both the protagonist and antagonist have equal chances of victory.

Other scholars have examined the relationship between suspense and sports media enjoyment. Positive parasocial relationships with athletes are associated with greater suspense in sports viewing (Hartmann, Stuke, & Daschmann, 2008) and the emotion of relief can mediate the relationship between suspense and enjoyment (Madrigal, Bee, Chen, & LeBarge, 2011). Hall (2015) found enjoyment of a baseball game to increase no matter the desired outcome when suspense was high. In this case, suspense compensated for losing, where viewers could take solace in the fact that, “at least it was a good game.” Because these studies demonstrated that outcomes associated with suspense in mediated sports viewing were not inherently negative, more careful theorizing about mediated sports enjoyment was called for.

Disposition


To this point, disposition-based theories (Zillmann, 1996) have been particularly useful in explaining responses to mediated sports content (Raney, 2006) and were first introduced by Zillmann and Cantor (1976) in their disposition theory of mirth. In short, this theory posited that in dramatic portrayals, bad things that happen to bad characters should please the viewer, while bad things that happen to neutral or good characters should displease the viewer (and vice versa).

Of all entertainment formats, disposition theory plays out most clearly in sports spectatorship (Zillmann & Bryant, 1994) because the nature of sports contests clearly allows for dispositions to be made toward favored and disfavored athletes and/or teams. A spectator’s disposition toward a particular athlete or team can influence subsequent enjoyment of good and bad plays (Zillmann et al., 1989), where spectators root for their favorite athletes and team to emerge victorious, while at the same time hoping for disliked athletes and teams to succumb to defeat. These affective dispositions toward athletes and teams influence enjoyment responses toward individual plays, moments in the action, and events overall.

Human conflict appears to play a role here, where the viewers themselves determine the protagonists and antagonists of sports contents. Raney (2004) expanded on this further by accounting for character liking and moral evaluations of characters in the media enjoyment process. Schemas activated during viewing influence the enjoyment of dramatic content and are dependent on viewer characteristics. In applying this to a mediated sports context, the most salient viewer characteristic to activate these schemas likely involves viewer fanship, which is expanded on shortly.

Mood Management


Zillmann (1988, 2000) presented mood management theory as a way to account for media choice behaviors (i.e., selective exposure), where individuals choose and consume specific media content for two gains: to (1) either increase and extend positive moods or (2) to reduce and eliminate negative moods. Mood management theory has a large amount of support in the literature broadly speaking (see Raney, 2006, and Reinecke, 2016, for a review). However, studies examining mood management in the context of sports viewing are generally limited (e.g., Raney & Depalma, 2006). Despite the lack of research in this area, the connection between mood and sports viewing seems clear, as the arousal stimulated by sports action is likely to extend an excitatory state or mood for those wishing to do so (Zillmann, 1988; Cummins, Keene, & Nutting, 2012).

Mood management theory (in its original postulation) did not explain why sports viewers might choose to watch contests when the likelihood is extremely high that their favored athlete or team will lose (e.g., player injuries, poorly performing teams) or when the matchup is predicted to be relatively unexciting. It also did not account for the selection of seemingly nonhedonistic entertainment media choices in a more general sense (e.g., sad films, negative news stories). Zillmann (2000) defined these types of media choices in terms of informational utility, where motives to consume informational and educational media content were driven by the potential utility of the information obtained. In turn, traditional hedonistic drives were what motivated most entertainment media choices.

However, the scholarship associated with the selection and enjoyment of nonhedonistic media choices has expanded over the years (e.g., Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Raney, 2003; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). These efforts identify both hedonic and eudaimonic motivations for media consumption and address outcomes associated with meaningfulness and appreciation of entertainment experiences, in addition to the more established pleasure component of media enjoyment. This would suggest that the enjoyment outcomes associated with mediated sports viewing are not solely based on positive or negative affect. Mediated sports consumption can instigate self-transcendent emotional responses (Lai, Haidt, & Nosek, 2013) and prosocial outcomes (Bartsch, Oliver, Nitsch, & Scherr, 2018). These hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives are explained in more detail later.

Hedonic and Eudaimonic Perspectives


Media enjoyment has been defined as a multidimensional meta-emotion of entertainment (Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004) that can involve both hedonic and eudaimonic responses. Raney (2013) identified three themes that explain how enjoyment is achieved through sports media viewing: (1) an emotional response to the action on the field (e.g., disposition toward the athletes and teams), (2) an emotional response to features of the content (e.g., closeness of the contest, amount of violence, announcer commentary) and (3) gratification or fulfillment from satisfying cognitive and social needs (e.g., knowledge, aesthetics, identification).

The first two themes align themselves with more hedonic responses to media content and are largely accounted for by the theoretical perspectives outlined earlier (excitation transfer and suspense, disposition, and mood management). The third theme aligns more concretely to the eudaimonic component of the mediated sports enjoyment experience, which centers on fulfillment from satisfying cognitive and social needs. To this point, there is increasing evidence that varying hedonic and eudaimonic outcomes are associated with mediated sports viewing. Hall (2015) found enjoyment of sports viewing, or hedonic pleasure, to be associated with positive emotions, whereas appreciation was associated with positive, negative, and meaningful emotions. Hall’s findings suggest mediated sports viewing can hold greater meaning for those who partake, far beyond the hedonic enjoyment associated with seeing one’s favorite team win. To be sure, sports viewers are willing to risk the experience of negative emotions that are likely to come with a potential loss, while still appreciating the experience and associating it with deeper meaning and human connection.

Other aspects of the sports viewing experience could be also reframed using a eudaimonic perspective. In revisiting the notion of suspense, it could be associated with appreciation for the sporting event, by increasing one’s connection to the game, its players, and other spectators. It could also be associated with appreciation for elements of the sport itself (e.g., athletes demonstrating perseverance and toughness). Clearly, connections to the sports viewing experience and the athletes and teams featured within are multidimensional. However, questions still remain as to what attributes sports viewers are actually connecting to. Tamborini and colleagues’ (2011) conceptualization of media enjoyment as need satisfaction may lend insight here. Based on self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), they identified media enjoyment as the satisfaction of needs associated with autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Relatedness in particular may play a significant role in the enjoyment of mediated sports content. Defined as a need to feel connected to others, relatedness may function in a similar way as sports fanship does to bring people together in support of a particular athlete, team, city, or country.

In a similar vein, one particular eudaimonic response that is likely to occur during mediated sports viewing is elevation, an other-centered emotion that occurs when witnessing the excellence of others (e.g., Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Lai, Haidt, & Nosek, 2013; Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012). This excellence could be associated with the aesthetics or performance-related factors of the viewing experience. Many amateur and professional athletes are at the peak of human physical ability in their respective sports. Witnessing certain feats such as soccer player Lionel Messi scoring a game-winning goal at the end of a crucial match or gymnast Simone Biles completing a gold-winning gymnastics floor exercise performance are likely to instigate feelings of elevation among viewers engaged and invested in the experience. Alternatively, great acts of sportsmanship, such as when track and field star Derek Redmond’s father helped him cross the finish line after tearing his hamstring during a 400-meter race at the Olympics, are also likely to elicit the same emotional response. Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) proposed that these types of entertainment experiences might instigate a phenomenon called resonance (Rosa, 2016), where one feels both a connection with the outside world and is able to emotionally respond to it (see Vorderer, this volume). In all, the mediated sports experience can evoke both hedonic and eudaimonic responses, similar to other types of entertainment content.

Characteristics of Sports as Media Entertainment: Viewer, Content, and Context


Viewer Fanship


In addition to the theoretical frameworks that have been utilized to explain the appeal of mediated sports experiences, a series of important viewer attributes have also been identified in explaining enjoyment responses to sports media content. The first of these is fanship. The role of sports fanship in mediated sports consumption has been examined by scholars (e.g., Cummins, 2009; Gantz & Wenner, 1995; Lewis & Weaver, 2015) who found those who strongly identify as sports fans respond differently to sports content than lowly identified fans in self-reports, physiological responses, and on implicit measures. Sports fans are distinctly different than fans of other television genres (e.g., soap operas, reality television; Gantz, Wang, Paul, & Potter, 2006). Sports fans are an active and interested audience, where viewing rituals are spread out over long periods of time. They also seek out more information before, during, and after the event than fans of other genres.

Sports fanship is often associated with identification (Brown, this volume; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume), and the level of identification with countries, cities, teams, and individual athletes can vary. This particular phenomenon has been examined by a variety of scholars, particularly social psychologists. Fanship and fandom are distinct concepts, where fanship involves identification with a particular interest (in this case, sports) and fandom involves identification with other fans (Reysen & Branscombe, 2010). Wann (1995) categorized eight motives for sports fans to be eustress, self-esteem enhancement, escape, entertainment, economics, aesthetics, group affiliation, and family needs. In turn, Raney (2006) identified 11 motives for mediated sports viewing and enjoyment organized into three domains. Emotional motivations included entertainment, eustress, self-esteem enhancement, and escape. Cognitive motivations included learning and aesthetics. The final domain involved behavioral and social motivations of release, companionship, group affiliation, family, and economics.

Similarities can clearly be drawn between the motives of sports fans more broadly and the motives of sports media viewing as outlined earlier. Social psychologists and communication researchers who study the phenomenon of sports fandom (e.g., Earnheardt & Haradakis, 2008; Melnick & Wann, 2004) often use measures of sports media consumption (television viewing, radio listening) as evidence of sports fan behaviors, along with other outcome variables such as sporting event attendance and talking about sports with others (i.e., socialization).

Social identity theory (Tajfel, 2010) has often been employed as a useful framework in understanding the behaviors of sports fans because being a sports fan bonds people to larger social networks and allows one to clearly identify members of their ingroups and outgroups. One’s self-identity and self-esteem are closely connected to the reputation of groups of which they belong. Cialdini and colleagues (1976) demonstrated this by identifying two key behaviors of sports fans: basking in reflected glory (BIRG) when their favored team wins and cutting off reflected failure (CORF) when their favored team loses. These basking and cutting off behaviors were originally measured by the use of possessive pronouns after games (e.g., we won, they lost) and the wearing of sports paraphernalia, which occurred more so after wins than losses. Hirt, Zillmann, Erickson, and Kennedy (1992) extended this further and found that fans rated their own abilities higher on a variety of personal and social dimensions after wins as compared to losses (see also Madrigal, 1995; Schramm & Knoll, 2017). In all, being a sports fan influences a variety of outcomes and behaviors, including those associated with mediated sports consumption.

Viewer Characteristics


Relevant demographic variables can also influence responses to sports media content. Gender has been most pertinent here (see Reich, this volume), especially as it relates to the enjoyment of mediated sports violence. In general, men enjoy violent, risky, and speedy plays more than women (Bryant et al., 1981; Sargent, Zillmann, & Weaver, 1998). Men and women both enjoy college basketball games more when they are suspenseful than not, but enjoyment for women drops when games become extremely close (Gan et al., 1997). Women also find artistic factors (e.g., aesthetics) as more enjoyable than men. Overall, there is evidence that women (compared to men) are more drawn to social elements of sports, whereas men (compared to women) are more drawn to cognitive components of sports (e.g., sports information; Dietz-Uhler, Harrick, End, & Jacquemotte, 2000).

To date, scholarship on the influence of viewer race on responses to sports media content is lacking. Sapolsky’s (1980) early work found that White viewers did not root for White athletes as much as Black viewers rooted for Black athletes, which was explained by the desirability bias (e.g., Krumpal, 2013) and because a larger proportion of basketball players are Black (NCAA, 2018). Other scholars have considered viewer perceptions of White and Black athletes (e.g., Stone, Perry, & Darley, 1997), but this work was carried out with a predominantly White sample. The results from a survey conducted by ESPN (Fainaru-Wada, 2011) suggest this to be an area ripe for future research. A majority of Black respondents (57%) believed that the media had been unfair in its portrayal of Black athletes as compared to a minority of White respondents (7%), suggesting that sports media content affects audiences differently based on representations of race. These effects might also extend to the ethnic and religious backgrounds of athletes and sports consumers. Beyond this, examinations of viewer age have recently gained more traction (e.g., Brown, Billings, & Ruihley, 2012), but this is also an area prime for further growth. Age could prove to be an interesting variable to help explain how responses to mediated sports experiences change over time and across the lifespan (Mares & Bonus, this volume).

Content, Platform, and Technology Factors


Content and platform attributes have also been identified as influential factors of the sports entertainment experience. Broadly speaking, the display of competitive conflict is key to the drama of televised sports (Bryant, Comisky, & Zillmann, 1981) and as described earlier, the amount of suspense in a contest and how it is resolved are key features influencing enjoyment (Bryant & Raney, 2000). Scholarly efforts in this area have largely centered in two domains, one examining content features of the sporting event itself and the other examining the role of technology in shaping the sports entertainment experience.

Increased risk, novelty, and effectiveness of play have demonstrated to increase mediated sports enjoyment, as well as when viewers see plays that are rarely used, especially when they are effective (Zillmann et al., 1989). Recent efforts have looked at the ways that perceptions of conflict and drama are enhanced or diminished by sportscasters, commentators, and overall editing of the sportscast (e.g., Cummins & Hahn, 2013; Cummins, Keene, & Nutting, 2012; Sullivan, 1991). Commentators can elevate conflict (which is happening in real time) and make it seem that events are more violent or aggressive than they really are (Bryant, Brown, Comisky, & Zillmann, 1982). Of note, it has been suggested that mediated sporting events provide safe spaces for audiences to consume and respond to sanctioned violence, which can also motivate sports consumption (Koo, Andrew, Hardin, & Greenwell, 2009). This conflicts with other media entertainment research suggesting that viewers do not need content to be violent in order for it to be enjoyed (Weaver, 2011). Mediated sports may be a particularly unique context where enjoyment is enhanced when the content is more violent (to a certain extent) because the violence occurs within the rules and sanctions of the game. Furthermore, it is possible that the level of excitement and action, not violence, are stronger predictors of mediated sports enjoyment. To this point, Cummins and Hahn (2013) found perceived violence to be helpful in increasing the enjoyment of dull plays, but not exciting plays. Perhaps violence serves as a proxy for excitement when the action is lacking.

Platform and technology features are also a major contributor to the mediated sports experience (Gantz & Lewis, 2014). Sports viewers commonly use both traditional media (e.g., television, radio) and newer media (e.g., smartphones, apps), and these usage patterns can be complementary or competitive (Cunningham & Eastin, 2017). Sports viewers often split their attention between their primary screen and a second screen, which can result in increased enjoyment or decreased enjoyment depending on the use (Rubenking & Lewis, 2016). Posting to social media is associated with greater sports media enjoyment, but the more time spent on social media and looking up unrelated content online reduces enjoyment. Ensuring that the sporting event remains the primary task appears to be a key component in enhancing sports enjoyment when using second-screen devices.

Sports audiences are also active and social (Lewis & Gantz, 2018) and participation online is an important component of contemporary sports media consumption. It also allows for connection with others and the creation and maintenance of an identity that is valued. Fans engage with newer media because it adds more enjoyment, excitement, and meaning to their lives (Gantz & Lewis, 2014). Newer media provide additional types of content, a greater locus of control, increased agency, interactivity, and connection to live sporting events (Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Newer media can also increase the perceived proximity of fans to athletes and teams who are often active through social media (Hutchins, 2011). In particular, fantasy sports are an important way in which sports media consumers can use different platforms and technology to enhance the mediated sports experience. Fantasy sports participation involves the assembling and managing of online teams made up of real-world professional athletes in sports such as football, soccer, and baseball. Several scholars have examined fantasy sports participation within the larger context of being a sports fan (Billings & Ruihley, 2013; Brown et al., 2012) and found fantasy sports users to report increased enjoyment, entertainment, and social interaction when viewing sports as compared to nonusers.

Viewing Context


The final characteristic that influences experiences of mediated sports consumption is the context in which viewing occurs. Zillmann et al. (1989) identified this factor early on and found enjoyment to increase when viewing in the presence of others. Most sports viewing is done at home, but often with others (Gantz, 2013), and it facilitates a social experience (Rubenking & Lewis, 2016). For those who want to split the difference between the living room and the stadium, the sports bar has emerged as hybrid location for sports media viewing. Sports bars provide community and opportunities for social interaction (Eastman & Land, 1997). Viewing at the sports bar also legitimizes one’s fanship. From a theoretical perspective, viewing context is argued to be a key component of media enjoyment (Denham, 2004), that involves a combination of social norms, viewing context, and content. Social norms in sports viewing often default to masculine norms with viewing taking place in homogenous groups. If norms are violated or if viewing occurs with a more diverse audience, experiences of enjoyment are likely to be affected. Although social norms and viewing situations are less studied influential factors of the enjoyment experience than content, it is clear that viewing context can play a significant role in the sports viewing experience.

Beyond Sports as (Digital) Media Entertainment


Raney (2013) identified sports as a constant and permanent presence in our social environment. For many, mediated sports make up at least some part of our media diets in routine and ritual. Thus, it is not surprising that this topic has inspired so much scholarly inquiry. Researchers have spent considerable time and effort identifying the appeal and effects of sports media consumption and as a result, research in this area has spread out across multiple disciplines, including psychology (Wann, Grieve, Zapalac, Partridge, & Parker, 2013), sociology (Wenner, 1989), audience studies (Gantz, 1981), sports marketing (Smolianov & Shilbury, 2005), gender studies (Messner, Duncan, & Jensen, 1993), and leisure studies (Rowe, 2006). In shifting away from cultural and reception studies approaches, the media effects paradigm has been extremely helpful in understanding responses to sports media content. In turn, the scholarship on mediated sports consumption has made considerable strides in explaining the immediate cognitive, affective, social, and behavioral effects that mediated sports viewing initiates. In looking to the future, Raney (2013) called for more research on the sports media enjoyment experience as it relates to technology (e.g., Rubenking & Lewis, 2016) and morality (e.g., Lewis & Weaver, 2015). Later, several potential directions for future research in these areas are outlined.

The Role of Technology


Technology has always and will continue to be a key influential factor of sports media production and consumption. Until the early 1970s, mediated sports content was distributed largely in analog (nondigital) formats. This included coverage in newspapers (e.g., box scores) and live event broadcasting on radio and television (e.g., Monday Night Football). As technology advanced and new media platforms developed, sports were often used as a testing ground to determine their future success. The first commercially successful sports video game, Pong, is credited with jumpstarting the video game industry as a whole in the 1970s and 1980s (Stokel-Walker, 2012). EA Sports’ FIFA franchise, released every year since 1993, is the bestselling sports video game franchise of all time, selling 260 million copies in 51 countries (Valentine, 2018).

Experimental technologies including stereoscopic (3D) television and virtual reality have also been employed to varying success, both as a way to entertain audiences (e.g., sporting events televised in 3D) and for athletes to enhance their skill sets (e.g., practicing one’s golf swing using a virtual reality headset). Similarly, new developments in video and instant replay technology allow sports viewers increased perceived proximity to the action. Cameras and microphones are now commonplace on athletes’ uniforms and equipment, while questionable calls by umpires and referees can be analyzed in high definition slow motion from a variety of angles. Cable and satellite providers have launched specialized networks and created more interactive viewing experiences by allowing audiences to choose their preferred camera angles and announcer commentary during sporting events (e.g., AT&T’s Multiview; ESPN’s coverage of the 2019 Pro Bowl). Online video platforms such as YouTube and Twitch have created alternative outlets for both streaming sports and esports consumption. In all, advances in technology and digitalization will continue to drive changes in the sports entertainment experience and present new opportunities for scholars to better understand the roles of increased presence and perceived proximity in the sports media domain.

Sports audiences have also taken advantage of the recent opportunities for social engagement that newer media provide. Nearly 80% of sports viewers use social media while watching sports (Cunningham & Eastin, 2017) and a large portion of television-related Facebook and Twitter activity is centered on sporting events (Nielsen, 2016). In addition, nearly 21% of the American population plays fantasy sports (FSGA, 2017), an activity largely unheard of 25 years ago. The enhanced connectedness and relatedness that can result from these mediated sports experiences create exciting avenues for future research. More specifically, there is a need for continued examination of the ways in which social media and fantasy sports enhance or detract from the sports viewing experience.

Identity and Morality


The deeper meaning and human connection that sports viewers can sometimes experience during mediated sports consumption is likely associated with both social identity and sports fanship. The social identities we form with our family, friends, and fellow fans are strong (Tajfel, 2010) and sports can play a key role in shaping social identity more broadly speaking (Branscombe & Wann, 1991). From a moral perspective, sports fanship is highly correlated to loyalty (Winegard & Deaner, 2010) and ingroup loyalty is one of the most easily identified moral virtues (Haidt & Joseph, 2004). Recent evidence also suggests that sports fans respond in moral ways to norm violators (Lewis & Hirt, 2018). Altogether, it appears that for highly identified fans, the effects of consumption can extend beyond cognitive, emotional, social, and behavior outcomes and into the moral domain.

In this same vein, although notions of purging and catharsis have largely been debunked as effective explanations for media enjoyment, Aristotle’s original definition of catharsis included both purging and purification processes. Purging may have little supporting evidence in the existing literature, but purification remains untested (Vorderer et al., 2004). It is possible that purification is a key component of the sports viewing experience, considering that social and self-abilities are enhanced after one’s favored team wins (Hirt et al., 1992). Furthermore, the moral foundation of purity has been positively associated with sports fanship (Winegard & Deaner, 2010). Sports consumption as a means of purification demonstrates another avenue where responses to sports media content might extend past the immediate viewing experience.

In all, directions for research should look beyond the typology of behaviors, antecedents, and outcomes of sports viewing that have historically centered on uses and gratifications approaches (e.g., Gantz, 1981). The mediated sports viewing experience can be enjoyable for many in the moment, but viewing over the course of one’s lifetime can have lasting effects as well. What role does sports media viewing and consumption play across our life cycle? How does it affect our well-being, identities, attitudes, and society? These are next steps for future scholars to take. Sports are a valid form of entertainment because recreation, comfort, challenge, and adventure can all contribute to enjoyment (Hartmann, 2011). The constant presence of sports in our daily lives, the ebb and flow of exciting matchups and midseason lulls, and the comfort of belonging to a group of fans similar to ourselves are just a few of the key gratifications of mediated sports consumption. Identifying the long-lasting benefits and consequences associated with this activity is the next challenge, which is likely to inspire scholarly inquiry for many generations to come.
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News as Entertainment Format

Applying Affective Disposition Theory and the Affective News Extended Model


Melissa J. Robinson and Silvia Knobloch-Westerwick




Introduction


Journalistic news is a category of mass communication that is intuitively very different from entertainment, although historically, genres that combined news with entertainment elements were always particularly successful in reaching out to audiences (e.g., penny press newspapers, tabloid newspapers, Boulevardpresse). From a normative point of view, the main purpose of consuming news media should be to stay informed about issues of public relevance (Shoemaker, 1996), rather than for entertainment. So, why is it relevant to address and theorize about entertainment effects of news? The reason is that decades of empirical evidence exist for audiences’ intention to be entertained by news (e.g., Palmgreen, Wenner, & Rayburn, 1980; Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985; Yoo, 2011) and because news organizations invest heavily in ensuring that their products come with a certain entertainment value (Edgerly & Vraga, 2019; Reinemann, Stanyer, Scherr, & Lagnante, 2012). The empirical trend of “entertainization” of news, plus the normative function of news for democratic societies, renders theorizing about entertainment effects in news consumption extremely relevant in order to understand audience behavior and the implications of “entertainization” for news media’s capacity to fulfill its functions for societies.

Hence, this chapter investigates factors that enhance entertainment processes (e.g., suspense, appreciation, and enjoyment) of news stories, since research typically focuses on cognitive processing of news (Kaspar, Zimmerman, & Wilbers, 2016; Knobloch, Patzig, Mende, & Hastall, 2004), and because of the blurring of traditional formats of news stories with entertaining aspects (Baym, 2017). Two entertainment theories in particular (affective disposition theory [ADT]; Zillmann & Cantor, 1976; and the affective news model [ANM]; Knobloch et al., 2004) are used to examine how affective responses influence entertainment processes during news exposure. The present chapter organizes existing research on affective responses and enjoyment of news into two categories focusing on news event characteristics (i.e., elements of news that journalists cannot change including the presence of political leaders that evoke certain affective responses like right-wing populists or morally extreme attributes of a severe crime) and message design principles which journalists create (e.g., news story structure, choice of emotional language, pacing of TV news cuts). The ADT serves to organize research on unchangeable news event characteristics while the ANM is the theoretical lens for examination of message design principles journalists can edit. Areas for future research are provided considering both theories and the overarching role of affective responses in entertainment processes during news exposure.

Affective Disposition Theory and News Event Characteristics


News event characteristics are elements of a news story which a journalist cannot change or edit. For example, the audience may already have a preexisting attitude (e.g., like or dislike) toward an individual or topic of a news story. In addition, morally extreme attributes of a crime or negative outcomes of news stories are other elements that cannot be edited by journalists. Affective disposition theory (Zillmann, 1996; Zillmann & Cantor, 1976) provides propositions to understand how these unchangeable news event characteristics influence entertainment processes (e.g., meaningfulness/appreciation, suspense, enjoyment) during news consumption. A brief explanation of ADT follows and then research is reviewed considering news event characteristics and their impact on entertainment processes.

Per ADT, drama typically features a protagonist that is liked by the audience as well as an antagonist that is viewed as a threat to the liked protagonist (see Figure 27.1). Affective dispositions (e.g., liking or disliking) are produced when audience members evaluate the morality of characters. When a protagonist’s actions are deemed as morally appropriate or justifiable, the audience has a positive affective disposition (liking) toward him/her. This liking will foster empathic responses, such that the greater the liking, the more parallel will the audience member’s emotional experience be to what the liked character appears to feel (for a definition of empathy, see Zillmann, 1994). Indeed, for a tragedy in which the protagonist suffers a deplorable outcome, the audience will likely be devastated, and more so the greater the liking for the protagonist. If a protagonist experiences a happy ending, a euphoric response from the audience occurs. It is important to note that the morality of characters’ actions is sometimes judged in idiosyncratic ways—e.g., murder and other criminal behaviors may appear justified. Take the example of the TV series, Dexter, which portrays a forensic technician whose mission is murdering atrocious criminals who slipped through the justice system—the viewers will commonly root for the forensic technician.


[image: display]
Figure 27.1 Affective disposition theory of drama.





On the other hand, if the antagonist’s actions in a story are judged as immoral by the audience, then negative affective dispositions (or disliking) and counterempathic feelings are produced. By definition, the antagonist exhibits morally despicable behaviors such that the audience dislikes him/her. ADT postulates that this disliking results in a reversal of the emotional responses of audience members compared to the emotional responses observed or presumed in the antagonist, i.e., a jubilant villain would produce distress in the onlooker.

Affective dispositions subsequently produce hopes and fears about the story’s outcomes, with the audience hoping the protagonist will experience a positive outcome at the end of the story and that the antagonist will experience failure. Suspense and arousal are induced when it seems likely the antagonist will prevail, preventing a positive outcome for the protagonist. Ultimately, suspense is resolved when the protagonist experiences a happy ending, producing media enjoyment for the audience. Predictions from ADT have been well-supported in entertainment contexts (see Carroll, 1996; Zillmann, 1994, 1996; Zillmann & Cantor, 1976).

Empathic responses to individuals in the news may be expected to function in a similar manner as empathic responses to characters in dramas (see Figure 27.1). In fact, individuals and social groups depicted in the news (labeled characters to differentiate between audience members and individuals featured in a news story) could be considered similar to protagonists and antagonists in dramas (Zillmann & Knobloch, 2001). News stories about good or bad fortunes characters experience should produce empathic responses when characters are liked by the audience or counterempathic responses when characters are disliked by the audience. Hence, affective reactions to news may be more complex than simply considering the normative goodness or badness of news events. Goodness or badness of the news is ultimately subjective as the audience evaluates whether characters in a news story deserve the good or bad fortunes that have occurred.

In order for affective dispositions to be formed, sufficient character development in the news is necessary. Generally, characters in the news (e.g., politicians, celebrities, and other well-known public figures) are well-established by the media, and audiences will have already formed dispositions toward them. These public figures will be protagonists for some and antagonists for others. For example, some individuals have strong dispositions in either direction toward famous basketball player Lebron James. They may have positive dispositions toward James and remain a fan regardless of what team he plays for in the National Basketball Association. These fans will experience pleasure and enjoyment when his team plays well or when they view positive news pieces about his philanthropic endeavors. On the other hand, Cleveland Cavalier fans may have negative dispositions toward James for leaving Cleveland twice now. Cavalier fans may have experienced counterempathic responses, reporting satisfaction from watching his current team, the Los Angeles Lakers, lose games in the 2018 season and miss making the playoffs. They may also view positive news pieces on James with contempt or displeasure.

If a news story features a character that is unfamiliar to the audience, affective dispositions will be developed based on descriptive information in the news piece as the audience judges the character’s morality. There may be cases where characters in news pieces are “insufficiently developed” in drama-theoretical terms, causing the audience to form dispositions of indifference (Zillmann & Knobloch, 2001). In these instances, it may be beneficial for a journalist to include additional information about characters to allow for the development of more specific dispositions. For example, individuals may feel indifference toward accounts of suffering or epidemics in foreign countries because they do not have enough information about the affected groups. Providing exemplar information about specific individuals who are suffering (including names and/or images) and more details on their circumstances should allow audiences to experience empathic responses, which may be especially important in prompting civic action or donations. Specific research examining the development of affective dispositions to characters in news stories is examined in the next section.

Affective Dispositions Toward Individuals Featured in News Stories


The ADT was specifically applied to news by Zillmann, Taylor, and Lewis (1998). They used news stories featuring well-known public figures at the time of the study (e.g., Bill Clinton and Michael Jackson) or groups (e.g., Israelis vs. Palestinians) to test the relationship between affective dispositions and story outcome (e.g., negative or positive) on individuals’ affective responses (enjoyment, satisfaction, shock, worry) to news. Significantly, the relationship between affective dispositions and affective responses generally functioned as predicted by ADT, demonstrating that individuals experience emotional responses and enjoyment when engaging with the news. In the study, when participants disliked people in the news, the less distress and more enjoyment they reported when these characters experienced misfortune, and they reported more distress when these characters experienced happiness. There were a couple of news stories (e.g., Michael Jackson and Tonya Harding) where results did not occur as planned, possibly because audiences had mixed feelings toward them due to negative stories about them in the news at that time. This study establishes a condition for ADT in the news where indifference to characters resulted in no empathic responses or even insensitive responses to these reports regardless of whether characters encountered good or bad fortunes. Further, with respect to bad fortunes in this study, the effects occurred with minor misfortunes only and not for reports of egregious harm that happened to groups (e.g., Israelis vs. Palestinians), possibly because individuals may be reluctant to admit enjoyment from characters experiencing serious harm.

While Zillmann et al. (1998) investigated stories where individuals experienced good or bad fortunes, television broadcasts typically focus heavily on negative events (Stone & Grusin, 1984) such as crime or tragedy. Often, these negative stories feature victim testimonials which can be dramatic and emotional (Aust & Zillmann, 1996; Bogart, 1981). Hence, exploring the role of empathy toward characters in negative news requires a more in-depth analysis. One study (Aust & Zillmann, 1996) examined exemplification of emotional vs. unemotional depictions of victimization or no exemplification, with stories about food poisoning and gun violence. In the current chapter, the use of emotions is characterized as both a news characteristic that a journalist can and cannot edit. For instance, it may not be possible to cut all emotion out of news stories depicting tragedy or crime.

Indeed, Aust and Zillmann (1996) demonstrated that emotional depictions of victimization induced empathic responses, which fostered greater perceptions of severity of danger and risk of encountering a similar situation as depicted in the news stories. Further, emotional exemplification produced greater distress than news stories that did not feature exemplification. Gender was a moderator of this effect with women reporting greater distress than men. Interestingly, participants in this study found no entertainment value in the news stories, although Aust and Zillman reported the entertainment measure was not reliable. The entertainment items aimed to capture how entertaining the story was, how uplifting, and if it made the participant feel good. However, since distress is often associated with displeasure, it is plausible that participants did not find these news stories enjoyable. Further, this study did not measure affective dispositions toward characters. If participants had viewed the characters as likable, they would, in fact, experience disappointment when characters encountered setbacks and misfortunes, in line with predictions from ADT. Based on descriptions of the news stories in the study, it seems as if they all had negative endings. For example, the characters with food poisoning suffered from long-term health conditions (e.g., lifelong kidney dialysis) as a result of the poisoning. It would be theoretically interesting to consider if the stories had included more positive endings (e.g., full recovery and resuming normal daily activities) if that would have enhanced enjoyment.

Explaining Suspense from News Stories with ADT


Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007) more fully tested predictions from ADT studying how affective dispositions toward characters influenced suspense as a mechanism of news enjoyment and appreciation. Suspense is defined as “a noxious affective reaction that characteristically derives from the respondents’ acute, fearful apprehension about deplorable events that threaten liked protagonists, this apprehension being mediated by high but not complete subjective certainty about the occurrence of the anticipated deplorable events” (Zillmann, 1996, p. 208). It is an important aspect of the entertainment experience (Bartsch & Hartmann, 2017) and is commonly found in entertainment genres (Vorderer, Wulff, & Friedrichsen, 1996). Many news stories have elements of suspense such as kidnappings and murders. Even political news such as “horse-race journalism” (Mutz, 1995) or close election races like Bush and Gore in 2000 contain suspenseful features.

In particular, Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007) investigated if suspense during news exposure increases with reported affective dispositions toward protagonists in the news story. If so, suspense would increase when participants are highly uncertain that a positive outcome will occur for the protagonist. Further, per ADT, as suspense increases, participants will report greater appreciation of the news story (Zillmann, 1996). Then, interest (e.g., motivation to attend to continued news coverage) would increase with suspense when no final resolution is given in the story. To test these predictions, affective dispositions toward the main characters were manipulated (likable vs. dislikable) as well as perceived likelihood of a negative outcome. Participants read news stories about individuals who were victims in critical situations (e.g., having a fatal disease or being kidnapped). For likelihood of a negative outcome, the fatal disease was characterized to be worsening, with pessimistic reviews from the doctor, or as somewhat critical, with optimistic comments from doctors. Regarding the kidnapping, guerrillas in Bolivia were characterized as extremely dangerous, with the Bolivian government not interested in negotiating, or the guerrillas were depicted as less threatening, with the government communicating with kidnappers. An additional condition read the texts formatted as an excerpt from a novel.

In fact, results indicated that suspense increased when participants reported positive affective dispositions toward protagonists in the news story. Suspense was also enhanced when the likelihood of a negative outcome was high. Further, when suspense was high, participants reported greater appreciation of the news story and a lingering interest in the topic to know the outcome. The differing results in entertainment/appreciation value from this study and Aust and Zillmann (1996) may be because of outcomes presented in the news story. The news stories in Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007) did not include a positive or negative story outcome, indicating that the issue had not yet been resolved, whereas news stories in Aust and Zillmann (1996) featured endings with lifelong negative impacts for the characters. Greater news appreciation may be reported when news stories do not provide outcomes because the audience is allowed to hope that a happy ending will still occur for the characters (Metzger, 2002). Therefore, negative news stories may be particularly distressing when negative outcomes are detailed, disrupting news appreciation and enjoyment. However, when a negative outcome is highly likely but not featured, suspense increases as well as news appreciation, allowing the audience to hope that a happy ending is still possible.

Kaspar et al. (2016) attempted to replicate results from Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007) regarding suspense and target specific features of a story that evoke emotional responses. This study created its own news stories rather than using those from Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007) because they argue that the original study’s news stories were similar to common storylines used by entertainment genres (e.g., kidnappings and illness from an unknown virus), which tend to naturally provoke suspense. Hence, this study used less sensational topics including political debates about affordable housing or public transport systems.

The multiple studies conducted by Kaspar et al. (2016) produced inconsistent results with regard to suspense. Two of their three studies demonstrated that the manipulations of likeability of the protagonist and likelihood of a positive ending increased suspense, contrary to ADT predictions, leading the authors to conclude that ADT is limited in the context of news stories. News about political issues did not influence suspense like thrilling news stories did as modeled by Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007). However, individuals’ suspense was correlated with reading appreciation and lingering interest in news story outcomes, supporting predictions that suspense does enhance appreciation of news stories. Indeed, Kaspar et al. (2016) may have identified a condition when applying ADT to the news genre where not all types of stories will produce suspense among audience members. News stories about political issues such as affordable housing are likely not as suspenseful as tragedy or crime stories. Other entertainment processes other than suspense (e.g., curiosity, see Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1981, 1982; or appreciation/meaningfulness, see Oliver & Raney, 2011) may increase appreciation of these news articles, providing suggestions for future research.

Gender as a Moderating Variable of Affective Responses and Entertainment Processes


Gender differences exist regarding affective responses to news articles (Grabe & Kamhawi, 2006; Kamhawi & Grabe, 2008; Mares & Bonus, this volume). Women report greater anxiety than men when reading negative news stories (Slone, 2000), which should have negative implications for entertainment processes. Grabe and Kamhawi (2006) investigated news story valence (positive, negative, and neutral) and gender on arousal levels (e.g., intensity of affect) and information processing. Males reported the greatest arousal when reading negative news and understood the most information when it was presented in a negative manner. On the other hand, females reported positively framed news stories as more arousing and processed these stories better than negatively framed ones. Women also tended to avoid negatively framed stories in this study. Although entertainment variables were not explicitly measured in this study, the measures of arousal could point toward gender differences in appreciation and enjoyment of positively or negatively valenced news stories.

Notably, Kamhawi and Grabe’s (2008) research examined gender differences in enjoyment of positively and negatively valenced news articles. Their results demonstrated that men enjoyed negative news stories more than positive ones, whereas women enjoyed positive news stories more than negative ones. Further, men reported more appreciation (measured as importance, objectivity, believability, and understandability) for negatively framed news stories than positive ones. Women reported greater appreciation for positively valenced news stories than negative ones. Kamhawi and Grabe (2008) suggest that perhaps journalists should consider adding some positive frames or aspects to negative news so that women will not avoid these news stories. These two studies did not consider predictions from ADT, but future research could examine how affective dispositions developed toward characters in positive and negative news stories influence affective responses based on gender differences. Perhaps, females would report less distress while reading a negative news story if it features a dislikable protagonist experiencing a bad outcome rather than a likable protagonist. Considering these results, it appears as though gender may help explain differences in enjoyment of news stories.

Based on the studies examined in this section, it is obvious that news story elements that journalists cannot edit influence affective responses and subsequent entertainment processes during news exposure. The ADT provides a fruitful framework for examining news story elements (e.g., likeability of the news character, story outcome, and emotional reactions) in news stories. In particular, affective dispositions toward the news character, combined with the story outcome (e.g., positive or negative), affect the audience’s suspense and overall enjoyment of the news story. The studies detailed in this section are successful investigations of ADT. More research and replication is necessary to further investigate how news story elements influence affective responses and subsequent entertainment processes. Indeed, nuances were highlighted in almost every study detailed in this section. It is necessary to examine what genres of news stories evoke specific affective responses and accompanying entertainment processes (e.g., curiosity, meaningfulness/appreciation, entertainment). Future studies should further examine story outcomes and their role in entertainment since negative outcomes led to distress rather than enjoyment in one study (Aust & Zillmann, 1996), and not including an outcome enhanced story appreciation in Knobloch-Westerwick and Keplinger (2007). Is it possible to experience enjoyment when a liked character encounters a negative outcome in the news?

Message Design Principles and Affective Responses


Message design principles are news characteristics that journalists are free to select or create and can include news story format (e.g., inverted pyramid or narrative), choice of emotional language, order or pacing of TV news, and video editing techniques (e.g., number of shots, camera angles, special effects). This section examines how message design principles influence affective responses and subsequent entertainment processes, applying the ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004). News story format is examined more in depth as the first decision journalists must make when producing a story.

News Story Format Selection


Since the 1850s, the traditional writing style of newspapers has been the inverted pyramid format known for presenting the most important information first in the wide end of the inverted pyramid with less important elements given last in the narrow end of the pyramid, rather than presenting details in chronological order (Mindich, 1998). News stories have generally been structured in this format for two reasons. First, readers can quickly understand the most important information without spending time reading the whole article. Second, journalists have developed stories in this style because they are not sure how much space the newspaper will ultimately have to run their article, thus paragraphs can be removed without compromising reading comprehensibility (Sanders & Redeker, 1993). The inverted pyramid style has been critiqued for being outdated and more difficult to read with reduced comprehension (e.g., Machill, Köhler, & Waldhouser, 2007), although other research indicates the opposite effects (e.g., DeAngelo & Yegiyan, 2019). Despite these criticisms, the inverted pyramid format remains a dominant style in journalism today.

A second common writing style that is increasingly popular is the narrative news format, presenting information in the form of a story (Knobloch et al., 2004). Journalists hope that news stories with a narrative structure will capture an uninterested audience’s attention (Knobloch et al., 2004; Reinemann et al., 2012), and research even indicates that narrative structure enhances reading comprehensibility and understanding, especially with complex topics (e.g., Yaros & Cook, 2011), while also increasing affective responses and enjoyment (Knobloch et al., 2004). The ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004) is used to develop a better understanding of how differing journalistic writing styles influence affective responses and subsequent entertainment processes.

The Affective News Model


The ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004) builds on structural-affect theory (Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1981, 1982) to understand how news story format influences affective responses to newsworthy events, specifically focusing on suspense. In structural-affect theory, Brewer and Lichtenstein differentiate what is told (i.e., event structure: events and their chronological order) from how it is told (i.e., discourse structure: sequential order of events as presented in the news article). Hence, varying combinations of event structures and discourse structures result in different affective responses including suspense and curiosity. Structural-affect theory identified two discourse structures which induce suspense and curiosity (Brewer and Lichtenstein, 1981). The ANM categorizes these as the linear structure (labeled as narrative structure in the current chapter), which produces suspense in audiences, and the reversal structure, which enhances an audience’s curiosity (Knobloch et al., 2004). Further, the ANM includes an additional discourse structure of inverted pyramid, which creates no affective responses. In these discourse structures, the event structures vary in order and include an initiating event, exposition, complication, climax, and outcome (see Figure 27.2).
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Figure 27.2 Affective news model illustrated with event structure, discourse structures, and affective responses produced.





The following example (adapted from Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1981) demonstrates the differences in discourse structures. The event structures are depicted in chronological order in the first example here (1) Butler pours poison into wine (e.g., initiating event); (2) Butler serves dinner to Lord (e.g., exposition); (3) Butler brings wine to Lord (e.g., complication); (4) Lord drinks wine (e.g., climax); (5) Lord dies (e.g., outcome). In order to produce suspense in the narrative structure, the initiating event must be presented first (e.g., Butler pours poison into wine) with the discourse structure replicating the event structure in chronological order. When an individual reads the initiating event early in the text, concern is created for the Lord since he is in danger, resulting in suspense as an affective response. The outcome (e.g., Lord dies) is presented last to resolve suspense regarding the danger the character is in, subsequently producing enjoyment. Typically, the thriller genre follows this linear structure.

To induce curiosity as is typical in mystery stories, per structural-affect theory (Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1982), the outcome can be presented first so that the audience is left wondering why the Lord has died with the initiating event portrayed last. Thus, the presentation of the outcome and initiating event are reversed compared to the narrative structure that creates suspense. Curiosity is resolved at the end of the story when the initiating event is presented, typically when a detective reveals who the murderer is and how the murder was committed (Knobloch, 2003). The ANM labels this structure the reversal type, although the complete sequence in the discourse structure is not reversed (see Figure 27.2). Last, per the ANM, the inverted pyramid style would place the initiating event first (e.g., Butler pours poison into wine), then the outcome (e.g., Lord dies), followed by less important details of the exposition, complication, and climax. The inverted pyramid style will not produce affective responses like the narrative and reversal types.

Research by Brewer and Lichtenstein (1981, 1982) demonstrated for both the narrative and reversal discourse structures that affective responses were produced (e.g., suspense and curiosity) and story liking was subsequently enhanced. The ANM then applied and extended predictions from structural-affect theory to newspaper articles, considering narrative, reversal, and inverted pyramid discourse structures (Knobloch et al., 2004). In their study, it was expected that the narrative structure would produce more suspense than news stories with reversal or inverted pyramid structures, that the reversal structure would produce more curiosity than narrative and inverted pyramid structures, and that the inverted pyramid structure would result in less enjoyment than the other two structures (Knobloch et al., 2004). Factuality of the stories was also examined with participants believing the story was either a fictional novel or a news story. Hence, participants were randomly assigned to read a news story with one of the three structures (narrative, reversal, or inverted pyramid) with factuality manipulated through presentation format (newspaper article or fictional novel).

Indeed, in the third experiment of Knobloch et al. (2004), results indicated that the narrative structure produced the most suspense, the reversal structure induced the most curiosity, and the narrative and reversal structures sparked the most enjoyment. These two stories were about equally enjoyable as reported by participants. Further, effects occurred regardless of factuality (newspaper article vs. novel), noted as a surprising effect by Knobloch et al. (2004) given that most communication research separates reality and fiction into two different phenomena with emotions being strictly for entertainment (Roeh, 1989). However, individuals may be entertained by news as well, especially with soft news and personalized news becoming increasingly popular (Sundar, 1999). Based on this study, it appears that the inverted pyramid news structure is not enhancing enjoyment for individuals which may have consequences for news media organizations, with interest in print news declining in western Europe (Matsa, 2018) and interest declining among all news formats in the United States (Barthel, 2018). Recently, Knobloch-Westerwick, Robinson, Frazer, and Schutz (in press) replicated results from Knobloch et al. (2004) with four texts on different political issues, demonstrating that narrative news stories led to greater suspense and enjoyment than inverted pyramid texts. Other studies have examined affective responses produced from varying the structures of news stories, which is reviewed in the next section.

Effects of News Story Structure on Affective Responses


The narrative news story structure is a promising option for garnering greater interest and enhancing enjoyment of the news as indicated by several studies in the narrative persuasion field (e.g., de Graaf & Hustinx, 2011; Oliver, Dillard, Bae, & Tamul, 2012; Shen, Ahern, & Baker, 2014; van Krieken, Hoeken, & Sanders, 2015). Entertainment processes in these studies were reported as engagement with the narratives (e.g., transportation, emotional responses, attention), not specifically measuring enjoyment. For example, de Graaf and Hustinx (2011) tested predictions from structural affect theory (Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1981) and the ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004) to explore the role of transportation (Gerrig, 1993) in attitude change from narratives. Transportation was operationalized through measuring participants’ attention, emotion, and perceptions of clear imagery in the narrative. The story was adapted from a book and featured a suspense structure (i.e., narrative) or nonsuspense structure (i.e., inverted pyramid). Results indicated that the narrative version led to more emotional responses, greater overall transportation, and more story consistent beliefs. Although this study demonstrated that attention, emotion, and suspense can be enhanced through a narrative news structure, enjoyment or appreciation of the news stories was not explicitly measured.

Additional work (e.g., van Krieken et al., 2015) has not specifically tested the ANM but examined affective responses to news stories. van Krieken et al. (2015) compared how story structure (inverted pyramid vs. narrative) influenced dimensions of narrative engagement (e.g., narrative presence, emotional engagement, identification, attention, and empathy). There were three conditions because the inverted pyramid format was presented as either a short report or an extended report. Results indicated that participants empathized more with the eyewitness when reading the narrative format than the short news report, but empathy did not differ significantly between the narrative and extended news report. Participants were more emotionally affected when reading the narrative than the short news report, but there was not a significant difference between the extended news report and the narrative. Participants paid more attention to the narrative report than the short article, but again, there was not a difference between the narrative and extended news article. Although the authors argue that they controlled for page length effects by having multiple lengths, it is still possible that the length of the extended news report added some confounds into the study, allowing for more empathy and emotional responses than the short news report. They also add that the extended news report had a focus on human interest elements which the short report did not. Despite the inconsistent results, this study does indicate that the narrative format in news stories increases empathy and emotional responses more so than short news reports, but there was no explicit measurement of enjoyment or appreciation of the news stories.

Furthermore, Oliver et al. (2012) examined how news story format influenced transportation (e.g., story involvement and impact), empathy, and attitudes toward stigmatized groups. In their study, news format was not specifically organized with the inverted pyramid structure, rather focused on presentation of policy toward stigmatized groups and expert quotes. The narrative format, on the other hand, featured a character and his/her experiences with the topic. The narrative format led to greater transportation, more empathy for stigmatized groups, and more positive attitudes toward them. Similar to other research in this section, this study did not include a measure of news enjoyment or appreciation. Considering the political issue of shale gas drilling, Shen et al. (2014) compared the influence of news format (inverted pyramid vs. narrative) and story frame (environmental vs. economic) on participants’ transportation, empathy, and issue attitudes. Participants reported greater transportation when reading the narrative formats. Empathy toward characters affected by shale gas drilling, produced by reading the narrative version, influenced issue attitudes and cognitive responses. Likewise, this study measured transportation, or involvement in the stories, but it did not capture story format’s influence on news enjoyment or appreciation.

The narrative persuasion research reviewed in this section generally indicates that narrative story formats increase engagement with the news story and affective responses, including empathy, more than nonnarrative versions. Some studies (e.g., de Graaf & Hustinx, 2011; Shen et al., 2014) specifically structured the nonnarrative versions after suggestions from the ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004), but they did not fully test predictions, neglecting to measure suspense, news appreciation, and enjoyment as outcome variables. However, these studies did demonstrate that narrative structures typically enhanced involvement with the news as measured through transportation or narrative engagement, which may increase news enjoyment. Further research is necessary to test which entertainment mechanisms (e.g., suspense, curiosity, transportation, and empathy) influence news appreciation and enjoyment. Perhaps the mechanism depends on the genre of news story (e.g., murder) based on predictions from ANM.

Age as a Moderating Variable of News Story Structure and Entertainment Processes


Evidence regarding news appreciation of inverted pyramid and narrative news stories, as it varied across age groups (i.e., Millennials, Generation X, and Baby Boomers), was presented by Kleemans, Schaap, and Suijkerbuijk (2018). All three groups reported lower appreciation for narratives news stories, with Millennials indicating a lower appreciation for all news structures. The scholars concluded that the reason for lower appreciation for the narrative structure may be that older generations are more familiar with the traditional inverted pyramid “serious” news format that they have been reading for years. On the other hand, Millennials may not enjoy serious, political news regardless of format. Another study investigated if narrative news structure would increase involvement with news among adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17 years (Emde, Klimmt, & Schluetz, 2016). The narrative news format increased affective and cognitive involvement for one topic out of two more so than inverted pyramid formats, which can still be interpreted as promising.

However, these studies (e.g., Emde et al., 2016; Kleemans et al., 2018) demonstrate inconsistent results when considering if narrative news structure increases appreciation and interest in the news. Age may be a moderator, but more research is necessary to investigate this factor. Since previous studies have indicated that highly arousing news stories resulted in greater enjoyment for young adults than older adults (Kleemans, Hendriks Vettehen, Eisinga, & Beentjes, 2014), a future study should test predictions from the ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004) to determine if suspenseful news stories portrayed in a narrative format can attract younger audiences. It may also be beneficial to examine if the curiosity structure from the ANM increases young adults’ news interest and enjoyment since murder mystery TV shows are increasingly popular today with Netflix series like Making a Murderer (Ricciardi & Demos).

Sensational Features of News, Affective Reactions, and Entertainment Processes


This section investigates sensational news features (e.g., number of shots, music, and number of zoom-ins) that journalists can select which influence affective responses to news as well as entertainment processes. Studies reviewed in the following do not consider predictions from the ANM, but connections are made to consider how sensational features can influence entertainment processes when engaging with news stories.

Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, and Peeters (2008) investigated news stories with sensational features (dramatic subjects, number of shots, music, and number of zoom-ins) and how they influence emotional arousal and story liking. Significantly, their results indicated that sensational features of news stories increased emotional arousal, which enhanced participants’ liking of the story. However, participants’ liking of the story was reduced when emotional arousal was too low or too high. Participants in this study were middle-aged, leading the authors to suggest age as a potential moderator of why highly arousing news stories were not well liked.

Relatedly, Kleemans et al. (2014) demonstrated that age is a moderator of enjoyment of arousing news stories: Their participants watched negative or neutral news stories, which were either packaged in a tabloid with sensational features (e.g., greater number of camera shots, special effects, and arousing music) or a standard format. News enjoyment depended on the level of arousal produced from news stories matching participants’ optimal level of arousal with levels of arousal differing by age. Young adults enjoyed news stories that were more arousing than older adults. Based on these results, Kleemans et al. (2014) postulated that a generation effect may be why young adults enjoy arousing stories more than older adults. The authors concluded that young adults may enjoy arousing messages more since they were raised in a more fast-paced media environment, appreciating news stories featuring emotions related to suspense. Future research should examine how suspense is influenced by sensational features and also how age moderates suspense’s effects on enjoyment of news stories.

Importantly, even considerations regarding the order of stories in broadcast news line-ups can influence affective and cognitive responses to issues featured: Mundorf and Zillman (1991) demonstrated that emotional (e.g., positive and negative) TV news stories influence individuals’ evaluations of their own affective responses to news stories that precede and follow the emotional stories. More specifically in this study, participants’ negative responses to a memorable negative news story affected their responses to news stories preceding and following the negative news, making the other news stories seem less negative or more positive. Hence, negative emotional responses to a particularly memorable bad news event can overpower and distort recall of affective responses to other news stories in the broadcast.

A related study examined the influence of happy news stories on participants’ evaluation of the severity of issues in hard news reports on broadcast television (Zillmann, Gibson, Ordman, & Aust, 1994). In this experiment, either a human interest story or a humorous story was placed at the end of a TV broadcast featuring four hard news stories which focused on negative events. Results revealed that the humorous story, but not the human interest story, led participants to report viewing the hard news issues as less serious. Zillmann et al. (1994) conclude that placing humorous news stories at the end of a broadcast filled with negative news stories can act as affective relief to audiences, providing some much needed comic relief when the news is overwhelmingly filled with negative events. Taken together, these studies demonstrated that placement of news stories that arouse affective responses have the ability to influence perceptions of other news stories and the severity of issues depicted. Mundorf and Zillmann (1991) and Zillmann et al. (1994) did not measure how appreciation or enjoyment of news stories was affected based on placement of news stories. Future research should consider how ordering of positive and negative news influences overall enjoyment of the broadcast, considering the role of suspense per predictions from ANM.

Connecting ADT and the ANM in Future Research


This last section of the chapter highlights connections between ADT and ANM when considering how news event characteristics (i.e., characteristics of news that journalists cannot change) and message design principles (i.e., news elements that journalists have control over) work together in news stories. For instance, negative news stories with bad outcomes are common in news broadcasts and are news event characteristics that cannot be changed. From research reviewed in this chapter, negative news stories can sometimes produce negative affective responses, reducing enjoyment (see Aust & Zillmann, 1996). Journalists may be able to edit news story format, but they cannot change the outcome of news stories, which could dampen individuals’ enjoyment or appreciation of the news story. Future research should consider how news story outcome (e.g., positive or negative) and news story format (e.g., inverted pyramid or narrative) influence affective responses and entertainment processes, considering predictions from ADT and ANM. Indeed, it is necessary to examine how news event characteristics and message design principles function together in news stories and how they affect subsequent entertainment processes.

Further research is necessary to understand how predictions from ADT and ANM function in today’s fast-paced media environment. With most individuals obtaining their news information online and through social media (Bialik & Matsa, 2017), it is important to consider how the online news context influences affective responses and entertainment processes. Are there fundamental differences in entertainment processes occurring when individuals read a print newspaper, watch a news broadcast, or obtain their news from social media, and how do ADT and ANM predictions function? Moreover, the ubiquity of online news use and social media may also be an interesting aspect to consider. How does the idea of being permanently online and permanently connected to news influence affective responses and enjoyment? It may be possible that frequent exposure to negative news stories online reduces news enjoyment per predictions from ADT. Further, it is important to understand how suspense and other entertainment processes are affected by the ubiquity of current media use.

Increasingly, individuals are using multiple media devices at the same time, a phenomenon referred to as second screen or multiscreen viewing, watching TV news broadcasts while also using their mobile devices. Individuals may be multitasking, engaging in an unrelated activity on the second screen, or they could be using the second screen to further engage with content from the TV (i.e., the primary screen). In response, news organizations have tried to encourage multiscreen viewing by providing additional content (e.g., games or interviews) on the second screen about what is occurring on TV. Some research has investigated how multiscreen viewing enhances enjoyment of the content on the primary screen (e.g., Horning, 2017). However, it can also increase cognitive load and reduce information recall from the news (van Cauwenberge, Schaap, & van Roy, 2014). Since individuals are increasingly watching the news while engaging with a second screen (either related or unrelated to the content of the primary screen), it would be interesting to investigate how this influences predictions from ADT and ANM. For instance, does using a second screen for unrelated tasks interrupt individuals’ production of affective responses to news characters or suspense and related affective responses induced from news stories? Does this enhance or detract from overall enjoyment of the news? Further, studies should examine if second screen content related to the news story individuals are watching on TV (e.g., links to extra stories, games, or interviews) can enhance affective responses, suspense, and enjoyment of news stories.

Last, ANM could be extended to investigate how suspense and resulting affective responses to news influence individuals’ attitudes on the topics presented. Previous research presented in this chapter indicates that affective responses can influence attitudes toward political issues and stigmatized groups (e.g., de Graaf & Hustinx, 2011; Oliver et al., 2012; Shen et al., 2014). Particularly, Knobloch-Westerwick et al. (in press) built on the ANM to examine persuasive effects on attitudes using four political topics. Results from the study indicated that the narrative texts produced greater suspense and attitude change than the inverted pyramid texts. Further, suspense mediated attitude change. Therefore, any previous suggestions for future research using ADT and ANM could be extended to examine attitude impacts as well.

Conclusion


The research presented in this chapter examines how news event characteristics (i.e., elements of news events that journalists cannot change) and message design principles (i.e., characteristics which journalists can edit) influence affective responses to news and subsequent entertainment processes. We have reviewed several media entertainment theories, including ADT (Zillmann & Cantor, 1976) and the ANM (Knobloch et al. 2004), which provide predictions to understand emotional effects of news consumption. A more extensive list of all theories in the area is out of the scope of this chapter, but the goal was to provide a starting point for individuals interested in exploring affective responses and enjoyment of news. Predictions from ADT and ANM (Knobloch et al., 2004) were examined, detailing previous research, and areas for future research were provided considering today’s fast paced media environment and technological advances. The ANM model was also extended to consider how affective responses and enjoyment influence attitude change regarding issues depicted in news stories.
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chapter 28

An Extended Dual-Process Model of Entertainment Effects on Political Information Processing and Engagement


Frank M. Schneider, Anne Bartsch, and Larissa Leonhard




Entertainment and Political Communication—A Controversial Relationship


With declining circulation numbers of traditional news media such as newspapers, and a simultaneous proliferation of entertainment media and hybrid formats such as infotainment and reality TV, concerns have been raised about the decay of news quality and political culture. For example, Postman (1986) famously argued that we are “amusing ourselves to death” due to the growing influence of entertainment media, and their successive merger with the news media. In this context, trends toward tabloidization and sensationalism have been observed in both press and broadcast journalism, including phenomena such as personalization, visualization, and emotionalization of political news content (e.g., Brants & Neijens, 1998; Donsbach & Büttner, 2005; Esser, 1999; Otto, Glogger, & Boukes, 2017; Reinemann, Stanyer, Scherr, & Legnante, 2012; Sparks & Tulloch, 2000). The concept of soft news (Reinemann et al., 2012, p. 233) defines this pattern of entertainment-related news features as follows: “The more a news item is not politically relevant, the more it reports in an episodic way, focuses on individual consequences of events, is personal and emotional in style, the more it can be regarded as soft news.”

The trend toward soft news and toward convergence of information and entertainment media is rather uncontroversial among communication scholars. However, the normative implications of such a convergence are a matter of ongoing debate (e.g., Andersen, 2019; Baum, 2005; Friedrich & Jandura, 2012; Otto et al., 2017; Roth, Weinmann, Schneider, Hopp, & Vorderer, 2014; Umbricht & Esser, 2016; Weinmann & Vorderer, 2018). Can entertaining forms of political communication be useful to reach audience groups who are less interested in politics? Or do they undermine audiences’ trust in politics and distract them from serious consideration of political issues? Theoretical and empirical evidence seems to support both claims. On the one hand, soft news and sensationalism have been described as cause of disillusionment with politics and decreasing civic engagement (Esser, 1999; Guggenheim, Kwak, & Campbell, 2011; Putnam, 2000). Some studies found “very limited evidence that viewers actually learn from soft news” (Prior, 2003, p. 149), and an association of soft news consumption with political cynicism (Boukes & Boomgaarden, 2015). Especially the latter finding challenges the conduciveness of soft news in terms of the democratic ideal of informed and engaged citizens, as political cynicism can demobilize citizens and foster political apathy (Valentino, Beckmann, & Buhr, 2001). On the other hand, it has been argued that individuals’ emotional involvement with entertaining news formats can help establish at least basic forms of political knowledge and issue awareness among audience groups who are less interested in politics (e.g., Andersen, 2019; Baum, 2003). Indeed, there is evidence that soft news can provide an “entrance to the political arena for the uninterested” (Andersen, 2019, p. 16) by encouraging passive forms of political participation such as further information seeking. Soft news can even have an impact on voting behavior of politically inattentive citizens by providing them with the necessary information to make their voting decision according to their interests (Baum & Jamison, 2006). Moreover, some recent findings suggest that under certain conditions entertainment media can stimulate more elaborate forms of information processing (Bartsch, Kalch, & Oliver, 2014; Knobloch-Westerwick, Gong, Hagner, & Kerbeykian, 2012; LaMarre, 2009), and can stimulate audience interest in hard news about the topic (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). In the present chapter, we aim to revisit and integrate these seemingly contradictory concepts and research findings concerning audiences’ processing of entertaining forms of political communication and associated effects.

Most of the research on the processing and effects of political information in the context of entertainment has focused on superficial and unreflective learning and persuasion effects. For example, theories of cultivation (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, Signorielli, & Shanahan, 2002), narrative persuasion (Green & Brock, 2000), and fictional priming (Holbert et al., 2003) concur that entertainment fosters a heuristic mode of cognitive processing in which information, attitudes, and stereotypes portrayed in the media are assimilated into individuals’ worldview without critical reflection.

This heuristic mode of information processing and its outcomes are relatively well researched in the context of entertainment media, however, it does not cover the whole range of affective and cognitive processing (Forgas, 1995). Recent advances in entertainment theory have drawn attention to the multidimensionality of entertainment experiences (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Schramm & Wirth, 2008; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012; Vorderer & Ritterfeld, 2009; Wirth, Hofer, & Schramm, 2012; see also chapters 1, 3, and 20 in this volume). In particular, scholars have argued that besides superficial, heuristic processing, entertainment experiences can also stimulate a more elaborated, systematic mode of processing (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Klimmt, 2011; Lewis, Tamborini, & Weber, 2014; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012; Wirth et al., 2012). Such entertainment experiences associated with elaborate, deliberative processing bear particular promise for normatively desirable outcomes such as further information seeking, active knowledge acquisition, and political participation.

Therefore, in the remainder of this chapter, we aim to develop an integrated framework that covers both superficial, heuristic processing and more elaborate, deliberative responses to political information in entertainment media. We build on the dual-process model of entertainment experience and motivated cognition (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014) that integrates entertainment theory with dual-process models of information processing (e.g., Forgas, 2002; Lang, 2006; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In the current chapter, theoretical integration is taken one step further by incorporating different types of politically relevant outcome variables such as knowledge acquisition, opinion formation, changes in attitudes and behavior, and political participation.

Connecting Entertainment Experiences with Heuristic and Elaborate Processing


The dual-process model of entertainment experience and motivated cognition (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014) builds on recent frameworks in entertainment theory (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Schramm & Wirth, 2008; Tamborini et al., 2010; Vorderer et al., 2004; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012; Wirth et al., 2012) that distinguish between hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences. As explained later, these different types of entertainment experiences can be linked to different modes of information processing and different types of politically relevant outcomes.

Theories of hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Schramm & Wirth, 2008; Tamborini et al., 2010; Vorderer et al., 2004; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012; Wirth et al., 2012) differentiate between two types of media experiences that can be entertaining, in the sense that they attract audience interest independent of other goals and incentives than the viewing experience itself. On the one hand, entertainment consumption can be intrinsically appealing because it makes individuals feel better immediately in terms of regulating mood and arousal. This process of affect regulation through media use is thought to be the core of hedonic motivation for entertainment consumption (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006; Zillmann, 1988). On the other hand, entertainment consumption can also serve to stimulate rewarding social and cognitive experiences that contribute to emotional well-being in more complex and sustainable ways; for example, they may foster a sense of cognitive challenge, truth-seeking, or search for meaning in life (e.g., Bartsch, 2012a; Bartsch & Hartmann, 2015; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Oliver et al., 2018; Schramm & Wirth, 2008; Tamborini et al., 2010; Vorderer et al., 2004; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012; Wirth et al., 2012). On the basis of the distinction in ancient philosophy between hedonic and eudaimonic happiness (i.e., happiness derived from pleasure vs. happiness derived from meaning and insight; cf. Aristotle, trans. 2002), this second type of entertainment motivations has been labeled eudaimonic motivation (Oliver & Raney, 2011; Wirth et al., 2012). In the following paragraph, we explain how these two types of entertainment experiences are theoretically linked with dual-process models of motivated information processing (Chen & Chaiken, 1999; Forgas, 2002; Kahneman, 2003; Lang, 2006; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

Hedonic Entertainment and Motivated Cognition


The hedonic side of entertainment has mainly been studied in the context of mood management theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006; Zillmann, 1988). According to Zillmann (1988), four characteristics of media content are essential for hedonic mood regulation: (1) a positive hedonic valence, (2) the excitatory potential that can help to regulate aversive states of stress or boredom by inducing a pleasant state of moderate arousal, (3) the absorption potential of the media content that can help distract individuals from negative thoughts, and (4) the lack of semantic affinity of the media content with the eliciting situation of current negative moods. Three of these mood management factors, hedonic valence, absorption potential, and lack of semantic affinity, are theoretically linked to heuristic information processing.

Hedonic Valence



According to the affect-as-information model (Schwarz & Clore, 2003), positive mood signals to the organism that “everything’s fine.” Consequently, a casual, effortless mode of information processing is sufficient (e.g., Lang, 2006).


High absorption potential. The limited capacity model of motivated mediated message processing (LC4MP; Lang, 2006) assumes that individuals’ capacity for information processing is limited. If attentional resources are fully absorbed in processing a given stimulus, no further resources are available for processing additional content. Thus, absorption of cognitive resources interferes with critical elaboration of the media message (e.g., Green & Brock, 2002; Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002).






Lack of Semantic Affinity



Entertainment content that is far removed from everyday concerns offers little semantic affinity with individuals’ negative moods. At the same time, however, such a lack of semantic affinity goes along with low personal relevance—which is a key factor in message elaboration (e.g., in the elaboration likelihood model, ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).






Moderate Excitatory Potential



The only mood management factor that seems compatible with elaborate information processing is moderate arousal. According to the LC4MP (Lang, 2006), states of low to moderate arousal are physiologically associated with attentive and motivated processing, whereas high arousal interferes with elaborate processing. Thus, a moderate state of excitement should not only improve individuals’ mood but should also optimize the balance of message attention and message elaboration. However, in the context of other mood management factors, including highly suspenseful, absorbing stories, positive valence, and lack of semantic affinity to real world concerns, it remains unclear whether the cognitively stimulating effects of moderate arousal alone could lead to a deeper involvement with political issues.






From a mood management perspective, thoughts about the self or reality that go beyond the (fictional) content of entertainment media would undermine the mood regulation function of entertainment and should therefore be avoided. Thus, in the case of hedonic entertainment, the long-standing skepticism about the escapist nature of entertainment seems principally justified. Nevertheless, political entertainment content can exert its influence on media users via heuristic processing such as associative learning or availability heuristics that have been extensively studied in research on cultivation (Gerbner et al., 2002; Shrum, 2002), exemplification (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000), and narrative persuasion (Appel, 2008; Green & Brock, 2000) as well as fictional framing, priming, and agenda setting (Holbert et al., 2003; Holbrook & Hill, 2005; Mulligan & Habel, 2011).

Comparatively little attention has been paid to elaborate processing of politically and socially relevant topics in the entertainment context so far. As explained in the next section, the concept of eudaimonic entertainment provides an interesting complementary approach that allows to integrate deliberate and elaborate processing of political information in an entertainment context.

Eudaimonic Entertainment and Motivated Cognition


Compared to escapist, hedonic motivations, the eudaimonic entertainment experience is characterized by more serious motivations such as the search for meaning, truth and self-development. Such eudaimonic goals often require a confrontation with negative thoughts and feelings, and can motivate individuals to turn to serious and potentially unpleasant media content that they would rather avoid for purely hedonic reasons. Various studies have shown that eudaimonic gratifications play a key role in entertainment consumption, even though they are often associated with negative emotions such as fear, anger, and sadness (Bartsch, 2012b; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Wirth et al., 2012). Further, in contrast with the escapist nature of hedonic entertainment experiences that can provide audiences with a “brain holiday” from everyday concerns, eudaimonic entertainment experiences tend to focus on realistic and socially relevant topics (Cupchik, 1995; Oliver & Hartmann, 2010) and are typically associated with a slower narrative pace (Cupchik, 1995; Cupchik & Laszlo, 1994). The theoretical relationship of these characteristics of eudaimonic entertainment experiences with motivated information processing is mostly opposite to the escapist nature of hedonic entertainment experiences as described earlier.



Negative valence and mixed affect. According to the affect-as-information model (Schwarz & Clore, 2003), negative mood alerts the organism that “something may be wrong” and the situation needs to be carefully examined, especially if important concerns are at stake. Consequently, thorough information processing is required (e.g., Lang, 2006). Moreover, eudaimonic entertainment is often characterized by mixed (negative and positive) affect (Oliver, 2008), which can further intensify the elaboration effects of negative valence, due to a coactivation of appetitive and aversive motivational systems (Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson, 1999; Lang, Sanders-Jackson, Wang, & Rubenking, 2013).


Low absorption potential. Eudaimonic entertainment is also characterized by a slower narrative pace with correspondingly low absorption potential (e.g., Cupchik & Laszlo, 1994). According to the LC4MP (Lang, 2006), less absorption of attention means that more cognitive resources are available for elaborate processing.


Personal relevance. The “truth-seeking” focus of eudaimonic motivation (Oliver & Raney, 2011) involves a preference for realistic and personally relevant content, which should increase individuals’ sense of personal involvement and their elaboration likelihood, according to the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).


Excitatory potential. The only motivational factor that hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment seem to share in common is moderate arousal (Bartsch, 2012b; Bartsch & Oliver, 2011). As explained earlier, with regard to hedonic entertainment, a moderate level of arousal seems optimal in terms of stimulating cognitive elaboration, according to the LC4MP (Lang, 2006). Thus, moderate arousal is beneficial for a deeper information processing.






Taken together, eudaimonic entertainment is characterized by a set of content characteristics and experiential factors that seem to encourage cognitive elaboration, according to the research literature on motivated information processing, including negative or mixed affect, moderate arousal, low absorption of attention, and semantic affinity with personally relevant concerns. In contrast to hedonic entertainment, serious thoughts about the self and reality do not interfere with eudaimonic entertainment experiences. Rather, cognitive elaboration seems to be an essential constituent of eudaimonic truth- and meaning-seeking. Preliminary research evidence supports this connection between perceived realism, eudaimonic entertainment experience, cognitive elaboration and political interest (Bartsch, Kalch, & Oliver, 2014; Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Schneider, 2012).

By linking hedonic and eudaimonic forms of entertainment experiences with different modes of information processing, the dual-process model of entertainment experience and motivated cognition (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014) provides a new and differentiated perspective on the controversial relationship between entertainment and political communication. In the case of hedonic entertainment, media consumption is driven by escapist mood-managing motivations that are associated with a superficial, heuristic mode of information processing. Thus, whereas hedonic entertainment may attract audience interest, concerns that such entertainment experiences may undermine deeper involvement with political content and detract from political engagement seem justified. A completely different picture emerges in the case of eudaimonic entertainment experiences that are driven by truth- and meaning-seeking motivations and can stimulate processes of cognitive elaboration, information seeking and conversations about social and political issues (Schneider, 2012). Such outcomes are in line with normative ideals of informed citizenship and political deliberation (Habermas, 1984, 1985; Schütz, 1946; Weinmann & Vorderer, 2018). Thus, they seem to provide a promising avenue for research into potential positive effects of political entertainment.

Toward an Extended Dual-Process Model of Entertainment Effects on Political Information Processing and Engagement


To fully harness the potential of dual-process models of entertainment for political communication, the current state of theorizing needs to be extended to incorporate different types of politically relevant outcomes. Therefore, in the following sections, we provide a systematic review of politically relevant outcome variables and their relationship with hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment and associated modes of cognitive processing. Figure 28.1 gives an overview of the extended dual-process model of entertainment effects on political information processing and engagement, the details of which are explained later.


[image: display]
Figure 28.1 Extended dual-process model of entertainment effects on political information processing and engagement (with extended theoretical elements highlighted).





Effects of Heuristic Processing of Entertainment Media


With regard to hedonic entertainment and heuristic processing, the model draws on the extensive research literature on implicit media effects. It includes concepts such as cultivation (Gerbner et al., 2002) and narrative persuasion (Green & Brock, 2002), which were developed to explain implicit learning and persuasion effects of entertainment media. In addition, concepts such as fictional framing, priming, and agenda setting (e.g., Holbert et al., 2003; Holbrook & Hill, 2005; Mulligan & Habel, 2011) are taken into account, which were originally developed in the field of political communication and subsequently transferred to entertainment media. Common to all of these approaches is a heuristic mode of processing in which information, attitudes, and stereotypes are transferred from media portrayals to perceived social reality, for example, through associative learning and heuristics (for an overview, see, e.g., Taber & Young, 2013). In line with the theoretical and empirical state of research, the model assumes that heuristic processing can lead to immediate, unreflective, and relatively short-term media effects. The following concepts are relevant in this context.





Cultivation. Cultivation effects describe the influence of entertaining media content on viewers’ perceptions of social reality (Gerbner et al., 2002; Shrum, 2002). According to the cultivation hypothesis, heavy viewers orient themselves more strongly toward the representations of social reality presented on television than light viewers. Consequently, heavy viewers’ worldviews are more biased. Such a bias can result from both the perception of reality (e.g., estimates and probabilities of crime rates) as well as attitudes, beliefs, and values (e.g., distrust of foreigners), which have been termed first-order and second-order cultivation effects, respectively (e.g., Shrum, 2002).


Exemplification. Another relevant phenomenon is the effect of exemplars (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000). According to exemplification theory, the description of individual cases influences media users’ perceptions and judgments of reality more strongly than base rate information, due to its greater vividness and cognitive availability.


Narrative Persuasion. Narrative persuasion focuses on the persuasive effects of fictional media content (Appel, 2008; Green & Brock, 2002). Factors such as absorption by the story and identification with the characters play a key role in attitudinal and behavioral change (Slater & Rouner, 2002).


Fictional Agenda Setting. Originally developed in the field of political news exposure, the agenda setting function of the media (McCombs & Reynolds, 2002) can also be applied to fictional entertainment content. The frequency, consistency, and scope of political issues in fictional entertainment media can influence what media users think about and thus contribute to the perceived relevance of political issues (Holbrook & Hill, 2005).


Fictional Priming. In a similar vein, media can also influence the cognitive availability of politically relevant evaluation criteria. Again, borrowing from political communication research (Iyengar, Peters, & Kinder, 1982), priming effects have been investigated in entertainment media (Holbrook & Hill, 2005). For instance, the political entertainment TV show The West Wing portrayed a fictional president, thereby providing clues for the evaluation of the actual US presidency and the real incumbent (Holbert et al., 2003).


Fictional Framing. Like news content, fictional formats also make use of certain frames of interpretation that highlight specific aspects of a topic as particularly relevant. Again, results showed that viewers adopt the frames of interpretation suggested by fictional portrayals and use them for their personal evaluation of the topic (Mulligan & Habel, 2011).






All of the theoretical constructs discussed so far have in common that entertainment media are assumed to be processed in a heuristic mode that favors an unreflective transfer of information and attitudes from fictional media content to individuals’ perception of social reality. This results in implicit media effects on knowledge, attitudes and behavior on an associative level, without conscious evaluation and decision-making processes.

Effects of Elaborate Processing of Entertainment Media


Compared to this research tradition on implicit effects of entertainment media, research on elaborate processing of entertainment media is only beginning to emerge. In the following section, we give an overview of political outcome variables that are relevant with regard to the elaborate mode of processing associated with eudaimonic entertainment experiences.

Information Seeking


Initial research findings (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014) show that eudaimonic entertainment can not only promote elaborate processing of media content but also stimulate further information seeking. Two experiments were conducted to examine how long, after watching a film scene or TV magazine on a politically relevant topic, participants spent reading hard-news articles on this topic, and how interesting they found the hard-news articles. Reading time and interest ratings were positively influenced by eudaimonic entertainment factors including negative valence, moderate arousal, and feeling moved by the entertainment stimulus (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). This indicates that eudaimonic entertainment factors can have an impact on subsequent media use including traditional news media. The model assumes that information seeking can mediate effects of eudaimonic entertainment on a cluster of other relevant outcome variables, because information seeking promotes the acquisition and encoding of additional relevant information from news and information media that goes beyond the information contained in the entertainment stimulus. In addition to its mediating role for other effects, information seeking can also be considered as an outcome variable in its own right, because the participation of citizens in public discourse constitutes a normatively desirable outcome.

A key construct related to information seeking is selective attention, which can be understood as a behavioral indicator for how motivated users are to seek further information about a topic they encountered in entertainment media. According to the selective exposure paradigm (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), selective attention is operationalized in terms of individuals’ choices among a broader range of media content. Another behavioral indicator for information seeking is how much time users spend reading or viewing thematically related media content (duration of use). This has already been operationalized and linked to eudaimonic entertainment factors (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014). In addition to behavioral indicators, users can rate their topic interest, thus providing an introspective assessment of their motivation for further information seeking (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014).

Interpersonal Communication


Another important mediating factor in the extended model is the interpersonal communication about topics encountered through eudaimonic entertainment experiences. After watching an emotionally moving film, viewers often feel the need to talk with others about the content (Bartsch, 2012b). Research on individuals’ conversations about news content (Hefner, 2012) has shown that interpersonal communication and deliberation can mediate effects on knowledge acquisition and opinion formation. Hence, similar mediation effects on knowledge and opinions can be expected in the case of interpersonal communication and deliberation processes evoked by eudaimonic entertainment experiences. In addition to its potential mediating role for other effects, individuals’ active participation in interpersonal deliberation can again be considered as a normatively desirable outcome in its own right. Hence, the extended model includes interpersonal communication processes that may begin during joint exposure to entertainment media, and may continue in everyday conversations that explore controversial issues and link the topic to personal experiences and background knowledge (e.g., Kim, Wyatt, & Katz, 1999; Landreville, Holbert, & LaMarre, 2010; Moy, Xenos, & Hess, 2005; Sommer, 2013). Interpersonal communication about political topics in entertainment media can also take place via instant messengers or social network sites, the growing importance of which has been documented in research on social media use and second screening in political communication (e.g., Giglietto & Selva, 2014; Gil de Zúñiga, Garcia-Perdomo, & McGregor, 2015; Lochrie & Coulton, 2011).

In addition to the mediating factors, information seeking and interpersonal communication, the extended model includes three clusters of politically relevant outcome variables that correspond to the active, elaborate, and open-ended nature of eudaimonic truth- and meaning-seeking: knowledge acquisition, elaborated opinion formation, and political participation.

Knowledge Acquisition


Knowledge is a multifaceted construct. With regard to entertainment media, it is important to distinguish at least two ways of knowledge acquisition. On the one hand, knowledge can be directly derived from entertainment media (see Wang & Singhal, this volume). On the other hand, entertainment can raise issue interest and motivate processes of interpersonal communication and information seeking, which then result in further knowledge acquisition about the issue. Another important distinction concerns objective and subjective knowledge (Alba & Hutchinson, 2000). Issue-related knowledge acquisition, assessed via standardized items (e.g., Baum, 2003; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996) or via recognition or cued recall (Lang et al., 2013), indicates how information is encoded and stored. From a subjective perspective, the perceived gain in knowledge can gratify individuals’ need for information (e.g., Roth et al., 2014; Schneider, Bartsch, & Gleich, 2015; Schneider, Weinmann, Roth, Knop, & Vorderer, 2016), which may provide an additional motivating factor for further information seeking and use (e.g., Schmitt, Schneider, Weinmann, & Roth, 2019).

Political Participation


Another cluster includes political participation processes that can be stimulated by eudaimonic entertainment experiences. Several studies indicate that emotional involvement, elaborate processing, and information seeking are part of a cluster of politically activating effects, which also includes participatory intentions (e.g., Brader, 2005; Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000; Obermaier, Haim, & Reinemann, 2014; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001; Valentino, Brader, Groenendyk, Gregorowicz, & Hutchings, 2011). So far, entertainment has mostly been associated with negative effects on political participation (e.g., Butler, Koopman, & Zimbardo, 1995; Putnam, 2000; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). However, a more nuanced picture emerged in a study by Shah (1998) who found negative as well as positive effects of entertainment on political participation depending on entertainment genres. TV use in general and specific genres such as science fiction (which may be categorized as hedonic entertainment) were negatively related to civic engagement, whereas the genre of social drama (a typical eudaimonic genre; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011) was positively associated with participation. Moreover, research on the role of emotional involvement in political communication (e.g., Brader, 2005; Obermaier et al., 2014; Valentino et al., 2011; Valentino, Gregorowicz, & Groenendyk, 2009) has shown that emotions elicited by media content can reinforce different forms of political participation—including conventional and nonconventional political participation, civic participation, and civic engagement (Barrett & Brunton-Smith, 2014).

From the perspective of participatory liberal theory of the public sphere (cf. Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, & Rucht, 2002; Teorell, 2006), those forms which engage, empower, and mobilize citizens are particularly important for a strong democracy. From a deliberation viewpoint, the focus of participation lies more in expressing one’s opinion and taking part in discussions (Ferree et al., 2002; Teorell, 2006). Accordingly, interpersonal communication—as outlined earlier—can be seen not only as a mediator of participation but also as a form of participation in itself. An emerging line of research suggests that such forms of discourse-oriented participation frequently occur as a result of eudaimonic entertainment experiences (Bartsch, 2012b; Myrick & Oliver, 2015).

Elaborated Opinion Formation


In contrast to implicit persuasion effects associated with hedonic entertainment (e.g., cultivation, narrative persuasion; see earlier), the final cluster of outcome variables associated with eudaimonic entertainment includes elaborated forms of opinion formation. In line with dual-process models of persuasion like the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and similar approaches (Chen & Chaiken, 1999; Forgas, 2002; Kahneman, 2003; Lang, 2006) our model assumes that opinions formed by thoughtful considerations of pros and cons are more enduring, resistant to change, and predictive of behavior. Elaborated opinion formation can either be based on information directly provided by entertainment media (as represented by the direct path in the model), or on information obtained in the process of interpersonal communication and information seeking (which are represented in the model as mediating factors).

According to the ELM, a basic prerequisite for elaborate opinion formation is the perceived personal relevance of the respective topic. In addition, however, eudaimonic entertainment has the potential to foster empathetic relevance through processes of perspective taking. In this case, empathy and concern for others’ well-being can substitute personal relevance as the driver for an elaborate opinion formation (for an overview, see Bartsch & Oliver, 2017). As a result, prejudices and stereotypes can be reduced and prosocial or altruistic behavioral intentions can be strengthened (Batson, Chang, Orr, & Rowland, 2002; Batson et al., 1997). Finally, entertainment content can also encourage opinion formation based on moral elaboration. For example, the portrayal of moral values such as care or fairness (Graham et al., 2013) can elicit moral emotions that are focused on others or the common good (e.g., admiration, compassion), and in turn increase the motivation for moral behavior (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011; Haidt, 2003; Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012).

Conclusion and Outlook


The extended dual-process model of entertainment effects on political information processing and engagement developed in this chapter highlights the potential of eudaimonic entertainment experiences in promoting a number of politically relevant outcomes characterized by active and reflective processing of political issues. Thus, the model complements previous research on passive and unreflective persuasion effects that result from heuristic processing—as described by theories of cultivation (Gerbner et al., 2002; Shrum, 2002), exemplification (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000), narrative persuasion (Appel, 2008; Green & Brock, 2002), and fictional framing, priming, and agenda setting (Holbert et al., 2003; Holbrook & Hill, 2005; Mulligan & Habel, 2011). In line with other dual-process models, elaborate and heuristic processing are not seen as mutually exclusive. Heuristic processing is part of eudaimonic entertainment experiences as well, but its results can become the subject of deeper reflection and reevaluation through elaborate processing.

The added value of elaboration processes associated with eudaimonic entertainment, and related outcomes such as information seeking, interpersonal communication, elaborated opinion formation, knowledge acquisition, and political participation have not been systematically incorporated in research on entertainment and political communication so far. Our theoretical framework offers a differentiated perspective on hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences and associated outcomes. Despite legitimate concerns that certain forms of hedonic entertainment can undermine active, informed citizenship, it seems that other, eudaimonic forms of entertainment experience can promote normatively desirable outcomes from a deliberation and informed citizen perspective (Habermas, 1984, 1985; Schütz, 1946), and can serve a “vigorous democratic public life” (Ferree et al., 2002, p. 289).

An interesting example of a media format that can promote eudaimonic experiences by combining the advantages of entertainment and information programs can be found in so-called television theme nights (a concept increasingly popular in Germany). Theme nights present entertainment and information programs in tandem, with the aim of (1) stimulating audience interest through fictional entertainment programs that promote empathy and emotional involvement with the issue, and (2) presenting audiences with an information program that provides factual information about the issue. This form of entertaining political communication combines the respective strengths of fictional entertainment and fact-based information without intermixing them, thus providing an alternative to widely criticized hybrid formats such as soft news, infotainment or politainment. Preliminary evidence (Angerer & Bartsch, 2018) suggests that audience members who saw a moving feature film prior to a documentary on the same issue reported higher levels of issue interest and prosocial responses mediated by eudaimonic experiences (feeling moved and cognitive elaboration). Further hypotheses derived from the extended dual-process model of entertainment effects on political information processing and engagement presented in this chapter await empirical scrutiny with regard to TV theme nights (and similar formats that present entertainment and information in tandem, for example on online platforms). In particular, more research is needed concerning other politically relevant outcomes beyond issue interest including knowledge acquisition and political participation as well as mediating factors such as coviewing, interpersonal communication and active information seeking beyond the informational program presented as part of the theme night.

On a more general note, to better understand and harness the positive potentials of entertainment media in political discourse, the conditions under which entertainment media can elicit active and reflective forms of processing are an important object of future research. Although some of the causal relationships in the model have been supported by experimental research (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014), the evidence for other paths is only correlational, or lacking at all. Thus, taken together, the current state of research is rather fragmentary, but we hope that the extended dual-process model of entertainment effects on political information processing and engagement will help to organize and address open research questions at the intersection of entertainment and political communication.
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Cinematic Entertainment

Contemporary Adolescents’ Uses-And-Gratifications of Going to the Movies


Maite Soto-Sanfiel




In the 125 years that have passed since the Lumière family premiered the new invention in Paris on December 28, 1895, cinema has been (and still is) an art form, a driver of ideologies, a source of knowledge, a historical document, and a generator of legends, spectacle, industry, and commerce (Gubern, 2016).

During the last three decades, however, movie consumption has changed radically. Technological developments have given rise to opportunities to not only watch movies in multiplex theaters, but also in the domestic or mobile domains. Indeed, the movie industry itself maintains that a sizeable part of its profits come from later viewings and the main advantage of theaters is that they generate credibility and market awareness (Aveyard, 2016). Some analysts view movie theaters as old-fashioned (Van de Vijver, 2017) or have even declared them to be dead (Belton, 2014).

Nevertheless, the magic of cinema continues to enthrall huge numbers of people. Data show that global box office revenue is still on the rise. In 2017, it was 3% higher than the previous year and reached a record figure of $US 39.92 billion (Comscore, 2017). The following year, takings continued to increase at a similar rate to 41.7 billion dollars. Such growth is unlikely to cease. By 2020, the global movie industry is expected to have continued expanding to around 50 billion dollars a year (Comscore, 2019).

In Europe, moviegoing is still one of the most popular leisure activities (UNIC, 2018). In 2018, although audiences were 3.3% down on the record-breaking previous year, European Union (EU) theaters received 955 million visitors (UNIC, 2019). If we include figures from non-EU countries, ticket sales in Europe amounted to 1.25 billion euros, the third-highest figure in recent decades (EAO, 2019).

However, although these figures suggest that theater attendance is as strong as ever, not all audiences share the same enthusiasm, and in that respect the industry is particularly concerned about teenagers. In the United States and Canada, for example, decreased moviegoing was reported among children from 12 to 17 years between 2012 and 2015 (MPAA, 2017). That decline has led to rash claims that teenagers are “scaring” theater owners (Follows, 2017) or killing the movie industry (Atkinson, 2016). Other data appear to contradict these apocalyptic views: US children from 12 to 17 years of age were the group with the highest rate of per capita theater attendance in 2018 (5.1 movies/year; MPAA, 2018). Another encouraging source asserts that US citizens under the age of 18 are watching more movies in theaters than they did 5 years ago (Thompson, 2016). It would seem that teenagers have always enjoyed going to the movies (Tesser, Millar, & Wu, 1988), and the National Association of Theatre Owners (NATO) in the United States strongly rejects the belief that they no longer do so while claiming that the dubious statistics stating otherwise are tainted by method biases (Lieberman, 2016).

Approaches to the Study of the Relationship Between Adolescents and Cinema


An understanding of the behavior of theater audiences, that is, attendance, has been considered necessary in order to confront the challenges faced by the movie industry (Eliasberg, Elberse, & Leenders, 2006). Systematic academic research began in the mid-1940s. Before then, in the early years of cinema (and those of its greatest impact and influence), the industry worked with largely unreliable evidence (Jowett, 1985). Typically, research has taken one of two approaches: economic or psychological. The former, which dominates the literature, tends to make use of the abundant data offered by the industry and essentially assesses the commercial success of movies (Eliasberg et al., 2006) on the basis of such variables as the number of awards (i.e., Goetzmann, Ravid, & Sverdlove, 2013), budgets (i.e., Basuroy, Chatterjee, & Ravid, 2003), ratings (Ravid, 1999), advertising (i.e., Ho, Dhar, & Weinberg, 2009), reviews (Hababou, Amrouche, & Jedidi, 2016; Litman, 1983), genres (i.e., Hsu, Shen, & Xie, 2014), seasonality (Litman, 1983), cast (Elberse, 2007), or directors (i.e., John, Ravid, & Sunder, 2017). Until the mid-1990s, research on these aspects used small samples, but from then on the availability of very large databases and sophisticated econometric analysis tools sparked a huge leap forward (Chisholm, Fernández-Blanco, Ravid, & Walls, 2015).

The psychological approach observes the individual factors that affect the processes for choosing and viewing movies. These studies generally work with primary data obtained from individuals to analyze the extent to which such aspects as opinions, needs, values, and attitudes explain why people choose to be entertained by movies in general and by certain movies in particular (Eliasberg et al., 2006).

There have been fewer psychological studies than economic ones (Gazley, Clark, & Sinha, 2011), and there is ample room for further exploration of the former. This is not so much because movie consumption is irrelevant, but rather that the advent of electronic media has stolen researchers’ attention. This was not always the case. When cinema was still very young, researchers were mainly interested in understanding the aspects that incited its consumption, particularly among teenagers. For example, DeMaday (1929) reported the results of a study conducted a decade and a half earlier, in 1914, which had observed the relationship between movies and 3,312 adolescents (10–18 years) in three Swiss cities. The study examined how often teenagers went to the movies, whom they went with, the movies they liked best, their emotional or cognitive impact, the motivations for going, the gratifications obtained and their perceptions of the medium.

Other studies conducted in subsequent decades and in different contexts observed similar aspects. For instance, in the United States, Witty, Garfield, and Brink (1941) studied the relationship between teenagers’ preferences, their genders and movie genres. Because of the strong pulling power of movies and their values on adolescents, researchers also recommended consumer guides. The following decade in France, Zazzo (1957, 1958) published his studies with 15,000 teenagers between 14 and 18 years of age, which examined similar factors to those considered by Witty et al. (1941).

Research of the psychological factors associated to moviegoing did not stop there. In subsequent years, investigators of the relationship between teenagers and cinema revisited the same topics (i.e., Austin, 1982, 1985; Cuadrado & Frasquet, 1999; Möller & Karppinen, 1983).

Nevertheless, since the emergence of the first studies on the effects of the media in the 1920s and 1930s, hundreds of empirical studies on the (particularly negative) cognitive, emotional, attitudinal and behavioral consequences have been published in relation to all media (Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther, 2016), including movies. In the late 1950s, for example, there was already abundant research on the effects of movies on children worldwide (UNESCO, 1961). So the concern about the impact of cinema also comes from afar.

Uses and Gratifications Theory


A scientific understanding of the relationship between adolescents and cinema requires one of the most influential theoretical research instruments in communication: the uses and gratifications (U&G) paradigm (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973). For decades, U&G has supported a large number of studies that have sought to explain how and why people use media, a crucial step toward determining its effects (Haridakis, 2013). The U&G paradigm is popular because it is an axiomatic approach that can be applied to practically any type of communication or message (Luo & Remus, 2014), including cinema (Weaver, Brosius, & Mundorf, 1993). To a large extent, U&G maintains that the situations involved in media communication are the product of individual psychological factors (e.g., needs, motivations and gratifications) associated to the use of specific channels and messages in contexts that may be particular or cross-cultural (Lin, 1996, p. 574).

According to Ruggiero (2000), it was around the 1930s when the first research studies on the effects of mass media appeared. Yet, the principles that still guide work with U&G were formalized during the 1970s, when Katz et al. (1974, p. 20) defined the leading theoretical model: individuals have socially and psychologically based needs that generate expectations about the media and produce different patterns of media exposure, and this leads to gratifications of those needs. As is apparent from their article, the model focuses on audiences, which are considered active, selective and goal-oriented. It also examines the effects of media use, whether intentional or not, and recognizes that media impact depends on individual variables (Haridakis, 2012).

In the 1980s and 1990s, researchers responded to certain criticisms of the paradigm by defending it as methodologically sound and replicating previous research. Their studies redefined the concept of active audiences as a variable phenomenon subject to phases: individuals have different levels and types of activity, communication environments and periods of communicative behavior (e.g., Levy & Windahl, 1984). During this era, other complementary or interrelated theoretical models (e.g., media dependency theory) were attached to U&G.

The turn-of-the-century boom in new communication technologies revitalized the paradigm as these new forms of media attracted research interest. Because they broadened the options for media consumption, studies in that period observed audience motivations and satisfactions as crucial components of their analysis (Ruggiero, 2000, p. 14). Hence, studies of audience responses became widespread and specialized, particularly those that characterized the gratifications obtained (Haridakis, 2013). For example, in the field of entertainment as a motivation for media consumption (Rubin, 2009), research abounded on the factors that explain specific hedonic and eudaimonic gratifications (Oliver & Raney, 2011), such as enjoyment (Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004) and appreciation (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010), in different communicative situations, audiences, and contexts, particularly when viewing fiction (i.e., Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Nabi & Krcmar, 2004) and in association with the topic that concerns us: the consumption of movies by teenagers (e.g., Angulo-Brunet & Soto-Sanfiel, 2018a; Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2021). Likewise, a large number of recent studies have been devoted to applying the paradigm to social media in its purest form, or in combination with other theories, in different cultural environments and to cross-cultural comparisons (e.g., Billings, Broussard, Xu, & Xu, 2018; Princely, 2016). Finally, research has also looked in depth at the notions of audience activity, exposure to different contents or media, user characteristics, choice of media, and the positive and negative effects.

However, U&G has never been immune to criticism. The lack of clarity of its concepts, data collection instruments, and methods, and the excessively individual focus that ignores social and cultural impact have all been questioned (see Haridakis, 2012; Ruggiero, 2000; Rubin, 2009). Nevertheless, U&G is still one of the most widely used communication paradigms because of its ability to adapt to emerging media and consumer circumstances. Part of its success resides in its focus on the individual and how, as well as being applied to consumption, it can also be applied to the exchange and creation of messages (Haridakism 2013).

Uses and gratifications studies unequivocally share the five assumptions compiled by Rubin (2009, p. 167): (1) communication behavior, which includes the selection and use of media and is goal-directed and motivated; (2) audiences are variably active in the selection and use of media to satisfy needs or desires; (3) social and psychological factors guide or filter media behavior; (4) media compete with other forms of communication (or functional alternatives) with regard to selection, attention, and use, and (5) people are typically more influential than the media.

Teenagers and U&G


Application of the U&G paradigm to the study of the relationship between adolescents and cinema implies accepting that teenagers are active users who manage their own media choices (Arnett, Larson, & Off, 1995; Lemish, 2013). Research has shown that adolescents do so actively and in a manner that is oriented toward the achievement of psychological goals (Arnett, 1995; Boyd, 2015; Buckingham, 2007; Davis & Davis, 1995; Lemish, 2013). They also choose and create media content as part of their socialization and personality-building processes (i.e., Arnett et al., 1995; Boyd, 2015; Lemish, 2013). Likewise, teenagers use media to satisfy their high demands for social interaction (Gielen & Roopnarine, 2004, p. 262) and can identify and report their motivations, desires, or needs (Tanta, Mihovilović, & Sablić, 2014).

The U&G theory also supports the notion that teenagers’ cultural contexts are important for understanding their use of media, not only because media availability is conditioned by culture, but also because cultures vary in terms of the freedom and capacity they offer teenagers to choose between media (Arnett, 1995). Moreover, cultural norms inform teenagers about the relevance and suitability of audiovisual contents (Davis & Davis, 1995).

Motivations for the Consumption of Cinema


As introduced earlier, motivations for consumption are an important part of U&G as they affect perceived gratification (Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982), reveal human needs (Rosengren, 1974), and also explain individuals’ attitudes and conceptions toward the same (Austin, 1985). In fact, media use is the product of the perception of the benefits offered by the media and the particular value that the user associates to those benefits (McQuail, 1994).

Because of today’s greater media consumption options, both motivations and gratifications are prominent aspects of audience analysis (Ruggiero, 2000, p. 14). However, since the earliest studies there have been many different typologies of media motivations, needs and functions (i.e., Greenberg, 1974, Rubin, 1981) and its gratification models (Palmgreen, 1984). There has also been widespread research of the motivations for the consumption of a large number of genres of programs, media, and technologies, which generally concludes that there are more or less established reasons for using a variety of media and media contents (e.g., entertain, inform), but that there are also unique motivations associated to the selection of particular media or contents (see Haridakis, 2013). Hence the importance of studying them specifically.

Research that specifically explores the motivations for moviegoing is not abundant, and most of it has worked with adult samples. Hence the need to identify adolescents’ motivations to select content and forms of consumption other than Internet, television, and videogames (Escardibul, Mora, & Villarroya, 2013).

The study by Katz, Gurevitch, and Hass (1973) with US subjects reported that cinema was considered the most useful form of media for satisfying affective needs, such as raising morale and relieving tension. A decade later, Möller and Karppinen (1983) observed Finnish subjects and found that a movie’s motivations and attributes were related with the personal profiles of viewers, who picked different types of movies according to their age, education, and motivations. Their reasons for going to the movies were essentially grouped into three categories: interest and information, relaxation or change, and those of a social nature.

Later, Austin (1985) identified 12 motivations for moviegoing, the most prominent of which were doing a pleasant or enjoyable activity, relaxation, the experience of arousal/excitement, social activity, and communication. In this study, age also had an impact on motivations and correlated negatively with mood enhancement, passing time, and behavioral resources.

Shortly after, Tesser et al. (1988) reported that there are three types of moviegoers according to their motivations: those who go as a form of escape, those who pursue self-development, and those who seek entertainment. The study argues that these factors are directly related to movie preferences.

That same year, the study by Palmgreen et al. (1988) identified that their subjects’ main motivations for going to the movies were learning, mood control, and movie characteristics. The authors concluded that although entertainment is an important motivation, their participants also claimed to have others, of varying degrees, related to content (learning and mood control), social context, and the attributes of the medium (in terms of the study by Katz et al., 1973).

Consistent with these results, in the following decade, Cuadrado and Frasquet (1999) segmented the motivations for going to the movies using cluster analysis and found three groups of audiences: those who seek entertainment only, those who are interested in the director, and those who give such reasons as having fun with friends.

Finally, a more recent study by Van de Vijver (2017) in Belgium observed 427 young moviegoers (without giving their ages) and reported that, unlike watching a movie on a home device, going to the theater is a cultural practice defined by the aesthetic selection of movies. According to this study, moviegoing is a social activity among adolescents, who define it as group entertainment. The study also found generational differences in characterizations of the moviegoing experience.

All these studies highlight the importance of the recipients’ sociocultural profiles, particularly their age and level of education, in their motivations to go to the movies and the gratifications sought. Consequently, there is a need to explore the motivations for teenage movie consumption. This information will help to understand their attitudes and conceptions, and what they expect to get out of cinema.

Conceptions of Different Cinematographic Traditions


In a global world in which cultural goods travel across networks and compete internationally for audience favor, it seems necessary to understand what audiences, and in this particular case teenagers, think about the movies on offer and different cinematographic traditions.

The thirst for such knowledge is nothing new. Studies of audiences’ tastes and preferences in relation to their own cultures have existed since the last century (Jowett, 1985). However, most of the literature has explored economic data (e.g., EC, 2014b), while there is a lack of information about the impact of culture on attitudes toward different forms of audiovisual representation. It seems that cultural distance from the country where an audiovisual product is made, together with knowledge of its language, influence audience preferences (Fu, 2012). It is claimed, a priori, that consumers are more inclined toward media messages produced by cultures similar to their own (Straubhaar 1991, 2003) and that audiences may find more familiar values, attitudes, and representations easier to digest and understand (Fu, 2013). Nevertheless, it has also been proposed that countries’ audiovisual preferences tend to equate to those of North American audiences (Fu, 2013), that global movie tastes are becoming more homogeneous (Fu & Govindaraju, 2010), that there are common modes of reception between nations (Athique, 2011; Kuipers & de Kloet, 2009), and that modern-day cultural preferences are being increasingly dictated by transnational phenomena (Esser, Keinonen, Jensen, & Lemor, 2015). Another line of research argues that local evaluation methods could be dynamically replaced by global repertoires when it comes to analyzing box office hits (Kuipers & de Kloet, 2009). Indeed, globalization experts warn that modern-day intercultural media traffic could be producing greater similarities between cultures, which could be leading mankind toward a single cultural community (Castells, 1996; Giddens, 1990; Hamelink, 2013; Rantanen, 2004).

In the EU, national and European products coexist alongside the major presence of US cinema, which is widely accepted by audiences (EC, 2014a). For many years, American movies have enjoyed a dominant position in the European market: 64% of the movies released in Europe and 18 of the 20 most successful ones were from the United States (Richeri, 2016). Moreover, although the European audiovisual industry is powerful, there are differences between its national markets in terms of production, distribution, and consumption (EC, 2014b), and Europe has generally defended the idea that movies are works of art, rather than commercial products.

Cross-Cultural Contrasts


As it is believed that social context influences relationships with the media, and particularly movies (Jancovich, 2011; Staiger, 2005), there is a demand for knowledge about the differences and similarities between contemporary audiences (Biltereyst, Maltby, & Meers, 2012), although this aspiration is nothing new.

Research toward the end of the last century reported the existence of major differences in the amount of media available to adolescents from different European countries, and particularly in the way they use it (e.g., Livingston, 1998; van der Voort et al., 1998). Since then, attempts have been made to understand how European audiences consume media on the basis of their differences and similarities regarding both regional cultures and globalization (Livingstone, 1998, p. 447). However, the variety of countries and languages in the region has always been an obstacle to studies on national and Europe-wide media and identities (Bergfelder, 2005).

Research indicates that nationality does have an influence on audiovisual preferences and tastes (Bowman, Jöckel, & Dogruel, 2012; Fu, 2013), and there are studies that support the notion that audiences’ local cultures and languages are the aspects that best characterize and explain their reception processes (Morley, 1992). In turn, local cultures are delimited by territory, social relationships, and an understanding of phenomena (Massey, 1994). Researchers also believe decisions about content may be produced idiosyncratically (Morley, 1992; Fu, 2013). Audiences react to content in heterogeneous accordance with cultural traits, which include social standards and aesthetic judgments (Morley, 1992; La Pastina & Straubhaar, 2005). Globalization certainly seems to change media experiences. However, the process introduces new sources, resources, and references that affect the environments where media is consumed and mean that the effect does not work in a single direction. The social experiences of a globalized world are also influenced by institutional, commercial, regional, and ethnic dynamics that operate on local, regional, and national levels (Livingston, 1992). New transcultural environments are therefore affecting the processes whereby people receive and consume culture, and it is advisable for national and transnational cultural preferences to be specifically separated (Kuipers & de Kloet, 2009; Veenstra, Kersten, Krijnen, Biltereyst, & Meers, 2016).

Meanwhile, in media psychology very little is known about the consumption of entertainment from a cross-cultural perspective, so there is also a demand for nation-level comparisons, unpackaging studios, meta-analyses, indigenous approaches, and value analyses of the popular media on offer around the world (see Odağ, this volume). All of this justifies studies that explore cross-cultural differences in media consumption. This text is a response to those demands.

The Relationship Between Teenagers and Cinema Today: A Longitudinal Study


Hereinafter, we report on the results of a broad longitudinal exploratory research project funded by the European Commission through the Creative Europe (2014–2020) program,1 the EU’s macro instrument for the promotion of the cultural and audiovisual sectors. The research sought information to run European courses on film literacy and achieve the optimal level of generalization/specificity by countries (Soto-Sanfiel, et al., 2018b). It involved the creation of a free, extracurricular film literacy course for high schools and its subsequent evaluation.

The results of this project are contained in a research report (Soto-Sanfiel, 2016), although partial results have recently appeared (or are about to appear) in different scientific publications (e.g., Angulo-Brunet & Soto-Sanfiel, 2018; Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019, 2021). This text presents the most relevant conclusions of those publications in terms of entertainment.

One of the specific study goals was to identify the general characteristics of the psychological relationship between modern-day European teenagers and cinema and to explore whether it includes any cross-cultural differences. The research collected information about what motivates teenagers to go to the movies, their movie preferences, their general conceptions about cinema, and their opinions about European cinema. Cross-cultural contrasts were then performed.

In order to obtain the largest possible sample, the researchers offered the course to numerous schools with similar technical (e.g., suitable tech rooms for viewing movies) and sociodemographic (e.g., middle-class, urban settings) characteristics. Finally, a total of 937 teenagers (56.24% female) from 27 schools, 28 cities, and 8 European countries (Croatia, England, France, Germany, Iceland, Italy, Romania, and Spain) participated freely in the course and agreed to be part of the research. The mean age of the sample was 15.49 years (RgAge = 13–19 years, Median = 15, SD = 1.24) (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2018a).2

The data were analyzed in different steps and statistical tests, starting with general response magnitudes and trends for each variable and for the total sample, which informed about teenagers’ overall attitudes on a European scale (their common traits). Cross-cultural contrasts between countries by variables and trends were then performed, specifically comparing the results for each country with the general tendencies. This revealed the different responses by country. A variety of statistical tests were applied depending on each kind of variable, the response format and the normality of the dataset (e.g., Fisher’s exact test, Chi-square test, Kruskal-Wallis’s test, Factor analysis, pairwise comparisons).

We now present the results for the whole sample for each variable, followed by the cross-cultural contrasts.

Movie Consumption by European Teenagers


Motivations for the Consumption of Cinema


The results indicate that teenagers’ main motivations for going to the movies are hedonic. They go to the movies to: (1) have fun, (2) spend time with family and friends, (3) relax, and (4) be entertained. Other psychological motivations are adduced on a secondary level: (5) experiencing strong and exciting emotions, (6) escaping reality, and (7) experiencing other realities. The study also reports that motivations associated to cognitive and intellectual aspects are the ones that bear the least weight in explaining why adolescents go to the movies, namely, (8) being educated, (9) talking with friends, (10) being informed, (11) discovering and learning about people and cultures. Finally, according to the study, the least important motivation among adolescents is pleasing their families, which ties in with considerations about the role of the family in the cinematographic education of teenagers (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019). Adolescence is a critical period when children are exposed to new and different situations and try to establish their identities. They therefore tend to seek support from friends and distance themselves from their families (Irwin et al., 2002). In addition, social interactions outside of the family environment are usually highly intense and affect their behavior (Escadíbul et al., 2013). So media are agents of adolescent self-socialization (Arnett, 1995).

The results are similar to those of Austin (1985), Cuadrado and Frasquet (1999), Möller and Karppinen (1983), Tesser et al. (1988) and Van de Vijver (2017), who all find that young people are motivated to go to the movies by the search for entertainment, information, and interaction. Soto-Sanfiel (2016) extends on Möller and Karppinen (1983) by finding that intellectual motivations carry less weight than hedonic ones.3

Movie Preferences


According to the research results, adolescents strongly believe that there are differences between European and North American cinema, but they prefer the latter. They also vehemently prefer movies with surround sound (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019).

However, they insist that they do not prefer movies from their own countries over those from other countries, or 3D movies over 2D, and they prefer movies to be dubbed rather than subtitled. They do not consider other aspects of movie consumption to be relevant. For example, they do not mind whether they watch movies on television or in the theater, with famous or unknown actors and directors, or blockbusters as opposed to independent productions.

The study also reveals that, for the total sample, the most important factor in terms of movie preference is commercial relevance (e.g., productions by major studios); the second is conversion to their national languages (e.g., they prefer dubbed movies and consider this to be an indicator of quality); the third is the country where a movie is made (e.g., they prefer US productions to European or national ones) and aesthetic aspects (e.g., genre, sound, 2D as opposed to 3D) come last (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019).

For the entire sample, the aspects that most define the movie quality are the plot, cast, and soundtrack. The least important are the set, lighting, advertising, commercial distribution, and makeup (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019).

This preference for commercial and North American movies agrees with studies that have found that international audiovisual preferences are increasingly inclined toward American products (Fu, 2013), are becoming more homogeneous (Fu & Govindaraju, 2010), respond to transnational phenomena (Esser et al., 2015), and represent global modes of processing (Kuipers & de Kloet, 2009). Teenagers relate to the contents in accordance with cultural traits, social standards, and aesthetic judgments (La Pastina & Straubhaar, 2005; Morley, 1992), influenced by transnational forces (Kuipers & de Kloet, 2009).

The fact that teenagers in the sample prefer movies to be dubbed into their own languages confirms that language is a key factor (Fu, 2013; Morley, 1992); perhaps because it fosters immersion and enjoyment (Kruger, Doherty, & Soto-Sanfiel, 2017). In fact, it is the most influential element of local culture on preferences, which informs studies of transnational consumption (Bowman et al., 2012; Fu, 2013).

Teenagers are also vulnerable to the influence of North American multinationals, which reflect neoliberal ideologies and capitalism (Grainge, 2008). The major Hollywood studios saturate the movie market, establish concepts of what high production values are, and encourage a blockbuster culture to control the way audiences relate to movies (McMahon, 2015). The teenage preferences in this sample suggest that these strategies are working, and are far-reaching. Teenage identity-building involves the active selection of media messages from the available media repertory (Ellithorpe & Bleakley, 2016) and the consumption of foreign products distorts that identity (Beck, 2006). Future research should consider these possibilities together with identity theory in audiovisual consumption (e.g., García Canclini, 1995; Straubhaar, 2007).

Meanwhile, the teenagers in the study have no preferred genre. Most of them like movies of all genres, while a significantly smaller proportion has no preference for any. However, when asked to choose, teenagers prefer action movies, comedies, and adventures. The genres they like least are historical, crime, avant-garde, and westerns (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019). These results suggest an inclination toward lighter genres that produce sheer enjoyment through direct emotional responses (Vorderer et al., 2004). However, other studies find that education is a predictor of favorite genres (Veenstra, Meers, & Biltereyst, 2019), whereby more educated youngsters reject fewer genres; they seem to be more open to a diversity of audiovisual stimuli. Future research could examine whether more educated teenagers prefer genres that require greater intellectual effort, as well as the consequences for development. The results also show that group satisfaction is an important factor of movie choice (Veenstra et al., 2019; Van de Vijver, 2017). Upcoming studies should therefore validate the results reported by middle class children of a similar education level (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019) against more sociodemographically varied samples.

Use and Consumption of Movies


The teenagers in the sample tend to mostly watch movies at home (mainly on television and, to a lesser extent, on computers). Theaters come second, but in a much smaller proportion, while movie viewing elsewhere is minimal.4

These results are similar to those of Veenstra (2017), who like Soto-Sanfiel et al. (2019), finds that teenagers prefer seeing movies on the big screen, but watch them at home for what Van de Vijver (2017) cites as financial reasons.

Meanwhile, the teenagers in the sample mostly go to the movies with friends, and to a lesser extent with their families, and very rarely in other kinds of company (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019).

The youngsters say that they choose the movies they see at the theater mainly on the basis of the advertisements on television or the internet. When they want to watch a specific movie, teenagers go to the theater. This shows that their movie repertoires are shaped by commercial affairs, and is coherent to what has been proposed earlier. The second most popular option is television. In very small numbers, they rent movies on DVD, and only a third confessed to having downloaded movies in the previous month (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019). These results are also coherent with Veenstra (2017).

Conceptions of Cinema


The results reveal that teenagers clearly and intensely view cinema an artform, with its own expressive language, like photography or painting (Soto-Sanfiel, 2016; Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2018a). They state that they may have been swayed by institutional and educational discourse in the region about the artistic nature of cinema and their answers are a consequence of that. Social and cultural assumptions determine teenagers’ perceptions of art (Chen, 1996) and Europe views cinema as such (Bergfelder, 2005). Teenagers may also believe that entertainment is a function of art, and therefore of cinema. Studies are clearly needed on teenage notions of art and its functions, including cinematographic art.

These teenagers also believe that movies should express emotions, can educate, and are a highly profitable and powerful industry, and that the way movies are consumed is very important. They are aware that watching a movie with friends is different, and that doing other things while watching a movie hinders their understanding and enjoyment. They also claim that in order to understand a movie well, it is better to watch it without interruptions. Paradoxically, teenagers are the age group that multitasks the most while consuming media (Voorveld & van der Goot, 2013).

Adolescents have negative attitudes toward aspects associated to the social commitments of cinema, whereby they do not believe that movies need to reflect society, nor that they should be critical of or true to reality. This is coherent with the previous consideration that cinema should entertain.

Neither do teenagers view directors to be more important than actors, and they are not interested in following their careers. However, they are interested in those of actors. They are not interested in classical cinema, which shows the importance of current, trendy and commercial aspects of media, and movie, consumption among teenagers.

Likewise, adolescents do not feel that their immediate environments can provide them with knowledge about movies, nor do they believe that talking with friends or family will increase their cinematographic knowledge. But they do say that they would like to know more about cinema, although this is largely because the research was conducted in relation to a voluntary course on film literacy. But what cinematic knowledge do they consider valuable and what do they view as the most suitable method? Future studies should explore this.

Conceptions of Different Cinematographic Traditions


The adolescents in the sample clearly get greater satisfaction from watching US movies than European ones, although they have seen and enjoy the latter. However, they have a negative view of movies made in their own countries, which they consider to be of poor quality, and they prefer to have other traditions to their own on their cinematic menus.5

Likewise, these teenagers have clear ideas about the nature of European cinema, which they feel is less extravagant and commercial than the North American variety, but they are not sure whether it is more realistic, or presents more social or sexual diversity than other traditions. They are convinced that European cinema is of no better quality than that of other traditions. Future studies should contrast these statements with data on the way teenagers view European movies. These ideas may be primarily derived from beliefs maintained in their cultural environments.

European Teenagers and Cinema: Cross-Cultural Contrasts


As stated earlier, the research sought proof that the cultural context, or country, influences the way teenagers relate to cinema.

Motivations


Motivations for moviegoing were strikingly similar for all countries in the sample (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019). Regardless of nationality, youngsters seek fun, entertainment, relaxation, and the chance to spend time with family and friends.6

However, the research did find some differences between specific countries in the importance attached to specific motivations. For example, Croatian teenagers adduce cognitive motivations (e.g., being educated, being informed) more than the others, and Germans do so to a lesser extent. Cognitive motivations are the least cited by teenagers.

Romanian, French, and English teenagers look to escape reality in greater proportions, while youngsters from generally more northerly countries (Germans, Icelanders, English, and Croats) go to the cinema to experience strong emotions more than the others do. Finally, Icelandic, Croat, and German teenagers seek fun more than others do.

Upcoming work should look in greater depth at cross-cultural differences between the more secondary motivations in this study, taking into account different variables, such as personality and need for affection. These variables could be compared with other more societal ones, such as audiovisual market and country size. For instance, in 2017 in Croatia, 4.5 million theater tickets were sold, while the figure in Germany was 122.3 million (UNIC, 2018). Germany (357.021 km2) is 6.3 times bigger than Croatia (56.542 km2). It’s population is almost 20 times larger (82.79 vs. 4.15 million people). One might also ask whether the translations of the Soto-Sanfiel (2016) study into local languages, despite being done by experts, could have affected the measurements. Qualitative studies of these matters would be appreciated.

Preferences


Soto-Sanfiel et al., (2019) also compared the preferences of the teenagers in each country to the general trends of the overall sample to find out whether any countries had particularly exceptional preferences.

The analyses revealed that German and Italian adolescents differ in a greater number of aspects than the other nationalities, which suggests that they have comparably more country-specific ideas. Germans are more assertive in their belief that there are differences between US and European movies, and also in their preference for 3D movies. Meanwhile, Italians are more intensive in their preference for surround sound and subtitled movies, and also in their belief that there are differences between movies for the big screen and for television.7

The research also identified the aspects that produce the biggest differences between adolescents. The most controversial are those associated to sound (e.g., preferring dubbing to subtitling, preferring surround sound). In Romania, where movies on all audiovisual supports are subtitled, teenagers are far more negative in their attitude to dubbed movies than anyone else. Responses to this variable depend on how movies are usually consumed in each country.

The study also found that Italian and English teenagers have the greatest preference for commercially relevant movies. Likewise, Germans and French consider technical and aesthetic aspects more important. Previous literature offers no reliable explanation for these differences, but it would not only seem to be a consequence of the cinematic tradition of each country. In France, Italy and Germany major art movements have emerged (e.g., Nouvelle vague, Neorealism, German Expressionism, Neuer Deutscher Film, etc.). The British film industry is also highly respected and successful, although its identity is disputed due to its proximity to US and European cinema.

The teenagers coincide in their choice of quality indicators for movies. The study observed occasional differences: Croatian, German and English opinions are more consistent in claiming that the plot, cast, and soundtrack are the aspects that most define movie quality, while Spaniards, French, and Italians have more varied opinions (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019). There may be North-South differences between these concepts of cinema and such aspects as teenage assertiveness and types of questionnaires/responses may also be factors. Future studies could look in greater depth at these matters.

Uses and Consumption of Movies


According to the statistical contrasts (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019), there are no cross-cultural differences in terms of the typical places for viewing movies, but there are differences in the devices used to watch them. Croatian and Italian teenagers watch more movies on television, while English and Germans only watch movies on television as a last resort. Recent studies have confirmed that fiction is the predominant television genre among 15- to 34-year-olds in a broad sample of countries (Eurodata, 2018).

There are also differences in how often teenagers from different countries go to the movies. The biggest discrepancy is between Croats saying they rarely go to the movies while the French go more than twice a month. Official statistics support this result. While Croatians buy 1.1 tickets per capita, the French buy 3.2. (UNIC, 2019).

According to the research data (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019), higher proportions of French teenagers go to the movies than those in other countries, reflecting how France has the highest cinema attendance figures in Europe (CNC, 2018). Teenage moviegoing thus reflects cultural consumption practices and where cinema stands in respective societies.

As stated earlier, adolescents from the eight countries manifest that they mainly go to the movies with friends. But the English and Spanish generally go with friends more than the others, while Germans and Romanians are significantly more likely to go with their families. These differences may reflect intra-family cultural habits in these contexts.

Teenagers in the sample also differ in the way they choose movies. Icelanders, Croats, and Romanians use a variety of sources to decide which movies they want to see, while Spanish and Italians use television to a greater extent. Note that Italy and Spain are first and second in the list of European countries that watch the most television (El Periódico, 2018).

French and Germans are more likely to find out about movies on the Internet, which is coherent with the way they use aesthetic and technical criteria to guide movie choice. French and German homes also top the rankings for the availability of broadband Internet and web connectivity (Eurostat, 2018).

The research found differences in the way adolescents fulfill their cinematic needs (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2019). Italians and French go to the movies more, although Italians, along with Croats, also watch more movies on television than the others do. As stated earlier, France and Italy are among the countries with the highest number of theater admissions, while Croatia is among the lowest (EAO, 2019). Future studies could examine why Croatian teenagers watch more movies on television than other nationalities. It may be because of the status of cinema in different social and cultural settings, for financial reasons or a mixture of these factors.

Meanwhile, Germans and English rent movies more than other nationalities, and the former download fewer movies from the Internet, a touchy issue because it could be illegal. In Germany, the growth in video-on-demand services is relentless (Goldmedia, 2018) and it leads Europe in online purchases (Eurostat, 2018). German teenagers are immersed in a pay-per-view movie culture, which would explain this trend. And the English may download fewer movies because the UK is leading the way in combatting internet piracy. The Get it right from a genuine portal government program (Creative Content UK Partnership Ltd, 2017) monitors illegal downloads on British soil and instigates legal action. So English teenagers are aware of the consequences of downloading movies and act correspondingly.

Conceptions


The research presented a number of differences between countries regarding this question, most especially among Italians and Germans. Italians state more emphatically than more than half the sample that cinema is storytelling. They also disagree most that cinema is a form of cultural expression. Meanwhile, Germans are more intense than more than half of the sample in their belief that movies can be used for political and propaganda purposes.

The research also identified specific conceptions that are more fervently sustained by teenagers in certain countries, which suggests that teenage conceptions of cinema in general are associated to specific cultural settings (see Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2018ª).

Conceptions of European Cinema


The aspect that produces the most diverse attitudes among the teenagers in the sample is the view that European movies are more artistic, predictable and patriotic, and have better scripts and fewer prejudices than those from other traditions. Ideas on this issue vary significantly between countries. There are also major differences regarding the idea that watching an American movie is more satisfying than watching a European one (a detailed description of these differences appears in Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2018a).

Young Italians, English, and Germans differ in the greatest number of conceptions. Italians have a more negative attitude to movies from their own country, which they consider poor quality and do not want to watch. They also believe that European cinema is no more realistic or culturally diverse than US cinema. Germans, on the other hand, get no greater satisfaction out of American cinema, and do not believe that European cinema is more patriotic. Unlike the Italians, they have a positive attitude to movies from their own country. In Germany, 23.5% of screenings are of national movies, and the figure in Italy is only very slightly lower (23%) (UNIC, 2019). This result could be explained by the perceived quality of national movies, the social identity of national cinematography, or the success of foreign marketing strategies. Finally, the English have a positive attitude to British films but are more negative about European ones, the exact opposite of the others (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2018a). The UK has the highest quota of nationally made movies in its theaters (44.8%) (UNIC, 2019). This could be explained by English respondents feeling that their cinema is more distant from the European variety and closer to that of Hollywood.

Gratifications from Cinematographic Consumption


With the essential objective of sparking debate on the nature of adolescents’ gratifications during the consumption of movies, Soto-Sanfiel et al. (2021) observed the responses in terms of entertainment of Italian, German, and Spanish teenagers to three European dramas on current social issues. The researchers measured their subjects’ appreciation (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010), narrative engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009) and enjoyment.

After validating the scales for the specific samples and languages, they found that German teenagers had a greater narrative understanding than Italians and greater emotional understanding than Spaniards (Soto-Sanfiel & Angulo-Brunet, 2020).

For the Spanish and Italian sample, a correlational network analysis (CNA) was then performed, a technique that has recently been applied in psychology (Epskamp, Borsboom, & Fried, 2018) but that is not well-known in communication. A CNA graphically displays the relationship between theoretical components without prior hypotheses. It interprets psychological behavior as a complex interplay of components and indicates the potential structure of the interactions between them.

The results of the study suggest similarities in the responses of Spanish and Italian teenagers to the movies they saw. However, these response patterns could not be generalized to all movies: the theoretical models of the teenagers’ responses are specific. Adolescents first dynamically model their responses to each individual movie, and only afterward do so in accordance with their cultural context.

The results also found relationships between the examined concepts, thus shedding some light on teenagers’ gratifications. For example, they show that Italian teenagers always relate enjoyment to appreciation, but Spaniards associate it to different dimensions of appreciation depending on the movie. It is also found that the emotional aspects of narrative engagement are those that are most related to appreciation among adolescents from both countries. Consequently, when teenagers learn life lessons or reflect on human affairs, this seems to be related to the emotional impact of the movie. The researchers also find that liking a movie is related to the suspense, lasting impression, and moving/thought-provoking elements (Soto-Sanfiel et al., 2021).

Final Remarks


This chapter proposes that there is scope to ask how and why a medium that is over a century old continues to win over adolescents in environments where such a wide variety of other forms of entertainment are mercilessly competing for their interest. The information it offers must necessarily be submitted for confirmation in future studies as has been repeatedly stated throughout. Hopefully this text will trigger greater interest in the subject.

In general, the studies have found reasons to believe that local, regional, and global forces are involved in the psychological characterization of the movie experience among European teenagers, who relate to them dynamically to diverse aspects and on different levels. Although general tendencies can be observed in European teenagers’ movie experiences, some uses, conceptions and preferences are attributable to more immediate contexts, some of which have been identified in this chapter. The availability of sophisticated modern data gathering and measurement instruments will help us to understand the interplay between those forces on a variety of cultural and personal planes.
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How Do People Evaluate Movies?

Insights from the Associative–Propositional Evaluation Model
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[E]valuative responses play a significant role—if not the most significant role—for understanding social behavior.

—Bertram Gawronski (2007a, p. 579)




Evaluation is something we do at all times. We evaluate persons, political parties, food, even abstract concepts such as liberty—the number of possible evaluation objects is infinite. Thus, it is an almost trivial conclusion that people also evaluate media and more specifically entertainment media content. Consequently, as entertainment researchers, we need to understand the role of evaluation in shaping individuals’ daily media diets. Our chapter focuses on movies as a specific entertainment medium, but the theoretical rationale is equally applicable to other entertainment media such as novels or video games. We focus on movies as an example and as a specific object of evaluation for two reasons: First, movies are a significant part of individuals’ media use. People invest considerable time and money to watch films either in a theater, on TV or DVD, or as video streams on the Internet. Second, given the dual nature of movies as works of art and entertainment, movie evaluations reflect the entire bandwidth of possible evaluative outcomes—from a spontaneous sense of liking or disliking to well-founded critique. For instance, on social media, individuals may express spontaneous positive evaluations by clicking the Like button, or they may elaborate their evaluations in online blogs, on shopping websites (e.g., Amazon), or on movie platforms (e.g., Rotten Tomatoes). At the same time, a growing number of audience members turn to this information for guidance concerning their own media choices. These examples show that evaluations can play multiple roles. But what exactly is evaluation? How can it help expanding our knowledge about and explanation of entertainment phenomena? How do we evaluate movies and related information?

To tackle such questions, we start with a brief discussion about how to define evaluation. We then introduce the associative–propositional evaluation (APE) model (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, 2007, 2011) and apply it to address the question how movies are evaluated. The APE model distinguishes between two mental processes: On the one hand, associative processes (i.e., the activation of associative patterns by feature similarity and spatiotemporal contiguity) can lead to spontaneous affective reactions that serve as a quick, intuitive response (implicit evaluation). On the other hand, the propositional processing of an associative pattern (i.e., the validation of activated information) can also lead to a parallel outcome of evaluative judgment (explicit evaluation). This model of mutually interacting associative and propositional processes provides an integrated framework that can help explain the complexities of evaluating media content. We discuss the APE model’s theoretical implications concerning specific phases of media use and its relevance for entertainment research in general. As we argue, the APE model can offer an overarching framework to integrate several evaluation-related constructs in previous entertainment research. We conclude by using the model to address some open questions and provide an outlook for further research.

What Is Evaluation?


Evaluating an object means to determine how much we like that object: we judge something as good or bad, as pleasant or unpleasant (De Houwer, 2009). Evaluative judgments often seem to occur intuitively, but they are not as simple as it may seem at first sight. For example, considering the question how much you liked the last movie you have seen or the last episode of your favorite TV show may illustrate the multifaceted nature of evaluations, ranging from spontaneous gut feelings to well-deliberated judgments. All evaluative judgements seem to share a common objective, however, that is to inform individuals’ decisions to approach or avoid objects and behavioral options that they encounter in daily life (e.g., De Houwer, 2009; Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2011; Tesser & Martin, 1996). For instance, if individuals evaluate the beginning of a movie or a pilot of a TV show negatively, they would probably stop watching it. At the most abstract level, evaluation can be defined in terms of this functional distinction between good and bad or approach and avoidance, but such a definition that focuses on the goals of evaluation remains unclear concerning the underlying low-level processes, the conditions under which these processes operate, or how these processes are translated into behavior (De Houwer, 2009, p. 37). It also remains unclear what features are taken into account when an object is evaluated and how overall evaluative judgments are formed. Depending on what features are considered and how they are processed, evaluative outcomes may differ substantially. This becomes evident in the case of movie or shopping platforms, where a variety of comments and ratings refer to the same movie but are highly polarized (for examples, see Chamorro-Premuzic, Kallias, & Hsu, 2014, p. 88, or Schneider, 2017, p. 49). Another difficulty lies in the fact that evaluation as determining the liking of an object (i.e., evaluation as a process) is not directly observable, whereas its outcomes—evaluative responses caused by an object (i.e., evaluation as an effect)—can be operationalized in various ways (e.g., Facebook Likes, Amazon stars, ratings on a Likert-scale, response latencies, or physiological indicators). As a result, defining evaluation as responding to an object in an evaluative manner (e.g., De Houwer, 2009, p. 37; Eagly & Chaiken, 2007, p. 583) or “as the effect of stimuli on evaluative responses” (De Houwer, Gawronski, & Barnes-Holmes, 2013, p. 253) has the advantage of making it easy to determine whether an object (e.g., a movie) has been evaluated. In short, we can observe the outcome but not the process. However, we can theorize how the presence of an evaluative response relates to the presence of a process that results in an evaluative response. Consequently, as De Houwer (2009, p. 38) put it, “independent of whether evaluation is defined as a process or an effect, the study of evaluation boils down to the study of evaluative responding.”

Evaluative Responses and Related Concepts


Evaluative responses are a long-standing research topic in the field of entertainment research. Conceptually related terms such as liking, preferences, enjoyment, and appreciation have been used to describe entertainment phenomena (for an overview, see e.g., Nabi & Krcmar, 2004). One prominent example is the enjoyment-as-attitude approach, which conceptualizes enjoyment as “an attitude with affective, cognitive, and behavioral antecedents and consequences” (Nabi & Krcmar, 2004, p. 305). Evaluative responses are a core defining element of attitude as “a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 1). Although the attitude concept can be useful as an integrative label (cf. Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2007), we suggest that evaluative responses to movies and underlying processes can be described more precisely by focusing on manifest evaluative responses. As several authors have noted (e.g., De Houwer et al., 2013; Fazio, 2007), the concept of attitude is fraught with conceptual ambiguity. Particularly, one problem that arises with equating manifest behavioral evaluative responses with latent mental representations like attitudes conflates the explanandum (i.e., the evaluative responses that need to be explained) and the explanans (i.e., the latent mental construct that should explain these responses). For instance, using evaluative responses to a specific movie as proxies for an attitude toward this movie and, at the same time, assuming that an attitude toward this movie causes these responses is conceptually circular (e.g., De Houwer et al., 2013; Fazio, 2007). Moreover, such an approach makes it conceptually difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle other factors that influence evaluative responses from attitudinal influence. Further, other controversies surround the questions how many attitudes a person holds, why evaluative responses to the same attitude object differ, or why attitudes and behaviors are often not consistent (e.g., Gawronski, 2007b). Focusing on evaluative responses and their underlying processes may resolve some of these controversies (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, 2007). Following current approaches in social cognition research, we do not suggest that terms like “attitude” or “liking” should be abandoned completely. In fact, they may serve as integrative concepts if defined inclusively (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 2007) or if theoretical frameworks are applied that specify the levels of analysis (e.g., De Houwer et al., 2013; for a recent discussion concerning attitudinal media effects in general, see also Coenen & Van den Bulck, 2018). However, using the attitude concept without any theoretical specifications gives little insight into the underlying processes (i.e., how evaluative judgments are formed). We return to these issues in the last part of this chapter, after we have introduced the APE model, which allows us to shed light on the related terms and processes from different angles.

The Associative–Propositional Evaluation Model


The APE model grew out of a line of theorizing in social and cognitive psychology that was strongly influenced by domain-specific dual-process models (cf. Payne & Gawronski, 2010). For instance, in the field of persuasive communication, one of the most prominent examples is the elaboration likelihood model (ELM; e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; for an overview of more domain-specific dual-process models, see Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Gawronski & Creighton, 2013). The ELM explains how different message features impact attitude formation and attitude change via different routes. Other domain-specific dual-process models deal with impression formation (e.g., Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999), attitude–behavior relations (e.g., Fazio, 1990), or, more recently in the realm of entertainment research, with the effects of entertainment media on political outcomes (e.g., Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; see also Schneider, Bartsch, & Leonhard, this volume). Several attempts have been made to integrate these domain-specific approaches into generalized dual-process models, which distinguish between two types of processes that serve as building blocks of judgments and behavior (e.g., System 1 and System 2 processing, Kahneman, 2003; associative and rule-based processing, Smith & DeCoster, 2000; reflective and impulsive processing, Strack & Deutsch, 2004).1

One of the most influential generalized dual-process models is Gawronski and Bodenhausen’s APE model (e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, 2006b, 2007, 2011, 2014a), which assumes that two distinct, but mutually interacting processes—associative and propositional processes—lead to different behavioral outcomes, based on implicit and explicit evaluations, respectively. Associative processes are characterized as the activation of mental concepts in memory, leading to a first, process-specific evaluative response, namely an implicit evaluation (or affective reaction). Implicit evaluations are neither true nor false. For instance, in the case of a creature-feature horror movie, implicit evaluations can be reflected in viewers’ biopsychological reactions (e.g., facial expression, skin conductance). In addition, propositional processes can be activated, through which individuals think about what is on their minds. For example, adult viewers are usually aware that their emotional response is unfounded, because the horror creatures are fictitious and only exist on the screen. If associatively activated patterns elicit propositions that are consistent with the implicit evaluation, the propositional processing of an activated pattern directly leads to a second kind of process-specific response, namely an explicit evaluation (or evaluative judgment). In this case, implicit and explicit evaluations are in line with each other. If, however, associatively activated propositions are judged as invalid, this inconsistency leads to an unpleasant feeling of dissonance (Festinger, 1957). In our example, this would be the case if a negative affective reaction toward the monster elicits the propositional belief “I’m afraid of the movie monster,” but thinking about this also elicits propositions like “I dislike being afraid” and “In reality, such monsters do not exist,” which in sum creates a temporarily inconsistent belief system. To resolve such a dissonance, the viewer could reject one or more of the included propositions (e.g., invalidate the belief “I’m afraid of the movie monster”) or search for additional propositions to restore consistency (e.g., “It’s okay to be afraid of monsters in horror movies” or “I like it if a movie really scares me”). According to the APE model, if an affective reaction is rejected as a valid basis for propositional reasoning, explicit and implicit evaluations are dissociated. If consistency can be restored, however, explicit and implicit evaluations are in correspondence with each other. Ironically, if a proposition is negated (e.g., negating the belief that one is afraid of monsters), this can reinforce the mental association between “monster” and “being afraid,” resulting in higher dissociation between explicit and implicit evaluations. Conversely, seeking propositions that affirm the negative affective reaction to the monster (e.g., “I like it if a movie really scares me”) can increase the correspondence between implicit and explicit evaluations.

As should be clear from this example, implicit and explicit evaluations are not only conceptually different—they also need to be measured with different methods. Implicit evaluations that are elicited by associative processes might best be assessed by applying indirect measures (e.g., physiological indicators, response times). Explicit evaluations that result from propositional reasoning are usually assessed by applying direct measures (e.g., interviews, questionnaires). However, although conceptually different, both processes do not work independently from each other (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a; Strack & Deutsch, 2004). Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006a, 2011) discuss four basic cases in which direct influences on propositional processes are unrelated to or mediated by associative processes or vice versa. Moreover, combinations of these effects may occur. In this chapter, we focus on two basic and two combined cases that are of particular relevance with regard to the evaluation of movies. For more examples, the reader is referred to the work of Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006a, 2011).

In the default mode (bottom-up), propositional processes are fully mediated by associative processes (Figure 30.1A). This means, activated associations are affirmed and accepted as valid. For instance, discovering one’s favorite song in a film score while watching a movie might elicit positive associations. If the soundtrack of a movie is an important criterion for one’s evaluation of a movie (i.e., a salient propositional belief), such an activated association fits into the propositional processing of the quality of the film. Thus, implicit and explicit evaluations of the movie correspond with each other. To elicit associative patterns, the features appearing in the movie do not need to match prestored mental representations exactly; it is sufficient if stimuli are spatiotemporally contiguous to existing representations. This can be illustrated by analogy with the power of algorithmic recommendation systems that are based on previously watched (e.g., Netflix, YouTube) or evaluated movies (e.g., moviepilot.de). Such a recommendation system makes use of the similarity of previously encountered features. Although features in a previously seen and a newly recommended movie may not be identical, similarities in classified genres, featured actors or characters, story lines, and so forth, can elicit associative processes. Previously encountered features are more likely to be positively evaluated on an implicit level if they are encountered again. This is in line with the mere exposure effect (cf. Zajonc, 2001).


[image: display]
Figure 30.1 Potential direct and indirect influences of a film stimulus on associative and propositional processes and their corresponding evaluative responses (A, B) and potential combined direct and indirect influences (C, D).

Source: Adapted from Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2011): A, B, see Figure 2.3, p. 80; C, D, see Figure 2.5, p. 91, reprinted with permission.





According to the APE model, changes in propositional processes can also influence associative processes (top-down; Figure 30.1B). For instance, if viewers have read film critiques (or have general background information) before actually watching a movie, such prior knowledge might directly influence propositional processes during exposure (e.g., they might pay special attention to the critically acclaimed status or exceptional thrill of the movie, or the authenticity of acting of an Oscar winner). These propositional processes can activate associative patterns, thereby influencing associative processes and outcomes. Again, implicit and explicit evaluations are in line with each other, however associative activations did not elicit propositional processes, but the other way around.

In other cases, associative activation and propositional validation can lead to different outcomes—as illustrated by empirical findings on implicit social cognition (for more details, see Payne & Gawronski, 2010). With regard to movies, for example, in an unambitious social drama, erotic scenes involving attractive actors may be arousing and may elicit positive associations, even though these scenes are not essential to the story line. An indirect measurement of such activated associations would probably reveal positive implicit evaluations. However, these implicit evaluations may be unrelated to explicit evaluations. If asked to self-report their evaluations (e.g., via questionnaire), viewers would probably make negative explicit evaluations, for example, about the routine story or the unrealistic development of the plot in the movie. Thus, explicit and implicit evaluations are dissociated, although the same scene had elicited both—an example for a combined effect (Figure 30.1C).

Concerning movies, combined direct and indirect effects of film stimuli on associative and propositional processes may appear most frequently (Figure 30.1D). For example, a movie like Dead Man Walking may directly elicit propositional processes by revealing new arguments for and against the death penalty. In addition, it may also elicit associative processes (e.g., if parents in the audience empathize with the victims’ parents in the movie). Furthermore, propositional processes may activate associations (e.g., of past trials and convictions). Finally, associative processes may elicit propositional reasoning (e.g., comparing scenes of the film to personal beliefs about death penalty).

Implications of the APE Model for Research on Movie Entertainment


As explained in the previous section, the APE model provides a differentiated framework for analyzing possible direct, indirect and combined effects of associative and propositional evaluation processes in the case of movies. However, compared to traditional experiments in social cognition research, one challenge of applying the APE model to movie evaluations lies in the complexity of the stimulus. Films are complex, dynamic, audiovisual stimuli with a specific run time that can be divided into different nested units. For instance, a movie can be divided into sequences, comprising different scenes, which consist of different shots, and even shots can be composed of different elements. Consequently, every unit can be an object of evaluation, and can thus elicit processes that produce evaluative outcomes (see Fahr & Früh, this volume). Segmenting a movie into meaningful sequences requires criteria based on film analysis. This has been rarely done in media psychology research so far (for remarkable exceptions, see Suckfüll, 2000, 2010). To date, entertainment research has focused on complete movies, although sometimes excerpts, trailers, or written descriptions about the content have been used as substitutes.

To complicate matters further, a movie does not only elicit evaluative responses related to the content, as described in the previous examples. Movies as objects of evaluation can be categorized into at least three broad dimensions: (1) film-inherent features such as story or cinematography, (2) film-external features such as awards or film critiques, and (3) (anticipated) effects of the film on the viewer, including emotions or cognitive effort for example (Schneider, 2017). Additionally, all three dimensions of evaluation can elicit associative and propositional processes and resulting evaluative responses before, during, and after movie exposure.

Although these challenges are interwoven, it is useful to distinguish between evaluative responses before, during, and after movie exposure for two reasons. First, evaluative responses before, during, and after exposure are mostly based on different types of information. For instance, movie trailers, awards, critiques, and word of mouth serve as film-external input stimuli, and thus can elicit associative and propositional processes already before exposure to a movie. During exposure, movie viewers have firsthand cognitive and affective experiences and can further consider the film-inherent features (e.g., story, cinematography, etc.). After exposure, social and communicative activities such as talking with others about the movie, commenting about the movie online, or seeking additional information about the content or the actors, can build on previously formed evaluative representations and confront them with additional film-external cues.

Second, evaluative responses can be linked to different psychological constructs, depending on the different phases. For example, research on evaluative responses before exposure has focused on individuals’ motivations for viewing a movie (e.g., gratifications sought), whereas evaluative responses during and after exposure have been linked to individuals’ experiences of a movie (e.g., gratifications obtained). Besides these psychological constructs, additional factors that can inform evaluative responses have been investigated from a media economics perspective (e.g., word of mouth, reviews, and advertisements).

Evaluation Before Exposure


Evaluative responses before exposure are usually formed in the absence of knowledge about film-inherent features (except in the case of repeated viewing, or film segments included in trailers). However, film-external stimuli and anticipated effects of use can activate mental representations and processes, and can stimulate evaluative responses. Given that evaluations help to decide whether to approach or avoid the object of evaluation, it seems important to elucidate associative and propositional processes that result in movie choices and selective exposure as major behavioral outcomes of evaluation. Concerning film-external sources, the movie marketing literature has extensively researched factors that can influence evaluative responses to movies (for overviews, see e.g., Hadida, 2009; Simonton, 2009). Especially, prior aggregated evaluative information about movies such as critical acclaim and word of mouth recommendations have been found to influence individual-level responses to movies (e.g., Burzynski & Bayer, 1977; dʼAstous & Touil, 1999; Jacobs, Heuvelman, ben Allouch, & Peters, 2015; Wyatt & Badger, 1984, 1990). This illustrates that explicit evaluations of movies can manifest themselves as film-external stimuli (e.g., film critiques) that in turn can elicit associative and propositional processes and evaluative responses in potential viewers already before exposure. Thus, the evaluative output of some viewers can serve as evaluative input for others.

With regard to anticipated effects of use, individuals may choose movies that fit their personal characteristics (cf. disposition–content congruency hypothesis, Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). This has been addressed in theoretical models of media choice (e.g., uses and gratifications, gratifications sought and obtained [GSGO], and selective exposure; for overviews, see, e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015; Krcmar, 2009). These approaches share the common assumption that trait-like individual characteristics are shaped by accumulated prior implicit and explicit evaluative responses to media exposure, which are stored as mental representations in memory. Most notably, movie genre preferences and subjective movie evaluation criteria have been described as accumulations of such evaluative responses to movies across the life span (Valkenburg & Cantor, 2000; for a discussion, see Schneider, 2012). Likewise, more general entertainment preferences such as hedonic and eudaimonic motivations (Oliver & Raney, 2011) seem to include valence components that are linked to mental representations of prior accumulated evaluative responses. Generally speaking, most of the models and constructs mentioned previously focus on evaluative representations with either positive valence (associated with approach motivation), or negative valence (associated with avoidance motivation) based on prior accumulated evaluative responses to similar movies (e.g., Fahr & Böcking, 2009; Palmgreen, Cook, Harvill, & Helm, 1988).

A prominent example in this context is the GSGO model. Drawing on expectancy–value theories (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), it combines prior beliefs that a medium (e.g., a movie) possesses a specific attribute with evaluations of this attribute to predict gratifications sought and media choice (e.g., Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982). From the perspective of the APE model, film-external information (e.g., advertisement, trailer, word of mouth) can elicit associative and propositional processes directly, indirectly, or in combination. Goals and intentions to seek such information make it likely that new propositional information is encountered and propositional processes are directly influenced. In addition, to validate such information and to arrive at an evaluative judgment, individuals may retrieve prior information from memory. This direct influence on propositional processes is also represented in the GSGO model (i.e., novel or stored propositional beliefs and evaluative representations). The GSGO research traditionally uses questionnaires to assess these beliefs and evaluations, meaning that only explicit evaluations and propositional processes are investigated. From an APE model perspective, the assumptions of two mutually interacting processes, associative and propositional, and two corresponding evaluative responses, explicit and implicit evaluations, would enrich theories and models that, like the GSGO model, mainly focus on propositional processes and explicit evaluations.

Another example is the mood management theory (see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume). According to Knobloch-Westerwick (2015, pp. 214–216), mood management shares some similarities with expectancy–value models (e.g., the anticipated effect of choosing a movie to enhance mood as a positive goal). In contrast to the GSGO model, however, “mood management theory does not dedicate much attention to the interplay of beliefs and evaluations but focuses on the perceived situation with regard to mood experience and its impact on media selection” (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015, p. 214). Thus, MMT emphasizes the affective state (in terms of the APE model: a temporarily activated associative pattern; Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, p. 700) that serves as a basis for an explicit evaluation or media choice. However, MMT makes no assumption that propositional processes may also be at work (see e.g., Smith & Neumann, 2005, pp. 301–303, who discuss Russell’s [2003] core affect theory through the lens of dual-process theories). Such propositional processes may be necessary to validate activated associative patterns. Moreover, MMT draws on Festinger’s (1957) notion of dissonance reduction (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015, p. 216; Zillmann, 1988). However, determining cognitive inconsistency and dissonance reduction are exclusively related to propositional reasoning (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, 2011; Gawronski & Strack, 2004; Gawronski, Strack, & Bodenhausen, 2008). Thus, the APE model can offer a novel, more fine-grained look at how achieving hedonically pleasant states is related to propositional reasoning.

Although evaluative responses are part of the theoretical core of the GSGO model and MMT, little is known about how these (accumulated) evaluative responses emerge. Moreover, it seems important to better understand the interplay of associative processes (e.g., affective responses) and propositional processes (e.g., validating beliefs, expectations, motivations). This may not only be helpful to explain how explicit and implicit evaluation are formed based on external stimuli before movie exposure; associative patterns elicited by external stimuli may still be active and exert their influence during exposure. Moreover, even if previously learned associations (via associative or propositional learning)2 are not activated anymore, they can easily be reactivated later and then influence explicit and implicit movie evaluations during or after exposure.

Evaluation During Exposure


During movie exposure, several processes related to evaluative responses unfold in mutual and continuous interaction. For example, cognitive theories of emotions assume that appraisal processes are critically involved in eliciting emotions (e.g., Scherer, 2013), which, in turn, can be reappraised in the form of meta-emotions (e.g., Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, & Viehoff, 2008; Schramm & Wirth, 2010). Appraisal processes are conceptualized as processes with evaluative outcomes—as evident in the definition of appraisal processes “whose function is to evaluate the implications of stimuli for wellbeing” (Moors & Scherer, 2013, p. 136) or in the so-called stimulus evaluation checks and their outcomes (e.g., Scherer, 2013, p. 154). Through the lens of the APE model, stimulus evaluation checks can be described as both associative and propositional processes (Scherer, 2001, p. 103). This is not explicitly stated in the literature on the APE model so far, but several scholars elaborated on the importance of emotions in dual-process theories (e.g., Deutsch, 2017; Smith & Neumann, 2005) and discussed the connection between affective, associative, propositional, and appraisal processes (for a recent discussion, see e.g., Deutsch, 2017, pp. 58–61). Generally, empirical evidence suggests (cf. Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003) that some emotions may be predominantly driven by associative processes (e.g., disgust, fear), whereas others include high-order knowledge and propositional processes (e.g., shame, pride). Likewise, appraisals in general might differ along a continuum of predominantly associative versus predominantly propositional processing. This conclusion is subject to different interpretations, however, depending on which theoretical perspective is preferred and how broad appraisals are conceptualized (e.g., Dalgleish, 2003; Moors & Scherer, 2013). Emotions have been described as both activated associative patterns (Bower, 1981) or propositions (e.g., Smith & Neumann, 2005), and seem to play an important role for evaluative outcomes in both roles. Thus, despite the ongoing controversy about the causal role of appraisals (Moors, 2010, 2013), it seems safe to conclude that—especially during movie exposure—processes that elicit evaluative outcomes are conceptually similar, if not equivalent, to appraisal processes and that these evaluative outcomes can include emotional responses. In addition, such reactions can contribute to more deliberate, overall judgments after movie exposure.

Other examples of evaluative processes that occur during movie exposure include moral judgments as articulated in affective disposition theory (e.g., Raney, 2004; Raney & Bryant, 2002), parasocial interaction (e.g., Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011; Tukachinsky & Stever, 2019; also see Brown, this volume), and identification (e.g., Igartua, 2010; Klimmt, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009; also see Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). These approaches share a common theoretical focus on media figures as objects of evaluation, and a methodological focus on self-report measures. For instance, affective dispositions toward characters are based on moral evaluations of those characters’ motives and behaviors. However, it remains unclear, which underlying processes lead to what kind of evaluative responses. Addressing this research problem from the perspective of the APE model can help to clarify and extend these previous theoretical approaches based on domain-specific dual-process perspectives (e.g., the continuum model by Fiske et al., 1999, as applied in Sanders, 2010).

Concerning identification with media figures—“defined as a temporary alteration of media users’ self-concept through adoption of perceived characteristics of a media person” (Klimmt et al., 2009, p. 356, emphasis in original), Klimmt et al. (2009) suggest the use of indirect measures to assess the temporary shift in activated associative patterns of the self-concept. More specifically, Klimmt, Hefner, Vorderer, Roth, and Blake (2010) created an implicit association test (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) to measure identification with video game characters on an associative level. Again, such an approach can benefit from applying the APE model as a theoretical framework because it allows specifying hypotheses about the interplay of underlying evaluative processes and responses. With regard to Klimmt et al. (2010), who measured both implicit and explicit evaluative responses to assess identification with video game characters, the APE model can help provide testable assumptions about the underlying processes, conditions, and moderators (e.g., why implicit and explicit evaluations were not associated).

Evaluation After Exposure


Movie evaluations have often been investigated from a media effects perspective. Accordingly, evaluative responses to movies have been operationalized as post hoc judgments after exposure. As outlined earlier, these judgments are not only related to film-inherent features (e.g., story or cinematography) but also to the (anticipated) effects of film viewing (e.g., the viewers’ expectations or experiences). For instance, Oliver and Bartsch (2010) explored how well specific dimensions of audience responses (e.g., fun, suspense, and moving/thought-provoking) predicted more general movie evaluations (e.g., liking, appreciation, and enjoyment) using self-report measures after watching a movie. Their approach has stimulated a growing line of research (cf. Schneider, Bartsch, & Oliver, 2019, Table A1) that focuses on propositional processes and explicit evaluations of inherent features of the entertainment media products and of (anticipated) entertainment experiences. From an APE model perspective, this line of research needs to integrate associative processes and implicit evaluations. Moreover, given the nature of self-report measures after exposure and the lack of theoretical assumptions about the mental representations and processes, we can only speculate post hoc about how the evaluative responses emerged. Reframing concepts like appreciation and enjoyment with the help of the APE model could provide valuable insights. We suggest that all entertainment experiences imply propositional and associative processes. Preliminary evidence comes from a study of Bartsch, Kalch, and Oliver (2014) who found that affective responses (being moved) stimulated propositional responses (reflective thoughts), and that both predicted positive evaluations of the movie. However, from an APE model perspective, the assessment of affective responses using self-report measures after exposure needs to be complemented with implicit measures to cross-validate these findings.

Some studies dealing with entertainment phenomena have applied indirect measures. For instance, Lewis, Tamborini, and Weber (2014) used response latencies to measure appreciation and enjoyment as evaluative responses to endings of narratives. Building on Tamborini’s (2011) model of intuitive morality and exemplars, they suggested that “enjoyment is a positive response that results from quick, intuitive processing” and “appreciation is a positive response characterized by the type of slower, controlled appraisals necessary for weighing the salience of conflicting needs” (Lewis et al., 2014, p. 399). Such an approach could benefit from applying the APE model as a theoretical framework that specifies possible patterns of how implicit evaluations can result from underlying associative and propositional processes (e.g., direct, indirect or combined effects). The inclusion of instruments to measure both implicit and explicit evaluations in combination with a priori hypotheses can give insights into the underlying processes because of the resulting pattern of evaluative responses. To address the methodological challenge of disentangling viewers’ responses to different movie-related objects of evaluation (e.g., film-inherent features and entertainment experiences), it is important to arrive at a deeper understanding of the dynamic evaluative processes and to move beyond postexposure measurement.

Discussion


Evaluative responses are pervasive and vital for daily life. All kinds of objects can elicit evaluative responses, including entertainment media and movies in particular, as illustrated in this chapter. By applying the APE model, we propose an overarching theoretical framework that integrates different entertainment phenomena in the context of movies before, during, and after exposure. In the remainder of this chapter, we highlight the benefits of such an approach and address some related questions.

Why Study Evaluation?


What is the advantage of studying the evaluative responses to entertainment content such as movies over traditional approaches such as enjoyment (e.g., Oliver & Nabi, 2004)? First, it is important to note that the APE model does not substitute established concepts in entertainment research. Rather, it provides an overarching framework for analyzing the common building blocks of entertainment phenomena and common underlying processes. Entertainment research has a long tradition of borrowing theories and models from social psychology, including a number of domain-specific dual-process models. In this context, the APE model can provide an updated and generalized version of a dual-process model that allows for a more fine-grained theoretical and empirical analysis of various entertainment phenomena before, during, or after exposure. For example, the APE model offers innovative research perspectives on processes of entertainment media selection and purchase (Hartmann, 2009), experiential-affective dynamics during message exposure (Fahr & Früh, this volume), motivational processes of repeated and prolonged “binge” consumption of entertainment (Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume; Tannenbaum, 1985), and insights into the seemingly paradoxical nature of ambivalent evaluations such as guilty pleasures (Panek, 2014; Reinecke, Hartmann, & Eden, 2014) or appreciation of unpleasant content (Bartsch, 2012). It can be particularly useful if the focus is on underlying processes, that is, how evaluative responses emerge. Moreover, it may provide a framework for deriving precise hypotheses but also developing new research questions based on theoretical assumptions about underlying evaluative processes and their complex interactions. In addition to explicit evaluations, we assume that implicit evaluations can be powerful predictors of social behavior in general (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a; Strack & Deutsch, 2004) and of entertainment consumption in particular (e.g., movie choice; Yeh, 2012). The particular strengths of the APE model apply in cases where movie viewers are undecided or have no previous information about the movie (cf. Galdi, Arcuri, & Gawronski, 2008; Galdi, Gawronski, Arcuri, & Friese, 2012). Given the predominant focus of entertainment research on self-report measures, implicit evaluations have remained under-researched so far. The additional use of indirect measures can reveal findings in which explicit and implicit evaluations diverge due to different underlying processes. Identifying and investigating such cases can provide important insights into entertainment experiences.

How Should Implicit Evaluations Be Measured?


Indirect methods and measures such as implicit association tests (e.g., Greenwald et al., 1998), affect misattribution procedures (e.g., Payne, Cheng, Govorun, & Stewart, 2005), Facial Action Coding System (e.g., Ekman, Friesen, & Ancoli, 1980), or psychophysiological measures (e.g., Weber, 2015), are possible options to measure implicit evaluations. A number of additional approaches have been extensively described elsewhere (e.g., Wittenbrink & Schwarz, 2007), some of which have already been applied and tested in media psychological studies (for an overview on indirect measures in media effects research, see Hefner, Rothmund, Klimmt, & Gollwitzer, 2011).

What Is the Conceptual Relationship Between Evaluative Responses and Attitudes?


The APE model represents recent advances in social cognition and attitude research, thus, we see our approach as an update and extension of Nabi and Krcmar’s (2004) theoretical elaboration on enjoyment as an attitude. We agree with Nabi and Krcmar’s (2004) discussion of enjoyment and related terms (i.e., liking, attraction, appreciation, preference, entertainment) and their interpretation of media enjoyment as an attitude. What the APE model can add is an updated approach to explain attitudinal phenomena based on recent social psychological research (e.g., De Houwer, 2009; De Houwer et al., 2013). In particular, the APE model does not equate attitudes (or their mental representations) with the evaluative responses caused by attitudes. Rather, evaluation is defined as the effect of different stimuli on evaluative responses. Recently, Coenen and van den Bulck (2018, pp. 42–43, Principle 3) have put the same argument forward in the general context of attitudinal media effects. Such a distinction allows specifying questions about the causes and moderators of evaluative responses and the role of mental processes and representations as mediating mechanisms without conflating explanans and explanandum. For more details on how evaluative responses and the APE model relate to conceptualizations of attitudes, see Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2007).

Are Associative and Propositional Processes Just Synonyms for Other Dual Processes?


Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006a, 2006b) provide an in-depth discussion of the relationship between the APE model and traditional domain-specific dual-process theories that are well-known in communication science (e.g., the ELM, Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Two points are of particular relevance here. A first crucial difference is that associative and propositional processes are orthogonal to the influence of central and peripheral cues, respectively (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, pp. 710–711), that is, both central and peripheral cues can be processed associatively or propositionally or in combination. Secondly, central to the ELM (and also to the heuristic–systematic model, e.g., Chen & Chaiken, 1999) is the assumption of influences of central/systematic or peripheral/heuristic features under conditions of high or low cognitive elaboration, respectively. In contrast, the APE model assumes that cognitive elaboration is only one of several determinants of propositional reasoning (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a, 2011).

Are Associative and Propositional Processes Just Synonyms for Automatic or Controlled Processes?


Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2011, 2014b) extensively discuss the distinction between operating principles and operating conditions. Operating principles define what a particular process is doing. Associative processes are defined as the activation of associative patterns by feature similarity and spatiotemporal contiguity. Propositional processes are defined as the validation of activated information concerning its consistency (e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2014b, p. 189). In contrast, operating conditions define when such processes are operating. Following Bargh (1994), the four operating conditions of automaticity are awareness, intentionality, efficiency, and controllability. Associative and propositional processes can operate on all of those conditions. For instance, going back to our example for Figure 30.1C (i.e., watching an erotic scene), viewers may or may not be aware of activated associations (i.e., their affective gut responses).

How Is the APE Model Represented in Contemporary Entertainment Research?


Although the 2006 article (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006a) introducing the APE model has been cited over 2,000 times in the last ten years, surprisingly little research in communication research or media psychology has built on it. A brief glimpse at the relevant papers in these fields shows that they only refer to the 2006 paper either to elaborate on the implicit–explicit distinction or as an example for current dual-process theories. The notable exceptions mainly focus on attitude change (e.g., with regard to stereotypes, smoking, or specific products in a movie). However, these attitudinal outcomes are not directly related to entertainment; rather, they are typical outcome variables of research addressing persuasive media effects (for a brief overview, see e.g., Payne & Dal Cin, 2015). Thus, although the APE model has been applied to media-related topics occasionally, to our knowledge, media entertainment experiences or movie evaluations have not been among them yet.

What Should Entertainment Research Focus on When Considering Movie Evaluations?


Earlier, we outlined ideas about the role of movie evaluations before, during, and after exposure of a movie. Following De Houwer et al. (2013, p. 283), two general questions can be asked with regard to every phase: (1) “Which elements in the environment moderate evaluation?” and (2) “What mental processes and representations mediate evaluation?” Whereas the first question addresses the functional relations between environment and behavior, the second refers to the cognitive or mental level of analysis.

Concerning the first question, environmental factors that moderate the stimulus–response relation have not been systematically investigated with regard to movie evaluation so far. For instance, if the focus is on the complete movie as an entity or on specific film-inherent features, other (film-external) stimuli such as recommendations or location of viewing can moderate evaluative responses. Additionally, individual differences in motivations or past experiences can moderate the interplay of evaluative processes (e.g., if a specific criterion like story innovation is important for evaluating a movie, Schneider, 2017).

With regard to the second question, given that mediational representations and processes are hard to measure, manipulating and examining them in a series of experiments can be a helpful alternative (Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010; Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005). Especially, cognitive research on films (e.g., Bordwell, 1985; Ohler, 1994; Schwan, 2001) can be more strongly connected to emotion-focused entertainment research and give insights into how film-related information is mentally represented and thus can be used to alter such representations. Moreover, recent concepts like eudaimonic or self-transcendent entertainment experiences (e.g., Oliver et al., 2018) heavily rely on evaluative representations and processes. Thus, revisiting such concepts through the lens of associative and propositional processes and appropriate ways of measuring implicit and explicit evaluation could enrich theorizing about eudaimonic and self-transcendent entertainment experiences.

Alternatively, entertainment phenomena can be used to challenge and test general dual-process theories like the APE model if entertainment theories highlight their additional value in explaining evaluative responses above and beyond general dual-process models.

Concluding Remarks


The question at the core of this chapter was how people evaluate movies. According to the APE model, the answer is via associative and propositional processes, which are assumed to be the underlying processes for implicit and explicit evaluations, respectively. These qualitatively distinct but mutually interacting processes can be directly or indirectly influenced by the features of a movie. Based on the way they interact and the conditions under which they operate, the same movie stimulus can produce response patterns, which result in changes in implicit but not explicit evaluations, explicit but not implicit evaluations, or corresponding changes in both kind of evaluations. Although we predominantly used evaluative processes concerning movies to illustrate our reasoning, the APE model as a generalized dual-process model can be applied to any other entertainment medium (e.g., video games or novels) as well. Such a perspective may open new avenues for entertainment research by delineating the underlying processes of established constructs that have been predominantly examined as explicit evaluations so far.
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TV Series Fandom as Eudaimonic Consumption


José Antonio Muñiz-Velázquez and Javier Lozano Delmar




Consumer Behavior and Happiness


Considerable research has examined the relationship between happiness and consumerism, and many authors highlight the inverse relationship between happiness and consuming more in general terms (Dunn, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2011; Dunn & Norton, 2013; López-Casquete, Muñiz-Velázquez, & Gómez-Baya, 2018). Clearly, apart from problematic situations and extreme contexts, greater purchasing power and consumption per se do not appear to be strong determinants of happiness; the key factor instead is being more intelligent about how one uses money to achieve happiness, that is to say, being less materialistic.

There is a broad consensus that materialism is positively correlated with neither psychological or eudaimonic well-being nor subjective well-being or hedonism in the medium term, although it is related to unhappiness and depression (Muñiz-Velázquez, Gómez-Baya, & López-Casquete, 2017). What does appear to be clearly associated with well-being, however, is investing time and money in lived experiences, rather than material goods, based on the understanding that experiences are enriching and nourishing and expand the breadth and depth of one’s life trajectory (Carter & Gilovich, 2014; Dunn & Norton, 2013; Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2014; Schmitt, Brakus, & Zarantonello, 2015). It is also believed that experiences, in contrast to more materialistic consumerism, allow one to avoid the trap of social comparison, which is already known to be detrimental to happiness (Lyubomirsky & Ross, 1997).

If any area of consumerism within the sphere of experiences is currently undergoing a veritable boom, it is the consumption of TV series. Specifically, we refer here to the consumption of experiences based on stories that are often rich and complex and that involve cognitive and intellectual challenges, learning, and discovery and hence personal, emotional, and intellectual growth, or, in the words of Huta (2017), elevation. If we then add the fan dimension, this type of consumption also features another highly interesting dimension from a scientific viewpoint, which is the subject of this chapter.

Fans, Meaningful Entertainment, and Eudaimonia


Within fan studies, there are ongoing debates regarding what a fan is and is not. As Taylor aptly states: “Fan identity is unlikely to be experienced in the same way by all individuals who identify as fans” (2015, p. 174). The initial debates focused on participatory culture, active spectators, and fan communities and tended to simplify reality by dividing spectators into two categories: passive spectators and more active spectators, who consumed content while participating, engaging in dialogue, creating content, and forming and joining communities. However, as Click, Gray, Mittell, and Scott explain in a conversation regarding the future of fan studies: “This isn’t to say we should limit our definition of the ‘fan’ to someone who is actively producing transformative fan works, and we believe it behooves us as scholars to paint fan participation with a broad brush” (2018, p. 437).

Bury (2018) argues that although “the majority of fans of popular television can indeed be classified as participatory, […] most are clustered on the less involved end of the continuum, doing more than viewing a favourite programme or series, but not directly engaging in the hallmark practices associated with participatory culture” (2018, p. 126). The author continues, “As a first step towards reframing fan studies, I suggest that participation be understood as a continuum: the practices that require the least amount of involvement in participatory culture on the one end, such as information seeking, and those requiring the greatest amount of involvement on the other” (2018, p. 125).

As stated, fan studies are beginning to accept the broader reality of what it means to be a fan by considering that consumers, regardless of their actions (e.g., sharing, engaging in dialogue) or type (e.g., creating content, fan fiction), treat consumption as an experience or an adventure that goes beyond mere viewing. As Jenkins, one of the fathers of fan studies, states, when consumers form this emotional and experiential connection, “engaging within a participatory culture requires and fosters skills and knowledge, and it provides a safe space to experiment with new passions or activities” (Jenkins, 2018, p. 18).

Therefore, several studies have sought to connect fan identity with eudaimonic consumption and, therefore, well-being: “Whereas well-being is primarily defined in terms of pleasurable experiences in the hedonic research tradition, scholars in the field of eudaimonic well-being research have proposed a broader theoretical explication of well-being” (Reinecke & Oliver, 2017, p. 5). As stated by Rigby and Ryan, eudaimonia concerns living a life that is focused on “pursuing meaning, virtues, and excellences” (2017, p. 34). “Roughly speaking, hedonic contents involve pleasure/enjoyment/satisfaction, and comfort/painlessness/ease […] focus on taking and consuming what one needs and wants” (Huta, 2017, p. 15). By contrast, as stated in chapter 19 of this volume, “entertainment consumption can also serve to stimulate rewarding affective and cognitive experiences that contribute to emotional well-being in more complex and sustainable ways” (Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume, p. 363). Peterson and Seligman (2004) developed a 24–character strengths model, classifying these strengths into six virtues. These strengths are, in short, a set of behaviors, attitudes and life skills that tend to be held by those who achieve a complete sense of well-being as human beings, that is, they possess a happiness that is both hedonic and eudemonic.

One study on Spanish spectators who considered themselves fans of a certain film or television series observed two factors influencing eudaimonic motivations: the cultivation of cognitive-intellectual and social-emotional growth (Lozano Delmar, Sánchez-Martín, & Muñiz-Velázquez, 2018). Another study that expands on these results concluded that when “the spectator identifies himself or herself as a fan, he or she does so with a highly active sense of discovery, turning the viewing into a cognitive-intellectual and socio-emotional meaningful adventure that makes him or her grow eudaimonically. In other words, being a fan and developing fan spectator activities allows for cultivating strengths that promote human flourishing” (Lozano Delmar & Sánchez-Martín, 2019, p. 135).

This line of research coincides with recent interest in exploring the media entertainment gratifications most associated with eudaimonic perceptions or aspects (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011):

More recently, […] scholars have shifted their focus from the issue of sad media to, instead, media that may be meaningful […] In brief, this line of research argues that although much of the landscape of media content (and particularly entertainment content) is aimed at eliciting pleasure from consumers, a notable type of content is aimed at providing viewers with meaningful, touching and moving experiences.

(Oliver & Raney, 2019, p. 112)

Consequently, some authors in psychology journals have also begun elaborating on the relationship between fans and eudaimonic consumption. Hence, consistent with the previous argument, Tsay-Vogel and Sanders (2017) demonstrate that spectators who connect and relate with movies and television series in a more active, participatory and passionate way are simultaneously developing strengths and virtues linked to human flourishing:

our findings reveal that membership in a fan community enhances enjoyment, appreciation, physiological responses, knowledge acquisition, and the intention to seek fan-related materials, implying that being a fan entails high degrees of affective, cognitive, and behavioural involvement aside from simply being a passive media consumer. (Tsay-Vogel & Sanders, 2017, p. 10)

Vinney and Dill-Shackleford explored Mad Men fan fiction from the perspective of eudaimonic consumption and conclude that “one of this study’s most interesting results is that the fan fiction stories analyzed were more likely to contain at least one eudaimonic component [Character and Relationship Reflection/Elaboration, Meaning of Life, What is Important in Life, and Moving] than they were a hedonic component [Enjoyable/Pleasurable, Humorous and Sex Scene]” (2018, p. 27). Another study concludes that “the association between the scale and well-being was tested to assess the ways in which film and TV fan identity is related to well-being” (Vinney, Dill-Shackleford, Plante, & Bartsch, 2019, p. 1).

In short, consuming as a fan can be considered a paradigmatic example of eudaimonic spending (Aknin, Wiwad, & Hanniball, 2018), a growing phenomenon that is not limited to media entertainment and that results from many factors, as we explain in what follows.

Being a TV Series Fan: A Smart Investment of Time and Money


Several models systematize those factors that make certain patterns of consumer behavior more conducive to eudaimonic happiness than others. One of the most complete models is that proposed by Dunn and Norton (2013), who identify five major ways to invest our time and money more intelligently in both hedonic and, specifically, eudaimonic terms. Based on Dunn and Norton (2013) and the theoretical debate that connects eudaimonic consumption with fans, this article proposes a comprehensive view of why investing money and time in being an active TV series fan can be an important way to achieve eudaimonic happiness and well-being.

Consumption and Lived Experiences


As stated at the outset, the first consumer strategy resulting in better well-being is based on spending money (and time) on lived experiences rather than acquiring material objects (Dunn & Norton, 2013; Howell & Guevarra, 2013; Kumar & Gilovich, 2015; Peng & Ye, 2015; Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). We can use money primarily to either perform activities or acquire things. Although there are gray areas between these choices (Peng & Ye, 2015; Guevarra & Howell, 2015), there are several reasons that experiences offer better subjective and psychological well-being.

First, experiences are more likely to make us feel connected to others. Nearly all consumer experiences are performed in the company of others. Moreover, these experiences occur with someone we love or respect, such as a partner, children, friend`s, family, work colleagues, or acquaintances with whom we share certain tastes that can entail a certain emotional involvement. Seligman (2011) states that other people are key to our happiness, and it can be said that not only others but also their happiness are crucial to our happiness. Thus, experiences in which we enjoy ourselves in the broadest sense, together with others who are also enjoying themselves, are thoroughly happiness inducing.

Second, experiences have a tremendous ability to provide consumers with a good personal story to tell. If this fact is true of experiences generally, then the same is arguably true when the experience revolves around a story, such as a story from a TV series, one that is proposed by the producer or director, for example, but that nevertheless evolves in the hands of a community of fans. Hence, the story from a TV series and the personal story of the consumer become further interwoven. The narrative dimension of human beings has been demonstrated (Oatley, 2017), as well as the importance of narrative from even a biological viewpoint (Harari, 2015; Wilson, 2012), both personally, socially, and collectively. Each one of us and each of the groups of which we are part offers a narrative, which we consume or experience throughout our lives. These stories constitute what Dunn and Norton (2013) call the experiential curriculum.

Third, as demonstrated in Figure 31.1, the self of any individual is composed more of the experiences we make than of the objects we surround ourselves with. In certain ways, to a larger extent and at an internal level, I am my experiences much more so than I am my belongings, though in terms of status, the opposite may appear to be true.


[image: display]
Figure 31.1 Closeness between the self and the self’s activities and purchases.

Source: Dunn and Norton (2013).





Cavallo (2015, p. 82) states that consumer brands exist or should exist because they provide “platforms for a group of persons who share a set of values to express their identity through what they consume.” If Cavallo’s contention is true for a brand of material goods, it may also characterize the experiential consumption of entertainment. In the context of film viewing, Oliver and Bartsch “provided evidence that moving/thought-provoking experiences were more closely related to single-item measures of appreciation than to enjoyment” (2010, p. 75). In this sense, the authors define appreciation under a purely eudaimonic paradigm: “an experiential state that is characterized by the perception of deeper meaning, the feeling of being moved, and the motivation to elaborate on thoughts and feelings inspired by the experience” (2010, p. 76).

TV shows such as Game of Thrones, Westworld, or SKAM, which are all characterized by a rich transmedia universe and fan communities, are thus arguably cultivating a type of consumer experience that extends beyond mere exposure and pleasure. Fans follow stories that are rich and complex, as they seek a certain level of cognitive, intellectual, and personal growth, or elevation (Huta, 2017). Along these lines, the results of a study on Game of Thrones fans (Bourdaa & Lozano Delmar, 2015) concluded that it is more sensible to link fan identity to the act of viewing and acting within a community (modes of consumption, immersive reception, experiencing, and collecting) rather than to creation or content production. This proposal is highly similar to that of other scholars, such as, for example, Scolari (in Grandío-Pérez, 2016), Zubernis and Larsen (2012) and Taylor (2015), among many others.

For Grandío-Pérez (2016), the key determining factors of the identity of a TV series fan are precisely passion and emotion. This is the central idea connecting most seminal works on fandom (Abercrombie & Longhurst, 1998; Fiske, 1992; Gray, Harrington, & Sandvoss, 2007; Hellekson & Busse 2014; Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 1992; Lewis, 1992; Sandvoss, 2005): media fans have a rich consumer experience through the consumption of their favorite audiovisual content. “Media fandom is the recognition of a positive, personal, relatively deep, emotional connection with a mediated element of popular culture” (Duffett, 2013, p. 2).

Special Treats: Consuming Bit by Bit


The famous marshmallow experiment led by Mischel (2014) dates back to the 1960s. In this experiment, a group of children are given a marshmallow and told that if they waited for a while before eating it, they would receive another marshmallow. The experiment investigated the capacity for self-control in relation to the enjoyment of rewards. Its conclusions can be extrapolated to other segments of the population and to our general impulsiveness when choosing between rewards in life, which are often distributed dichotomously among two major and opposing groups: rewards that are more immediate and those that are less so, or delayed. The dilemma appears when the latter are greater and better than the former, which is the common scenario.

This situation captures a prevailing model of the TV series: a story delayed in different instalments that extends the previously mentioned experience in small doses. This strategy is not new. The first serialized radio programs adopted this strategy of engagement and what some call savoring (Aknin, Wiwad & Hanniball, 2018), another key element of eudaimonic spending, which is a form of spending or consumption that allows us to practice one or more character strengths. As illustrated by Oliver and Raney:

The breadth of television content—genres, narrative formats, specialized networks, the sheer volume of programmes—would seemingly make the medium ideal for the pursuit of meaning and purpose in life. The same could be said of the periodic and serial nature of typical programming, which (at least theoretically) promotes ritualistic viewing, long-term, intense identifications with characters, and extended storylines. (2019, p. 113)

Therefore, it is useful to reflect on the following key idea: if we can divide the consumption of that which we like into doses, we will obtain greater well-being per unit. Dunn and Norton (2013) give the example of a chocolate bar. Due to the effect of the hedonic curve, if we eat a piece of chocolate and then immediately another and another and so on, we reach a point at which the pleasure derived from the last piece is infinitely less than that derived from the first piece, though the investment is the same each time. The solution is to turn each time into the first time. How? By dosing consumption. This can be one of the key advantages of TV series consumption.

However, new models of serial consumption such as binge-watching Amazon or Netflix present serious obstacles to savoring a story presented in delayed instalments and small doses. These platforms prefer to offer their content at once, disrupting the seriality of programming of each episode weekly. Instead, all episodes of one program are released at the same time. Consumption, therefore, does not allow a pause for reflection, savoring or devotion. Instead, one episode quickly gives way to the next, and the platforms skip segments, including even the credits and openings, so that the experience is conceived as a whole without pause or episodic structure.

Recently, Disney’s new video on-demand platform (Disney +) announced that its original series will not follow the-all-at-once model. In contrast, they will follow a weekly release strategy to encourage more leisurely consumption. Series such as Game of Thrones or SKAM, both previously mentioned, became television events precisely because they comprised several weeks of the viewer’s audiovisual diet:

[In SKAM] the storyline was published daily and in so-called “real time,” providing the audience with a continuity which was different from both standard weekly TV release schedules and Netflix’s binge-publishing model. The publishing model meant that the time and date in the series followed the time and date of the audience’s real lives, clearly reflecting the ambition to blur the line between reality and fiction. (Schanke, 2019, pp. 11–12)

Others, such as Westworld, present an entire game for fans that becomes, as suggested by Jason Mittell (2013) in “forensic fandom,” a weekly deep dive that includes participating in forums, discussions, reviews, and analysis that allow what is happening in the series to be deciphered. Sometimes, the series does not have to invite you into the sci-fi or mystery genre. For example, the HBO series Euphoria, week after week, enjoyed an online debate around the fate of its characters that, with the end of its first season and based on its ambiguity, started the “Rue is Dead” theory.

Chapter 10 provides a reflection on binge watching consumption as a form of escapist entertainment, and far from adopting a negative perspective when focusing on it, the work highlights how escapist entertainment may be used as a functional coping strategy in some situations and may thus have beneficial effects on the well-being of media users (Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume). Related to this, in a study that analyzed the correlation between several characteristics that define fan identity and eudaimonic growth (Lozano Delmar & Sánchez-Martín, 2019), it was observed that the item Viewing (being considered a fan when the consumption of movies or television series is repetitive and constant, almost addictive), among others, is associated with eudaimonic motivations (socioemotional and cognitive-intellectual). Nevertheless, of all of the resulting items, the work explained that Viewing had the lowest correlation with eudaimonic motivations (2019, p. 135). Finally, on a recent study analyzing binge-watching under the perspective of U&G (uses and gratifications) concluded that “binge-viewers have some similar motives as regular television audiences. For example, audiences binge-watch for relaxation and inclusion [but also] by a sense of completion [satisfaction from viewing a show to its conclusion], catching up, and narrative immersion” (Steiner & Xu, 2018, pp. 13–14). Thus, on the one hand, this could be also linked to eudaimonic motivations such as the consumer experience and the intellectual and personal growth we mentioned before. Or, on the other way, we could look at these motivations as hedonic driven motivations. Either way, these last are new motivations rising in a new entertainment landscape where relationships between viewers, media and technology are changing very fast: “binge-watching is only one phenomenon of people´s emerging media use” (2018, p. 16).

Thinking in Terms of Time (and How to Enrich It)


A common saying in many cultures is time is money. Deontological and philosophical considerations aside, we believe that time is much more than money; certainly, time is possibly the scarcest good we possess in life, and moreover, it is finite. Time that is spent or invested will only return to us again as memories. Therefore, experiences, specifically good experiences, are the best investment, for they provide us with memories that we can relive again and again.

Mogilner, Cassie, Whillans, and Norton (2018) suggest that a hedonically and eudaimonically intelligent consumer must think in terms of time for several reasons. First, an investment or a purchase that may seem sensible at the outset could later turn out not to be, such as when we must later invest more time than expected on matters that we do not find pleasant and that we did not consider initially. To characterize this situation, the authors cite the popular maxim, “Don’t wish for a yacht; wish for a friend who owns a yacht.” The reasoning is simple: only with the latter can you enjoy the advantages of a good without any costs in terms of the time and effort required to maintain it. In terms of consumption, this situation is known as the swimming pool paradox, for this scenario often occurs with a pool at a country home: installing the pool may be inexpensive and easy, but maintaining the pool may not be, particularly compared to how much it is actually used.

Such observations are tightly connected with the new access economy (Mathe, 2015), in which we no longer pay to acquire things but instead to access certain services. Example of this are new entertainment platforms that, through a simple password, enable consumers to enjoy content anywhere, without investing much time and without leaving their homes. Thus, with obstacles and other costs removed, the time spent on consumption is completely enjoyable. It is interesting to emphasize that time is the most limited resource we have, and performing activities and filling our time with enriching experiences (and stories) allows us to lengthen the short time span of our lives, as Cairney (2010) reminds us when talking about literature. Thus, we could say that the fan of a TV series literally lives to a much fuller extent than his or her own experiences alone would provide by experiencing multiple media stories.

This phenomenon, apart from being close to the notion of experiential consumption discussed earlier, is also linked to the growing interest in and expansion of transmedia stories. Serial narrative consumption has become more complex and richer because transmedia narratives are expanding through several new media forms, from Twitter to instant messaging platforms: each of these media [forms] adds a new piece to the main story, prompting the audience to participate (Jenkins, 2006). A classic example of this expansion is the TV series SKAM and its multiple remakes. In all of them, following the social profiles of the characters on Instagram is essential to experiencing the narrative and expands it:

SKAM was produced and published as a transmedia narrative that was dispersed across multiple media platforms, specifically to fit Norwegian teens’ natural media habits. Chief among them was the SKAM website (skam.p3.no), where video clips, chat messages and pictures were published on a daily basis during the given season […] it created a fictional world in which the audience only saw “the tip of the iceberg,” but were encouraged to seek additional information across platforms.

(Schanke, 2019, p. 10)

Consequently, active audiences or fans interact with media content, explore additional information, discuss episodes, and even create related material. As Kohnen explains,

The creation of a narrative universe across multiple media precedes the convergence era, but transmedia engagement is a defining feature of the current relationship between industry and fans. (2018, p. 338)

The author also says that transmedia success depends on fans’ emotional investment in the text and their engagement with transmedia extensions “because they have an emotional attachment to the storyworld” (2018, p.337).

Pay First, Consume Later


A fourth habit recommended by Mogilner, Cassie, Whillans, and Norton (2018), among others, to experience more happiness with our consumption behavior is to pay before rather than after consuming. In general, separating the moment of enjoyment or consumption of a good from the moment at which we pay for the good positively impacts the psychological reward derived from that good. Moreover, if that separation occurs such that payment precedes the enjoyment of what is paid for, the reward is even greater.

The reasons for this are several. Because of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), paying prior to consuming will reinforce our decision, and hence, the convenience of consuming the good will lead us to enjoy it more, and we will experience more real or suggested satisfaction and not be disappointed. For this reason, if we pay before consuming a good, our positive expectations increase before and during the act of consumption.

Second, paying first leads us to experience greater, improved, and easier enjoyment not only at the time of consumption but also beforehand. That is, once a good is paid for, we begin to reap well-being for having purchased it, even though we are not yet using it. Imagine a vacation, for example, that we begin planning after paying for it, considering the details, and certainly enjoying it long before our departure. This effect is called the “drool factor” (Dunn & Norton, 2013, p. 88). Delaying the time of consumption with respect to the time of payment therefore increases the reward by moving the reward forward. If we apply this idea to audiovisual entertainment and fandom, it is easy to find examples. In this case, we recall the advantages of the flat fee pricing for video-on-demand platforms. Similarly, before the launch of a new series, the fan community begins savoring the series, thanks to the “drool factor” deployed so well by producers.

Investing in Others: The Fan Community


Finally, the fifth and possibly most important way to obtain greater well-being in exchange for our money (and time) is giving these resources to others. Clearly, when we acquire an object for others, our well-being not only grows but also deepens, having a notably greater eudaimonic than hedonic weight. In general, happiness and generosity are closely related (Boenigk & Mayr, 2016). We also know that prosocial spending and happiness (the happiness of the giver, that is) are mutually reinforcing (Aknin, Dunn, & Norton, 2012).

It is on this point that there is the greatest convergence between eudaimonic consumption and the phenomenon of fan communities. We can think of the expenditures of not only money but also time and effort among the fans who most actively generate and share content or discussions about their favorite series. In addition to the fact that there is a need for self-expression combined with the desire for recognition and status within a given community, these expenditures of time and effort represent large doses of generosity. Consider, for example, our simple recommendation to others when we have enjoyed a series or another narrative form, such as a novel or film. Giving promotes well-being for both parties.

In general, communities as a defining characteristic of the fan (who joins and participates in them) has been acknowledged in most studies. Some research has directly linked the socioemotional growth of the spectator (in eudaimonic terms) with their self-identification as a fan (Lozano Delmar et al., 2018). As Vinney and Dill-Shackleford explain:

The social interactions between fans are associated with increased relational and physical well-being, suggesting that film and TV fans may benefit from the opportunities for socialization and in-group membership offered by their involvement with their favourite entertainment. (2018, p. 28)

However, community and group participation does not necessarily need to be linked with fan identity, as stated at the outset: it is not necessary to be a fan to participate in group activities that require a major amount of involvement and compromise.

As an example, we turn to the digital activism of many fans around television series. This can be viewed under a double prism. On one side, there is a large fan community that agrees and organizes to run a “Save our Show” campaign. As Guerrero Pico, Establés, and Ventura explain: “Today, fan activists make strategic use of social media to request the renewal of TV series and they are able to do so by cooperating with producers” (2018, p. 315), among many other things. This occurred with series such as Veronica Mars and, more recently, with The OA, canceled by Netflix, where fans agreed to project a digital billboard in Times Square petitioning for the series to be renewed. This participation is usually associated with the highly involved fan.

However, from another point of view, there are many individual actions that do not initially function as something organized. The case of Game of Thrones and the petition launched by user Dylan D. in Change.org to rewrite the last season of the series is an example of this. More than one and a half million users have spontaneously joined this request as of this writing. This type of audience acts like any activists who exercise their freedom of expression: they are outraged citizens who participate in different scenarios and use various methods and tools to spread their protest. They are fans looking to improve a situation they are unhappy with. However, in these cases, involvement is as simple (and at the same time as powerful) as a simple click on a digital cyberactivism platform.

Conclusions


Thus far, we have presented a set of motives that can make the fan consumption of TV series a fabulous vehicle for achieving eudaimonic happiness, but these motives are not the only ones. Importantly, based on the paradigm of the 24–character strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), many other strengths and virtues can likely be exercised through fan TV series consumption, particularly those related to the human sense of transcendence, such as an appreciation of beauty, humor, gratitude or hope.

Without undertaking a detailed analysis, we could consider the aforementioned show SKAM to be a good example of the latter. The objective of the series, which continues to be extended in different remakes in every country, is to empower adolescents with narratives that talk about them and with them. Thus, upon the airing of the original Norwegian version, several websites, social media profiles, and videos were created by fans in which they expressed their gratitude for the series, what it taught them and particularly how it had changed them. As stated by Schanke:

SKAM was developed within a public service production culture which wanted to use audience engagement and emotional investment as means of generating debate and reflection in the interests of popular enlightenment. The idea was that would become better prepared to master difficulties in their own life by ‘working through’ realistic scenarios through representation […] it did not seek to create fans as loyal consumers or audiences, but as engaged (teen) citizens. (2019, p. 19, 6)

Finally, continuing to explore the strengths connected with transcendence, it might be interesting for future research to delve into the relationship of fan consumption with spirituality. For example, the purpose or meaning of life with which it is closely related. For Seligman (2011), among many others, having and maintaining a purpose in life is key to our happiness. As a compass, this vital purpose is what ultimately helps us to maintain a path of daily fulfilment as human beings and to overcome life’s ups and downs. As the key to that enduring well-being, Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, and Raney underline the role of entertainment consumption, specifically as a rewarding stimulator of “affective and cognitive experiences that contribute to emotional well-being in more complex and sustainable ways” (this volume, p. 363).

Effectively, to cultivate a sense of meaning, it is highly useful to develop awareness of the narrative dimension of life (Driscoll & McKee, 2007). In parallel, it is essential for people to find activities through which they can express their own values, as stated by Hervás and Chaves (2019). For both objectives, then, TV series fandom, specifically, can be a source of eudaimonia. From among the multiple ways to become experts in the “life story,” so to speak, cinematic art—in our case, the form of the TV series—offers a valuable option (Oliver & Hartmann, 2010; Tsay-Vogel & Sanders, 2017), whereby the TV series fan can also pose questions about the human condition and achieve a sense of transcendence (Oliver et al., 2018). Therefore, if it is true that “entertainment is a journey, not just a destination” (Fahr & Früh, this volume, p. 23), TV series fandom can be a strong ally in our lives, as it is, after all, also a journey and not a destination.

In conclusion, this chapter aims to contribute to the main theoretical approaches that connect entertainment and fan TV series consumption with happiness and well-being. Regardless of the focus of such research or the fact that there are other variables to consider when evaluating this relationship, such as education or personality (Schreier, 2006), being a TV series fan constitutes a valuable investment (of time and money) if we measure the returns in terms of real happiness. Being a TV series fan offers numerous psychological and psychosocial benefits, as could be the case with the consumption of art and culture more generally (Winner, 2018). Thus, to summarize the key ideas that this chapter tries to explain, fans engage in more active, proactive, interactive and enriching cultural entertainment, which is not simply consumed but also experienced and lived in the most immersive and broadest sense. Even more: it is shared. Therefore, this type of consumption is where hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions converge perfectly. In short, entertainment consumption centers on being happy through enjoyment while growing in terms of our values and flourishing as human beings.
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chapter 32
 
A Synergistic Multiprocess Model of Video Game Entertainment


Christoph Klimmt and Daniel Possler




When video games began their exceptional success story around the world, they imposed substantial conceptual and empirical-methodological challenges on entertainment research. How was the obviously outstanding pleasure to be explained that so many players obtained from their frequent, focused, and enduring involvement? Which approaches from traditional entertainment studies would be useful given the interactivity of such games and its implication that one and the same game rarely displays the same content, visuals, course of events, and possibly also the same meaning for two different users? Which kind of new, additional theory would be required to do justice to those “fun factors” that obviously were innovative and unique to video games?

Research on video game entertainment began comparatively soon after the onset of the medium’s rapid gain of audience size and commercial success (e.g., Vorderer & Bryant, 2006). A significant body of theoretical and empirical literature is available on video game entertainment today, and our knowledge about “how it feels” and “why it is fun” to play games has expanded dramatically (e.g., Ermi & Mäyra, 2005; Klimmt, 2003; Yee, 2006). A permanent challenge to theorizing and investigating video game entertainment is that this medium features a great diversity of attributes, such as interactivity, audiovisuality, narrative, and social connections among multiple audience members. Therefore, a great variety of concepts can plausibly be applied to characterize and explain (parts of) the entertainment experience of playing (Klimmt & Possler, 2019). It is therefore both important and challenging to synthesize the existing knowledge into a comprehensive model of those particularly typical elements of the video game experience that explain the great majority of players’ pleasure responses. Such an integrative approach can also identify blind spots in the literature and thus guide the further development of research in this subfield.

The current contribution proposes such an integrative model. It rests on an analysis of the key characteristics or “message properties” of contemporary video games that provide the basis for player experiences. The model postulates a set of experiential processes that represent the core of players’ entertainment responses to video games—those key processes that most often dominate player experiences across different game genres, particular games, distinct player types, and situation-bound gaming sessions. It links these core experiential processes and their synergetic interactions to two-factor concepts of hedonic and eudaimonic audience responses (e.g., Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015; Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume). From this integrative modeling, we finally derive both a solid explanation for video games’ sustainable popularity and programmatic perspectives for future research on video game entertainment.

Model Foundations: Key Characteristics of the Video Game


Considering video games as a medium or message system imposed substantial challenges to communication studies, media psychology, research in popular culture, and related fields. Entirely new fields such as “game studies” and “entertainment computing” emerged in response to video games’ unique dual status as both content-carrying media and action-facilitating software technology (e.g., Nakatsu, Rauterberg, & Vorderer, 2005; Wolf, 2001). Moreover, the rapid evolution of video game technologies and design principles led to impressive diversifications (e.g., mobile, virtual reality, online role-playing games, online battle arenas). These innovations pose additional complexities for understanding what actually makes a video game, and what makes it distinct from other types of entertainment media.

Against this background, we develop a pragmatic systematization of key attributes of the video game based on the literature from communication studies, media psychology, and popular culture research. First and above all, video games’ key feature is interactivity (e.g., Grodal, 2000; Juul, 2005; Weber, Behr, & deMartino, 2014). Users of video games are not exposed to preproduced, fixed messages like they are in mass communication (when exposed to movies, TV shows, novels, etc.), but can and must engage actively in order to actually “make a game happen.” Interaction through any kind of interface, including controllers, joysticks, keyboards, touch displays, or camera-recorded physical movements, is certainly the central feature of all video games and the one element that differentiates this medium from all other media of mass entertainment that had diffused previously.

Interactivity materializes in multiple features and facets (Lee, Park, & Jin, 2006), and it leaves its mark on additional (yet not necessarily unique) features of video games to bring about a specific, dynamic, and affectively relevant user experience. We categorize these features into four classes: Agency, narrative, sociality, and aesthetics. They are all intertwined with interactivity in specific and dynamic modes. For instance, narrative in video games means something very different from what we know from conventional storytelling (Murray, 1997), because a game player’s input changes the form, the temporal sequence, and ultimately also the content of what kind of story is “told” during gameplay. Through the synergistic connection with interactivity, all foundational video game attributes distinguish the medium from other modes of media entertainment.

Agency


Because of their interactivity, video games afford user action: They enable players to make decisions, to manipulate the state of the game, and to react to (changing) conditions of the game caused by the software or by other players. They also demand user action: Only if players make use of their possibilities to act, events will be triggered, progress will be made, and affectively relevant outcomes are generated (Bowman, 2015, this volume; Jansz, 2005). We label the joint setup of enabling and demanding user activity agency. Video games share this feature with conventional, nonmedia games (e.g., board or sports games; see Sutton-Smith, 1997)—they all enable and require activity. To play a video game thus means to continuously monitor and process information about the state of the game, to make decisions on initiative and responsive action, to implement decisions (e.g., make avatars move) and to observe outcomes of one’s own actions within the dynamic framework of the game (Klimmt, 2003). Hence, agency as game feature affords users’ expenditure of substantial attentional and processing resources, that is, cognitive, emotional, and physical energy (Bowman, this volume; Lang, 2006).

Narrative


Video games carry “content” and involve players in more or less elaborate stories (Ip, 2011; Lee et al., 2006; Murray, 1997). Games may convey pre-authored narrative elements through various modalities, including visual, audio and textual messages. Their complexity ranges from an ultrasimple “Aliens attack—strike back!” story background in Space Invaders (Midway Games, 1978) to a highly elaborate, multibranch, multichapter saga in Elder Scrolls: Skyrim (Bethesda Softworks, 2011). Moreover video game narratives may be (partially) open to players’ influence due to their interactivity (Aarseth, 2012). How and how deeply player action can shape game narratives varies considerably—game experts differentiate, for instance, “on-rails interactivity” (very low player influence on a game’s storyline) from “sandbox games” (very large degrees of freedom for player influence on the game story). With regard to story topics, video game narratives display the same diversity (and also popular themes) as other entertainment media such as movies or novels, including sports, adventure, science-fiction, war, and crime. Some game narratives address complexities of the human condition (such as moral dilemma or life crisis, see Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume; Klimmt & Rieger, this volume) and therefore do not qualify as “light” entertainment, but hold the potential to “enlighten” their audience just as artistically ambitious literature or films do. For instance, the 2010 game Heavy Rain (Sony Computer Entertainment) was praised by critics for involving players in an interactive story of severe moral dilemma that can motivate users to reflect on their values and ethical decision-making (see Oliver et al., 2016).

Sociality


In video games, social interaction may occur as joint activity of co-present players, but it can also be deeply woven into the process and the activity of media use itself (Klimmt & Hartmann, 2008). Co-players may communicate through in-game channels such as text chat (Peña & Hancock, 2006) or through voice connections (Williams, Caplan, & Xiong, 2007) or nonverbally through gaming behavior, for instance, by making one’s game character attack—or assist—a co-player’s character (Schmierbach, Xu, Oeldorf-Hirsch, & Dardis, 2012). In this sense, video games connect users socially and enable (and sometimes enforce) ongoing, dynamic interactions, which oftentimes generate affectively relevant outcomes. Video games share this feature—again—with conventional nonmedia games (e.g., Howes & Matheson, 1992).

Aesthetics


Finally, video games “package” their content into messages that address multiple sensory modalities, including vision, audio, and sometimes haptics (e.g., Skalski, Tamborini, Shelton, Buncher, & Lindmark, 2011). This surface presentation comes with aesthetic features—imagery, sound effects, music, stimulation of the haptic sense. While many video games display similarities to movie entertainment with regard to their aesthetic appeal (e.g., high-end, detailed computer-generated imagery, orchestral musification, powerful soundscapes), the diversity of aesthetic attributes of video games is substantial, particularly among so-called independent and experimental games (e.g., Crogan, 2018). The aesthetic component of video games connects to interactivity so that individual users produce parts of their sensory experience by themselves (Atkins, 2006): Games often allow players’ to change, to shape, and to co-create aesthetic impressions—either purposefully (e.g., when players decide to visit a place with a “grand view,” within a game world) or indirectly through their behavior (e.g., when the music reacts to players’ virtual health status). While aesthetics are understudied in media entertainment research (Cupchik & Kemp, 2000), it is clear that the (artistic, creative) design of video games are an important attribute that can strongly shape player experiences and affectively relevant outcomes.

Intermediate Summary


Video games are complex media that uniquely combine four types of key characteristics through interactivity—agency, narrative, sociality, and aesthetics. They may all impact players’ experiences and are thus relevant for entertainment theory in its own right. However, it is the synergistic and dynamic interconnection facilitated by interactivity that is constitutive for any given video game. To illustrate the interplay of the discussed key attributes, we use one of the world’s most popular video game franchises, FIFA (Electronic Arts, 1993–). This soccer simulation affords player action to make a virtual team engage in a virtual match; users’ inputs affect how the virtual soccer players move with and without the soccer ball. The agency element of FIFA games thus pertains to the possibilities to act given to players and the requirements imposed on them to perform actions that are known from soccer (e.g., passing the ball, defending against opponent forwards). The narrative dimension of FIFA pertains to the imitation of real-life soccer contexts, such as the occurrence of real teams’ and players’ names, visual appearance, and even motion patterns (e.g., cheering after a goal). The sociality dimension of FIFA includes cooperative or competitive virtual soccer matches with other human players who are either situated in front of the same screen or interconnected online. The aesthetics dimension, finally, comes as high-resolution, detail-rich audiovisual representation of football stadia and soccer action, with audio commentary adopted from television broadcasts of real matches, and energizing pop music soundtracks. All these features synergistically form a dynamic, highly personal, demanding, and powerful gaming experience. Interactive participation by players is essential to bring any of the named features to life: Constant activity is required to keep the virtual soccer match going, to realize the aesthetic potential, to participate in social challenges, and, eventually, to reach ludic and narrative end-goals (such as winning a match or a tournament).

Model Explication: Core Dimensions of Entertaining Player Experiences


Building on this characterization of video games, we will now develop a model of the core dimensions of players’ entertainment response to games. Before discussing these dimensions in detail, we will briefly reflect on our model development strategy and present the outcome component of our model—hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences.

Principles of Generativity in Theorizing Video Game Entertainment


Most past scholarship on video game entertainment has either relied on exploring players’ self-reports, such as research in the uses-and-gratifications tradition (e.g., Jansz & Tanis, 2007; Hou 2011; Scharkow, Festl, Vogelgesang, & Quandt, 2015; Sherry, Greenberg, Lucas, & Lachlan, 2006; Yee, 2006), or employed an alternative strategy of applying an existing (psychological) basic theory of human motivation to the case of video gaming. A prominent example is the employment of self-determination theory, which revealed video games’ capacity to fulfill basic human needs (feelings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness) and hence motivate players (Przybylski, Rigby, & Ryan, 2010; Tamborini et al., 2011; Vorderer & Ritterfeld, 2009).

The current model construction pursues a third strategy that combines exploratory and theory-based elements and thus follows various (empirical) contributions to understanding game entertainment in communication studies and media psychology (e.g., Klimmt, Hefner, Vorderer, Roth, & Blake, 2010; Wulf, Bowman, Rieger, Velez, & Breuer, 2018). Specifically, we intend to develop conceptual connections between video game characteristics (see previous section) and existing theories in media entertainment and psychology in order to propose well-contoured dimensions of the specific and unique experience of playing a video game. This strategy promises to provide more explanatory power, as it takes advantage of both learnings from close observation of the medium under study and from cumulative concept knowledge in past entertainment and psychological research.

Two-Factor Concept of Media Entertainment as Outcome Component of the Model


Contemporary research on media entertainment most often rests on a dual-mode conceptualization that includes so-called hedonic and eudaimonic processes and experiences (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). Hedonic entertainment experiences are frequently labelled enjoyment (Vorderer, Klimmt & Ritterfeld, 2004); much research on such experiences is based on or inspired by Zillmann’s theory program (see Vorderer, Klimmt, & Bryant, this volume; Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume). Sensory stimulation and strong affect are characteristics of enjoyment processes, for instance, exhilaration triggered by comedy entertainment, suspense evoked by crime drama, or romantic feelings as response to love movies. Eudaimonic experiences, in contrast, are most often conceptualized based on insights from positive psychology and happiness studies (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2001). In these psychological concepts eudaimonia is often defined as experiencing psychological growth, self-realization and authenticity, finding meaning and purpose in life (Huta & Waterman, 2014). Consequently, eudaimonic entertainment is typically understood as a consequence of discovering meaningfulness in media use, of appreciating the inspiration or challenge that media use is providing, of being “moved” by media messages, of media-induced reflection on purpose or core values in life, or of experiencing “resonance” in or through a message (see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume; Janicke-Bowles, Schubert, & Blomster, this volume; Klimmt & Rieger, this volume; Vorderer, this volume).

While these two experiential qualities are conceptually distinct, entertainment scholars will agree that a given entertainment medium may cause hedonic and eudaimonic experiences simultaneously and that users’ experiences of the same medium will vary between individuals with regard to the intensity of hedonic and eudaimonic components (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011). For the case of video game entertainment, most past work has focused on hedonic player experiences such as suspense (Klimmt, Rizzo, Vorderer, Fischer, & Koch, 2009), but initial evidence for eudaimonic responses to video games has been reported as well (Oliver et al., 2016). For the current project of developing an integrated model of video game entertainment, this widely adopted metaconcept of hedonia and eudaimonia will therefore serve as outcome element that enables a firm connection of the model to existing general theorizing on media entertainment.

Core Experience One: The Agentic Experience of Effectance and Competence


The agency characteristic of video games can be regarded as the primary consequence of interactivity and most often involves players in a continuous input-output loop (Klimmt, 2003): Actions conducted by a user (input) are displayed by the game (output) so that players can observe what they are causing in the game world. For instance, pressing the “X” button on the controller device causes a virtual soccer player in FIFA to pass the ball to a teammate, which will be shown on screen immediately after the button has been pushed. Such an immediate change of game states enables players to attribute game events to their own action; hence, they perceive their own efficacy. As gaming comprises many of such action-outcome observations, the activity of playing can be described as a series of (smaller and larger) efficacy experiences.

Theories of motivation and human development have identified the experience of producing effects on the environment as highly rewarding and pleasant. For toddlers and children, such reward experiences are adaptive, as they motivate further engagement with the environment and thereby enhance the children’s competencies (“effectance”; White, 1959). But also adolescents and adults have been found to value efficacy experiences (Harter, 1978). The many efficacy experiences obtained from playing a video game—regardless of narrative, social, and aesthetic concurrents—can theoretically be linked to positive emotions such as joy and hence contribute to hedonic entertainment experiences (Klimmt, 2016). Past research has provided experimental evidence for this effectance-enjoyment link in video gaming (Klimmt, Hartmann, & Frey, 2007).

Proposition 1.1. Playing a video game causes hedonic entertainment experiences through experiences of effectance.

Even random player action will trigger effectance experiences as long as it causes any effect in the game world. However, most player activities are goal-directed. In many playing episodes, a game will demand very specific actions (Bowman, this volume), for instance, by imposing a challenge or threat that players need to resolve. Even if the episode does not demand any action, players can set a goal for themselves and implement goal-directed actions (e.g., in “sandbox” games, see earlier discussion). To the extent that player inputs produce immediate effects in the game world and represent successful goal implementations (e.g., the FIFA player passes the ball exactly to the one teammate that the gamer had intended to play it to), the resulting player experience will be more complex than a mere impression of effectance (proposition 1a) would be, as it will also include feelings of ability and self-directedness. Grodal (2000) has used the term “control” to refer to this hedonically pleasant experience; studies based on self-determination theory use the term “competence” (Przybylski et al., 2010).

Proposition 1.2. Playing a video game causes hedonic entertainment experiences through experiences of competence.

Experiential processes of effectance and competence are subsumed in one core dimension, because they are closely connected to each other: Competence experiences require and build on effectance experiences; in real-life gaming, these two experiential qualities will probably go hand-in-hand most of the time. Moreover, the effectance and competence dimension matches the assumption that flow is a motivational factor in video gaming (e.g., Sherry, 2004; see Fischer, Lonergan, Hopp, & Weber, this volume). Flow can be described as a highly pleasurable experience, resulting from an optimal balance between the challenge of a task and the skill of a person who is performing the task (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). This balance rests on constantly perceiving one’s effects on the environment (the gameworld) and feeling competent to implement one’s goals. Core experience no. 1 thus covers a fundamental, often continuous element of the video game experience that has been studied under various frameworks and with different notions and that has empirically been linked to hedonic entertainment.

Core Experience Two: Cycles of Suspense and Performance-Driven Relief


Video games afford user action, which means that they almost constantly enable and require players to do something (see earlier discussion). Ludic, narrative, or social elements of a video game facilitate player perceptions that it is necessary to take action. For instance, when playing FIFA, a fast counterattack by the opposite team indicates to gamers that, in the rule system of soccer, a threat to their ambitions (winning the match) is appearing. Gamers will feel urged to respond to this in-game event (e.g., try to make their virtual soccer players recover the ball), that is, to exploit the action possibilities that the game provides for realizing or protecting their ambitions. Many situations into which gamers are put (or place themselves) under pressure to act are known from video games; for instance, episodes with enemy encounters in combat games or episodes with fast approaching competitors in racing games. In most such instances, players feel to be addressed: They must respond, do something, try to prevail. However, narrative and social game elements may also lead to episodes in which players perceive that “something has to be done,” yet they cannot engage themselves: As in a movie setting, they may observe other human co-players or nonplayer characters facing a challenging situation such as the sudden appearance of a powerful attacker “boss enemy.”

What is central to such episodes—whether they address a player directly or whether players observe them without being able to react by themselves—is an uncertainty about the outcome (Klimmt, 2003). As long as an episode has not ended, players perceive that they (or someone else) must act but do not know whether their action will bring about the desired results, whether they can master the challenge and neutralize the threat to their goals. But how an episode will end is affectively highly relevant to players (Juul, 2005): The episode outcome will make a difference between winning or losing, between a character’s virtual survival or death, between making progress or being stuck. Thus, players have a strong interest in a specific (positive) outcome of an action-demanding game episode, yet they are left uncertain whether this outcome will materialize.

Such uncertainty about an outcome connected to a strong desire for a possible positive outcome is exactly congruent with the constellation that Zillmann (1996) has elaborated as mechanism of suspense. The experience of suspense is an emotionally ambivalent state of fear of negative consequences and hope for positive outcomes that is oftentimes driving audience responses to crime drama (Raney & Bryant, 2002; see Tamborini, this volume) and live sports broadcasts (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2009; see Lewis, this volume). Most people seem to find (individually dosed) experiences of suspense highly enjoyable; in fact, suspense belongs to the most typical manifestations of hedonic entertainment (Zillmann, 1980). Initial evidence for the importance of suspense in video game entertainment has been reported by Klimmt et al. (2009). They manipulated player uncertainty about possible threats and demonstrated empirically that video gaming can indeed affect suspense and enjoyment.

Proposition 2.1. Playing a video game causes hedonic entertainment experiences through experiences of suspense.

Once a gaming episode is over, the game will in most instances display the actual outcome very clearly: The opposite FIFA team may have scored a goal or have lost the ball; the encountered enemy may have defeated the player character or may have lost the fight herself; the approaching race competitor may have overtaken the player’s virtual car or may have failed to take the lead. Players can thus compare very easily the actual outcome of an episode with the outcome they had desired. Observing the outcome of an episode will have a powerful effect on players’ emotions, executed by a process that has again been theorized by Zillmann (1983) and named excitation transfer (see Bryant & Miron, 2003). Essentially, the suspense that players feel as long as they are uncertain over the outcome of an episode is transformed in the very moment when they perceive the actual outcome: They will appraise desired outcomes favorably and feel corresponding relief and joy emotions, but will evaluate unwanted outcomes (e.g., a goal scored by the opposite FIFA team) negatively and feel disappointment, anger, or other negative emotions (e.g., Ravaja, Saari, Salminen, Laarni, & Kallinen, 2006). Therefore, uncertainty is replaced by evaluations of the outcome, and suspense (proposition 2a) is replaced by specific evaluatory emotions such as relief or sadness. Zillmann’s (1983) concept of excitation transfer explains why such emotional dissolutions of suspense come as particularly strong affects: Experiencing suspense in the uncertainty stage builds up physiological arousal (gamers are nervous and literally on the “edge of their seats”). High arousal levels cannot dissipate rapidly, so in the moment of the occurrence of an episode outcome, players’ cognitive evaluation of this outcome (that may be positive or negative) “hits” a still high level of arousal. This physiological activation renders outcome emotions more extreme—joy and relief are now experienced as “euphoria” (Zillmann, 1996, p. 219), whereas disappointment, anger and other negative emotions are felt as “dysphoria.”

However, even negative outcome emotions may be re-appraised favorably, because they end the uncertainty-suspense stage of the episode and can serve as source of motivation for continued or even intensified effort (e.g., to master a challenge in a second try). Thus, while euphoric outcome emotions (relief experiences) directly contribute to hedonic entertainment, dysphoric emotions (e.g., disappointment) may damage hedonic entertainment but, depending on players’ reappraisal of the situation, may also drive hedonic entertainment in a second step.

Proposition 2.2. Playing a video game will lead to hedonic entertainment through positive and negative high-excitation evaluatory emotions that dissolve suspense emotions.

While the proposed experiential processes of suspense and relief (evaluatory outcome emotions, 2.1. and 2.2.) mirror assumptions from Zillmanian past research on conventional media entertainment, it is important to consider the synergistic implications of interactivity in these processes (Klimmt, 2003). Due to interactivity, players may influence the outcome of many suspense-inducing episodes of video games. Their decisions, their skills, their input operations affect—albeit do not determine—whether an episode will end in the desired way. Interactivity as primary attribute of video games therefore adds the performance dimension to how players experience and evaluate episode outcomes. If an episode in which players are actively engaging, ends in a desired way, their response will thus include a perception of good performance, success, and victory. Many games deliver explicit performance-related feedback with episode outcomes, for instance through assigning points or virtual trophies, through making nonplayer characters cheer, or through conveying recognition and admiration by co-players (Peña & Hancock, 2006). If an episode ends in an undesirable way, however, players will have to attribute this outcome (at least partially) to their own underperformance and go through moments of defeat and inferiority, which are also often heralded explicitly by the game (e.g., by the announcement of “player death”).

Achievements such as victories have been found in motivational psychology to trigger powerful emotions, pride in particular (Weiner, 1985). The presence of observers (e.g., admiring co-players) may further intensify pride emotions. These emotions clearly play out in hedonic entertainment experiences, and past research has demonstrated the effect of good player performance (or explicit positive feedback to players about their performance) on positive emotions such as joy and pride and resulting media enjoyment (e.g., Bowman, Weber, Tamborini, & Sherry, 2013; Klimmt, Blake, Vorderer, Hefner, & Roth, 2009).

Of course, in many episodes, players will not achieve the desired outcomes and thus underperform; the resulting emotions will be shame, anger, or even guilt—all are likely to counteract hedonic entertainment experiences (Brown & Dutton, 1995). However, such aversive experiences may energize players’ motivational system to invest even more effort and to improve their performance in the next episode (see earlier). They also serve the function of indicating that a game is challenging, which sets the condition for feeling pride once an episode has been mastered afterward. If a game is perceived as too easy, no pride emotions will be justified after success, and winning will not be much fun. By the same token, both game software and players may adapt the difficulty level so that “good performance” is possible (but not fully predictable) and positive performance emotions can occur (Klimmt, Blake et al., 2009).

The proposed performance-related emotions such as pride will be tightly bound to the relief emotions of dissolved suspense that have been outlined in proposition 2.2: Excitatory relief after a suspenseful episode is, in the case of a desired episode outcome, accompanied by pride over the successful mastery of the challenge that had imposed the uncertainty over the outcome and the demand for player performance beforehand. As a consequence, the “euphoria” of desired episode dissolution is hypothesized to be additionally boosted by the pride of victory (positive performance emotion). Players will then feel like an athlete who has just won a very tight sports competition: They are deeply happy that the suspenseful moment is over and the outcome is positive, and they will at the same time experience a pride emotion because of their achievement. By the same token, negative evaluation emotions in the case of unwanted episode outcomes will be intensified by aversive performance-based emotions such as anger. They may, as outlined earlier, damage hedonic entertainment experiences, but also fuel ambitions to improve performance and to re-engage with the challenge, which would lead to new suspense (proposition 2.1.). Overall then, performance-related emotions are suggested to compliment the relief emotions to bring about hedonic entertainment experiences after dissolution of suspenseful episodes:

Proposition 2.3. Playing a video game will lead to hedonic entertainment through performance-based emotions.

Because video game players run through multiple cycles of suspense and outcome-related emotions, they are likely to feel strong affects, both positive such as joy, and negative such as suspense and disappointment, in many moments of gameplay. Over time, an emotional “rollercoaster ride” with many ups and (more or less) downs will therefore be characteristic of the gameplay experience. Many of those emotions that originate from evaluations of episode outcomes and are amplified through excitation transfer dynamics as well as performance evaluations will then fuel, maintain, and intensify hedonic entertainment (Klimmt, 2003).

Core Experience Three: Escapist and Meaningful Self-Transformation


Through the synthesis of agency, narrative, and aesthetics, video games invite players into imaginary worlds that they can travel, explore, and acquire. Social play allows joint journeys through game worlds, for instance, as member of virtual parties who wander through the fantasy realms of online role-playing games (e.g., Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). Substantial research on video games has focused on the experience of “entering,” “being in” and “moving through” such virtual, narrated worlds, to which various concepts from media psychology have been applied, such as (spatial) presence (Tamborini & Skalski, 2006) and transportation (Mahood & Hanus, 2017). For games, in which players control a character (avatar), the concept of identification has also been used to theorize the perceived shift into a game’s virtual surrounding (Klimmt, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009; see Bowman & Banks, this volume; Brown, this volume; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). What is common in these approaches is an understanding that engagement with a game world brings about an experience of self-transformation: Players enact an imagination of temporarily being somewhere else and/or someone else than in their real lifes, for instance, a soccer star in FIFA and the world of professional football; a war hero in a combat game and a world of (fictional) armed conflict; or a sorcerer in a role-playing game and a fantasy world full of magic creatures.

Compared to older media of entertainment, video games’ key attributes are considered particularly effective in pulling users into their imaginary worlds and to trigger convincing and continuous experiences of self-transformation. Some authors have suggested that experiences of strong absorption into fictional worlds are a driver of hedonic entertainment in itself (Tamborini & Skalski, 2006). However, we argue that the environment into which players feel absorbed must feature entertainment-relevant characteristics; otherwise immersion may not result in enjoyment. For example, in the case of frightening or aversive game worlds, absorption could even counteract hedonic entertainment. Absorption thus functions as amplifier of experiences of “being in” a virtual-imaginary environment and can be pleasurable to the extent to which the game world is appealing.

Several streams of entertainment theory connect to this game-induced experience of self-transformation. First, travels in virtual surroundings and imaginary social roles can be considered a form of escapism (Katz & Foulkes, 1962; see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume). Exploring virtual worlds with its (interesting, inspiring) differences from one’s real-life experiences may serve as relief from the hassles and sorrows of daily life and can replace stress and aversive experiences from reality with appealing novelty and discovery episodes in the digital realm. The forgetting or suppressing of aversive reality emotions and the elaboration of novel fantasy environments directly facilitate hedonic entertainment. A similar prediction has been put forward in the TEBOTS model of narrative effects (see Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, this volume); we suggest that imaginary involvement in narratives and in video games will have the same experiential—escapist—effects.

Proposition 3.1. Playing a video game will lead to hedonic entertainment through the experience of escape from real-life concern.

A second relevant avenue of entertainment theory that relates to the self-transformation effects of video game play can be found in the developmental psychology of play (e.g., Nicolopoulou, 1993), which displays important interfaces to media entertainment (Vorderer, 2001). Particularly children find fantasy play highly rewarding, which evolutionary psychology attributes to the benefits of playing for cognitive development, build-up of skills and competences, and acquisition of world knowledge (e.g., Ohler & Nieding, 2006). Fantasy play is linked to hedonic entertainment through activity-related emotions of joy, curiosity, and pride, which seems to apply not only for children, but also for adult and senior-age players (Deterding, 2018; Possler, Klimmt, Schlütz, & Walkenbach, 2017). “Being” someone different or somewhere different oftentimes implies to be in an appealing position of strength (e.g., a war hero), superiority (e.g., a soccer star), attractiveness (e.g., “Lara Croft”) or prominence (e.g., “Harry Potter”). Specifically, fantasy (video game) play may serve to temporarily overcome discrepancies between one’s perceived actual self and one’s ideal self (Bessiere, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007; Klimmt et al., 2009).

Proposition 3.2. Playing a video game will lead to hedonic entertainment through the experience of self-improvement.

Finally, the shift into an alternative reality through video game play may also stimulate reflection on serious topics such as purpose in life, morality, and normative values (Rogers, Woolley, Sherrick, Bowman, & Oliver, 2017). Challenging game narratives (such as in Heavy Rain, see earlier discussion) or “dramatic” episodes of fantasy interaction with other human online role players may add a layer of contemplation and meaningfulness beyond the actual game setting to the player experience. Through game-induced self-transformation, players may feel motivated to think about life or learn a personally important lesson such as the value of true friendship or the inhumanity of military conflict resolution (e.g., Oliver et al., 2016). Such self-transformation experiences will lead to eudaimonic entertainment (Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume), as players will discover meaningfulness or resonance (Vorderer, this volume) and feel appreciation for the inspiration they have found when they were “someone else” or “somewhere else.”

Proposition 3.3. Playing a video game will lead to eudaimonic entertainment through the experience of inspirational learning from self-transformation.

Core Experience Four: Connectedness with Virtual and Real Others


Playing video games may feature at least two layers of social experiences. One layer relates to characters in the game world (see Bowman and Banks, this volume); these may act under the control of the player (Banks, 2015) or operate autonomously (controlled by the game). The other layer relates to human co-players—personally known or unknown individuals who join in the same game setting, for instance, as teammates or competitors (e.g., Schmierbach et al., 2012). Through interaction with such virtual or real-virtual social entities, players are likely to enter experiences of connectedness. Many of these experiences may be short and come with little affective relevance; yet some social in-game episodes may bring about very strong emotions such as gratitude (Klimmt & Hartmann, 2008). For example, if a player of an online role-playing game receives help from another player so that her avatar “survives” in a heated virtual battle, this social support will probably be appreciated, and result in an emotional experience of thankfulness and communion. Based on reasoning in positive media psychology it can be suggested that gratitude, and further “other-praising” emotions likely lead to eudaimonic entertainment (see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch et al., this volume).

Beyond single episodes of other-praising emotions, long-term co-player interactions may result in strong social and emotional bonds (Cole & Griffiths, 2007). Experiencing a game together with close friends can also be a highly meaningful experience. Initial evidence from research based on self-determination theory (Oliver et al., 2016) as well as from exploratory inquiry (Rogers et al., 2017) indicates that “relatedness” and connection to co-players are important facilitators of eudaimonic entertainment experiences in games.

Proposition 4.1. Playing a video game will lead to eudaimonic entertainment through the experience of meaningful social connectedness.

Experiences of sociality during video game play may also foster hedonic entertainment, because some types of in-game social interaction bring about pleasant emotions of joy or pride. Parasocial interaction with funny or attractive nonplayer characters (e.g., Hartmann, 2008) may serve as one example; shared humor among co-players of an online game (e.g., Peña & Hancock, 2006) would be another example. Experienced social connections to virtual or real-virtual others thus holds the potential to also stimulate hedonic entertainment.

Proposition 4.2. Playing a video game will lead to hedonic entertainment through the experience of affectively pleasant social connectedness.

Core Experience Five: Other-Praising Emotions from Narrative-Aesthetic Appeal


The aesthetic dimension of video games has received remarkably little attention by entertainment scholars, although the games industry has always invested heavily in improving graphics, audio, and further sensory qualities (Possler et al., 2019). Initial evidence for positive effects of soundtrack music on game entertainment experiences has been reported (Klimmt et al., 2019), yet the relevance and entertainment mechanisms of aesthetic game appeal has not been fully understood.

Research outside the entertainment context has identified specific emotional processes that are often elicited by exposure to beauty or other aesthetic appeals. One prominent approach has been developed by Haidt (2003) and his collaborators. The group studied several “other-praising” emotions that most likely can also be elicited by the aesthetic characteristics of a video game.

First, video game aesthetics oftentimes surprise, impress, and amaze players, because they are confronted with audiovisuals, sounds, or other sensory impulses they have never perceived before and that exceed their usual frame of reference. For instance, the sheer dimensions of space in a science-fiction game like No Man’s Sky (Hello Games, 2016) or the life-like appearance and motion of virtual soccer players in FIFA may cause such “Wow!” experiences. Oftentimes these aesthetic elements are interwind with the narrative and agency component to bring about such experiences. For example, the storyline of No Man’s Sky emphasizes the vastness of space and the game enables players to actively discover and visit a wide variety of locations in the huge game world.

Following Keltner and Haidt (2003), such responses of fascination and amazement can be conceptualized as awe, an emotion that is elicited by a perception of some sense of vastness and a need to update one’s knowledge structures (because of an entirely new impression). When people experience awe, they often feel good and positive, but at the same time they may also feel small and if they were in the presence of something or someone important (see Possler & Raney, this volume). Initial theorizing (Possler et al., 2018) and research (Possler et al., 2019) has established the potential of video games to cause awe. From an entertainment perspective, awe can have both hedonic and eudaimonic consequences: First, as mentioned before, feeling awe is most often a hedonically pleasant affective experience (see Possler & Raney, this volume).

Proposition 5.1. Playing a video game will lead to hedonic entertainment through the experience of awe.

At the same time, past studies have characterized awe as a highly meaningful experience that can inspire people to reflect on something or someone more important than their usual concerns, and that can even activate spiritual and religious thoughts (e.g., Saroglou et al., 2008; Piff et al., 2015; Yaden et al., 2016). Thus, the emotion awe may also trigger eudaimonic responses (Possler et al., 2018; Possler & Raney, this volume). This effect should be particular pronounced in cases in which game narratives interact with aesthetic appeals. For instance, in the closing episode of the adventure game The Last Guardian (Sony Interactive Entertainment, 2016), the player sends his life-saving best friend, a large fantasy animal, away to protect him from attacks by his frightened fellow villagers. This sad parting is staged in a highly aesthetic-dramatic fashion that clearly generates awe emotions; the eudaimonic experience that comes with the episode, however, unfolds its full power mostly through interaction with the strong game narrative that the player had gone through beforehand.

Proposition 5.2. Playing a video game will lead to eudaimonic entertainment through the experience of awe.

Awe is not the only expectable emotional player response to aesthetic appeal of video games. Again building on conceptual work of Haidt and collaborators, further “other-praising” emotions such as gratitude, admiration and elevation may occur (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Haidt, 2003), as gamers can discover technical, creative, or moral excellence in games and their makers. For instance, the mentioned end of The Last Guardian will likely foster complex emotional responses beyond awe through the interplay of narrative and aesthetics, including gratitude for the rescue of the beloved fantasy animal, elevation in the face of a majestic experience of lasting friendship and sacrifice, and admiration for game makers (developers and storytellers) who crafted such a novel, powerful experience. All these other-praising emotions feature strong connections to eudaimonic entertainment (see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch et al., this volume).

Proposition 5.3. Playing a video game will lead to eudaimonic entertainment through other-praising emotions of gratitude, admiration, or elevation.

Video Game Entertainment as Synergy of Multiple Hedonic and Eudaimonic Potentials


In the previous section, we have outlined five core experiences that playing video games can cause and that bring about hedonic and/or eudaimonic entertainment outcomes. We suggest that these five processes can explain the vast majority of variation in game entertainment; some of the propositions rest on already available empirical evidence, some require further empirical investigation (see what follows). Two important qualifications need to be made, however, to completely explicate the current multiprocess model.

First, we do not suggest that all outlined entertainment processes are permanently active in any given game, gaming situation, or player. Rather, the collection of core processes should be understood as a buffet of entertainment options that games (and, partially, also players) can select from in bringing about a specific, personal experience. For instance, some games may be very savvy with aesthetic stimulation, but very rich in fostering performance emotions. Some players, in turn, may ignore their blatant underperformance and rather enjoy the great aesthetic appeal of a game. Thus, the outlined processes represent the core entertainment potentials of playing video games and not the invariant manifestation of game entertainment. It is, however, plausible to assume that most games and gaming sessions will be characterized by several of the outlined processes that occur simultaneously, and that during a given gaming session, dynamic shifts in the salience and importance of individual processes will occur. For instance, if players begin a new game and explore the unfamiliar game world, they may be particularly affected by its aesthetic appeal and frequently experience the emotion awe (propositions 6.1. and 6.2.). With continued engagement, they may get used to the aesthetics (hedonic adaptation; Frederick & Lowenstein, 1999) and improve in handling the input devices so that they can focus on their performance “work” toward victories, and thus generate their personal entertainment experience to a greater extent from suspense-relief cycles (propositions 2.1, 2.2.) as well as performance emotions (proposition 2.3). Thus, we qualify the multiprocess model by suggesting that there is intergame, intersituation, and interplayer variation in the occurrence and overall contribution of each entertainment process to individual hedonic and eudaimonic outcomes.

Second, the dimensional architecture of the current model does not imply that we suggest the core entertainment processes to merely operate additively. Rather, the materialization quality and quantity of a given player’s entertainment outcomes will emerge from a synergistic interaction of multiple processes. Some of the discussed examples such as FIFA and The Last Guardian have already shown that two or more outlined experience processes may operate in a synergistic fashion so that strong but also very personal modes of entertainment may arise. It is beyond the scope of the current chapter to elaborate on all possible two- or multiprocess synergies that may be construed, based on the current model architecture. However, it should be clear that if a “great game” features compelling attributes (agency, narrative, sociality, aesthetics) and its users achieve “good timing” (e.g., deliver excellent performance, hold the necessary background knowledge to appreciate meaningful episodes), the resulting entertainment experience of synergistic process interaction may, in peak moments, be emotionally overwhelming, highly complex, and memorable for a lifetime. In many other moments, the synergy of several or maybe only of two entertainment processes will still cause “sufficient” entertainment to bring a satisfying experience, motivate continuation of gaming, and outperform alternative entertainment experiences (e.g., watching movies) easily.

Conclusion and Outlook


Explaining Game Audiences and Time Investment


With the current model, we have tried to do justice to the many unique features of video games and to the diversity of affectively relevant processes that their playing can bring about. The model primarily serves to explain the entertainment experience of gaming, but its utility may extend to also explain why so many (different) people are attracted to games and why they spend so much time playing.

The fact that games can activate so many modes of experience that may facilitate strong hedonic, eudaimonic, or combined entertainment outcomes explains both, the size as well as the diversity of its audience. Players with very different affective needs, entertainment preferences, life backgrounds, skill levels, and social bonds can find “their” optimal experience—they just need to select the right game, the right co-players, and play the game “their way” so that the desired processes and outcomes can materialize. Given the uncounted number of different games available today, and the great variation of how different gamers may approach and play one and the same game (e.g., Kallio, Mäyrä, & Kaipainen, 2011), the existence of billions of loyal video game users in the world can be explained from the combined propositions of the explicated model.

Moreover, the current model explains why players often spend an enormous amount of time with a given game: The suggested temporal dynamics and shifts between experiential processes imply that in a given gaming session, the quality (or “flavor”) of entertainment experiences will change frequently: In one moment, players may feel strong pride in their victory; a few seconds later, they may find resonance in a moment of narrative-based self-transformation, and still a few seconds later, they may be struck by an awe-inspiring aesthetic discovery. Because of these dynamics and diversity players are likely to maintain a strong motivation to continue playing, and games often prevent a loss of appeal through players’ hedonic adaptation (Frederick & Lowenstein, 1999). Players are highly likely to permanently find “sufficient” or “better” entertainment outcomes, because at least one relevant process will nearly always be “working.” Moreover, synergies of several entertainment processes will foster (rare) peak level experiences that will then motivate further game use. Hence, from the model’s assumptions of multiplicity of and dynamics between processes, the common observation of players investing long hours can be explained.

Research Programmatics


The current model has been firmly connected to general entertainment theory, but can only claim partial empirical confirmation from past research. Hence, the primary mission for future work on game entertainment is to advance the empirical knowledge with regard to those postulated processes that have received less attention so far. Most importantly, the emotional effects of narrative-aesthetic game attributes (awe and other-praising emotions, core experience 5) are in need of more empirical investigation. Likewise, also the eudaimonic entertainment outcomes predicted from players’ self-transformation and connectedness experiences (propositions 3.2 and 4.1) deserve more effort of empirical scrutiny in the future, as much past work on game entertainment was dedicated to hedonic outcomes only. Such work will also contribute to oppose a common misconception of video games as “trivial,” simple, childish mode of entertainment that many nongamers still seem to hold (cf. Oliver et al., 2016).

Beyond completing the empirical base of the multiprocess model outlined here, the true challenge for future research on game entertainment will be the observation of synergistic interactions of multiple entertainment processes and their hedonic and eudaimonic outcomes in situ. Advanced experimental designs, large player samples, and high-resolution techniques of data recording will be required to make empirically visible how game attributes and playing styles foster multiple parallel entertainment processes that synergistically generate unique personal experiences and outcomes. Advancing the field from single-process studies to process-synergy perspectives will bring the state of game entertainment theory to a new level of explanatory power and generalizability. The current model is offered as map of directions to move the field into this promising future.
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chapter 33

Interactivity as Demand

Implications for Interactive Media Entertainment


Nicholas David Bowman




The mid-20th century saw the development of some of the earliest forms of interactive television—on-screen media products in which the end user could not only watch and hear, but directly have a hand in controlling. Goldsmith and Mann’s “cathode-ray tube amusement device” (US Patent 2455992, 1948) provide early impetus into the development of computing systems that allowed users control over on-screen content. Later systems such as Higinbotham’s Tennis for Two (1958) and Russell’s Spacewar! (1962) provided the first computational devices capable of rendering self-contained digital worlds for which players to engage: batting a single pixel “ball” over a simulated tennis net in the former, or piloting one of two spacecraft around a central gravity well in the latter. In these early games, developers sought to achieve three basic goals: to tax computational resources, to generate a unique experience for each run, and to actively involve users in a pleasurable way (Graetz, 1981).

From these humble roots as technological demonstrations, video games have undergone an era of dynamic technological, creative, and commercial development, and constitute a substantial footprint of the 21st-century entertainment media landscape. Global revenues from video game sales topped $43 billion in 2018 (Shieber, 2019)—nearly twice as much as media streaming services and the music industry (McIntyre, 2019), and about $2 billion more than the global film industry (McClintock, 2019), during that same year. Although contemporary video games can be far more complex and seemingly share little resemblance to the early pioneers, all video games share a common component: They directly involve players in the on-screen content. Meier (2012) explains that good video game design is largely a consequence of providing players with a series of interesting decisions for which to engage, as players become co-authors of a seemingly dynamic on-screen narrative (Wellenreiter, 2015). Grodal (2000) incorporates threads from each of these perspectives and others in suggesting that the “pleasures of control” are a central feature of video game entertainment. Conversely, that video games constantly engage players also suggests that gaming can be a demanding experience—both for the computational devices that host the video game and for the player themselves. Consider an example from Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985):

As the player initiates the start menu, they encounter a blue-sky world with a solid, flat terrain—entering this world stage-left with little guidance as to what lies ahead. Tapping the controller’s directional pad to the right causes the player-avatar Mario to move in that direction, which happens unimpeded until the sight of a similarly-sized (and angry-looking, given its furrowed brow) entity blocking in the path—quickly closing in on Mario until a remarkably primal decision must be made: fight or flight…these decisions are made within the first few minutes of play, and…impact on the video game as realized by the player. (Bowman, 2016a, p. 107)

Put simply, video games require constant feedback from their players in order to be experienced, and this requirement can both facilitate and hinder entertainment experiences. Players naturally expect some level of demand but might also struggle when demands are either too high or in conflict with one another. The current chapter defines such sources of demand, discuss demands as inherently pleasurable exertions, and position demands as mediators between game content and the entertainment of gaming.

Video Games as Demanding Experiences


Closer inspection of the co-created nature of video game experiences reveals at least four demands can be identified: cognitive, emotional, physical, and social (Bowman, 2018). Cognitive demands refer to the requirement for players to rationalize the on-screen challenges and puzzles, which can relate to both the cognitive resources required to understand a game (Gee, 2003) as well as the cognitive skills required to execute game actions (Green, 2018; Green & Bavelier, 2003). As video games are fundamentally understood as rule-based systems for which players actively assess and negotiate the outcomes (Juul, 2011), players construct durable-yet-flexible mental models of these ludic components (Boyan & Banks, 2017). Companion logic to this is offered by Eden, Ewoldsen, Lee, and Beyea (2018), who argue for an understanding of video game environments as consisting of action affordances that are an expected and anticipated part of gaming (Vorderer, Hartmann, & Klimmt, 2003).

Emotional demands refer to players’ affective reactions to on-screen events, which often result in both bottom-up (subconscious and primal) and top-down (cognitive and deliberative) emotional reactions (Hemenover & Bowman, 2018). At a basic level, video games encourage individuals toward an experiential mindset conducive to a wide variety of unique emotional states commonly associated with enjoyment and pleasure (Ivory, 2015; McGonigal, 2011)—simply put, games are seen as a source of positive affect and pleasure and for the most part, are both produced and consumed with this narrow gratification in mind. Schell (2013) explained the evolution of video games from a medium focus on “below the neck” verbs more aligned with action and arousal (such as running and jumping) to a medium equally focused on “above the neck verbs” (such as talking and listening)—the latter being more conceptually aligned with deeper emotional appeals. This mix of hedonic and eudaimonic emotional reactions to gaming has been captured in extant data into the more meaningful emotional reactions felt by gamers using a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods (Oliver et al., 2015; Rogers, Woolley, Oliver, Bowman, & Sherrick, 2016). These more recent findings follow suggestions from other gaming scholars that encourage an approach to video games that considers them as more than mere stories with buttons (Elson, Breuer, Ivory, & Quandt; 2014; Limperos, Downs, Ivory, & Bowman, 2013; van Dreunen, 2008).

Physical demands refer to the actual inputs that players must manipulate in order to engage the gaming experience. Although originally conceptualized as a focus on the physical controller apparatus in Bowman (2018), emergent data from Bowman, Wasserman, and Banks (2018) found that the physical demands salient in video game play include both (1) the extent to which those controls are perceived as simple or complex to use and (2) the extent to which users have to physically exert themselves while playing the game. The former is more conceptually aligned with the notion of natural mapping—that is, the extent to which a technology’s input system is adaptable to the end user’s perceptual system. While Biocca (1997) argued that naturally mapped control systems are those that take advantage of the human perceptual system in ways that do not require experience (sight, smell, smell, taste, and touch), extant literature on video games suggests that players often perceive more familiar controllers as more naturally mapped (Liebold, Bowman, & Pietschmann, 2018; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010) even if they are more abstract in nature (such as requiring button presses to correspond with on-screen action; see Skalski, Tamborini, Shelton, Buncher, & Lindmark, 2011). The latter is more focused on gross motor action, with such demands more conceptually aligned with involving the physical body in gameplay—especially relevant for kinesic and haptic controller systems (Skalski et al., 2011) as well as immersive technologies (see Hartmann & Fox, this volume).

Finally, social demands refer to the extent to which the video game experience trigger implicit or explicit responses to the presence of other social actors—including both other human players as well nonhuman characters that might exert social influence and compel social interactions (Banks & Carr, 2019). Video games have historically engaged multiple players, including Tennis for Two and SpaceWar!, and games have served as a catalyst for social interaction, from public arcades (Egli & Meyers, 1984) and to digital online spaces (Steinkuehler & Williams 2006). Social interaction is often involved as a core motivation for gameplay (Sherry, Lucas, Greenberg, & Lachlan, 2006; Yee, 2006). Moreover, the social components of gameplay are even apparent when copresent others are not directly involved in gameplay, either as active spectators (referred to as tandem play by Consalvo, 2017) or even through online game streaming systems in which gamers broadcast their own gameplay for online audiences to view (Lin, Bowman, Lin, & Chen, 2019).

Demands and Gaming Experiences


Identifying sources of demand in video games is less important than considering how these demands might influence the overall gaming experience. Such is a critical argument, given that players have a limited capacity to process on-screen information (Fisher, Huskey, Keene, & Weber, 2018). Attentional resources are not infinite and thus, as gamers engage with a video game, increased and competing demands likely cause players to attend to some aspects of the experience at the expense of others. For example, two studies by Watts, Koban, and Bowman (under review) attempted to manipulate social demands by having players stream action gameplay (a first-person shooter) to live online audiences in order to test assertions about social facilitation theory—that gamer performance would be substantially boosted in the presence of an audience (replicating Bowman, Weber, Tamborini, & Sherry, 2013). However, experiences of social demand were invariant between players who streamed their gameplay to players who simply recorded it (for future streaming) or players who played alone, and these effects were found in two separate data collections (in the United States and Germany). One reason given was that the cognitive and physical demands of the action game likely overrode players’ ability to attend to the social demands of the streaming conversations. Given that most players in both studies were novices, it makes sense that their attentional resources were directed at focal gameplay rather than tangential audience conversations.

Moreover, video games are expected to vary in terms of relative importance that they place on these four different demands. For example, genre conventions of action games are more likely to be designed in such a way so as to favor quick decision-making and problem-solving while coordinating perceptual systems with controller inputs (a heightened focus on cognitive and physical demands); these same games might purposefully downplay emotional or social elements in order to encourage players to focus on focal gameplay (a reduced focus on emotional and social demands). Likewise, games written for more emotional impact such as role-playing games might shift player attention to more passive and less real-time interface systems such as a dialogue decision-trees, while simplifying puzzle-solving components so that players can devote their attention toward narrative understanding rather than gameplay itself. These same games tend to place a premium on character development, which likely boosts their social and emotional demand as players form bonds with the on-screen avatars characters (see Banks & Bowman, 2016; Bowman & Banks, this volume) and begin to immerse themselves emotionally into the narratives for which those characters play a central role.

Assessing Perceived Video Game Demands


Assessment of these demands was proposed by Bowman et al. (2018) with the 26-item Video Game Demand Scale (VDGS, also available online at https://osf.io/x5jch/). Notably, the scale (and by extension, the approach) can be critiqued for its overfocus on player’s experiences of demands rather than assessing demand dimensions of discrete features of interactive media. For example, the theory of interactive media (TIME; Sundar, Jia, Waddell, & Huang, 2015) would posit that interactivity is an inherent property of technology itself, and thus any attempts to understand the demands associated with interactivity would need to account for specific technology features (see Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Others such as Bucy (2004) counter that the objective features of a technology are less relevant to the study of interactivity than user’s perceptions of those features; a similar position is taken in the discussion of hidden affordances (Gaver, 1991)—applied to video games, players might be unaware of the presence of or affordances stemming from some system features (Eden et al., 2018). Stromer-Galley (2004) distinguishes between interactivity-as-process (perceived by the user) and interactivity-as-product (inherent to the technology), and the VDGS as currently formed focuses on the former. The interactivity-as-process perspective is more aligned with a media psychological approach to interactive media, as it draws focus to the user’s (here, video game player’s) variable experiences with myriad technological features—that is, the interaction of the technology and the user (Rutledge, 2013). Applied to the study of entertainment, an interactivity-as-process approach allows us to examine both (1) the inherent pleasure stemming from the experience of demand and (2) how experiences of demand impact entertainment outcomes such as enjoyment and appreciation.

Demand as Inherently Pleasurable


As stated at the onset of this chapter, the interactive elements of video games are often invoked as a driving force being the medium’s appeal. To this end, it makes sense that the demands of video games could be considered sources of pleasure. Indeed, one of the most basic and prominent motivations to play video games is to directly engage the challenge and competition that they afford (Sherry et al., 2006; Yee, 2006). Vorderer et al. (2003) extended this argument to suggest that this expectation of successive and continual challenges is what pulls gamers to the medium. Such claims are further supported in part by Ravaja, Saari, Salminen, Laarni, and Kallinen (2006), who found behavioral and physiological indicators of positive affect immediately following in-game failures, which might suggest players re-engaging the video game to prepare for upcoming challenges.

In these arguments and examples, we see implicit cognitive and emotional demands as being potential sources of entertainment. Such a position would contrast with models of cognitive psychology that argue for a cognitive miser approach—that humans generally avoid effortful exertion (Fiske & Taylor, 1984). From this perspective, tasks that are not valued, tasks that one has already invested prior effort into, or tasks that have less effortful and/or more valued alternatives do not motivate a great deal of exertion on behalf of the user (Inzlicht, Shenhav, & Olivola, 2018), as the amount of effort that an individual is willing to invest toward a task depends on their perceptions of that task. Albeit not challenging these assertions, Inzlicht et al. (2018) proposed a companion logic suggesting that the exertion of effort (a property of the individual) compelled by demanding activities (demand as a property of the focal activity) can be its own source of enjoyment. One such example is the attainment and sustainment of flow states (Csíkszentmihályi, 1975), introduced by Inzlicht et al. (2018) as an example of intrinsically enjoyable effortful. Indeed, flow states are triggered when the challenge (re: demand) of a task is balanced with the skills (re: effort potential) of the individual, and as both forces increase in scale with one another, enjoyment is increased.

Indeed, flow theory has been applied to the study of video games and likewise, the concept of flow in video games is perhaps one of the best examples of the exertion of effort being intrinsically enjoyable (Sherry, 2004). Keller and Bless (2008) found that self-reported intrinsic reward (re: flow) was highest when the difficulty of the game matched the skill level of the player compared to situations where the difficulty was higher or lower, and dynamic difficulty adjustment systems have been developed that constantly adjust game challenges to keep them balanced with player skill (Chen, 2007). Moreover, behavioral and neural measures have replicated self-report data (Huskey, Craighead, Miller, & Weber, 2018; Huskey, Wilcox, & Weber, 2018), informing the development of the synchronization theory of flow (Weber, Tamborini, Westcott-Baker, & Kantor, 2009, see Fischer, Lonergan, Hopp, & Weber, this volume) which defines flow as a state of neural activity in which attention and reward networks in the brain are synchronized (Huskey et al., 2018; Weber et al., 2009). Here, the coupling of (cognitive) attentional and reward networks during flow states offers compelling evidence that exerting effort is intrinsically pleasurable.

The preceding arguments are particularly relevant to the exertion of mental effort. Here, Inzlicht et al. (2018) argued that mental exertion (as well as physical exertion) are most likely to bring about pleasurable effort, although emotion and social demands could also be relevant here. For example, Juul (2011) suggests that an inherent property of video games is that players become wholly invested in the on-screen experience, and this investment can take the form of attention (cognitive effort) as well as emotional commitment to in-game outcomes, as well as the characters in those games. Kryston, Novotny, Schmaelzle, and Tamborini (2018) expanded on the synchronization theory of flow, and speculate that the presence of social others can facilitate the activation of attentional and reward structures in the brain, which could provide for a quicker activation of flow states as well as sustain flow states; at the same time, social demands could also be an attentional distraction that disrupts flow states. Finally, for all four demands, Smits (personal communication, November 30, 2017) suggested that a priori expectations of demands might further impact enjoyment. Harkening back to Vorderer et al. (2003), it is plausible that effort thresholds are shaped by both prior and anticipated experience, and that players might be tolerant of higher or lower levels of demand based on formed expectations. For example, a uses and gratifications perspective (such as Sherry et al., 2006) might suggest that players seeking out challenge and competition needs would be more tolerant of cognitive demands and likewise, might require substantially high levels of cognitive demand in order to enjoy the experience. Conversely, players seeking out diversion or fantasy gratifications would be less tolerant of cognitive demands and thus, their enjoyment would suffer in the face of high cognitive demands. Some of these concepts are already captured by Kurzban, Duckworth, Kable, and Myers (2013), who suggest that individuals hold mental representations of their effort toward a given activity, and the resultant benefits of expending effort on that same activity. A uses and gratifications perspective to video game demands could be a useful extension for both areas of research, especially with respect to the gratifications sought and gratifications obtained by players (see Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982).

Perceived Demands and Entertainment Outcomes


Beyond serving as primary sources of pleasure, the demands stemming from video game play are expected to mediate the relationship between on-screen content and focal entertainment. As previously argued, video game use demands players’ cognitive, emotional, physical, and social attention, and these demands individually and jointly impact the entertainment experience. Thus, if we conceptualize video game characteristics as core stimulus variables, player experiences of our four different dimensions of demand as organism variables, and entertainment experiences as outcome variables (for more on stimulus-organism-response modeling, see Jacoby, 2002), an integrated model of demand and entertainment can be presented (Figure 33.1).


[image: display]
Figure 33.1 A stimulus-organism-response model of video game demands and entertainment.

Note: The model is simplified to omit relationships between different demand constructs, as well as entertainment outcomes. Path valence and magnitude are not specified, as specific predictions are dependent on the unique game characteristic(s) being studied.





Regarding entertainment outcomes, recent shifts in media entertainment research have encouraged scholars to consider a bidimensional model of entertainment outcomes that considers both hedonic enjoyment reactions and eudaimonic appreciation reactions to media content (cf. Oliver & Raney, 2011; Vorderer, 2011). In brief (see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume; Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume), enjoyment is focused on basic hedonic reactions to media content (for example, feelings of “fun” and “pleasure”), while appreciation is more focused on eudaimonic experiences (for example, feelings of being “moved” or “touched,” see also Janicke-Bowles, Schubert, & Blomster, this volume). Both are generally positive postconsumption evaluations, although the former tends to be more readily experienced as pleasurable, while the latter tends to be pleasurable on reflection of the experience—one might be sad while watching a touching story, but report that one was overall entertained by the experience. Tamborini et al. (2010) suggested that enjoyment reactions to media content can be understood in functional terms (such as resulting from the satisfaction of basic psychological needs), and Tamborini et al. (2011) argues that appreciation might come from reflection of those experiences that do not lead to need satisfaction. Oliver and colleagues (2015) demonstrated the applicability of this bidimensional approach to understanding entertainment from video game play. In their online survey of video game players, 98% of participants were able to recall enjoyable gaming experiences and 72% of participants were able to recall appreciation (or “meaningful”) gaming experiences. Enjoyment was associated with gameplay considerations (also influenced by feelings of competence and autonomy), and appreciation was associated with game narrative considerations (influenced by feelings of relatedness); the former might be referred to as a “pleasure of play” and the latter as a “pleasure of poignancy,” and both can be further explored using the model specified in Figure 33.1.

Demand and Pleasures of Play


The “pleasures of play” seem particularly relevant to discussions both of cognitive demand and of both types of physical demand—controller and exertional demand. As cognitive demand is associated with how players take up, understand, and work through in-game challenges, it might be the case that experiences of cognitive demands serve as indicators of how well a player understands gameplay mechanics, rather than how they evaluate those mechanics. Items such as the game being “cognitively demanding,” “requiring a lot of mental gymnastics,” and “drawing on all of my mental resources,” are more focused on the player’s perceptions of how complex or difficult the experience was, which precede to eventual enjoyment ratings. After all, it would be a poor video game that required no mental effort (see also Vorderer et al., 2003) and an equally poor game that overexerted the player’s cognitive resources. Here, a focus on cognitive demands might explain additional variance in the gameplay → enjoyment relationship; some of this argument has been presented earlier in the discussion of cognitive demand (in particular) as inherently enjoyable, to a degree.

Likewise, past work has demonstrated that when game controllers do not meet player expectations, such as the use of novel naturally mapped controllers to engage video games for which players are already experienced with using gamepads for, enjoyment suffers as frustration sets in (Liebold et al., 2018). Critically, the gameplay considerations discussed earlier (as cognitive demands) cannot be reasonably divorced from the physical demands of play, even if they are conceptually distinct sources of demand. While exertional demand considerations are somewhat understudied (in part, because the interface technologies that engage entire body control systems are comparatively nascent), controller demand considerations are a core aspect of video game enjoyment. Parisi (2015) explains that handheld game controllers, for example, are so core to how contemporary video games are understood by consumers that controller demands permeate all levels of game design and marketing. Indeed, despite advances in technology that allow for controllers to be more closely aligned with the human perceptual system (Biocca, 1997), numerous studies (Liebold et al., 2018; Rogers, Bowman, & Oliver, 2016; Tamborini et al., 2010) have reported that enjoyment is influenced more by the perception of controller naturalness (in all three studies, handheld gamepads being perceived as more natural for gameplay than various versions of motion capture controls), rather than the controller’s actual fidelity with on-screen action. Here, a continued focus on controller demands in terms of how much the controller requires the player to attend to it as an opaque device (see Clark, 2003), rather than being a more transparent throughput for gameplay.

Pleasures of play might also explain hedonic emotional reactions to otherwise abhorrent on-screen content (Hemenover & Bowman, 2018). For example, skilled players of a violent video game that rewards gruesome acts might respond to digital homicide with an expressed sense of pride and celebration. Pride and celebration while performing such acts are likely the sort of player reactions that concerned early psychologists during the early days of the medium (see Bowman, 2016b; Korucek, 2012). However, and given that video games tend to encourage and reward on-screen violence (Smith, Lachlan, & Tamborini, 2003), players might process these cues through the lens of winning a competition (of which, pride and jubilation are normative reactions) rather than through the lens of committing a horrific act of violence, as suggested by Klimmt and colleagues (2006; see also Melzer & Holl, this volume). One argument is that players engage meta-emotional processes in order to reappraise any negative affect associated with discrete moral violations by contextualizing the acts. Discrete punches and kicks, however gruesome, are understood as the means to the end goal of a hard-fought and emotionally rewarding victory requiring mastery of a game’s cognitive and physical demands—a process likely aided by the role that justification plays in decreasing the perceived violence of an on-screen action (Tamborini, Weber, Bowman, Eden, & Skalski, 2013). Here, we could also consider emotional demands with respect to the presentation of gruesome content more akin to horror genes that can paradoxically frighten and delight audiences. Scholars such as Bantinaki (2012) and Tamborini (2009) have both argued for horror as a hedonic emotion, with the former suggesting horror as a “welcoming stance” toward an otherwise abhorrent mediated experience, and the latter discussing horror as a sense of mastery over one’s own fears. From both perspectives, state horror reactions are often understood as hedonic and likewise, mastering the emotional demands associated with horrific content broadly should be an enjoyable experience (Lynch & Martins, 2015; Lin, Wu, & Tao, 2018).

Although we have not yet exhausted the possibilities for how video game demands can mediate the association between video game characteristic and resultant enjoyment, we have illustrated three such arguments earlier in hopes of modeling how future research in this area might look. For example, if we consider video game play as an effortful task, we can not only consider the exertion of effort as inherently pleasurable (covered in previous sections of this chapter), but we can also examine the extent to which players’ experiences of both cognitive and physical effort might either contribute to or disrupt enjoyment. Such arguments are common flow theory (Sherry, 2004), but a demand might allow us to consider subjective as well as objective challenge-skill balancing. Research into video game control interfaces, such as work informed by user experience research (Nacke et al., 2009; Sánchez, Vela, Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 2012), encourages a more careful consideration of both the design of a given interface (re: intended to be mapped to the human perceptual system) and the experience of that same interface (re: prior experiences and expectations influencing how demanding the interface is perceived to be). Finally, a demand perspective might help understand the enjoyment derived from antisocial content, such as graphic violence found in shooting and fighting games. When players engage graphic content framed in a competitive lens, it is possible that the cognitive and physical demands associated with besting one’s opponent draw attention from the emotional demands of potentially disturbing content, either (1) allowing players to abstract their in-game actions from their consequences (approaching gameplay from an amoral and functional perspective; Joeckel, Bowman, & Dogruel, 2012), or (2) by providing a focal challenge goal that facilitates a reappraisal of negative emotional states toward most positive emotional reactions related to a hard-fought victory. Graphic content can also trigger enjoyable outcomes through emotional demand mechanisms that allow players to master and enjoy fear and fright reactions. In these examples, specific game characteristics elicit player experiences of various demand sources, which in turn impact enjoyment outcomes.

Demand and Pleasures of Poignancy


Regarding “pleasures of poignancy,” demands here are likely more associated with the relative emotional and social toll that the gaming experience had on the player. Here, the game narrative → appreciation relationship is one that can be further explained by the extent to which a gaming experience trigged affective reactions such as “tugged at the heartstrings” and “gave [a player] the feels” (two items from the emotional demand dimension of the VGDS). Critical here is that such emotional considerations can be more deeply connected with entertainment experiences through a closer consideration of meta-emotion—a process by which individuals monitor and engage their own felt emotions and which, thus, influences motivations to sustain desired or disrupt undesired emotions (Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, & Viehoff, 2008). Vorderer and Ritterfeld (2009) incorporated a meta-emotions framework into their arguments for the emotional appeal of digital games, arguing that players might not only feel emotions in situ but also ruminate and reflect on how recent and prior gaming experiences made them feel after gameplay has ended. Grodal (2007) similarly argues that video game experiences can aid in the formation of higher-order emotional maintenance processes such as coping, in part because they provoke dramatic oscillations in player’s emotional stage—pleasurable peaks and sobering troughs that provide a variety of emotional reactions to work through. Borrowing from literary theory (Barthes, 1967), Wellenreiter (2015) frames video game players as co-authors of the gaming experience due to the screenwriter’s active absolution of narrative control. For players to truly involve themselves (physically and emotionally) into the plots unfolding on screen, they are required to take authorial control of the experience. Thus, games are crafted to be perceptually open experiences so that players can progress linearly through a plot of their own choosing.

Oliver and Raney (2019) suggested that shifts in video game production have seen video games “grapple with ‘weighty’ issues such as illness, death, sorrow, and the vastness of the universe.” To the extent that this player-assisted plot is only meaningful and sensical through the eyes of the player-as-character (see deictic shift theory; Galbraith, 1995), it makes sense that players could derive a deep sense of poignancy as they simultaneously co-author and resolve their own stories. In fact, research into so-called challenging media content—content that triggers empathic distress in audiences (Lewis, Tamborini, & Weber, 2014)—suggested that cognitive and emotional demands trigged by noninteractive narratives can foster a greater sense of appreciation in audiences (Bartsch & Hartmann, 2017). While their research focused on audiences’ recollections of intellectually (re: cognitive demand) and emotionally (re: emotional demand) stimulating films (in their study, Schindler’s List, A Beautiful Mind, Seven, and City of God), future research into the cognitive and emotional demands of similarly valenced video game content should seek to replicate and extend these prior findings. It would be particularly interesting to understand the extent to which intellectual and emotional challenges could complement each other in video games, especially given that intellectual challenges could be recast as a source of cognitive demand associated with making sense of the gameworld. From a procedural rhetoric argument (Bogost, 2010), challenging media content might be most successful at fostering appreciation when the cognitive demands of the gameplay mechanics are directly aligned with the emotional demands of the game narrative: one could imagine a video game in which players are tasked with deceiving Nazi officers in order to help Jewish citizens escape capture and encampment (Schindler’s List), distinguishing illusion from reality in order to work through schizophrenia (A Beautiful Mind), manage emotional reactions while solving an increasingly personal criminal case (Seven) or making decisions to survive urban gang warfare (City of God). Jacobs (2017) used a procedural rhetoric design for a serious game in which he manipulated the amount of cotton that a player could collect in a single play session of My Cotton Picking Life (Rawlings, 2012) to demonstrate the cruelty of child labor practices. In his game, players had to meet a quota of 50 kg of cotton, and Jacobs manipulated how much each individual selection of cotton weighed (either 2 kg or 1.5 g, with the latter being more representative of reality and, thus, more directly engaging with procedural rhetoric design practices). Although not investigated directly, it would be curious to extend such work to see if players in the procedural rhetoric condition felt increases in both cognitive and emotional demand that, in turn, led to more prosocial reactions to the game’s embedded message. Conversely, extant discussions of demand have pitted cognitive and emotional demands at odds with each other from the assertion that increased cognitive demands would draw attention away from emotionally demanding content (Bowman, 2018). This argument suggests that video games aiming for more poignant reactions should intentionally make in-game challenges as simple as possible so that players can focus on and respond to the emotional triggers contained in a game’s narrative. A common method used in such games is to make use of so-called quick time events interactions, in which players used timed button presses that trigger complex pre-animated on-screen sequences—highly regarded examples of these types of games include Shenmue I and II (Sega, 1999, 2018) and Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream, 2010). Broadly, the interaction of cognitive and emotional demands with respect to meaningful entertainment outcomes of gaming (as well as a more precise focus on the role that intellectual challenges play with respect to cognitive demand) is an area ripe for empirical investigation.

Pleasures of poignancy could also come from the presence of social others within a gaming experience, both with other human players as well as on-screen avatars—a source of social demand with specific entertainment outcomes. The social context of gameplay has been identified as holding meaning for players beyond the gameplay itself (see Elson et al., 2014), as players might recall fondly the experience of playing with others as much (if not more so) than the on-screen content. Steinkuehler and Williams (2006) argue for video games as bona fide third places of social discourse, providing for meaningful social interactions that can even be used by some to surrogate a comparative lack of social connectedness in their offline communities (see Kowert & Oldmeadow, 2013). Consalvo (2017) expands this conversation to include tandem play scenarios by which multiple people co-play video games, with some offering advice as spectators while others control on-screen action; Lin et al. (2019) expand even further with a discussion of noncollocated audiences for game streaming, and the performative nature of gameplay that results from one person playing for a (potentially) large audience. The suggestion that video games contain rich social environments is clearly aligned with a social demand perspective and helps us better understand how the presence of various social actors can provide players with a meaningful social context for their gameplay.

Likewise, as proposed by Banks and Bowman (2016; also see Bowman & Banks, this volume), as gamers forge increasingly social bonds with their in-game avatars—recognizing those avatars as self-differentiated and emotionally investing into their developments—seemingly individual gameplay begins to shift into an authentically social and interpersonal player-avatar partnership, complete with points of interpersonal reflection and engagement that can facilitate eudaimonic outcomes. Banks (2015) discusses a subset of World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) players who engage their avatars as coping vessels, oscillating between identifying with those avatars and then seeing them as separate social beings. In this symbiotic process, players both project ideal selves into the avatars, while also reflecting on the circumstances and consequences that befall those same avatars; such experiences were described as especially demanding from a social and emotional perspective but discussed fondly as being especially poignant and self-reflective. Of course, not all players engage such eudaimonic and social relations with their avatars; as reported in Banks and Bowman (this volume), as many as 50% of players engage in asocial “object” orientations with their avatars, more focused on challenge and competition concerns more aligned with enjoyment than deeper meaningfulness (also see Oliver et al., 2015).

As with discussions of enjoyment in the previous section, there are numerous possibilities to understand the mediating role of demand experiences on the association between game characteristics and appreciation outcomes. Three such possibilities were offered here, as a starting point for future research. First, many video games require the player to be an active co-author of the game’s story, with player choices directly influencing an unfolding narrative. From a game design perspective, one way in which games balance out the increased player-side demands of this process is to render in-game challenges as rather simple (lowering their felt cognitive demand) so that players can be more affectively involved (increasing their felt emotional demand); appreciation seems to be highest when players are able to feel through a game’s content, unencumbered by the distractions of difficult in-game challenges. Second, video games can serve as rich sources of social interaction through various in-person and online gaming contexts, and these social interactions likely serve as resources of social demand that can help encourage feelings of appreciation and meaningfulness by helping players feel closer to each other (Elson et al., 2014; Oliver et al., 2015; Rogers et al., 2016). Third, and somewhat an extension of the second, is that a player’s own avatar can serve as a variable source of social demand, hindering appreciation as the relationship is engaged in a more functional role and hastening appreciation as the relationship is perceived as more authentically social. In these examples, specific game characteristics elicit player experiences of various demand sources, which in turn impact appreciation outcomes.

Demands and Discrete (Entertaining) Emotional Outcomes


In addition to broader discussions as to how video game demands can be expected to influence entertainment outcomes, some of these demands are expected to influence discrete emotional states that are aligned with but not necessarily subsumed by the dual focus on enjoyment and appreciation. Three such states are described in what follows given their recent emergence within media psychology and video game research: awe, nostalgia, and guilt.

Awe and Gaming Demands


According to Keltner and Haidt (2003), the elicitation of awe—a pleasurable and introspective emotion—is associated with encountering environmental stimuli that do not fit into established mental models. Discussions of the colloquial “Seven Wonders of the World” compiled by Herodotus and Callimachus of Cyrene (such as the Great Pyramid of Giza and the Colossus of Rhodes) are exemplar of the types of stimuli that provoke a sense of awe writ large, as are the companion “Seven Wonders of the Modern World” (such as Machu Picchu in Peru and Christ the Redeemer in Brazil). Possler, Klimmt, and Raney (2018) proposed that video games and other interactive media are well-tailored to bring about awe reactions in their users due to the capacity of games to both (1) present players with perceptually vast environments and (2) do so in a manner that is both enjoyable and appreciated as part of the gaming experience. At the same time, Possler et al. (2018) also implicate the relative cognitive demands of video game play as a potential barrier to their capacity to elicit awe, given that attending to focal gameplay can require a great deal of attentional resources (see also Possler & Raney, this volume). In other words, it might not be enough simply that a video game contains perceptually vast stimuli, but more critical is how the stimuli is presented within the overall experience. For example, if the stimulus is part of a game element that players are already devoting their attentional resources to (e.g., this stimulus itself is the source of cognitive demand), then the awe-inducing stimulus is processed centrally and thus, a strong awe reaction is expected. In this scenario, players can fully attend to and appraise what is in front of them and are able to engage with the awe-inducing stimulus without distraction. However, if the awe-inducing content is more peripheral to gameplay, awe reactions are only expected if the cognitive demands from focal gameplay elements are not already taxing the player’s resources. Here, the presence of a (potentially) awe-inducing stimulus alone is not enough to ensure that players will attend to and experience the intended awe reaction.

An additional layer to Possler et al. (2018)’s model that is not specified in the original publication might be the influence of social others during gameplay; essentially, a consideration of how social demands of gaming scenarios could influence awe-related outcomes. For example, Consalvo (2017) reported that during tandem play—scenarios in which two or more people might be gathered around a video game, but only one is playing the game itself—players tend to engage gameplay as a collective rather than as individuals; such social demands could pull player attention from awe-inducing stimuli, while paradoxically provide for nonplayers located in the same gaming space (either in-person or via networked gaming sessions) greater attentional resources to devote to potentially awe-inspiring content. A similar logic could be applied to the physical demands of the gaming apparatus. Inputs perceived as having high levels of controller demand likely require more attention, which would in turn pull player attention from potentially awe-inspiring content. Conversely, controls that are perceived as more natural—either through experience or through technological advancements associated with sensory immersion—are likely to more purposefully direct player attention toward content that could inspire awe in turn.

Nostalgia and Gaming Demands


As referenced in the introduction to this chapter, video games have been part of the larger entertainment milieu for nearly 70 years. Thus, as gamers age along with the medium, the potential for game-related nostalgia increases. By 2018, the average gamer was 35 years old (ESA, 2018) and over 6 in 10 adults played video games on a regular basis (Brown, 2017). As stated by Byford (2014), these gamers show a tendency to “harken back to the ’80s and early ’90s” (para. 2). Here, Sedikides et al. (2015) suggest that a pining for retro and classic video games represents an effort on behalf of gamers to experience nostalgia: a bittersweet-yet-pleasurable, social, and past-oriented emotional state triggered by fond memories of bygone experiences—and tied to media entertainment outcomes (Wulf, Rieger, & Schmitt, 2018). Early efforts to study video game nostalgia have shown that both memories of games (Wulf, Bowman, Velez, & Breuer, 2018) and experiences playing games with classic elements (such as Pokémon Go; Bonus, Peebles, Mares, & Sarmiento, 2017) can induce nostalgia. Wulf et al. (2018) demonstrated that recollections of older gaming memories (games played on average more than a decade ago) as well as social memories (indirectly, when games were played with friends and family) were most likely to foster nostalgia—here, demonstrating both the game content and the social context as important to nostalgia.

A focus on video game demands could provide an expanded understanding of those components of gaming (or gaming memories) that induce nostalgia. For example, the Wulf et al. (2018) findings could be reframed to suggest that positive recollections of bygone cognitive and social demands are chiefly responsible for game-based nostalgia. With respect to cognitive demands, an analysis of players’ open-ended recollections of their gameplay revealed that 20% of gamers in that study made references to specific in-game challenges (such as “that one level where ships are moving and cannons [are] constantly firing at you;” a reference to Super Mario Bros. 3, Nintendo, 1988), and cognitive demands were six to eight times as likely to be mentioned when recalling nostalgic compared to recent gameplay. A focus on friends and family was prominently mentioned in recollections of both past and recent gaming, which suggests that the social nature of nostalgia need not necessarily involve a long temporal lag—again lending credence to Elson et al.’s (2014) claim that the social context of gaming is as impactful for entertainment experiences as gameplay itself. Bowman, Wulf, Velez, and Breuer (2019) argued for a physical demand component (re: controller demand) of nostalgia in the controller device itself—such as the “golden hands” feel of iconic controllers from gaming history (Parisi, 2015) engaging a haptic-triggered nostalgia, similar to the feel of printed books (Hayler, 2011) and children’s toys (Baxter, 2016). Here, classic and familiar controllers might engage just enough controller demand to reengage players into the past memory space of their former childhood gameplay, as players feel the curves and textures of controllers from a bygone era; at the same time, unfamiliar controllers (such as playing classic video games using modern controllers) might also serve to disrupt players and thus, hinder nostalgic reactions (see Heineman, 2014). As some trace evidence of the gaming industry’s attention to these details, Nintendo’s re-release of the NES Classic in 2016 featured an NCA controller indistinguishable from the same controller released in 1985 (Frank & Sarkar, 2016); other re-releases of classic gaming consoles have followed suit.

Guilt and Gaming Demands


Another focal emotion of interest in video game research is that of guilt, or players committing on-screen actions that they either immediately or later might regret; such feelings might disrupt one’s ability to enjoy a video game or likewise, could foster a sense of reluctant appreciation for a gaming experience. Prior work into guilt reactions to gaming content (Hartmann, Toz, & Brandon, 2010; Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang, & Prabhu, 2014) reported players to feel high levels of guilt when required to engage in unjustified acts of violence. From a demand perspective, it could be the case that certain in-game actions—such as those viewed as unjust and, thus, viewed as especially violent (Tamborini et al., 2013)—cross a threshold of moral violation such that the player cannot readily discount or divert attention from them. That is, even if a player were initially concerned and focused only on challenge and competition aspects of a game (re: cognitive demands), a particularly gruesome or abhorrent in-game action might shift player’s focus from amoral to moral (Joeckel et al., 2012) and thus, trigger a decidedly affective reaction (re: emotional demands). In these scenarios, we might expect hedonic enjoyment to suffer, although guilt reactions might be key to eventual appreciation outcomes. This strategy of triggering player guilt to contextualize on-screen violence was a key feature of the third-person shooter Spec Ops: The Line (2K Games, 2012), in which the game’s central narrative involved a main character entrenched in a military conflict, while slowly losing his sanity after perpetrating numerous war crimes (such as the use of chemical weapons and torture; Williams, 2013). Associations between increased emotional demands and increased guilt might also explain data from Mahood and Hanus (2007), who found guilt reactions to intensify when players felt especially engaged in a game’s narrative.

Physical and social demands might also influence over the guilt elicited from video game play. Motion capture controllers that are meant to be naturally mapped to corresponding on-screen actions might be especially effective at triggering guilt reactions when they require players to mimic certain actions. One such example can be found in the release of Manhunt 2 (Rockstar Games, 2007) for the Nintendo Wii, in which players were required to mimic choking, chopping, and maiming in-game opponents (Khandakar, 2011). One could see how the decreased controller and increased exertion demands of such an experience could interact, resulting in more intense guilt reactions. Finally, the social context of gameplay could also influence the locus of responsibility for any on-screen actions that could cause guilt, as players might amend their playstyles to accommodate others (Consalvo, 2017) of diffuse responsibility to present others (Darley & Latane, 1968). The social presence of others could also foster emotional contagion effects (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994) by which viewing others’ reactions to on-screen actions could result influence one’s own emotional state—guilt being a compelling focus given its dually social and self-conscious nature (Tangney & Fischer, 1995).

Conclusion


Video games are both praised and chided for their ability to arrest the attention of their players. As interactive media, games situate players as the co-authors of challenging, idiosyncratic, and entertaining experiences, and in doing so demand variable levels of cognitive, emotional, physical, and social effort from those players. Engaging these demands can be inherently enjoyable, while players subjective evaluations of these demands have the potential to serve as crucial mediating variables between focal video game characteristics and resultant entertainment outcomes—both as facilitators and as inhibitors of the enjoyment or appreciation of video games, as well as various other discrete reactions to gaming. Thus, a focus on the demands that video games place on their players provides additional conceptual and analytical consideration for the study of entertainment experiences in video game play.
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Players’ Moral Decisions in Virtual Worlds
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Introduction


Meet Alex, who just turned on her console to continue playing her latest video game, Metro Exodus (Deep Silver, 2019), a story-driven, postapocalyptic shooter game. Together with a group of survivors Alex, that is, her character Artyom, is constantly looking for resources in a hostile environment full of mutants and rival bands that would not hesitate to kill. Alex loves this game and she does whatever is needed to protect her character and his allies, including looting and killing without feeling any remorse. In the current mission, however, a member of a rival gang unexpectedly drops his weapon and raises his hands begging for mercy. Alex is flabbergasted. Should she shoot to proceed, even if it means killing someone who has already surrendered?

From casual gaming to complex multiplayers: video games are the most common virtual environment for entertainment. Despite heated discussions about violent content and possible negative consequences, society recognizes the popularity, economic relevance, and creative value of this medium. Video games have clearly abandoned their status as a nerdy pastime to become an established mainstream form of entertainment (Quandt & Kowert, 2016).

Although early game titles already featured morality-related topics, implementing meaningful eudaimonic1 elements based on moral decision-making has become increasingly popular. The present chapter describes the role of morality in video games, together with an overview of current theories on psychological processing of moral decision-making in virtual game worlds. These theories aim at explaining how games elicit moral processing and the factors modulating the processes once the player is morally engaged. Although all of these theories make important efforts to explain subsections of moral processing, a unifying model is still missing. Therefore, a novel integrating approach to morality in video games that comprises players’ moral engagement as well as their moral decision-making processes and their effects on the player will be presented. First of all, however, we address why players engage in video games that feature moral elements as a form of entertainment. Why do morally laden situations bring pleasure to gaming?

Entertainment and Video Games


Media entertainment can be defined as an affective reaction to media consumption, irrespective of media type (Vorderer, Steen, & Chan, 2013; Vorderer, this volume). In contrast to passive forms of entertainment (e.g., reading a thrilling book; watching a comedy series) active participation in interactive gaming might even bring greater pleasure (Vorderer, Hartmann, & Klimmt, 2003). Although games may also fulfill simple needs for hedonic pleasure, they may go beyond that (Oliver et al., 2016). The paradox that viewers also enjoy dramas or sad movies that do not evoke positive emotional states has led to the distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment. In line with this differentiation, video games and their expressive and interactive potential are capable and even particularly suited for generating meaningful interaction and eudaimonic experiences. Recently, implementing meaningful eudaimonic gameplay based on moral decision-making has become increasingly popular and economically successful. Games featuring moral topics are capable of telling meaningful and touching stories of loneliness, loss, and seemingly hopeless struggles against mighty powers (e.g., Detroit: Become Human, Sony Interactive Entertainment, 2018; Life Is Strange 2, Square Enix, 2018). It should be stated, however, that neither game titles nor meaningful entertainment in general have to feature morality or morally laden interactions to be successful.

Interactivity


Interactivity unites all video games but distinguishes the medium from other classic forms of entertainment (see Bowman, this volume; Klimmt & Possler, this volume). Users are no longer passive spectators of the mediated narrative, but an active component of the virtual world (Grodal, 2000). In other words, playing a game can be seen as continuous iteration of decision-making (Joeckel, Bowman, & Dogruel, 2012). Early video games like, for example, Pong (Atari, 1972) offered only a limited range of interaction possibilities (i.e., sliding the bar up and down). Partly due to technological developments, however, more complex narrative patterns allowed for implementing morally relevant themes and, thus, confronted players with more decision-making. Recent titles such as Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Games, 2018) provide players with a plethora of interactive patterns embedded in a rich narrative within a realistic 3D world that allows free exploration of the environment. More importantly, however, the player has to consider that all actions have consequences. Behaving in opposition to socially shared rules, for example threatening civilian characters with a gun, has the effect that the game character’s moral reputation will immediately deteriorate, which, in turn, will affect how other characters will behave.

Presence


When playing a video game, (spatial) presence is an important feature that describes a sense of nonmediation in a remote environment, or the feeling of “being there” (Lombard & Ditton, 1997; Slater & Steed, 2000; see Hartmann & Fox, this volume). Immersive technology can elicit degrees of presence that lead to a fading of the medium itself, comparable to perceiving the world through unnoticed glasses (Biocca, 1997). This can lead to behavior that is similar to interacting with real stimuli, including consequences on cognitive, emotional, and physiological levels. Presence is mostly defined as a binary state (Slater & Steed, 2000). This is comparable to Huizinga’s (1955) magic circle that forms a walled-off safe space for gaming, which is detached from everyday life and without usual real-life consequences (Consalvo, 2008; Consalvo, Busch, & Jong, 2016). In terms of virtual violence or moral dilemmas this “half-real” (Juul, 2005) characteristic of video games explains why emotions such as anger, disgust, fear or guilt that are otherwise perceived as aversive are voluntarily accepted (Jansz, 2005) and even enjoyed as eudaimonic experience. Before they get involved in this “as if” world, players can even show moral flexibility in such a way that they are finally able to abandon moral concerns with very little cognitive effort (Klimmt, Schmid, Nosper, Hartmann, & Vorderer, 2008).

Self-presence is achieved through the bodily representation of the player in the virtual environment (i.e., avatar embodiment) and can therefore be defined as the perceived overlap of the actual and the virtual self, which has an effect on the player’s moral agency (Heron & Belford, 2014b). Social presence is characterized as the feeling of “being with another” in a virtual world (Biocca, 1997). Under conditions of social presence, users have the impression to share the same virtual space with other social actors that neither have to be human or human-like nor explicitly visible. Through mediation of even minimal social cues virtual actors can elicit social responses in users (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 2003). As morality is defined through its social component, and moral decisions are often made on the basis of automatic social responses (Haidt & Joseph, 2007; Weaver & Lewis, 2012), social presence is an important prerequisite for moral processes in virtual worlds.

In video games and entertainment research, conceptual alternatives to social presence address the same precondition for perceiving and experiencing morality in games as relevant, such as identification (Cohen & Klimmt, this volume) and transportation (Green & Brock, 2000). The shared assumption underlying all these concepts is that players accept a game world, their characters and social situations as “real”, important, and meaningful so that their own reasoning, decision-making, and behavior in the game world holds moral quality and personally relevant consequences.

Morality and Moral Elements in Video Games


Moral thinking is social thinking (Matthews, 2019). Generally, people’s moral system guides decision-making and evaluates individual and collective conduct in everyday life (Sicart, 2019). Violating shared moral rules in a meaningful social context typically evokes moral concerns (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994). Tough decisions and ethical questions are fundamental both in daily life situations and fictional settings. Moral dilemmas have a long history in media reaching back to drama in literature, theater or movies that can have an intellectual as well as emotional impact. Users can feel socially connected to media characters in many ways (see Brown this volume; Lewis, Weber, & Bowman, 2008; Weaver & Lewis, 2012). However, in contrast to noninteractive media forms that present consequences of moral decisions made by someone else, players become moral actors making their own decisions (Weaver & Lewis, 2012). The player is now both passive spectator and active storyteller (Zagal, 2009).

Implementing interpersonal or moral dilemmas in a game can enrich the playing experience (Rollings & Adams, 2003), or may even be a prerequisite for good storytelling (Rhodes & Hamilton, 2013). A moral dilemma can be defined as a moment of decision-making with at least two moral options in conflict as either option A or B but not both can be chosen (Gowans, 1987). In contrast to frustrating everyday dilemmas, the fictitious world of video games enables players to explore these conflict situations in a relatively safe space without direct real-life consequences (Sicart, 2013). Tracking player decisions is technically easy but does not provide insights into their motivations and intentions. The choice of option A over B could have been unintentional, because the player was confused or distracted and accidentally pressed the wrong button (Heron & Belford, 2014a). Even an obvious immoral decision may have been made just done for fun, for strategic reasons in the game, or to try out actions that would have been taboo in real life (Young, 2013).

Moral elements have a long tradition in video games that reaches back to role-playing games like Ultima IV (Origin Systems, 1985). Currently, moral decisions appear in various game genres, including strategy games (e.g., child labor in Frostpunk; 11 Bit Studios, 2018), shooters (e.g., using white phosphorus in Spec Ops: The Line; 2K Games, 2012), simulations (e.g., handling immigration in Papers, please; Pope, 2013), and interactive drama (e.g., caring for younger brother in Life Is Strange 2; Square Enix, 2018). In contrast to clearly positive morally connoted games like, for example, the management simulation Project Hospital (Oxymoron Games, 2018), other games are characterized by conflicting moral standards. In a side mission of GTA: San Andreas (Rockstar Games, 2004), for example, the game rewards players for driving patients to the hospital regardless of how many civilians they run over and kill on their way. Other game titles do not offer ambiguous quandary decisions at all as their main game mechanics are simply based on carrying out moral transgressions (e.g., raping a native American in Custer’s Revenge; Mystique, 1982).

Researching Morality in Video Games


Research on games featuring morally relevant content2 has focused primarily on philosophical and theoretical explanations of virtual behavior (Sicart, 2013; Zagal, 2009). Only a few systematic empirical studies have dealt with the topic, and even less research has been carried out using experimental methods. Unfortunately, scientific analyses of game-related moral decisions mostly revolve around effects of engaging in virtual violence, leading to ongoing heated debates in academia and the general public (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010; Ferguson, 2015; Prescott, Sargent, & Hull, 2018). In video games, moral transgressions often appear as (physically) damaging acts. However, not all of these immoral acts are based on violence, and not all virtual acts of violence are necessarily immoral. To date, only few studies have tried to disentangle the moral aspects of video games from virtual violence (e.g., Joeckel, Bowman, & Dogruel, 2012).

Consalvo et al. (2016) analyzed processes of moral dilemmas using semi-structured interviews with active gamers. The authors found that variations of framing a situation in the game can lead to different approaches and behavioral consequences. Hence, moral gameplay is context dependent (Consalvo et al., 2016). In addition to context, player characteristics are important (see “Influencing Factors”). In their exploratory study Weaver and Lewis (2012) showed that participants’ way of playing Fallout 3 (Bethesda Softworks, 2008) reflected their convictions of morality in real life, including treating nonplayer characters (NPCs) as “real persons.” Krcmar and Cingel (2016) collected think-aloud protocols from participants playing Fallout 3, thereby taking into account decision-making processes. Players followed moral considerations (54%; e.g., helping a city that feels like home) and strategic decisions (46%; e.g., helping a character to gain in-game currency) to an almost equal extent. Furthermore, Hartmann, Toz, and Brandon (2010) tested a shooter game in which they systematically varied moral disengagement (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; see “Moral Disengagement”). The authors found that participants felt less guilty after engaging in morally justified compared to unjustified violence. Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang, and Prabhu (2014) replicated this finding and found that players who felt guilty also became more sensitive to moral issues. In addition, Gollwitzer and Melzer (2012) found that feelings of guilt were even more pronounced for inexperienced (vs. experienced) video game players who inflicted unjustified violence.

Moral Disengagement


Originally coined by Bandura (1990), the term “moral disengagement” describes a conversion of personal agency in situations of moral transgression. Violating socially shared rules of conduct or internalized moral standards typically evokes ethical dissonance and moral concerns (Baumeister et al., 1994). To reduce this aversive state, to cope with guilt and shame, and to avoid self-condemnation, people engage in self-regulatory processes, such as rationalizing, excusing, or justifying one’s actions (Bandura, 1990, 2002). These processes comprise: moral justification, advantageous comparison, euphemistic labeling, diffusion/displacement of responsibility, disregard/distortion of consequences, dehumanization, and attribution of blame. Processes of moral self-regulation have also been demonstrated in the context of gaming (Klimmt et al., 2008), especially with regard to enjoying violent content (Hartmann, Krakowiak, & Tsay-Vogel, 2014). Moral disengagement can be triggered either through specific cues in the game or active moral rationalization processes (Weaver & Lewis, 2012; see “Influencing Factors”). In violent video games players are at risk of experiencing inner conflicts as every violent act bears the potential for moral ruminations, which therefore challenge game enjoyment (Klimmt et al., 2008). However, most violent games provide sufficient cues for processes of moral disengagement in order to support feelings of enjoyment and entertainment (Hartmann et al., 2014; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010). Moral management theory (Klimmt et al., 2008) argues that players may either call on these moral disengagement strategies or accentuate the virtual nature of the situation (“this is not real/just pixels,” see “Presence”). As gaming situations typically confront the player with a number of different characters, permanently changing sensory impressions as well as varying moral conflicts, mechanisms of disengagement should be conceived as flexible constructs that may continuously reshape (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Klimmt et al., 2008).

Moral disengagement theory explains mechanisms that prevent players from experiencing feelings of guilt or shame in violent acts. In contrast, cues that reverse these mechanisms might also ensure moral engagement (e.g., child character asking for help). The following models primarily adress decision-making processes that occur after moral engagement has been triggered.

Dual-Process Models of Moral Judgment


Haidt’s (2001) social intuitionist model (SIM) claims that moral intuition is irrational and led by affective valence, therefore reflecting an automatic “gut feeling” without any conscious awareness. Although the decision maker is fully aware of the moral judgment, the processing steps are subconscious. Moreover, rather than seeking moral accuracy or truth, people rationalize and confirm or defend their intuitive decisions (Matthews, 2019). In contrast to the intuitive system, Haidt (2001) defines moral reasoning as a deliberate and controllable post hoc process that may alter the initial intuition or judgment. Here, processing steps are performed consciously by integrating further information that may lead to an updated moral judgment (Haidt, 2001). Although the human mind may be prone to an intuitive primacy in moral judgment, the fast and affective system can be overruled by subsequent mechanisms of deliberate reasoning (Haidt, 2007). Findings from cognitive neuroscience confirm that both systems play a role in moral judgment. However, the intuitive component appears to be the driving force, whereas the influence of reasoning may be limited but still significant (Greene & Haidt, 2002).

To date, only little research on intuitive versus reflective moral processing in gaming has been conducted (Krcmar & Eden, 2017). However, increased cognitive load inhibited controlled moral reasoning in dilemmatic situations (Greene, Morelli, Lowenberg, Nystrom, & Cohen, 2008). Alternatively, ultrasociality, which reflects innate sensitivity to social cues, may trigger social considerations that overcome moral intuition (Matthews, 2019). This preeminence can also be observed in the context of gaming: When players in Mass Effect (Microsoft Game Studios, 2007) have to decide whether to kill or spare a begging alien queen, a vast majority of gamers decide to spare her life despite having killed dozens of her people (see Matthews, 2019).

Moral Foundations Theory


Reflecting the prominent role of immediate intuition, Haidt and Joseph’s (2007) moral foundations theory (MFT) identified five sets of moral intuitions that are evolutionarily “built-in” and later shaped through learning. Thus, humans form moral judgments on the basis of harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, in-group/loyalty, authority/respect and purity/sanctity (Haidt & Joseph, 2007). Later, an additional sixth foundation on liberty/oppression was suggested (Iyer, Koleva, Graham, Ditto, & Haidt, 2012). Although these sets are represented across all humans, the salience of each foundation might be shaped through the respective culture (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009). The harm/care foundation is related to emotional and physical harm, compassion, and empathy. The foundation of fairness/reciprocity describes settings with considerations of justice and honesty. The in-group/loyalty foundation comes into effect when a group (e.g., family, sports team, company) is threatened by a conflict of interest or a loss of commitment. Authority/respect refers to situations with a possible violation of dominance hierarchies. The foundation of purity/sanctity is related to behavior that elicits disgust like bodily contamination and sexual deviancy. The foundation of liberty/oppression is related to situations in which freedom of choice is diminished. The different moral foundations further support that moral considerations do not necessarily have to be connected to violent acts, although many games contain harm/care-based scenarios such as classic “kill or spare” decisions.

Despite the inclusion of intuitive moral processing, MFT does not go beyond moral judgments. Therefore, only indirect assumptions about its influence on actual behavior that follows moral decision-making are possible. In contrast, Tamborini’s (2013) model of intuitive morality and exemplars (MIME) successfully transferred moral psychology theory to the applied context of gaming behavior (see Eden, Tamborini, Aley, & Goble, this volume).

Model of Intuitive Morality and Exemplars


As already stated earlier, gaming scholars have linked moral foundations with decision-making (e.g., Joeckel et al., 2012; Krcmar & Cingel, 2016). Their research is based on Tamborini’s (2013; Eden et al., this volume) assumption that moral intuitions specified in MFT will also guide people’s interactions with media content in general and video gameplay in particular. For example, the possibility to cheat in a video game (i.e., a moral transgression in terms of fairness) might lead to negative moral judgments in players with a strong internalization of this foundation. As a result, these players should be less likely to morally transgress than players with a low level of salience for fairness.

Applying MFT and MIME to interactive media forms like video games is perfectly possible, as interactivity requires users to make decisions in the form of observable actions. With every morally relevant scenario, players can decide whether or not to uphold their moral principles. However, players typically tend to follow their moral principles (Boyan, Grizzard, & Bowman, 2015), transporting their moral values from reality to in-game decisions. Krcmar and Eden (2017) found high salience for the harm/care foundation to predict how guilty participants felt in the infamous “No Russian” mission of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (Activision, 2009), where they had to shoot innocent civilians. In their study, however, moral foundation did not predict how aggressively they played in the game (i.e., number of bullets fired). Other studies (Joeckel et al., 2012; Joeckel, Bowman, & Dogruel, 2013; Tamborini et al., 2018) showed that players with high levels of moral salience were less likely to commit respective moral transgressions. In contrast, players with low moral salience made rather random decisions (Joeckel et al., 2012).

Summary


Both theoretical plausibility and existing empirical evidence support the models described here. But although there have been various approaches to morality in games for some time, the respective elements have not yet been integrated into a comprehensive model. Numerous studies on virtual reality and presence show how users are transported into virtual worlds, but no link has been established connecting concepts such as social presence and mechanisms like dehumanization, for example. Moral disengagement theory explains sufficiently why and how immoral acts can still evoke feelings of joy, but applications have barely gone beyond violent gaming. As a consequence, more effort has been spent on prerequisites that suppress moral concerns than exploring why and how players appreciate eudaimonic entertainment. In contrast, both MFT and MIME have predominantly focused on moral engagement but paid less attention to disengagement and its proven impact on moral processing. Furthermore, dual-process models and MFT provide in-depth explanations of moral processing but lack connections to media consumption. The MIME tried to close this gap by mapping moral judgments onto in-game behavior. Unfortunately, research on moral modules and gaming behavior is still sparse.

In summary, each model has its specific virtues in explaining morality in video games. The added value of the integrative model presented here lies in suggesting links between prevailing theories, but also in predicting when players will make a specific moral decision or suppress their moral concerns, and how this may affect their entertainment outcome. A greater understanding of the overall picture of morality in gaming results, also adding predictive value that allows for empirical testing of the model.

Integrative Model of Moral Processing in Video Games


In the following section, we propose a model integrating theories mentioned previously (see Figure 34.1).
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Figure 34.1 Integrative model of moral processing





As an exemplary walk through the model, we continue to follow Alex (see “Introduction”), who plays a chapter of her interactive postapocalyptic shooter game Metro Exodus. Interactivity was already introduced as the core characteristic that separates video games from classic forms of media. Also, interactivity affects most other parts of the model including presence (see Figure 34.1).3 The degree of (spatial) presence that Alex experiences depends on the interactivity and vividness of the virtual space (Steuer, 1992). As the interactive virtual world of Metro Exodus features state-of-the-art graphics, which provide her with a vivid playing experience in a 3D world, Alex is likely to perceive a high degree of spatial presence. However, so-called breaks in presence will direct her attention away from the virtual stimuli (e.g., lags/glitches or someone entering the room; Slater & Steed, 2000), also causing her engagement to diminish. In Metro Exodus, Alex plays the male character Artyom from a first-person perspective. Therefore, a solid level of self-presence can be expected compared to more distant views (e.g., a top-down or god-like view4). Our model hypothesizes that self-presence is another important factor for moral engagement to that effect that greater levels are related to greater identification and moral agency.

As stated earlier, we presume social presence to be indispensable for moral engagement in video games. This is supported by notions that a lack of empathic concern will lead to lower degrees of social presence (Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003). Although titles like Metro Exodus center around animated human characters, socially perceived agents have to be neither human nor explicitly visible. Agents may appear as humanoid robots (e.g., Claptrap, a robot with overexaggerated human traits in Borderlands (2K Games, 2009), but also simple agentic representations may successfully induce perceptions of social presence (e.g., inanimate companion cube in Portal (Valve Software, 2007). At the same time, moral disengagement mechanisms can explain why not all human agents elicit social presence to the same degree. In the Metro Exodus chapter “The Volga,” for instance, Alex/Artyom meets a church community, whose members are introduced as armed evil fanatics with gear covering most of their faces. According to our model, Alex perceives these community members as faceless hostiles lacking recognizable individual characteristics. She now has to decide whether “it’s okay to shoot a character” (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010, p. 94). Both perceived presence and distinct cues suggesting disengagement mechanisms of dehumanization and attribution of blame support this option and allow her to kill without experiencing moral concerns (see “Influencing Factors”).

As this example indicates, not every moral situation will be perceived as a eudaimonic dilemmatic situation. Many moral choices built in video games have been criticized as shallow and flat (Heron & Belford, 2014a; Schulzke, 2009). As a consequence, game creators aim at implementing deep and meaningful dilemmas to ensure eudaimonic experiences. The game must be able to create a moral tension for the player rather than for the character (Zagal, 2009). What could a true eudaimonic experience in a moral dilemma look like according to our model? As mentioned previously, moral (dis)engagement may change quickly with new and unexpected stimuli appearing: All of a sudden, the fanatics that the game had previously introduced to Alex as ruthless barbarians surrender—they raise their hands and beg for mercy. With this salient appeal to ultrasociality that will likely elicit social responses (Biocca et al., 2003), our model claims moral disengagement to be reversed. As a consequence, Alex might refrain from fighting the opponents in order to prevent feelings of guilt. A true dilemma has no clear-cut answer, as at least two moral principles compete with each other (Schreiber et al., 2009). In our example, Alex’s conflict consists of either killing a former hostile party that had threatened her or avoiding killing a now unarmed, surrendering human being, but at the same time risking death of her character or failing the mission. Furthermore, a true dilemma requires awareness of information about options and consequences in order to feel responsible (Schreiber et al., 2009). However, consequences can only be anticipated, as the decision has not yet been made (see Figure 34.1). Anticipated consequences can be influenced by (known) mechanics of the game (e.g., If I kill enemies, I will get 50 points vs. If I spare unarmed opponents, my character’s honor level rises), the game narrative (e.g., If I kill the opponent, I won’t be able to talk to him later), or considerations within the player (e.g., If I kill the opponent, I will feel pleased/guilty). At the next stage, the present model postulates a crucial transition passage between moral engagement and moral disengagement. Depending on the influencing factors (see “Influencing Factors”) Alex will either follow the route of moral or strategic processing. Although the model depicts two separate and distinct paths, it is important to note that with every new incoming stimulus a new evaluation will occur. This temporal variation and flexibility in switching between moral engagement and disengagement is in line with both moral management theory (Klimmt et al., 2008) and MIME, which postulates short-term fluctuations in moral salience (see Eden et al., this volume).

If the assessment of the situation is in favor of moral processing, an initial moral “gut-feeling” or an intuitive judgement occurs. In line with the SIM model, Alex’s intuition and individual level of salience for the different moral foundations will shape her automatic and unconscious judgment. With opponents raising their hands, the game increases the salience for the foundation of harm/care. As a consequence, Alex’s initial judgment may be based on feelings of empathy. Subsequently, the reasoning system is activated to support the judgment post hoc (see Figure 34.1). However, reasoning may substantially alter the judgment, depending on the strength of the intuition and the remaining cognitive capacities, potentially activating a different foundation (Greene et al., 2008). In our Metro Exodus example, Alex could conclude that fairness is a more important moral value than harm/care, as it is unjust to attack an unarmed person. Finally, her moral processing is put into action by choosing one of the available options (e.g., sparing opponent). The actual consequences of her action will then be integrated in Alex’s future understanding of the game’s concept of morality.

All constructs and processing paths in the model are thought to be highly flexible, with processing being able to change within fractions of a second, depending on the internal state of the player and new entering information continuously provided by the game. For example, while Alex is still browsing her options in the former-enemy-now-unarmed-person dilemma, defective game physics could deform the social expression of a character, leading to lower social presence or even moral disengagement.

Influencing Factors


As the branching point to eudaimonic or hedonic entertainment experience is crucial to both our model and a general understanding of medial moral processing, identifying the factors contributing to the adoption of these entertainment paths is important. Moral (dis)engagement depends on characteristics within the gaming environment and in the player (i.e., processes of rationalization; Weaver & Lewis, 2012). Therefore, both game specifications and player characteristics represent two major influencing factors within a “moral situation” (see Figure 34.1). As previously mentioned, some game-related aspects (e.g., interactivity and presence) contribute to a richer entertainment experience irrespective of whether this experience is eudaimonic or hedonistic in nature. In contrast, other factors within the game may determine the specific entertainment experience. In this regard, moral disengagement cues embedded in the gameplay (e.g., anthropomorphic versus dehumanized portrayal of characters) as well as other framing elements are known to make dilemmas more “enjoyable”. The contact principle, for example, denotes the fact that moral transgressions make people feel uncomfortable if physical contact is required. In virtual dilemma situations, increasing time pressure and therefore limiting cognitive capacities was linked to altered moral processing and behavior (Tinghög et al., 2016; see “Dual-Process Models of Moral Judgment”).

However, elements of the game are merely a framework to moral (dis)engagement. Ultimately, players themselves determine the degree of perceived morality. Not surprisingly, they may differ substantially regarding their moral perceptions (Sicart, 2013). Moral engagement may even drastically change within the same player comparing first and subsequent playthroughs (Consalvo et al., 2016). Furthermore, the multidimensionality of media gratifications in entertainment supports user motivations that include not only classic hedonic but also eudaimonic needs (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). Depending on the situation players may be motivated to pick a game which they expect to satisfy their respective needs. To maintain the desired entertainment gratification, players may retain their hedonic status even when in-game framing changes to eudaimonic (and vice versa). This may be achieved through the degree of immersion (see “Presence”), rationalization of (dis)engagement cues (see “Moral Disengagement”), or actualization of the playing motive (e.g., “I [only] play for fun/competition/an engaging story”).

In addition to players’ active motivational influence other personal characteristics likely modulate the experience. These can be directly linked to other parts of the model. For example, the ability to immerse depends on individual factors, such as domain specific experience and spatial visual abilities (Sacau, Laarni, & Hartmann, 2008), but also personality traits (Weibel, Wissmath, & Mast, 2010). In terms of social presence and moral engagement empathic skills are expected to play an important role when processing moral game situations, including both trait empathy (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010) as well as state empathy (Happ, Melzer, & Steffgen, 2015). Additionally, moral sensitivity and moral blindness, respectively, is connected to moral behavior (Katsarov, Christen, Mauerhofer, Schmocker, & Tanner, 2017). In the case of moral engagement, real-life moral beliefs will affect the decision-making process. Evidence was found for a transfer effect of real-world moral values being carried over to the game setting and manifested in decision-making behavior (see “Model of Intuitive Morality and Exemplars”; Boyan et al., 2015). In addition, factors such as age, gender, or cultural background clearly moderate moral beliefs, as do other predictive parameters within the model. The factors listed here represent a first and rather broad collection of possible independent variables that can predict the entertainment outcome and decision behavior. Although theoretical assumptions and empirical findings from neighboring fields of research support our proposed linkages, our model requires further empirical scrutiny.

Conclusion and Future Research


Video games have become an established mainstream form of interactive entertainment and implementing meaningful eudaimonic elements based on moral decision-making has become increasingly popular. As moral actors, players can make their own decisions in a safe “as-if” space without direct real-life consequences. Interestingly, their moral decisions oftentimes follow real-life convictions, that is, morality means thinking in terms of social interactions (Haidt & Joseph, 2007; Matthews, 2019; Weaver & Lewis, 2012). Under conditions of social presence, thus, players treat virtual characters in video games as partners in nonvirtual social interactions. It is not surprising that current theories of moral psychology have been extended and adapted for the video game medium. To cope with guilt and shame and to avoid self-condemnation in situations of moral transgression, for example, gamers use self-regulatory cognitive processes of moral disengagement similar to their everyday lives.

Moral decisions reflect processes of a conscious reasoning system and a strong intuitive system. Five moral foundations (e.g., harm/care) that are evolutionary “built-in” and later shaped through learning serve as the basis of moral concerns. The MIME successfully transfers moral psychology theory to gaming behavior, postulating a reciprocal relationship between morality of the player and gaming content. Predictions form MFT and MIME have been successfully applied to actual behavior of gamers found in morally related situations (Boyan et al., 2015; Joeckel et al., 2012, 2013; Krcmar & Cingel, 2016).

The present integrative model unites these leading theoretical assumptions of morality in video games. Considered individually, each model relies on a firm groundwork providing detailed explanations of specific parts of moral considerations and/or virtuality. Therefore, the added value of this integrative model lies in emphasizing the apparent interrelations that form an overarching model aimed at explaining moral processing in video games as a whole. Although empirical studies have already been conducted for most of its subparts, validation of the integrative model is subject to future research. More specifically, a number of research questions need to be addressed empirically: How does social presence link to dehumanization and moral disengagement? Which presence factors contribute to moral engagement and later moral processing, and to what extent? How does the number of options in the game affect cognitive capacities and, thus, moral judgments? How do player characteristics influence the different phases of moral processing? Addressing these and other unanswered questions will further our understanding of morality in general and the role of morality in gaming in particular.

In conclusion, we believe both disciplines of moral psychology and game studies will benefit from the present model. Through this integrated framework moral psychologists may better understand how interactive, vivid, and socially credible environments trigger moral processing. Likewise, gaming scholars gain further insights into the different entertainment outcomes and the player perceptions of a virtual “as if” game setting.
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1 Eudaimonia is defined as a meaningful mediated experience characterized by mixed emotions of contemplation, compassion, or feeling moved (Oliver & Raney, 2011; see also Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume).

2 We only focus on single-player games in this chapter as multiplayer games add the dynamics of social interactions with other ethical agents (Schreiber et al., 2009).
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4 Self-presence and avatar identification would even be higher if Alex would have been given the possibility to customize her avatar according to her preferences (Christy & Fox, 2016).
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Player-Avatar Identification, Relationships, and Interaction

Entertainment Through Asocial, Parasocial, and Fully Social Processes


Nicholas David Bowman and Jaime Banks




Entertainment experiences in video games are derived in large effect from the agency that users are afforded over the experience (Grodal, 2000). When playing video games, players are cast as arbiters of the experience, engaging in a series of “interesting decisions” (Meier, 2012) that influence the fate of the on-screen elements or personas, from a hardly anthropomorphized tetronome falling into place among a cascade of other shapes and colors (Tetris; Nintendo of America, 1989) to a photorealistic time-traveling assassin with a conflicted and shifting moral compass (Assassin’s Creed; Ubisoft, 2007). In a literal sense, avatars embody the player’s agency within the digital spaces of these games (Little, 1999). The current chapter explores emerging work into player-avatar identification, relationships, and interactions that hold promise for more comprehensively explaining the medium’s unique entertainment appeal.

A (Brief) Primer on Avatars


Before engaging a discussion of how video game avatars influence entertainment experiences, a short discussion of what we mean by “avatars” is essential. As explained by Bowman, Downs, and Banks (2016a), the word avatar is derived from the Sanskrit avatara, understood as a deity’s descent to earth and incarnation as a particular form (Holzwarth, Janiszewski, & Neumann, 2006); that is, avatars were the physical embodiments of otherwise ephemeral spirits, usually adopting a given body for a specific purpose (Matchett, 2001). Boellstorff (2008) engages a similar logic, although replacing the notion of incarnation (as movement from the ephemeral to the corporeal) with an understanding of the avatar as a decarnation, or casting off of the flesh—an avatar thus representing the user’s movement from the tangible to the digital world. In practice, the terms avatar and character tend to be used synonymously, however avatar refers broadly to a digital representation of the player in a gaming environment, while characters are a specific kind of avatar whose personality, appearance, and narrative trajectory is crafted by the game designers (thus reducing the authorship of the player in its construction). In this chapter—for the sake of brevity and since avatars as a class are inclusive of characters—we refer to “avatars” except in specific instances where distinctions are important. Avatars are digital bodies controlled at least in part by players such that identity (van Looy, Courtois, de Vocht, & de Marez, 2012) and agency (Eichner, 2014) are variably extended into the gameworld. In turn, avatars may variably influence players via social cues such as vocal quips (Blascovich, 2002) and performance cues such as health points gained or lost (Arsenault, 2005). In the broadest sense, avatars mediate gamers’ experiences of the gameworld and gameplay such that the player-avatar connection may mediate a range of gaming entertainment experiences. These connections may take the form of players identifying as, relating to, and interacting with their game avatars, and each of these three dynamics has unique implications for the entertainment appeal of gaming.

Entertainment and Identifying as an Avatar


Identification with avatars is compelling given the structure of their host medium. Video games invite players to enter gameworlds as participants rather than as passive audiences (Turkle, 1984), and this participation usually takes the form of the player assuming some level of control over an on-screen avatar. In doing so, video games encourage players to simultaneously (even if temporarily) lose their own identities and take up traits of the on-screen character (Filiciak, 2003), understood as a “psychological merging” of player and character (Lewis, Weber, & Bowman, 2008, p. 515). Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer (2009) state more plainly that identification can be understood in a broad range of media contexts as the “temporal shift in self-perception through adoption of valued properties [of another]” (p. 351; see also Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). Alternately, avatars may function as mirrors, presenting opportunities for players to reflect on their own behaviors in real time as the player simultaneously acts as participant and observer (Rehak, 2003; cf. Cooley, 1902). Thus, gaming-entertainment experiences could be said to be fundamentally driven by one’s semantic (representation-based) or performative (action-based) identification with an on-screen character since gameplay is co-constructed between game and player.

Although the term” identification” is used broadly to describe those forms of implicit or explicit self-similarity, it is critical to note that there are numerous processes that lead to identification. Downs, Bowman, and Banks (2019) argued for and empirically supported a framework whereby levels of identification with an avatar can be experienced through different degrees (weak to strong) of different combinations of multiple processes. In other words, identification is polythetic—each of the processes by which identification may be realized are sufficient but not individually necessary for the perceived self-similarity to unfold (see Bailey, 1973). Pulling from extant literature, we identified several psychological processes that may lead to player-avatar identification, each of which has implications for entertainment experiences: physical similarity, embodiment, value homophily, perspective-taking, and wishful identification.

Physical Similarity


Similarity between player and avatar may come in the form of simply having parallel physical features—the avatar’s body looks like the player’s, such that the player to some degree sees a digital likeness on screen (Biocca, 1997). This process may be facilitated when video games provide players with opportunities to customize avatar appearance (Turkay & Kinzer, 2014), In some game genres—such as massively multiplayer online games in which players’ avatars persist in the gameworld—rich customization can be prerequisite to enjoyment: Players expect to have these options made available to them, and enjoyment suffers when customization options are absent (Turkay & Andinolf, 2010). Teng (2010) likewise found that abilities to alter avatars’ decorations and equipment are crucial to fostering player loyalty in online games both directly, as well as indirectly via an influence on increased immersion (understood in terms of exploration, role-playing, escaping reality, and cultivating an in-game persona). Birk, Atkins, Bowey, and Mandryk (2016) found that similarity identification (analogous to physical similarity) directly impacted feelings of autonomy and enjoyment, and suggested that even simple games with basic physical similarity options can boost players’ intrinsic motivations to engage, impacting enjoyment outcomes (see Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010, for a more detailed discussion of intrinsic need satisfaction-based enjoyment). Emerging research from Peña and colleagues (2018) reports that similarity-based identification can be enhanced by social factors as well: visual markers of social identity (in this study, clothing matching the colors of the participant’s university) had a significant positive impact on similarity perceptions, which in turn increased enjoyment. Overall, players who perceive physical similarity between themselves and their avatars are more likely to enjoy the gaming experience. Research into the impact of physical similarity on more introspective and self-referential meaningfulness outcomes (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011) is less developed, although work in game-like digital worlds such as Second Life (Hooi & Cho, 2014) has established empirical associations between avatar-self (physical) similarity and increased self-awareness, which is relevant for appreciation to manifest.

Embodiment


As can be surmised from polythetic frameworks for identification (Downs et al., 2019), players need not share the appearance of an avatar’s body for bodies to be important to identification. Players may experience game environments via embodiment: One’s subjective positioning within the gameworld as a result of perceived links among (1) the avatar’s body, (2) the player’s body, and (3) the player’s mental model of their own body in relation to the avatar’s (Myers & Biocca, 1992). Klevjer (2012, p. 19) suggests that embodiment can be understood as a type of prosthetic telepresence (see Lombard & Ditton, 1997, for explication of the related notion of presence, and also Hartmann & Fox, this volume) that relocates the player’s body into the on-screen space in which “we get to play with, and play through, extensions of our own being” (p. 19). Core here is that avatars need not be one-to-one representations of the player. A two-dimensional Mario character, three-dimensional avatar, or even a first-person camera each represent some form of bodily extension as the avatar functionally manifests events in the gameworld as a result of the player’s representative actions of pushing buttons, nudging joysticks, or engaging a naturally mapped controller. Kilteni, Groten, and Slater (2012) explain that sense of embodiment involves a perception of self-location in, agency over, and ownership of the avatar’s digital body.

Although not testing entertainment effects specifically, work by Fox, Bailenson, and Tricase (2013) found evidence of Proteus effect (Yee & Bailenson, 2007) in which female participants engaging sexualized (as compared to nonsexualized) avatars demonstrated more body-relevant thoughts, as well as greater adherence to rape myth acceptance; effects were stronger when participants saw their own face on the custom avatars (also relevant for physical similarity considerations, discussed earlier). One implication for entertainment research—especially when designers have more serious goals in mind—might be that “trying out” various avatars (or at least, their bodies; Nakamura, 1995) might lead players to internalize some of the social experiences of those avatars, which could encourage the sort of self-reflective processes core to meaningfulness and elevation (Oliver, Ash, & Woolley, 2012). Blunt manipulations of embodiment such as variations of the player’s in-game view (first-person compared to third person) have also been found to encourage in-game learning (Lindgren, 2012), which could have implications for how embodied players attend to and retain on-screen gaming elements. We note that many studies on embodiment and enjoyment tend to focus on embodiment via user interfaces and controller systems (see Tamborini & Bowman, 2010) and to this end, future work should more focally consider avatar embodiment independent of the input devices used to represent this embodiment. We argue that this decoupling is especially relevant given the development of control systems that do not require haptic controls (such as virtual and augmented reality systems). Such work is especially relevant given studies showing that more natural control systems do not necessarily increase enjoyment when inputs are viewed as a poor fit for on-screen action (Rogers, Oliver, & Bowman, 2015; Liebold, Bowman, & Pietschmann, 2020)—this work could benefit from a more discrete focus on the perceived match between control system and the on-screen avatar being controlled.

Value Homophily


Players may also experience identification through the perception of shared attitudes or beliefs with the avatar, or even through senses of having similar upbringings that may elicit the impression of shared values (Cohen, 2001), such that “birds of a feather flock together” (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001, p. 417). In video games, players likely experience the values and backstories of their avatars directly as they participate in its unfolding vis-à-vis the avatar, or they may be presented as part of an introductory character narrative (i.e., presented at the beginning of a videogame). In both cases, narrative engagement may result in player perceptions that the avatar (as a persona) holds values shaped through prior experiences. As those perceived values serve as the ground for interpreting emerging gameplay situations (see Schneider, 2001), players may come to feel kinship and self-similarity with an avatar as they jointly experience those events through a shared lens (see Banks, 2015). Tenets of disposition theory (Zillmann & Cantor, 1972; see Vorderer, Klimmt, & Bryant, this volume) are critical here, given that as players recognize the values held by their avatar, they also begin to form affective dispositions toward the avatar (see Konijn & Hoorn, 2017).

These effects can differ depending on the type of game being played and thus, the context for the player-avatar connection. For example, Trepte and Reinecke (2010) found that the type of video game can impact a player’s desire to use avatars that are more or less similar in personality to the player, with competitive games encouraging more dissimilarity and cooperative games encouraging more similarity. Similar data were reported by Bowman, Schultheiss, and Schuman (2012), in which players who had lower suspension of disbelief toward their avatar (e.g., saw it and its gameworld as fictitious) and felt a decreased sense of responsibility for the avatar’s actions were more likely to engage in antisocial gameplay. Considering values more concretely, moral decision-making systems are increasingly commonplace as video games mature as a medium (Oliver & Raney, 2019), and research examining players’ moral decisions has generally found that players act in line with their own held moral values (Weaver & Lewis, 2012; Joeckel, Bowman, & Dogruel, 2012) when players have wide latitude to make decisions that could be equally effective at achieving in-game goals (see Melzer & Holl, this volume). However, avatars are not afforded such latitude, as gameworlds and game logics in many types of games (such as fighting games and shooters) rarely reward pacifism over aggressive action and thus, restrict the decisions that can be made. Work into moral decision-making and subsequent entertainment outcomes could be bolstered with more specific focus on how players perceive not just the moral tenor of in-game decisions, but the moral tenor of the avatar and the decision space (re: gameworld and game logic) of that avatar. Advances of assessing character morality in entertainment media (see Grizzard et al., 2020; Eden, Tamborini, Aley, & Goble, this volume) should prove useful in this regard.

Perspective-Taking


Perspective-taking is an identification process whereby players internalize the experiences of the avatar and engage those events as though they are the avatar (see Zillmann, 1995), thereby experiencing events through the eyes of the avatar. For instance, players may feel as though they are killing a monster in defense of a beloved city (aims and emotions of the avatar as it is diegetically positioned in the game narrative), rather than experiencing the event from the player’s perspective as a gaming exercise in challenge and skill. This process that may be especially accessible in video games (compared to other media) since players may actively and simultaneously experience the self-as-self and other-as-self through the medium’s inherent interactivity (Rehak, 2003). Perspective-taking is particularly relevant to narrative-driven entertainment outcomes associated with transportation (Green & Brock, 2002) or narrative engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009). In both cases, the player’s attention to, understanding of, and engagement with an unfolding game narrative likely encourages stronger identification with the avatar. These processes have been suggested to increase enjoyment, as users essentially become more invested in the narrative world of the media content through governance of the narrative and action trajectories (see Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004; Brown, this volume).

Perspective-taking is critical to engaging with narrative because events unfolding in a narrative often only make sense from the perspective of the characters embedded in the story (Galbraith, 1995). On this point, Smethurst and Craps (2015) considered how video games represent and simulate psychological trauma by requiring the player to directly confront traumatic events and in some cases work with the avatar and its post-traumatic stress. Peña, Pérez, Khan, and Gómez (2018) found that playing serious games that directly engage perspective-taking mechanics (in their study, casting the player as a border control agent) were useful in encouraging more prosocial attitudes toward immigration policy. Similar arguments could be made for the moral decisions made by players through their avatars discussed earlier (Weaver & Lewis, 2012; Joeckel et al., 2012), including guilt reactions stemming from those decisions (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang, & Prabhu, 2014). Notably, the latter study (Grizzard et al., 2014) conflated engaging immoral actions (defending a terrorist camp through armed combat) with playing as an immoral avatar (playing as a terrorist), so left unknown is the extent to which players took on the perspective of the terrorist avatar. Broadly, perspective-taking processes (along with the value homophily considerations, previously) might be well equipped to explain how players contextualize in-game decisions and from this, unpack their hedonic and/or eudaimonic reactions to the results of those decisions.

Wishful Identification


In contrast to physical similarity and value homophily that represent the experience of actually sharing qualities with an avatar, wishful identification is one’s desire to share qualities with an avatar. That is, individuals see valued traits in the digital body or persona and wish to or actually try to become like that avatar (see Hoffner, 1996). Through the temporary engagement with those desired traits (e.g., controlling an avatar who speaks bravely, when one does not see themselves as a brave person, generally), players may come to feel a connection with the potential for actually embodying and performing that trait (see avatar-as-symbiote relational orientations, later). Notably, such perceived possible selves are understood to be a link between conception (seeing and desiring the trait) and motivation (taking steps toward embodying the trait; Markus & Nurius, 1986), such that the temporary apprehension of the valued trait may itself be enjoyable (Cross & Markus, 1994).

Avatars have been shown to foster vicarious reinforcement—the sense of reward of a behavior only by observing it rather than actually performing it—such that people may craft avatars with ideal traits and then use those avatars to motivate adoption of the traits (Bessiere, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007; Fox & Bailenson, 2009). Such vicarious forms of experience are understood to facilitate enjoyment of games (Hefner, Klimmt, & Vorderer, 2007). With respect to appreciation, players engaging in wishful identification processes might be more intrinsically motivated by the perceived gap between themselves and the avatar to engage the game in more intensely emotional ways (Przybylski, Weinstein, Murayama, Lynch, & Ryan, 2012), which might open them up for more eudaimonic experiences. Finally, the emerging notion of henosis (the reduction of disequilibrium between global schema elements and the appraised meaning of a gaming experience; Watts, 2019) relies heavily on negotiations of one’s in-game behaviors against one’s self-schema such that (dis)alignment with one’s avatar as a persona could itself be a source of self-relevant or self-transcendent emotional gratifications (see Oliver et al., 2018; Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume).

Entertainment and Relating to Avatars


The identification processes outlined earlier are important to understanding how video game players take up various aspects of their avatars and in turn, how entertainment outcomes are influenced. However, even with a polythetic approach to identification (Downs et al., 2019), we have argued elsewhere that the monadic focus on player-avatar relations associated with identification (Klimmt et al., 2009) is but one way in which players can take up their avatars. Player-avatar relationality spans a spectrum of sociality (Banks, 2015), where the nature of a given relationship emerges at the intersection of (1) player’s preferences, motivations, and traits and (2) degrees of avatar agency, narrative situatedness, and the host video games’ inherent affordances for interactivity. From this frame, player-avatar relations can indeed be reliant on monadic identification (i.e., the self-similarity perceived by the player) but may instead be dyadic as players and avatars influence each other (Banks, 2015, cf. Lewis et al., 2008) or even tetradic (as in avatar-mediated interactions, where there are four distinct agents—two players and two avatars; Banks & Carr, 2019). Through avatars’ inherent, variable agency (moving, communicating, executing ludic functions on their own) and the game’s inherent, variable opportunities for interactivity, the player-avatar relation is fundamentally and unavoidably social to some degree (Banks, 2015).

Although one may be tempted to engage this sociality as merely perceived—and certain perception of sociality is part of what drives a player’s position on the relational spectrum—the framework presented here engages this unavoidable sociality as an actual, material quality of the player-avatar relation. This sociality emerges (independently of a player’s perception of it) through the exchange of information between player and avatar (cf. Rafaeli, 1988), and through the resulting meaning made by each entity according to its potentials (Bogost, 2010). For instance, consider the scenario from Kudenov (2018): in a massively multiplayer online game, a player may create and control a mage avatar, and wish to customize it. The player (according to considered options) generates a message (according to internal drives): “I prefer my avatar to wear a hat,” and encodes that message (according to available inputs) through the game interface with the aim of displaying the hat; that message is encoded through button-press into a sign system understandable by the avatar, and delivered to the avatar via the game-medium’s architectures. This message is then apprehended and interpreted by the avatar (according to its inherent, coded abilities): originating external from itself, characterized perhaps as a binary flag dictating a shift from “false” to “true,” and according to the avatar’s internal logics and the extent to which that logic permits an accessing of the resources required to perform the action, the avatar may or may not actually display the hat. In turn, let’s say the message has been decoded properly but the asset identifier (a code indicated in the message that identifies which hat is intended to be worn) is not found within the game’s resources. The meaning made by the avatar is related but divergent from the meaning intended by the player. The avatar may similarly draw on its internal logics and sign systems to generate and encode a rejection message reflective of the avatar’s own state (i.e., “I do not have the resource.”). That encoding is facilitated by the game system-medium that translates the resource-deficiency message into a sign system interpretable by the player—perhaps a vocal and textual cue, perhaps wrapped in a diegetic metaphor (e.g., “I don’t have enough mana” to conjure the hat). In this way, the dyadic exchange is at once meaningfully communicative as each entity interprets the message of the other with some degree of fidelity (cf. McCroskey, 1978) and always functionally communicative as each agent exchanges according to its “internal instrumentality” (see Bandura, 1989, p. 1175) in that the transmission process is materially unfolding. Both player and avatar hold internal logics that support ways of “seeing” the other (see Kudenov, 2018, for an extended discussion of these dynamics) such that communicative cycles actually emerge between them, independent of the player’s perception of them (Banks & de Graaf, 2020). Engaging this perspective according to this ground assumption of joint agency in player-avatar relations is critical, as digital bodies and their underlying technologies increasingly shift degrees of control away from the player and into the metaphorical or literal hands of the avatar and game itself. For instance, artificially intelligent games may dynamically shape game characters and narratives to maximize emotional experiences (Hernandez, Bulitko, & Hilaire, 2014) and adapt the skills or abilities of the avatar toward more or less challenging gameplay (Ram, Ontañón, & Mehta, 2007). These “AI experience managers” or “drama management” tools are advancing to tailor experiences by increasing the adaptive agency of the game and its components, including avatars (Mori, Thue, & Schiffel, 2019, p. 174).

Player-Avatar Relationship Types


Although sociality in player-avatar relationships is variable, four consistent archetypal player-avatar relationships (PARs; Banks, 2015) have been identified in prior literature. These PAR types loosely follow a continuum from nonsocial to fully social relations: avatar as object, me, symbiote, other. First, the avatar-as-object orientation is nonsocial, characterized by players viewing avatars as nonagentic placeholders in the gameworld or mere tools with which to play the game. Banks and Bowman (2015) found that players tend to see them as “toys,” “tools,” “puppets,” or “objects” and as having very low levels of human-likeness. Players with this orientation toward avatars instead ascribe a high level of agency to themselves as being in control of the avatar and have a low level of intimacy toward the avatar. In other words, the connection takes the form of a user-tool relation. Gameplay styles most relevant to this orientation are usually focused on challenge and competition (Banks, 2015), which might suggest a more ludic focus on player competence and achievement as core to enjoyment (Klimmt, Blake, Hefner, Vorderer, & Roth, 2009; Oliver et al., 2015); however, this orientation may foster appreciative entertainment if that competence manifests feelings of deeply rewarding accomplishments as a function of the more tedious work of gameplay (i.e., raiding or grinding; Banks & Bowman, 2014). Alternately, those who use avatars as tools for emergent or deviant forms of gameplay may experience entertainment in other ways. For example, Paul, Bowman, and Banks (2015) found that video game “griefers” (players who intentionally disrupt the experiences of other players, often using their avatars to kill, impede progress, or harass others; Achternbosch, Miller, Turville, & Vamplew, 2014) have similar levels of enjoyment to players who engaged in more prosocial play. However, griefers’ constituent paths to enjoyment relied on stronger feelings of autonomy and competence, and (unlike more community-oriented players) were less connected to feelings of relatedness need satisfaction. Here, entertainment derived from relating to one’s avatar as an object—whether to win, toil, or grief—may be akin to the gratifications enjoyed from using a favorite tool to produce some desired outcome.

Next in the sociality continuum is the avatar-as-me orientation. Although not social in the sense that players see avatars as agents, in this orientation players do see avatars as having self-similar qualities such that the relation is closely aligned with the polythetic identification processes discussed earlier in this chapter. Players taking up this relational orientation see their avatars as reflections or extensions of (some version of) themselves. Seeing the avatar as an “extension,” “representation,” or “piece of me” are common among these players (Bowman & Banks, 2015) as they seek to craft visual, functional, or symbolic bodies to represent them in the game. At least in online games, players engaging “me” orientations are often focused on engaging in social and ritualized gameplay. That is, they trend toward motivations to play the game as themselves with friends (as part of coordinated or casual activities) or play more habitually as the target game is regularly embedded in their daily schedules (Banks, 2015). Broadly, then, we might expect entertainment experiences from the avatar as me-relational orientation to involve many of the same entertainment effects discussed earlier (as a function of polythetic identification), but to also include social and escapist gratifications known as key drivers for videogame play (Sherry, Lucas, Greenberg, & Lachlan, 2006; Yee, 2006; see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume). Said another way, perceiving and engaging an avatar as representative of oneself is likely to facilitate entertainment experiences associated with feeling as though one is in the gamespace or more diegetically involved in the gameplay activities (Klimmt et al., 2009).

In past work on PAR types, object and me orientations usually accounted for one-half to three-quarters of gamers surveyed (primarily players of massively multiplayer online games; Banks, Bowman, & Wasserman, 2018). Although common, they do not represent all player-avatar relationship types, as people may engage avatars as more than merely tools or self-extensions. As players consider avatars’ narrative roles in gameworld action (whether designed or emergent, presented via the formal, canonical gameworld or developed through players’ roleplay or personal stories rather than formalized in the game itself; McKnight, 2018), they are more likely to consider them as social agents to some degree (Banks, 2013). Specifically, when the avatar is seen as having its own subjectivity, relationships, and trajectory in the gameworld, it shifts from functioning as a tool toward functioning as a character. As is theorized in family and interpersonal relationship literature (e.g., Bowen, 1978), in order to form authentic social relationships (as opposed to dependent connections), one must see the other as an authentically distinct entity. That is, when the avatar is differentiated from the self, the player’s orientation begins to be more social in nature, and there are two PAR types that feature such self-differentiation.

First, at moderate levels of avatar agency, intimacy, and self-differentiation, players engage an avatar-as-symbiote relationship in which they simultaneously see themselves as part of the avatar, but also feel as if the avatar is part of themselves. This orientation is in some ways linked to wishful identification processes discussed earlier in this chapter but is often characterized by a more active and purposeful player agency. Players engaging avatar as symbiote go beyond mere wishing to create an avatar that is different from the self in order to practice being that different persona as they work through identity negotiations and sense-making activities (e.g., questioning gender, coping with emerging disability, escaping abusive relationships; Banks, 2015). Entertainment outcomes of symbiotic orientations are likely associated with the psychological well-being derived from successful identity work—or at least cathartic self-relevant information processing (Colder-Carras et al., 2018)—as players essentially oscillate between self-as-self and self-as-other (see Rehak, 2003). Waterman (2011) suggests that as individuals engage in activities for identity formation, they foster a greater sense of intrinsic satisfaction, as well as stronger affinity (enjoyment of and appreciation for) the activity itself. Moreover, gameplay can also be understood as a self-defining activity that facilitates positive affect (Lafrenière, Vallerand, Donahue, & Lavigne, 2009), and some have argued that such activities are strongly associated with pleasurable flow experiences (Mao, Roberts, Pagliaro, Csikszentmihalyi, & Bonaiuto, 2016). Notably, while we do not claim that avatar-as-symbiote players engage in some unique challenge and skill ratio critical to attaining or sustaining flow states (Sherry, 2004; Chen, 2006), the broader argument here is that self-defining activities are those that compel more intense engagement; referred to as autotelic (or self-motivating) from a flow theory perspective.

Finally, the avatar-as-other relational orientation is most social, featuring high levels of player-perceived avatar self-differentiation, agency, and human-likeness. Here, players engage their avatars as authentic social agents (as a “partner” or “person;” Banks & Bowman, 2015) and engage an affective and interactive orientation toward the avatar facilitated by the perceived and actual contributions of the avatar to the gameplay experience. Unsurprisingly, this orientation is most common among role-players (Banks, 2013) and in role-playing games (Bowman, Banks, & Downs, 2016b), in part given their narratively driven nature of role-playing games that tends to place intense focus on character development. However, explicit role-playing is not required for other orientations, given that players often informally and privately hold ideas about their avatar’s diegetic life (McKnight, 2018) and that high stakes may enhance holistic care for the avatar as a valued entity (e.g., permadeath play styles; Parker, 2017). Play motivations among those engaging “avatar as other” orientations are most clearly aligned with intense narrative engagement, as players take up the avatar’s needs and wants within the gameworld, and direct gameplay at achieving the avatar’s goals: Appreciation was more strongly associated with player considerations of narrative quality, which directly impacted both feelings of relatedness and insight (Oliver et al., 2015). Importantly, gratifications associated with gaming with others (e.g., Yee, 2006; see also Klimmt & Possler, this volume) need not be limited to human co-players, as gaming with social-technological agents may afford similar outcomes.

Considering this spectrum of player-avatar relational orientations, it is useful to conceptualize the link between that sociality and entertainment outcomes more broadly. Object relations are associated with winning and achievement, me relations to social and habitual play, symbiotic relations to catharsis and meaning-making, and other relations to escapism and narrative engagement. Those with less social relations with their avatars likely experience more hedonic entertainment gratifications (e.g., the thrill of achievement, the fun of coordinating with friends, cf. Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume) while those with more social relations may trend toward more eudaimonic entertainment gratifications (e.g., reflecting on identity, exploring a complex world, see Janicke-Bowles et al., this volume). Importantly, such a PAR/entertainment link cannot necessarily be said to be causal as expected gratifications may lead to these orientations just as much as the orientation may lead to the effect, and both relation and effect may change over time (Banks, 2013).

Entertainment and Interacting with an Avatar


To this point, we have discussed various ways in which different categories of player-avatar relations can directly influence entertainment outcomes. While these PAR categories are useful heuristics for players and media scholars alike to understand different ways in which players orient themselves toward avatars in variably social ways, those relationship types are the phenomenological product of a specific set of relational dynamics. These dynamics are understood as measurable, variable, player-perceived dynamics collectively called player-avatar interaction (PAX; Banks & Bowman, 2016). The interaction element of PAX is critical, as it draws focus to the communicative coordination that takes place between player and avatar. Here, we turn to concepts in cybernetics to understand player-avatar interaction as a cyborgic system–a self-regulating, adaptive system comprising coordinated inorganic and organic components (see Kline & Clynes, 1961). In such a system, the player and avatar systematically and jointly respond to game events through coordinated transmission of information and relevant responses (via native abilities) to the other. While both agents influence one another, we are limited both theoretically and practically to understand the player’s perception of this coordination, as we largely lack any meaningful interpretive lens for which to understand nonhuman experiences (Bogost, 2012). Yet, what we can do is understand the player’s perceptions of this cyborgic process—players can assess and variably weigh at least four PAX dimensions, and the player’s perceptions of these dimensions have unique implications for entertainment.

One relational dynamic is anthropomorphic autonomy—the extent to which a video game player sees their avatar as existing in the gameworld in a human-like fashion: having its own thoughts, feelings, aims, and relationships within the game’s symbolic and diagetic parameters. In other words, players see the avatar as functioning as a human might in that context. Banks and Bowman (2015) demonstrated that anthropomorphic autonomy was highest in other- and symbiote-oriented players, suggesting a degree of self-differentiation and agency is associated with seeing one’s avatar as being an agent that is self-similar but existing on its own. From an entertainment perspective, seeing avatars as more autonomous allows for a degree of separation necessary for gamers to enjoy characters even when their actions might break from the player’s own values and desires. For example, players may participate in problematic on-screen action without feeling as though they, themselves, have committed those actions (Banks, 2013). Such moral disengagement (see Bandura, 1999) might be an important pathway to the enjoyment of antisocial media content, especially when questionable actions are critical to advancing narratives. However, the impact of moral disengagement on subsequent video game enjoyment has been unclear (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Schmierbach & Limperos, 2013; see Melzer & Holl, this volume). For example, moral disengagement is often considered in relation to reframing the action as justified (such as the euphemistic labeling process discussed in Bandura, 1999), and high degrees of anthropomorphic autonomy might serve as another process by which players can separate themselves from questionable actions while still enjoying a game.

This process of differentiating between player and avatar might be even more relevant for video games that make use of deplorable on-screen content to deliver potentially prosocial messages, such as scenes of chemical weapons usage and torture in Spec Ops: The Line (2K Games, 2012) as a way to complicate players’ held understandings of warfare rather than to glorify war and violence (Williams, 2013). Particularly interesting here is that such moral disengagement strategies are not the result of simply reframing gameplay as being challenge and competition focuses—that is, the argument is not that players are merely accepting of on-screen immorality as a byproduct of achieving in-game challenges or some other emotional reappraisal process (Hemenover & Bowman, 2018). Instead, we suggest that when players perceive their avatars has having their own agency, they are likely more accepting of moral violations committed by those avatars as necessary choices critical to that avatar’s own experience (Banks, 2015). At least, a compelling focus for future research might be the extent to which considerations of anthropomorphic autonomy influence players’ willingness to assist or hinder their avatar’s commission of a given moral violation, or the extent to which players might “protect” their enjoyment of a video game by ascribing the culpability of certain moral violations to their avatar (rather than to themselves).

Originally conceptualized as emotional investment (Banks & Bowman, 2015), more recent developments in PAX emphasize relational closeness as a sense of affective connection between player and avatar manifesting a sense of partnership and collegiality (Banks, Bowman, Lin, Pietschmann, & Wasserman, 2019). Critical here is that relational closeness considerations cast the avatar as an authentic partner in gameplay, rather than relegating the avatar to the role of a quasi-social entity for identification or parasocial relationship formation (Horton & Wohl, 1956; see Brown, this volume)—indeed, Lewis, Weber, and Bowman (2008) argue that the parasocial interaction perspectives are less applicable to interactive media such as video games given the inherent dialogue between player and avatar. Players feeling relationally close to their avatar can engage in social gameplay even in the absence of any “flesh and blood” human partners (Simon, 2006). From an entertainment perspective, players experience high levels of relational closeness with avatars might benefit from engaging the video game as a social activity. Few would debate that video games can function as social spaces or catalyze sociality around the activity of gaming (Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006), and that relatedness needs are critical to gaming (Tamborini et al., 2010; Sherry et al., 2006; Yee, 2006). However, the centrality of relational closeness to player-avatar interaction suggests that the social gratifications of games need not be rendered only by humans. Avatars for which players feel a strong relational closeness to are likely to engender many of the same social demands (Bowman, 2018; also see Bowman, this volume) and benefits (Banks, 2013) and in turn, influence entertainment outcomes associated with the social context of gameplay traditionally ascribed to actual human companions (Elson, Breuer, Ivory, & Quandt, 2014). Moreover, players with deep feelings of relational closeness with their avatars might engage video gaming to compensate for a lack of social relationships in other domains, similar to what Kowert and Oldmeadow (2013) observed with online gaming populations—just as online gamers might turn to colleagues at a distance in order to restore a sense of relatedness or simply enjoy a shared gaming experience, players feeling relationally close to their avatars might be compelled to power on or dial up their digital companions whenever a need for social interaction strikes them. A readily understood version of this closeness can be seen in the gamified digital pet “Tamagotchi” (a portmanteau of the Japanese “egg watch”) in which players carry a small mobile device displaying a character that requires food, rest, and play. Through a system combining a demand for nurturance with reward in the form of survival, the character fostered affections and attention akin to interpersonal (albeit fleeting) relationships (Bloch & Lemish, 1999). A more recent version of such a scenario can be seen in the story of an unnamed gamer and his in-game girlfriend in the dating simulator LovePlus (Konami, 2009), a video game for the portable Nintendo DS system (Moore, 2009). Gaming research has very much embraced the study of sociality in both online and collocated gaming and the entertainment outcomes of the resultant relational bonds that form between human players, and we encourage replication and extension of this work with consideration of the potential relational closeness (or distance) that players feel toward their avatars.

The notion of suspension of disbelief has long been thought to play a role in player-avatar interaction, as the player purposefully and temporarily takes up the avatar and its world as real and valid (Banks & Bowman, 2015; Lewis et al., 2008). More recent scholarship (Banks et al., 2019) suggests that the temporary acceptance of the fiction presented in a gameworld may be less important than the more general and purposeful critique of the gaming experience for continuity and internal consistency—an evaluative stance that is known as critical concern. Such a shift somewhat aligns with Schaper’s (1978) critique of suspension of disbelief scholarship broadly, nothing that audiences need not accept a fictional scenario as an authentic one in order to engage with and enjoy it. Castronova (2006) likewise argued that video games are marked by having “slight but significant” (p. 842) changes from a comparative reality, and Posey (2013) contends that video games need not provide perfect reproductions of “real-world” contexts and scenarios in order to be enjoyed, but rather need only meet player’s expectations of those contexts and scenarios. For example, few gamers have flown to the outer reaches of the solar system in their corporeal lives, but they might have a broad expectation for how such travel might look and feel based on prior exposures from related media products (Appel, Krause, Gleich, & Mara, 2016). Using a subjective quality assessment approach, Schumann, Schultheiss, and Bowman (2016) found that the coherence of a game’s presentation was one of four quality dimensions critical to establishing a player perception of a “digital or virtual environment populated by social actors with their own sense of culture and purpose” (p. 557). Albeit applied to the specific case of persuasive games (Bogost, 2010), the notion of procedural rhetoric can be useful for understanding critical concern—the actions and rules of gameplay should be consistent with the overall story that a game is trying to tell, even if that story breaks substantially from anything in the player’s own lived experience. In a sense, critical concern is less about boosting entertainment outcomes but more about not breaking the entertainment experience. That said, and somewhat contrasting with Schumann et al. (2016), players experiencing both low and high levels of critical concern might have similarly high levels of entertainment, albeit through attending to different aspects of a gaming experience. As critical concern decreases, avatars are likely perceived less as social agents and more as functional tools, thus shifting entertainment considerations from more relational to more ludic in nature. Even within the same game title, Rogers et al (2016) found that players’ discussions of relational components (such as avatar considerations) were more strongly aligned with “meaningful” gaming experiences, while discussions of gameplay mechanics were more strongly aligned with more “fun” gaming experiences.

Finally (and as somewhat discussed in our earlier discussion of identification through embodiment mechanics), players experience avatars through the literal interactivity afforded by control, by which players deliver information to the avatar (input) and the avatar responds in kind (output; Banks et al., 2019; see also Roth et al., 2018). When experiencing high levels of control, the player’s and avatar’s actions are tightly linked such that the avatar performs as expected and the player can appropriately make its contributions in response to those events. Gamers who feel a greater sense of control over their experience tend to report greater enjoyment of the experience. Prior work has established strong correlations between competence and autonomy and enjoyment (Oliver et al., 2015; Tamborini et al., 2010) and broadly, increased control via input embodiment also boosts enjoyment (Rogers et al., 2015; Liebold et al., 2018). However, there is somewhat of a conceptual mismatch between perceptions of control over the video game itself and the PAX focus on perceptions of control over the in-game avatar’s actions, noting that from a relational perspective, being in control of “another” (such as one’s avatar) reduces the player’s ability to see that avatar as an authentic and distinct social other. From a relational perspective, high levels of perceived control are likely not necessary (and perhaps, not even desired) for players to bond with avatars—games such as The Sims (EA, 2000) provide players with broad control over a game’s environment, but do not allow players to directly control the avatars themselves. One potential extension of this work could be a consideration for if and how players parse out perceptions of control over the video game broadly from control over the in-game avatar specifically, which might influence entertainment experiences (the former more aligned with enjoyment and the latter more aligned with appreciation; Rogers et al., 2016). We might also consider the extent to which increases in perceived control over the avatar manifest as sources of increased cognitive or physical demand that paradoxically draw resources away from one’s ability to more deeply engage their avatar from an emotional or relational perspective (see Bowman, this volume).

Future Research and Emerging Trends


To this point, we have offered numerous suggestions as to how a more precise demarcation among player-avatar relational dynamics—identification, relation, and interaction—might offer a more detailed and nuanced understanding of entertainment outcomes in gameplay. Moving forward, we can also see emerging gaming technologies that provide fertile grounds for which to engage some of these suggestions. Three such technologies are discussed in what follows: persistent avatars, automated avatars, and intelligent avatars.

An emerging innovation in game design is the notion of a persistent avatar that would accompany a player across several games, various technologies and channels, and throughout an entire lifetime—a concept proposed by Schell (2013) as an aspirational concept for game designers. To some extent, the player-created avatars on the Nintendo Wii console (called Miis) can be construed as persistent avatars. Miis represent the player’s account when they first log in to their Wii console, and can be found in many of the game’s menus and interfaces. A player’s Mii can be a default avatar for the player to use in numerous Nintendo Wii games, and can even be used to play games for other Nintendo systems (such as the Wii U, the 3DS, and the Switch consoles), a smartphone app called Miimoto, and even in a (now-defunct) social network called the Miiverse. Work on Miis tends to focus more strictly on concepts related to identification (such as the work on self-relevance and embodiment from Ratan and Dawson, 2015), but a reconceptualization of this work to focus on persistent avatars might allow us to better understand a more complex and dynamic player-avatar association that, in turn, has differential impact on entertainment outcomes. In studying player-avatar identification, considerations of perspective-taking and value homophily are likely influenced by the context for which an avatar and their actions exist: the same avatar might have different motivations and value systems when played in a battle arena than when played in a narratively-rich adventure game. A convenient example here (albeit not a user-created avatar) is the character Mario, who can be found pursing peril to rescue a princess in one environment, and then chasing down and battling that same princess (either in a go-kart race or in hand-to-hand combat) in another environment. Depending on a player’s orientation toward their avatar, these contextual shifts might matter to varying degrees: avatar-as-object players might be less concerned so long as they can still play competently and effectively, whereas avatar-as-other players might struggle to reconcile the vastly different motivations for their avatar’s existence. Considerations of interaction dimensions are also critical here: higher perceptions of anthropomorphic autonomy might make an avatar’s persistence across spaces and time easier to accept and comprehend, while increased relational closeness could make persistent avatars more desirable for players.

Another development in game design is that of automated avatars that can act on a player’s behalf to varying degrees. To some extent, such a notion is not altogether new to video games, as we can consider video game cutscenes—noninteractive elements of a video game environment that temporary shift the role of the player from an active participant to the passive role of an observer (Ip, 2011a, 2011b). Likewise, Willumsen (2018) suggests that even when players input commands into a video game, the resultant avatar actions can actually be far more complex: a single button press can trigger a sequence of elaborate animations in the avatar as with multiaction macros used in many massively multiplayer online games (MMOs) and with quick-time events in which the player times their button presses to guide avatars through elaborate cutscene-similar actions. We can also find examples of fully autonomous video games such as Dreeps (Hiraoka, Watanabe, & Fujita, 2015), in which the game’s main character (a robot boy) progresses through all adventures on behalf of the player and the player’s only interaction with the game is to either (1) set the game in sleep mode (to help the robot boy recover health, recommended for when the actual player is sleeping as well) or (2) set the game’s alarm, so that the robot boy is awake and able to adventure on behalf of the player. As explained by the developers, “You can have a look at the adventure on the phone put on you [sic] desk while working, during snack time, just enjoy the game at your pace.” LaFrance (2015) refers to the game charmingly as an “alarm-clock simulator” but suggests that automated avatar games might hold unique appeal in a similar matter to what Consalvo (2017) refers to as tandem play—watching others play video games and thus indirectly being part of the gaming experience. One interpretation is that avatars operating on their own are de facto perceived at a distance, as players can exert no control over their actions and thus have no agency in directing the avatar’s experience. At the same time, players might invest more in considerations of the avatar’s persona—scrutinizing their choices as representative of their value system, celebrating the avatar’s conquests, or following the avatar through an unfolding adventure not too different from television or film consumption. While games such as Dreeps provide ready-made characters rather than player-created avatars, future work could be positions to study a “set in and forget it” style of video game in which a player is intricately involved in the creation of an avatar before releasing that avatar into an environment and thus, relinquishing their agency of the avatar’s fate. Such a scenario invokes more of a parental approach to avatars and video game, which is aptly captured in Bowen’s (1978) work on the evaluation of family relationships—one (usually, the parent) is required to view the other (the child) as an authentically distinct social entity in order to foster a healthy and empathic relationship, and in this process the relationship becomes more authentically social and dyadic. At the same time, a core entertainment motivation for more passive forms of media such as televisions is simply to pass time and avoid boredom (Rubin, 1982), and thus we need not assume that games with more automatic avatars would necessarily be less enjoyable or less meaningful.

Finally, we also note that our proposition of the player-avatar relation as inherently and authentically social is one that is often taken with some skepticism, as avatars are assumed to be de facto unable to offer authentic and independent social interactions with players. That is to say that avatars are, simply, not humans and thus, any humanness ascribed to them (re: anthropomorphic autonomy) is mere a perception in the player’s mind. We have provided counterarguments earlier in this chapter (also see Banks, 2015). Yet, advances in the technology of so-called intelligent agents—avatars that make use of artificial intelligence software—might soon render at least some of this debate moot. Gilbert and Forney (2015) created an intelligent agent in the three-dimensional virtual world Second Life (Linden Labs, 2003) using a natural language simulator, and participants in their study misidentified the agent as a human rather than an artificial intelligence over three-fourths of the time; these effects were independent of the length of interaction between the users and the intelligent agent. Others have argued that increased graphical fidelity and processing allows for greater fidelity in the rendering of nonverbal communicative behaviors that might also influence how players view their avatars as authentic social agents (Küster, Krumhuber, & Kappas, 2015). The use of so-called intelligent agents in virtual environments is part of a larger shift toward intelligent virtual environments (Luck & Aylett, 2010). The most apparent implication for intelligent avatars with respect to player-avatar dynamics is that they very much shift our potential engagement to that of a fully social other, likely disrupting most identification mechanics (although we might more closely ponder how much we like and value the avatar), encouraging more avatar-as-other orientations (currently a rather infrequent player-avatar relation type in extant literature), and perhaps fostering a high degree of anthropomorphic autonomy and relational closeness. As has been argued throughout this chapter, variance in these mechanisms in turn has consequences for the relative enjoyment and appreciation that they might receive from gameplay.

Conclusion


As representatives of the player’s agency, avatars are core to the entertainment experiences in video game play. Players can identify as, related to, and interact with these digital agents during gameplay, and both player and avatar work together to create the overall gaming experience. From an entertainment theory perspective, these processes of identification, relation, and interaction are relevant moderating or intervening variables between the player’s on-screen engagement and the resultant enjoyment and appreciation from that engagement.
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Entertainment in Virtual Reality and Beyond

The Influence of Embodiment, Co-Location, and Cognitive Distancing on Users’ Entertainment Experience


Tilo Hartmann and Jesse Fox




Introduction


Virtual Reality (VR) technology consists of interactive media systems that track users’ movements and responsively render a rich sensory environment designed to replace cues from the physical environment (Biocca, 1997; Fox, Arena, & Bailenson, 2009). Recent advancements have made VR accessible to a broad consumer market and expanded its reach in a number of domains including health, education, and entertainment. Many consider entertainment key to VR’s mass adoption given the potential for compelling user experiences. Also, entertainment genres like gaming often attract early technology adopters.

Alongside the development of VR technology, empirical research and theorizing on VR entertainment is also expanding (e.g., Hartmann, Klimmt, & Vorderer, 2010; Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003; Shafer, Carbonara, & Korpi, 2018; Skalski & Tamborini, 2006). Currently missing is an integrative conceptual framework that identifies properties of VR that distinguish it from other currently available entertainment media. In the present chapter we attempt a step in this direction. After reviewing recent trends in VR entertainment, we identify key affordances and characteristics of the VR experience. Subsequently, we discuss how these elements may shape the entertainment experience and how existing entertainment theories may be elaborated or challenged by VR. We offer five guiding propositions for future research. We conclude with a brief discussion of the complexities of creating and studying VR entertainment.

The Rise of VR Entertainment


Early VR technology dates back to the 1960s, an era when color television was the latest breakthrough in mainstream media entertainment. It took several decades of development before the first wave of consumer-oriented VR devices were introduced to the mass market in the mid-1990s by video gaming companies. The equipment was typically expensive, uncomfortable, and prone to technological issues; the available content was limited in scope and relatively crude. These two factors led to a rather underwhelming consumer experience, and Nintendo’s Virtual Boy, Atari’s Jaguar, and Sega’s VR quickly disappeared from shelves.

The hype around consumer-grade VR was revived in 2012 with the introduction of the Oculus Rift. Yet again, the consumer market has focused largely on gaming applications such as Sony PlayStation VR. Several major tech companies have also heavily invested in VR for more diverse applications, including Google, Amazon, Apple, and Facebook. In comparison to the first wave of VR technologies, recent head mounted displays (HMDs) and tracking devices are cheaper, provide an improved VR experience, and are more comfortable to wear. Nevertheless, some problems persist. For example, HMDs like Oculus Rift or HTC Vive still require powerful computers, many users experience headaches or motion sickness, and lengthy sessions can be exhausting. As a consequence, adoption of consumer-grade VR is again slower than initially expected, despite the relative success of PlayStation VR (with 4.2 million HMD units sold; Moon, 2019) and best-selling VR game titles like Beat Saber (over 1 million units sold; Jagneaux, 2019) and VR Skyrim. This leaves the industry speculating whether VR will soon be widely embraced, possibly driven by next-generation gear like the Oculus Quest (a stand-alone HMD that does not require additional computing or tracking equipment), or remain niche entertainment.

Aside from gaming, entertainment VR applications have successfully emerged in several other arenas. Social VR applications (e.g., VRChat, AltspaceVR, and Facebook Spaces) allow users to meet and interact. Similarly, the popular application Bigscreen enables users to blend traditional mass media experiences, such as watching a movie, with social interaction. Outside of the home, location-based VR has proliferated: sites where the public can participate in a VR experience have popped up as independent businesses or within entertainment complexes, movie theaters, and museums (Sag, 2019). Companies including VOID and Sandbox VR offer access to technology that is still too exclusive, expensive, and difficult to install for ordinary consumers. Among these technological variations, there are still common elements that define the VR experience.

Conceptualizing the VR Experience


Virtual reality provides a distinct user experience compared to other currently available media given its broader array of sensory cues (e.g., visual representations, motion, depth, sound, spatialization, balance) and naturally mapped modes of interaction using head rotation, gestures, and body movement. Given the way VR engages the sensorimotor system, VR can make users feel like they are having “a non-mediated primary experience of the everyday world” (Frey, 2018, p. 495). In short, VR can feel more “real” than other channels.

Here, we clarify some key affordances that define the VR experience. Importantly, these are not exclusive to VR, although experiencing this collective constellation of affordances at high levels is difficult to achieve with other modern media technologies or communication channels. Thus, rather than basing our framework on VR as a monolithic and invariant channel, we use these affordances as a foundation to enable more flexible and durable theorizing (Fox & McEwan, 2017).

Embodiment


Embodiment (related to self-presence, Biocca, 1997, and the body-ownership or body-transfer illusion, Gonzalez-Franco & Lanier, 2017) refers to the extent users experience the body of their virtual representation, or avatar, as their actual body or an extension thereof (Ratan & Dawson, 2016). Embodiment is “the sense that emerges when the virtual body’s properties are processed as if they were the properties of one’s own biological body” (Kilteni, Groten, & Slater, 2012, p. 373). Users feel ownership of their virtual body and physically located within this body. As such, the virtual body becomes the center of one’s actions (“I am really doing this”) and the subject of external forces (“This is happening to me.”) Compared to a traditional narrative, VR enables the user not only to observe the character’s viewpoint, but to be the character and control their actions.

Because embodiment enables the user to adopt the perspective of the avatar, this affordance may promote feelings of identification (see Cohen & Klimmt, this volume; Cohen 2001). Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer (2009) propose a conceptualization of identification in video games. They define identification as a “temporary alteration of media users’ self-concept through adoption of perceived characteristics of a media person” (p. 356). This definition of identification resonates closely with Yee and Bailenson’s (2007) description of the Proteus effect, a phenomenon wherein a user’s attitudes and behaviors align with the characteristics of their avatar (for a recent meta-analysis see Ratan, Beyea, Li, & Graciano, 2019). The Proteus effect is more pronounced if users perceive the body of their avatar as their actual body (Yee & Bailenson, 2009). Because VR may surpass other existing media in fostering embodiment, it might foster stronger temporary alterations of users’ self-concepts and behaviors.

Spatial Presence and Co-Location


Spatial presence refers to users’ experience of “being there” in the virtual setting (Lee, 2004). Cues from the real world are suppressed, and users feel surrounded by and immersed within the virtual environment. When spatially present, users feel “as if they could actually take part in the action of the media presentation, rather than merely observing it” (Hartmann et al., 2016, p. 4). Accordingly, embodiment and spatial presence are considered closely linked concepts (Haans & Ijsselstijn, 2012).

Another closely related aspect is co-location, which we define as users’ subjective perception that displayed entities are physically co-present and seemingly tangible. In VR, co-location is enabled by stereoscopic vision, spatialized audio, and three-dimensional rendering so that entities seem to possess volume and occupy space. Co-location increases if other entities can be touched or provide haptic feedback (Nam, Shu, & Chung, 2008).

Social presence is commonly defined as users’ feeling of being with another sentient entity (Lee, 2004). People can experience social presence by sensing others are near them (e.g., seeing or hearing someone else in a room) or by interacting with them (e.g., talking on the phone). Co-presence occurs when sentient entities feel both socially present and co-located: that is, entities appear embodied and share space with the embodied user (e.g., Croes, Antheunis, Schouten, & Krahmer, 2016). Although many media offer sufficient cues for people to experience social presence, most cannot afford co-presence as VR can.

Entities that are physically co-present should seem more consequential and self-relevant to the user than entities that are not embodied or sharing the same space. Entities that appear to be co-located imply imminent threat or opportunity, and thus may have an immediate impact on the embodied self (Hartmann, 2008). Because their immediate well-being seems to be at stake, users might approach co-located entities in VR with greater care and caution compared to entities displayed on a screen (Blascovich et al., 2002).

Cognitive Distancing: An Antagonistic Process


Embodiment, spatial presence, and co-presence are mainly automatic, bottom-up, sensory-driven perceptual sensations that together define the typical VR experience. In contrast, cognitive distancing represents an antagonistic process that relies on users’ top-down, higher-order cognitive processing. Cognitive distancing refers to users’ awareness that they are immersed in a media-induced experience (Hartmann, 2011; Quaglia & Holecek, 2018). This awareness might be triggered by several factors including content, such as being confronted with implausible or inconsistent information; medium issues, such as a technological glitch; and individual differences, such as psychological distractions, a critical perspective, or efforts by the users to remind themselves that the mediated experience is not an authentic one.

Initially, users may forget that the stimulus is mediated either because this information was not cognitively salient or because higher-order cognition was bypassed (LeDoux, 2006). Subsequent cognitive distancing allows users to reappraise the stimulus as safe, benign, or inconsequential. As depicted events become less immediately self-relevant, cognitive distancing should invite a more carefree interpretation and a more playful stance toward the media environment (Frey, 2018; Vorderer, 2001).

Cognitive distancing can facilitate two related processes regarding users’ affective responses. First, users should be able to engage in affect regulation more easily (Schramm & Wirth, 2008). Reminding oneself that the experience is not real should help the user regain control over their arousal and emotional responses. Similarly, cognitive distancing can enable hedonic reversals, or transformations of the affective experience (Rozin, Guillot, Fincher, Rozin, & Tsukayama, 2013). Some entertainment experiences may evoke negative affect initially, such as a gruesome horror movie in which a leprechaun disembowels humans. A viewer might engage in cognitive distancing by focusing on how poor the special effects are and how unrealistic the corpses appear. Although the viewer originally felt fear and disgust, this realization may yield positive emotions such as amusement. This positive reversal may be due to achieving “mind over body” and feeling satisfaction for surpassing the body’s automatic response (Apter, 1992; Rozin et al., 2013). Thus, many fear- or suspense-inducing entertainment offerings are perceived as enjoyable (Andrade & Cohen, 2007).

Although the process of cognitive distancing has rarely been explicitly explored in VR research, many conceptualizations of presence focus on the “illusion of non-mediation” and the acceptance or rejection of the VR world as real (e.g., Lee, 2004; Lombard & Ditton, 1997). A “break in presence” has been defined as an occurrence when a user is immersed in VR and their attention and responses shift from the virtual world to the real world (Slater & Steed, 2000), effectively a measure of cognitive distancing. The process of cognitive distancing is understudied in VR, although one notable study examined awareness and the potential for hedonic reversals in VR. In a fear-inducing environment, participants with greater awareness that the experience was virtual, not real, reported less fear and more enjoyment (Quaglia & Holecek, 2018). Further research is necessary, however, to determine how the perception of affordances are tied to this awareness as well as the extent to which users are able to invoke it.

In summary, VR provides greater bandwidth and promotes fuller sensorimotor engagement than most existing entertainment technologies while simultaneously suppressing cues from the external environment. Immersed in VR, users can feel embodied in an avatar that seems physically co-located in a shared spatial environment with objects and social beings. Collectively, VR’s affordances may lead users to experience VR stimuli similar to real-world stimuli, making events in VR seem highly self-relevant and consequential. Cognitive distancing, however, may enable users to contextualize and make attributions regarding their VR experience, perhaps triggering a reappraisal or reinterpretation of events and their current state. These factors are key to understanding the nature and effects of VR entertainment.

The Entertaining Quality of the VR Experience


According to Vorderer and Hartmann (2009), “feeling entertained by a media offering means meta-level appreciation of the dynamic chain of rather autonomic affective states on the primary level” (p. 542). Entertaining media offerings generally represent a condensed (e.g., from fast-paced action to rapidly developing plots and changing scenery), exaggerated or pointed (e.g., from staggering explosions to the grimace of a comedian), or novel (e.g., from fantastic medieval or science-fiction scenery) reality (Frey, 2018; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). Being immersed in this “hyper-reality” triggers a chain of automatically evoked primary physiological and emotional responses in users, from joy to sadness, and from hope and fear to suspense. According to Vorderer and Hartmann (2009), if experiencing these primary responses remains playful and safe, and if their occurrence does not violate but even promote salient mood-regulation (e.g., “I want to be sad at a funeral”) and self-realization goals (“I want to become an intellectual person”), users will appreciate what the stimulus is doing to them and feel entertained.

Proposition 1: The VR experience can evoke relatively intense primary responses given its realistic sensorimotor cues.

Media that more closely resemble natural stimuli can evoke automatic, and sometimes intense, physiological and emotional responses (Lang, 1990; Reeves & Nass, 1996). Although entertaining media like books, movies, and video games can trigger the experiential mode (e.g., narrative engagement, Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; transportation, Green & Brock, 2000; involvement, Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003; narrative enjoyment, Tamborini, this volume), the VR experience might feel even more real given its affordances of embodiment, spatial presence, and co-location.

Virtual reality may feel more real and evoke stronger primary responses because objects, people, and the environment can be represented in a way that more closely resembles the real world (Biocca, 1997). Unlike textual media, objects have rich sensory representations. Unlike static media, objects have motion. Unlike two-dimensional media, objects have volume, occupy space, and vary in distance and location relative to the user. Thus, reading a description, seeing a picture, or watching a video of a peaceful lake differs from a VR experience in which the user can look down and see the water lapping at the shore, turn around and see mountains in the distance behind them, and hear the wind rustling the leaves in the tree overhead. Feeling present within the VR environment and close to objects within it should evoke stronger primary responses than media that portray similar content but do not afford these sensations (Marowski et al., 2019).

Additionally, VR may feel more real because it enables users to interact naturally with the environment. Unlike noninteractive media, objects have action potential and can respond in natural ways to the user’s actions. In VR, users have a body they control and can perform natural behaviors, such as leaning, walking, or grasping, to engage with co-located objects. Natural mapping of user actions in VR means that motor actions are similar to those enacted in the real world (Biocca, 1997), and thus similar physiological responses may follow. Having a body within VR should evoke a more intense response to threats. The view from a cliff’s edge may seem dizzying on a movie screen, but in VR, users are present and embodied on the cliff. They can tilt their head to look down, use their feet to step closer, and watch as their body nears the treacherous edge. Moving naturally within a realistically rendered, highly threatening environment can trigger an automatic and intense physiological response (Lin, 2017).

In summary, the VR experience might evoke intense primary responses given its realistic sensorimotor cues. Displayed entities seem to exist in physical space, not simply as symbolic depictions that need to be imagined, as in books, or flat simulations that inevitably reveal themselves to be inauthentic, as in movies and video games. Users potentially perceive these entities as co-present and hence significant to their wellbeing as they imply immediate threat or opportunity. Because users’ perceptions and sensory experiences within the environment shape their interactions with content and narrative, they are fundamental to the study of VR entertainment.

Proposition 2: The VR experience results in potentially difficult hedonic reversals and regulation of primary responses.

According to Vorderer and Hartmann (2009), entertainment results from a positive reappraisal of arousal and affect as primary psychological states. For example, users can appreciate that a series of good jokes in a comedy makes them laugh, that they are brought to the edge of their seat by a suspenseful TV series or sports match, that they feel competent and effective while playing a video game, or that reading a dramatic novel makes them feel sad. Users adopt an active role in this reappraisal process. They appraise, manage, and regulate their primary psychological states based on an active choice of reference frames (Schramm & Wirth, 2008). If primary responses are unpleasant, users engage in cognitive distancing or other coping strategies.

One possible goal of these strategies is a hedonic reversal. There is some early evidence that users may undergo hedonic reversals in VR (e.g., Quaglia & Holecek, 2018); however, they may be more difficult to achieve in VR than other media for at least four reasons. First, as elaborated in Proposition 1, VR provides a continuous stream of vivid sensory cues. Users may automatically process their surroundings as real, and it might require relatively high cognitive effort to reinterpret co-located, sensory-rich entities as not real (Zeimbekis, 2016). Second, VR’s layers of sensorimotor involvement and interactivity might tax attentional and cognitive resources (Shapiro & McDonald, 1992), limiting the amount of resources available for such reappraisal as well as affect regulation. Third, being immersed in a compelling and persistent sensory illusion that is designed to minimize cues from the real world may make cognitive distancing more challenging. For example, when watching a scary movie, a viewer can redirect their attention away from the screen and focus instead on the bucket of popcorn they are holding. In VR, the user is surrounded by the virtual simulation and thus it is more difficult to shift attention to a nonmediated cue. Finally, the high levels of interactivity in VR can make users’ experiences less predictable; in turn, affect regulation may be more taxing and less effective. In summary, if embodied VR users feel threatened by a rapidly approaching and seemingly real monster, cognitive distancing and reappraisal might be harder to achieve than if the monster were encountered while reading a book, watching a movie, or playing a typical video game.

In line with this assumption, despite knowing that “this is not real,” VR users appear to be severely stressed by walking over a narrow wooden plank over a high virtual pit (Meehan, Insko, Whitton, & Brooks, 2002), chopping off the head of another user’s avatar in a medieval sword-fighting VR game (Rundle, 2015), and being sexually harassed by other users in Social VR (The Extended Mind, 2018). Although effective dismantling or reinterpretation of the sensory illusions provided by VR and their affective consequences like fear can serve entertainment, they potentially require substantial cognitive skills (Quaglia & Holecek, 2018). Accordingly, the VR experience might easily become too intense for users and turn unenjoyable, because users fail to hedonically reverse distressful or unpleasant primary responses. Note that while we focused on inherently unpleasant primary responses such as fear or distress in our discussion so far, the same might be said over the regulation of any primary response triggered in VR, including pleasant ones (e.g., awe, joy, sexual arousal). Although entertainment-seeking users usually would not be prone to regulate positive primary responses, at times they might be deemed inappropriate, maybe because users’ feel pushed by a VR stimulus to respond in a certain way or the positive primary response violates personal norms or standards. In line with the previous discussion, we believe that regulating unwanted positive primary responses in VR might also be relatively difficult.

In summary, the first two propositions describe the VR entertainment experience as a high-risk, high-gain scenario. Given VR’s affordances, the VR experience can result in powerful primary responses, including intense arousal levels. The risk is that users find it difficult to regulate these primary responses, if they turn too intense or are otherwise at odds with the experience users seek. However, for those users who are able to appreciate their powerful primary responses, perhaps by successfully employing cognitive distancing to hedonically reverse distress into excitement, the VR experience might be intensively enjoyable.

Proposition 3: The VR experience allows for enjoyable expansions of the self, even in nonnarrative formats.

Engagement in media entertainment offerings can be enjoyable because they distract users from their everyday problems and provide vicarious experiences that momentarily expand users’ selves beyond the constraints encountered in everyday life (Slater, Johnson, Cohen, Comello, & Ewoldsen, 2014). This reasoning lies at the heart of the temporary expansion of the boundaries of the self (TEBOTS) model by Slater and colleagues (2014, this volume).

According to TEBOTS, maintaining the personal and social self in daily life is a demanding process. Individual experiences are also constrained by a person’s abilities, social roles, and environmental factors. By transporting into stories and identifying with story characters, however, users can find relief from demanding self-maintenance through distraction. Further, they may experience an expansion of their personal selves by vicariously entering scenarios, adopting abilities, and representing values that are out of reach in their everyday life.

Becoming somebody else for a while might be also be an important aspect of VR’s entertainment quality, but this process might work differently in VR than other media narratives. In VR, users can become somebody else even without narrative context: The VR experience is centered on the self and incorporates the physical self. If embodied, users adopt the virtual body as their own and behave in a way consistent with this representation (Yee, 2014). It is plausible that through embodiment in a rich environment, VR provides a new type of expansion not possible through existing media: an expansion of the sensorimotor self. When embodied in VR, users are not merely observing or imagining the expanded self; they are enacting and practicing it. For example, studies have shown how users can exceed the capabilities of their physical bodies and learn to control a third arm in VR (Won, Bailenson, Lee, & Lanier, 2015).

Embodiment may facilitate easier and more direct expansion of the self, given the ability to be present within, and in control of, the virtual self. Thus VR indicates a potential enhancement of TEBOTS as vicarious experiences become virtual ones that require physiological engagement and bodily enactment. Indeed, many VR studies have observed effects on the self even when users are only performing mundane tasks such as looking in a mirror or touching virtual objects. In summary, the VR experience might be entertaining because it provides a powerful distraction from users’ actual selves and profound self-expanding experiences even in nonnarrative formats.

Under certain conditions, however, the VR experience might also constrain a temporary expansion of the self by triggering a less carefree and less exploratory behavioral stance. For example, if the VR experience feels too real, users might refrain from engaging in risky behavior like jumping off a cliff or in antisocial behavior like virtual violence even if such behavior would imply enjoyable expansions of the self. Further, the nature of the embodied self may constrain the possibilities for self-expansion. If the user’s avatar is highly self-similar or characterized in a way that evokes other personal or sociocultural inhibitions (such as being overly sexualized; Fox, Bailenson, & Tricase, 2013), high levels of embodiment may limit the potential for self-expansion. A final issue concerns the accessibility of VR platforms. Because VR requires higher sensorimotor engagement, users with sensorimotor limitations may be less able to expand the self in a VR setting compared to other media.

Proposition 4: The VR experience enhances the moral or normative significance of action.

The VR experience implies that embodied users encounter seemingly co-located, physically existing, sentient others, and it might be relatively difficult for users to cognitively distance themselves from this impression. According to the model of social influence in virtual environments (Blascovich et al., 2002), human-controlled avatars and realistically displayed computer-controlled agents evoke social considerations and influence similar to humans in face-to-face interactions. Similarly, Hartmann (2018) argues that avatars and agents are capable of evoking automatic mind perception in users. Thus, avatars and agents may be automatically perceived as moral entities that deserve consideration, and social interactions within more immersive environments may be perceived as more morally significant.

The realism afforded by VR may enhance morally relevant experiences. For instance, a recent VR study by Dzardanova, Kasapakis, and Gavalas (2018) showed that participants embodied into a virtual self that undressed in front of a virtual salesman felt uncomfortable and embarrassed. Embodiment may also enhance feelings of responsibility for one’s moral actions, which should intensify self-conscious emotions such as pride or guilt. For example, within an interactive entertainment narrative, a user may be given the option to stab a threatening character. The decision-making process and the effects of the action may be different if one is pushing buttons in a video game (see Melzer & Holl, this volume; see also MIME, Tamborini, this volume) compared to being in immersive VR, where the user must pick up a virtual knife with one’s hand, get close to the other person, lift one’s arm, and engage the physical body in a stabbing motion. It seems plausible that moral decisions in VR are more closely aligned with users’ values and norms than moral decisions taken in traditional video game environments.

Whether or not the enhanced moral significance of action and strong self-conscious emotions in VR enhance or impede the entertainment experience depends on reappraisals. Negative primary responses like guilt or embarrassment, for example, could fuel the entertainment experience if they can be hedonically reversed. For instance, some users might find it exciting to “be bad” in VR and experience a rush of shame or guilt that is then positively reappraised.

Proposition 5: Users may remember parts of their VR entertainment experience as something that they actually experienced.

Different forms of media are recalled differently and form qualitatively different types of memory. Memories of text-based media more closely resemble memories of imagined events, whereas memories of screen-based media more closely resemble memories of real events (Gordon, Gerrig, & Franklin, 2009). Further, people can confuse sources of mediated information and mistakenly recall fiction as fact (e.g., Appel & Richter, 2007; Mares, 1996). Given VR’s affordances, researchers have expressed concern that VR may be more likely to be falsely remembered as a real, rather than virtual, experience (Gordon et al., 2009; Shapiro & McDonald, 1992).

According to the source monitoring framework (SMF), an extension of the reality monitoring framework (Johnson & Raye, 1981), people must distinguish the origin of remembered events (Lindsay, 2008; Johnson, Hastroudi, & Lindsay, 1993). Reality monitoring entails determining whether an event was real (external and perceived through the senses) or imagined (internal). Source monitoring involves a more discriminating determination, such as recalling whether an event was observed on the news or firsthand.

The SMF has been applied to remembering media events (e.g., Johnson, 2007; Shapiro & Lang, 1991) and specifically VR. Events in VR are an interesting case for the SMF because they are perceived externally through the senses and thus conceived as “real” within the framework. Although the process of the event is real—the user did indeed experience VR—the content of the event is not objectively real, because it is only a digital simulation and not something that actually happened. If a VR user feels highly present and loses sight of the medium itself when encoding the event, it may be more difficult to recall the experience as a mediated one and source monitoring errors may be more likely.

For these reasons, scholars have argued for the need to examine “virtual reality monitoring,” or how people make reality judgments about virtual events (Hoffman, Hullfish, & Houston, 1995; Shapiro & McDonald, 1992). In studies by Hoffman and colleagues, adults were exposed to objects in reality or in VR and later asked to recall where they had encountered the objects. Although there were some source monitoring errors, generally they found that people were able to remember what was virtual and what was real (Hoffman et al., 1995; Hoffman, Garcia-Palacios, Thomas, & Schmidt, 2001). Notably, however, these studies did not examine some crucial factors elaborated by SMF researchers. First, age is important; children and older adults are more prone to error than college-aged individuals. Second, from an entertainment perspective, it is worth noting that these initial studies involved simple object recognition tasks rather than a narrative or other engaging experience. Finally, from a technological perspective, the VR graphics and systems were quite crude at the time; it may have been easy to remember objects as virtual because they looked pixelated, lacked natural shading, or otherwise appeared unrealistic.

Thus far only a handful of studies have begun to probe source monitoring and VR experiences, particularly in entertainment contexts. One exploratory study examined how a fictional narrative accompanied with self-oriented VR content could promote false memories in elementary-aged children (Segovia & Bailenson, 2009). At this time, additional research is direly needed, particularly given the rise in immersive journalism applications and related infotainment.

Concluding Remarks


To take a step toward more systematic research and theorizing on VR entertainment, the present chapter aimed to conceptualize the typical VR experience and offered five propositions about entertainment experiences in VR. These propositions and the underlying thinking could guide empirical research in the future, for example by comparing users’ entertainment experience of environments and encounters displayed in VR compared to other channels.

Going forward, researchers should attempt to systematically manipulate and measure affordances to clarify their role within VR and other entertainment media experiences. Although we focused on VR in the present approach, channel-, medium-, or modality-based labels become increasingly meaningless as traditional media and platform boundaries blur. In this light, it is necessary to identify and elaborate psychological underpinnings, principal affordances, or core mechanisms that qualify experiences across media. Despite of our focus on VR, the present approach should be understood as an attempt to turn away from explicit media labels and an encouragement to explore the role of these core mechanisms on users’ entertainment experiences.

Last but not least, two potential caveats of the present attempt to discuss users’ entertainment experience need to be noted. First, as with many emerging technologies, the novelty of VR may be a draw initially, but the initial “wow effect” might be strongest among first-time users and gradually diminish with further usage (Shapiro & McDonald, 1992). It is possible that primary responses such as fear become less intense as users grow accustomed to VR. This desensitization could undermine VR’s entertainment quality in the future. Second, the present approach focused primarily on the form and psychological experience of the VR experience rather than delving too deeply into primarily content-based elements, such as narrative embedding. However, narratives profoundly affect entertainment experiences (Tamborini, this volume, on narrative enjoyment), and the VR experience and narrative experience likely influence each other (e.g., Riva, Mantovani, Gorini, De Leo, & Capideville, 2010; Schneider, Lang, Shin, & Bradley, 2004). Producers and scholars are currently tackling the challenge of learning how to tell engaging stories in VR. Accordingly, a full account of VR entertainment should integrate both medium and the message in the future.
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One of the authors spent a summer during high school traveling across the United States as part of a rather boring family vacation. The trip was just after Star Wars: The New Hope—the original Star Wars movie—was released. One’s mind easily wanders in such situations. Besides having just seen The New Hope, the individual was an avid fan of the Lord of the Rings (LOTR; this is well before the movies came out). Out of the boredom quickly developed a fantasy world blending Star Wars and the Lord of the Rings. Luke became one of the nine in the fellowship of the ring. Gandalf carried a lightsaber instead of the sword Glamdring (Gandolf’s sword in the LOTR). Gandalf is one tough character with the lightsaber—even against the Balrog. For some reason, blasters did not make the transition—only lightsabers. Han Solo aided Frodo and Sam when they were in trouble in Mordor (he’s pretty good with a bow and arrow). Of course, Sauron was part of the dark side and his armies included the clones of the Imperial Army (without blasters). Certainly, this fantasy aided in the passing of time, but did it provide entertainment or a meaningful experience within the narrative world? Is this type of experience widespread and does it provide insights for our understanding of entertainment? Does this type of reflection influence how we respond to future related texts?

In his classic work on narrative processing, Gerrig (1993) discussed two components of people’s experience of narrative: transportation and performance. Later, Green and Brock (2000) further developed Gerrig’s notion of transportation and how transportation has played a critical role in theories of how people process narratives (see also Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004). They defined transportation as a “convergent process, where all of the person’s mental systems and capacities become focused on the events of the narrative” (Green & Brock, 2002, p. 324). According to the transportation imagery model developed by Green and Brock (2002), while watching or reading a narrative, the audience members immerse themselves in the events of the narrative, which in turn, distances them from the real-world events. They perceive the fictional events of a narrative and actions of the characters similar to their own personal experiences. This subjective distancing from the real-world events is primarily on a psychological level influencing the affective and cognitive responses of the audience members as well as their beliefs and attitudes (Gerrig, 1993). Furthermore, Green and Brock (2002) found that transportation can evoke intense feelings and emotions in readers and viewers for characters in the narratives. By manifesting emotional responses from the audience and focusing all their mental capacity on the narrative, transportation is associated with enhanced enjoyment and entertainment (Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004; Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008).

Recall, though, that Gerrig (1993) discussed both transportation and performance in his classic volume. The foundation for Gerrig’s distinction involves the relative roles of the text and the reader in narrative interpretation (Eco, 1979; Iser, 2000; Roskos-Ewoldsen, Roskos-Ewoldsen, Yang, & Lee, 2007). In this initial theorizing, Gerrig hypothesized that transportation is something that the text does to the reader (e.g., the notion that the reader is transported into the text). Conversely, performance is what the reader does with the text while engaged with the narrative. Inferences about what will happen next in a narrative are an example of performance. Another of Gerrig’s examples of performance involves the new understandings that emerge the second time a viewer experiences a narrative. The narrative is presumably identical the second time it is engaged, but what changes is the viewer’s understandings of the narrative or the larger narrative world.

Media scholars have generally ignored the experience of performance when studying narrative. Methodologically, this makes sense because developing a measure that differentiates people’s online experience of the narrative in terms of transportation (e.g., what the narrative is doing to them) versus performance (e.g., what they are doing to the narrative) would be extremely difficult. In the same way it is difficult to measure the inferences that people make when experiencing a narrative because of the relatively automatic nature of inferences (Lee, Roskos, & Ewoldsen, 2013; McKoon & Ratcliff, 1992), having participants’ make metacognitive judgments about whether they were being transported or engaging in performance would be extremely difficult if not impossible.

But we would argue that there are other forms of performance that are equally interesting and amenable to empirical study. Drawing from the opening example, we argue that the manipulation and merging of narrative worlds by individuals is just one manifestation of the type of performances that may occur asynchronous of actual engagement with the text. In other words, while Gerrig discussed performance during viewing, the “daydreaming” in the opening example clearly occurred months after The New Hope was viewed and several years after reading the Lord of the Rings series. But we argue that these reflections on a text play an important role in both the experience of entertainment and the consequences of entertainment.

In this chapter, we first make the case for the importance of what we term reflective imaginative involvement (RII; Slater, Ewoldsen & Woods, 2018). Then we argue that the Temporarily Expanding the Boundaries Of The Self (TEBOTS) model (Slater et al., 2014) and model of narrative comprehension and engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008) provide a strong theoretical foundation for studying the phenomenon of RII. But first, we want to make the case for the study of RII.

Reflective Imaginative Involvement


Reflective imaginative involvement concerns “the ways in which audiences can engage imaginatively with story characters and situations after reading or viewing a narrative” (Slater et al., 2018, p. 330). They continue “We also note that by ‘retrospective,’ we mean to highlight looking back upon a story when at least some time has elapsed after it has been viewed, heard, or read. The imaginative involvement may include thinking of what may happen to characters after the end of the book, movie, or program episode; it is not necessarily retrospective with respect to the temporal frame of the story, but refers to thinking about the characters well after the end of actually viewing a movie or episode, or reading the story” (p. 334). Reflective imaginative involvement can range from simply reflecting on the story at some later time by reimaging events from the narrative as they are remembered to have occurred to fairly radical counterfactual redoing of the story as in our opening example. In earlier work, Slater et al. (2018) focused on how to measure RII and developed an 8-item scale for measuring people’s experience of RII. The scale asked participants how frequently they imagined various behaviors after they had engaged with a narrative. Sample items included “imagined a different story or situation involving characters from a story TV show or movie?” and “imagined that you were one of the characters from the story as you went about some activity from your own life.”

An initial question that needs to be answered is how rare is this phenomenon? In other words, is it worthy of study? Research on the lasting impact of fright reactions to media certainly suggest that people do ruminate on previous scary media experiences and that this rumination can last years (Harrison & Cantor, 1999). But we know very little about whether people engage in veridical recall of characters and events from narratives and what impact this reflection has on people. Likewise, how often do people engage in counterfactual changing of stories? These are difficult questions to answer because the extant research on entertainment has overwhelmingly focused on what people do while engaging with the narrative. But there are some research domains that focus on asynchronous engagement with stories.

Clearly, the work on parasocial relationships is one area where research has focused on people’s asynchronous involvement with narratives. Parasocial relationship (PSR) refers to a long-term association with a fictional character or media performer that may begin to develop during viewing and reading of media content and continues even after some time has elapsed since the initial exposure to the media content. This relationship is usually one-sided and is characterized by mostly positive social and emotional bonds that audience members develop toward media characters or performers after exposure to the media content (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Rosaen & Dibble, 2012; Tukachinsky, 2010). In contrast, parasocial interaction (PSI) occurs only during viewing (see Brown, this volume) and refers to a seemingly face-to-face interaction that the audience have with a media performer on exposure (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Dibble, Hartmann, and Rosaen (2016) hypothesized that sustained PSI over a period of time can lead to PSR. Essentially, PSI is a “simulacrum of conversational give-and-take” (Horton & Wohl, 1956, p. 215) that is perceived by audience members as an intimate social interaction when they are viewing the media content.

Both PSR and PSI appear to develop out of human’s basic social needs to connect with other individuals (Liebers & Schramm, 2019). These parasocial phenomena are influenced by many factors, such as age (Levy, 1979), high levels of television content consumption (Grant, Guthrie, & BallRokeach, 1991), gender (Eyal & Cohen, 2006), education levels, and economic status (Auter, Arafa, & AlJaber, 2005) as well as loneliness and relationship status (Greenwood & Long, 2009, 2011). The concept of parasocial relationships is also sometimes used by media producers to increase audience engagement (Liebers & Schramm, 2019). Since PSR, like real-life relationships, are long-term associations (Schramm, 2008), these can also end for various reasons such as the death of a character in a TV series or movie, the viewer losing interest in the character or the show, or the character leaving the show and being replaced by another actor. This phenomenon is called parasocial breakup (PSBU) (Cohen, 2003). A study conducted by Eyal and Cohen (2006) found that participants expressed parasocial breakup agony at the loss of their favorite character from Friends, a popular and long-running TV series when the series had ended.

Recently, research on another form of asynchronous engagements—fan theories and spoilers—has emerged. This work has demonstrated that contrary to the popular notion that spoilers ruin and therefore decrease the enjoyment derived from watching or reading a story, research indicates that there are positive aspects of spoilers such as an increase in narrative enjoyment and identification with story characters (Brookes, Cohen, Ewoldsen, & Velez, 2012; Leavitt & Christenfeld, 2011; cf. Johnson & Rosenbaum, 2015). Due to perceptual fluency, or “the ease with which new information can be processed” (West & Bruckmuller, 2013, p. 255), spoilers can make the viewing experience more enjoyable for the viewers (Leavitt & Christenfeld, 2011, 2013). Perceptual fluency experience has been associated with narrative engagement (Vaughn, Childs, Maschinski, Niño, & Ellsworth, 2010). Even for the suspense genre, research studies indicate that spoilers do not necessarily decrease suspense (Brookes et al., 2012), though other work suggests that spoilers do undermine suspense (Johnson & Rosenbaum, 2015).

In contrast to spoilers, fan theories may or may not be true and reflect the interpretations by viewers about “what happened” or “what will happen” based on the narrative and the viewers’ own life experiences. These interpretations are often affirmed or contradicted after the conclusion of a TV show or movie. Therefore, the plausibility of ambiguity and debate over different interpretations is higher in fan theories than in spoilers. A two-part survey study was conducted by Ellithorpe and Brooks (2018) before and after the finale of a TV series How I Met Your Mother to examine the role of spoilers and fan theories in narrative enjoyment. The results indicated that spoilers and fan theories increase enjoyment and decrease parasocial breakup distress after the conclusion of TV series. In this era of superior technology, diverse fan practices (Sandvoss & Kearns, 2014) such as fan theories and fan fiction, are opening avenues for fans to create content (Sandvoss, 2005).

Research on daydreaming and fantasy play also suggests people engage in RII. This research has focused primarily on the influence of TV on children and adult’s engagement in fantasy play and daydreaming. The picture that emerges is that the relationship is complex. For example, most survey and experimental work suggests that TV generally inhibits fantasy play, though some genres of programming may facilitate fantasy play (Singer & Singer, 2008; van der Voort & Valkenburg, 1994). However, by far the most extensive study to date of children’s fantasy play found that children across four different countries did engage in extensive fantasy play which involved media narratives and characters (Gotz, Lemish, Aidman, & Moon, 2005). Further, the longer the children engaged in fantasy play involving a media narrative, the more they expand on the story in unique ways (Gotz et al., 2005). Some related research focused on the relationship between TV consumption and daydreaming. While the evidence is far from conclusive, the data indicate that different genres of programming have unique influences on whether TV use is associated with increased daydreaming or not (Valkenburg & van der Voort, 1994). Unfortunately, much of the research on daydreaming generally does not focus on whether the daydreams revolve around narratives people have engaged with previously or not, though that seems likely. The same applies to theorizing and research on mind wandering (Smallwood & Schooler, 2015), which could serve as another promising starting point for understanding RII.

The extensive research on fandom by cultural studies scholars is also relevant to the study of RII. We argue that RII is the cognitive foundation of reflection and that fan behaviors originate in reflexive performance. In other words, we hypothesize that fan behaviors are the overt manifestations of the cognitive processes that are assumed to emerge from RII. Clearly, many fan behaviors are reflections on the original narrative. There are many examples of fan behaviors that we believe reveal RII ranging from playing quidditch on the local football pitch to cosplay (dressing up as a favorite character) to larping (acting as if you were a character) to engaging in fan theorizing (Hellekson & Busse, 2014). Our focus in the remainder of this section is on fan fiction because it has the longest history of study within cultural studies (see also Coppa, 2006).

Writing fan fiction is likely a more prevalent form of ruminative performance than many scholars realize (Jamison, 2013; Lennard, 2012). In a recent survey with over 700 participants on Amazon mTurk, 9% of the sample reported they had written fan fiction and about 40% of the sample reported actively seeking out fan fiction to read (Ewoldsen & Bogert, unpublished data). Fanfiction.net is a popular online repository of fan fiction. In 2010, there were over 2.6 million users of FanFiction.net (Lennard, 2012) with over 700,000 pieces of fan fiction about the Harry Potter series alone. Likewise, there are at least two TV series based on the Sherlock Holmes canon which have to be considered fan fiction as well (Lennard, 2012).

Fan fiction has been around for a long time. Lewis Carroll and Charles Dickens provided inspiration for fan fiction writers (Jamison, 2013; Lennard, 2012). Likewise, after Conan Doyle killed off Sherlock Holmes at the Reichenbach Falls in the infamous struggle with Moriarty, fan fiction involving Holmes and Watson emerged very quickly. Indeed, J. M. Barrie—the author of Peter Pan—almost immediately published a Holmes story after Holmes’s demise (Lennard, 2012). However, after a decade hiatus, Doyle started writing Holmes stories again because there was so much Holmes fan fiction being created and Doyle apparently wanted to re-exert control over the Holmes narrative universe (Lennard, 2012). There are two events that seem to have played a pivotal role in the explosion of fan fiction that has recently occurred. Star Trek resulted in a substantial growth in fan fiction (Coppa, 2006; Jamison, 2013). The reasons Star Trek played a critical role in fan fiction’s growth is beyond the scope of this chapter, but certainly the nature of the viewers of Star Trek, Roddenberry’s (the creator of Star Trek) tolerance of fans, the role of fans in saving the series from an early attempt at cancellation, the nature of the Star Trek universe, and the emergence of fan conventions where Star Trek was prominently featured all contributed to this phenomenon (Coppa, 2006). But beyond Star Trek, the Internet also aided in the growth of fan fiction (Jamison, 2013; Lennard, 2012).

The bottom line is that the work on fan fiction and other forms of fandom, parasocial relationships, and fan theorizing suggests that people do engage in narratives quite a bit after they have viewed the narrative. We argue that all of these different behaviors are related to RII. All of these different areas are studying what Gerrig (1993) referred to as performance. However, unlike Gerrig’s focus, these are performances that occur after engaging with the text. Performance, as Gerrig conceived it, can involve spontaneous processes, such as inferences that add to the text. Critically, many of these reflective forms of performance involve deliberative behaviors. One does not spontaneously engage in larping, cosplay, or writing fan fiction. This deliberation—the reflective thinking about a previously engaged narrative—is what we are referring to as RII. These various examples all point to the likely universal nature of RII.

Understanding RII should also aid in our understanding of the entertainment experience. As we argue later, if people seek out narratives due to some type of drive-like state as posited by TEBOTS (Slater et al., 2014), then RII may serve as a way to fulfill this drive for narrative. Indeed, in survey research we have found that engaging in RII was rated as involving both hedonic and eudaimonic responses (Sethi & Ewoldsen, unpublished data). Likewise, the research on spoilers suggests that spoilers enhance the entertainment experience by increasing the fluency with which viewers’ process stories. And RII may operate in the same way by increasing the ease with which viewers can process the story. But it is also possible for RII to undermine this fluency if the imagined story deviates from the later engaged narrative.

While the study of RII is in its infancy, we believe that it is an important, but understudied, phenomenon. Clearly, people reflect on past narratives. Future research is necessary to understand factors about the original narrative that influence whether people reflect on that narrative, situational and personality factors that influence when and how people reflect on narratives, whether the reflective experience is entertaining, and what are the long-term consequences of engaging in RII on both the experience of future narratives and other effects of narratives that have attracted the interest of media psychologists. Of course, any phenomenon requires a theoretical foundation for its study. In the next section, we highlight two extant theories that we believe provide a foundation for the initial forays into RII.

Theorizing About RII


Of course, as a new concept, there is limited theoretical foundation for the study of RII. However, we believe that the Temporary Expanding the Boundaries of the Self (TEBOTS) theory provides a useful starting point (Slater et al., 2014; also see Johnson, Slater, Silver & Ewoldsen, this volume), TEBOTS argues that people seek out narrative as a way to expand the boundaries of the self and as a mechanism for allowing the self to avoid thinking about those stressors and threats of day-to-day life. As a theory aimed at explaining why people seek out and engage with narratives, TEBOTS should aid in our understanding of when and why people engage in RII.

A second theory that we think provides a useful foundation for beginning to study RII is the model of narrative comprehension and engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). Reflecting on a narrative obviously requires that one is able to recall the essence of the narrative experience. Reflection also is limited, in a certain respect, by what narrative elements from the original narrative can be retrieved and put to use when reflecting. With its focus on comprehension of narrative texts, the model of narrative comprehension and engagement provides the most clearly developed model of how narrative texts are stored in memory (Krcmar, Ewoldsen & Koerner, 2016). Consequently, it provides direction to our understanding of what parts of a narrative people are likely to reflect on and how the originally processing of the narrative influences what elements of the narrative are later available for reflecting on.

Temporarily Expanding the Boundaries of the Self (TEBOTS)


As many scholars have argued, narrative is a cultural universal (Boyd, 2009; Vermeule, 2010). The universality of narrative suggests that narrative fulfills an important need for humans. TEBOTS (Slater et al., 2014) starts with the argument that narrative does, indeed, aid in our achieving fundamental human needs. Specifically, TEBOTS draws on self-determination theory (SDT) as a foundation for understanding how narrative functions (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The SDT hypothesizes that there are three fundamental or basic human needs that provide motivation for human behavior: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The SDT predicts that people are intrinsically motivated to try to achieve these three needs and the fulfillment of these three needs provides the foundation for human thriving. Unfortunately, there are always threats to these fundamental needs and even the most ideal person cannot achieve all needs. The stressors of day-to-day living have a way of highlighting how we fail to achieve these needs. Research in social psychology has identified many of the mechanisms people engage to defend their positive self-concept when faced with perceived threats (Fiske & Taylor, 2013; Kunda, 1999). Having to stop at a red light when late for an appointment highlights our lack of autonomy. Being unable to solve a crossword makes salient our lack of competence. A disagreement in the morning with a significant other over where (or even whether) to meet for lunch highlights limits to our relations with others. Indeed, Rosa (2013) argues that our ability to achieve our fundamental needs will become more difficult because contemporary forms of capitalism demand a continuous speeding up of time which undermines people’s ability to meet their basic needs.

TEBOTS argues narrative provides a way for people to go beyond themselves and either avoid thinking about these shortcomings or provides an avenue for people to experience temporarily freedom from the limits individual selfhood places on one’s sense of relatedness, competence, and autonomy. Narratives provide an opportunity to vicariously experience a vast array of capabilities—or their lacking, from superpowers to blindness and autism—and relationships, as well as freedom from the constraints of time, space, and social role. Within TEBOTS, this ability to step beyond the self is referred to as boundary expansion and it is hypothesized to be one of the prime motivations for engaging with narratives. Engagement with a narrative provides an avenue for eluding the daily threats to the self—at a minimum—and potentially provides the possibility for experiencing our fundamental needs in unimagined ways. When taking on the role of Gandalf, a person can experience unimagined competencies and autonomy. As Frodo, the person may experience being smaller and more vulnerable than others in the story world. TEBOTS maintains that when narrative is sought to provide respite for the self, we should experience heightened levels of engagement with the narrative. When viewers “lose” themselves in a story—be it a comedy or a deeply inspiring movie—they should experience heightened reactions to the story which can take the form of greater hedonic enjoyment or eudaimonic reactions (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). Consistent with TEBOTS, research has found that daily stressors increase people’s transportation into and appreciation of narratives (Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, 2016). Likewise, when the self is threatened because people have less self-control, they experience higher levels of transportation into narratives and the heightened transportation is related to heightened hedonic and eudaimonic reactions to the narrative (see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver & Raney, this volume). In other words, the narrative provided a way to escape the threat of a loss of self-control (Johnson, Ewoldsen, & Slater, 2015). Conversely, self-affirmation, which presumably increases the sense of met needs associated with the self, decreases narrative enjoyment (Johnson et al, 2016).

If TEBOTS is correct and people are motivated to engage in narratives in order to protect and expand the self, why would people need to reflect on past narratives instead of engaging in new narratives? In other words, why engage in RII instead of simply engaging in a new narrative? But this question assumes that new narratives are always available. Can people readily pick up a new narrative when the self is threatened and in need of aid? Rosa (2013) argues that the seemingly continuous acceleration of time in contemporary culture is related to increasing use of television and other narrative forms.1 We are expected to do more work. We are expected to be nearly constantly available via email or cellphone. Time is continuously speeding up. In this cultural environment, narrative provides a way for people to deal with the decreased ability to achieve their goals such as relatedness (see Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). Therefore, RII may provide an efficient way to experience a narrative. During a 5-minute break at work, a person can pick up a book and read for 5 minutes. But reflecting on a previously experienced narrative is likely to be easier. Further, to the degree that certain types of narratives may more efficiently counter specific threats to the self (an unexplored possibility in TEBOTS), RII may allow individuals to experience a personalized, particularly effective narrative. As yet, this hypothesis has not been investigated.

In other words, we would hypothesize that cultural acceleration has increased the need for RII. Further, we hypothesize that narratives that are particularly good at need fulfillment should be the narratives that people are more likely to reflect on. For example, Slater et al (2018) found a correlation of approximately .5 between boundary expansion and RII.2 People who experience higher levels of boundary expansion when engaged with narratives are also more likely to engage in RII.

Indeed, reflection plays a rather under discussed role within SDT. Ryan and Deci (2017) posit that the very act of reflection increases a person’s sense of self-determination. They argue that reflection is foundational to autonomy. How is one to be autonomous unless one first reflects on what she wants to do? Reflecting on your desires and then engaging in behavior to achieve those desires is the essence of autonomy. If I do not know that I want to get home as easily as possible, then the red light at the intersection is not a threat to my autonomy. Of course, whether reflection on narratives that are external to the self increase autonomy is an open question. It makes sense that if a person reflects on an unsatisfactory story and changes the story to make it more satisfactory, then that person’s autonomy and competence should be enhanced.

As we argued earlier, we believe fan fiction reflects RII. Certainly, the authors of the fan fiction narratives are engaged in RII as they write their stories. Interestingly, the extant research on fan fiction suggests that people’s reflection on earlier narratives should increase need fulfillment. The research on fan fiction within cultural studies submits that a primary motivation for writing fan fiction is the exploration of the self (Hellekson & Busse, 2014; Jenkins, 1992) and the narrative universe (Grossman, 2013). Certainly, much of the work on fan fiction proposes that it provides an avenue for blurring the boundaries between the self and the narrative universe. Based on this research, TEBOTS may also provide a viable explanation for people’s motivation for writing fan fiction as well as engaging in RII because fan fiction provides an opportunity for people to temporarily expand the boundaries of the self in several ways. It seems natural to assume that if writing fan fiction provides opportunities for boundary expansion, then imaginative reflection on narratives should do the same.

There are numerous genres of fan fiction. For example, slash fan fiction involves homoerotic stories about characters that are heterosexual according to the canon. A classic example of slash fiction involves Kirk and Spock from the original Star Trek series involved in a homosexual relationship. Jenkins’s (1992) qualitative research involving writers of slash fiction suggested that the majority of these fan fiction writers were heterosexual women. But then the question becomes, what motivates heterosexual women to write these stories? Jenkins argues that the motivation is a desire to experience—at least in a narrative universe—a sexual relationship where both partners have equal power (see also Jamison, 2013; Jones, 2013). It would appear that fan fiction is one avenue where these writers can experience a desired world that is precluded to them in the real world. Of course, one could ask why not write about lesbian relationships, but unfortunately in our world, women have less power so a relationship involving two women of equal power may not fulfill the same need for co-equal power that writing about two males in a homosexual relationship provides (Hellekson & Busse, 2014; Jones, 2013).3

The Mary Sue story is another genre of fan fiction that demonstrates the role of fan fiction in writers’ exploration of the self. Mary Sue stories involve a young female heroine placed in a narrative universe in which there are strong male characters in the canon. In the prototypical story, Mary Sue is a young adolescent female who is intelligent, beautiful, and brave. But ultimately she meets tragedy (Bacon-Smith, 2014). Mary Sue stories appear to be a popular first attempt at fan fiction by many younger women despite the fairly uniform disparagement of this genre by the fan fiction community (Bacon-Smith, 2014). The question becomes why is writing these stories so popular? Consistent with TEBOTS presumption that narratives help people expand the boundaries of the self, these stories provide an opportunity for young women to fight back against a world which tells them that they have less power than men and that “the active agent within her had to die” (Bacon-Smith, 2014, p. 146). But even writers of Mary Sue parodies report that their motivation for writing these parodies of the Mary Sue genre is that the process of writing helps them to explore themselves (Aleo, 2013; Flanagan, 2013).

As the extant research on both slash fiction and Mary Sue stories make clear, one motivation for writing fan fiction is to explore realities that are difficult (if not impossible) to experience in day-to-day life. In this way, the writer can experience agency when agency is denied in day-to-day life.

To conclude, we believe that people engage in RII for the same reasons that they engage in more formal narratives. RII provides an expedient and opportune way for people to fulfill their basic needs or to escape the self as outlined by the TEBOTS model. Simple reflection on a past narrative that provided need fulfillment may offer a further opportunity to fulfill those needs. Counterfactually changing a narrative should also aid in need fulfillment or result in a story that provides even greater need fulfillment. Of course, these ideas are currently just conjectures and they need testing and refinement.

Model of Narrative Comprehension and Engagement


Events are central to making sense of, remembering, and reflecting on our lives. They are the central elements of autobiographical memory (Radvansky & Zacks, 2010). Our happiest and saddest recollections almost certainly revolve around events. When we remember friends and family members, we typically recall the events they instigated or participated in. The basic elements of narratives, both written (Abbott, 2002) and filmic (Zacks, 2013), are also events. At its simplest a narrative is the representation of an event. The sentence “He fell.” would qualify. Of course, in both first-hand experiences and narrative experiences more exciting events, involving more compelling people tend to be more engaging, and more likely to be recalled, reconsidered, and shared.

The ability to observe an event and then communicate about it to someone else—basic storytelling—may have evolved even before language (Boyd, 2018). And, the ability to communicate to others about events that are not temporally and spatially immediate appears to set us apart from even our closest primate relatives (de Waal, 2016). It is not surprising that the schemas and mental models we assemble to comprehend and remember both the events we experience first-hand and those we experience through narratives are not fundamentally different (Radvansky, Copeland, & Zwaan, 2005). For example, experiencing a minor traffic accident first-hand certainly is different from the being told about one interpersonally or watching one on television. But once the first-hand experience is in the past, our memory of the mishap would be structurally similar to the memory we would possess after hearing about the mishap from a friend or watching it on TV. Further, if we were to tell someone else about our own accident, our description would almost certainly take the form of a narrative. The important point is that structurally our autobiographical memories are not fundamentally different from our memories of the narratives our friends tell us and those we consume in different media (Radvansky & Zacks, 2010). We engage in storytelling all of our lives and RII is just one form of storytelling, albeit one that we often keep to ourselves.

Before discussing the mental models involved in narrative comprehension and how those might function in RII, it is useful to elaborate on the distinction between the narrative text and the story. While English speakers often use the term story when referring to a narrative (Abbott, 2002), the precise meaning of story is the series of events that occurred in the actual world or in a writer’s imagination that may be represented in a narrative text. The story also is the reader’s or audience member’s understanding or mental representation of those events as a result of experiencing the narrative text. Thus, the story theoretically exists prior to the narrative text and in the mind of the reader as a result of experiencing the text (for a thorough discussion, see Abbott, 2007).4 To illustrate, in real life the events of a story must occur in temporal order, from first to last (Abbott, 2002). But the narrative text may present events in a different order, such as through a flashback. Presenting the consequence of an event before its cause only makes sense to the audience if they recognize that the causal and temporal order presented in the narrative text is different from that of the story. Once the reverse order of the flashback is recognized the audience can understand the story’s causal and temporal order even though they did not witness the events in order. We point this out to illustrate the active and demanding cognitive processes required of narrative comprehension, a process that requires the construction of mental models.

Generally, mental models are cognitive structures that allow objects, events, systems or processes in the external world to be represented in memory (Johnson-Laird, 1983; Markman, 1999). Recognizing that experiencing a narrative is a form of observing representations of the external world and constructing mental representations of them, research into narrative comprehension has focused on mental models that represent events (Zacks, 2013), situations, (Zwaan & Radvansky, 1998), spatial locations (Rinck, 2005), and settings or story worlds (Segal, 1995). Busselle and Bilandzic (2008) linked the construction of mental models to an audience member’s sensation of engagement in a narrative. The model of narrative comprehension and engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008) describes processes through which viewers construct mental models of a story world, characters, and situations based on the narrative text and their own relevant knowledge which comes from previous narrative and real-life experiences. In other words, comprehension involves viewers constructing character models, a model of the story universe, and situation models which reflect the events within the narrative. The conceptual model posits that the more the audience member finds the comprehension process—the process of constructing mental models—demanding and interesting, the more likely she is to find narrative experience engaging. Conversely, the more an audience member experiences difficulty constructing coherent mental models, the less engaging she will find the experience.

Character models contain information about the traits, goals, and motivations of individuals in the narrative (Magliano, Zwaan, & Graesser, 1999; Zwaan, Langston, & Graesser, 1995). Characters and character models likely are most relevant to our discussion of RII for two reasons, though all three types of models posited by the conceptual model are applicable. First, characters are central to situations. Bailey, Kurby, Sargent, and Zacks (2017) define situation models as “representations constructed during narrative text comprehension that are thought to represent information about protagonists, their goals, and the objects they interact with, as well as the spatial locations where they interact” (Bailey et al, 2017, p. 940). Thus, while situation models contain several different types of information, the relevance of that information is linked to or interpreted through a character or characters, and without characters this information may be rendered meaningless. Similarly, the story world model refers to information about the world in which the narrative is set and rules for what is possible and not possible in that world (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Segal, 1995). For example, once a viewer knows that a story is set in London during World War II, she likely knows that telephone call boxes and German air raids exist but hippies and desktop computers do not. Again, the setting is only interesting or relevant to the extent that characters behave and interact in it. Finally, spatial models represent information about the specific locations of interest in the moment, such as whether a character is inside or outside of a particular building or room, what they may be able to see from that location, and possibly where this location is relative to the locations of other characters. Spatial models may be thought of as part of a situation model (Rinck, 2005) in that they change frequently as characters move about in the story world or move relative to one another. Like the story world in which a narrative is set, spatial models are relevant only to the extent that space and location limit or liberate characters. Bailey et al (2017) found that film viewers could be “oriented” to pay more or less attention to changes in spatial models, but all viewers paid attention to character information. This suggests that characters, represented by character models, may be central to our interactions with narratives.

The second reason character models specifically are relevant to RII is because it is characters in a narrative with whom we identify. Identification is the experience of taking on the cognitive and emotional perspective of a character (Cohen, 2001; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume), and, if not adopting, at least understanding and sympathizing with a character’s goals and motivations (de Graaf, Hoeken, Sanders, & Beentjes, 2012; Oatley, 1995). It appears that identifying with characters not only is related to being transported into a narrative (Cohen, Tal-Or, & Mazor-Tregerman, 2015; Johnson et al., 2015) but also influences support for issues raised by the narrative (de Graaf, Hoeken, Sanders, & Beentjes, 2012) and the direction of attitude change about issues presented in a narrative (Hoeken & Fikkers, 2014; Hoeken, Kolthoff, & Sanders, 2016).

Mental models are useful for theorizing about RII for several reasons. First, mental model construction and the fluidity of narrative comprehension processes provide a theoretical explanation for why some narrative experiences may be more engaging or transportive, and therefore, potentially more memorable and more likely to be recalled and reconsidered. Clearly, we would expect that viewers are more likely to engage in RII toward narratives that are engaging. The bottom line is that people can only reflect on narratives to the extent that the narrative is remembered. Those narratives that are more memorable due to engagement should be more likely to be the target of RII, whether the RII involves reflection on the events as they occurred in the narrative or counterfactually changing components of the narrative. As already discussed, we suspect that perceptual fluency is interrelated with RII and the fidelity of a mental model likely influences the fluidity with which people can reflect on the narrative.

Second, research on mental models and narrative comprehension suggests that events are the central elements of narratives. Yet events, objects, and spaces are likely unimportant unless they have relevance to characters we care about and emote with. This suggests that when we think about a narrative experience our focus is likely on how characters behaved, felt, and were affected by events, and how things might have turned out differently for them if events had only been different. To the extent that we do focus on other elements of the narrative such as events or the story world, the reflection likely focuses on how events or the story world relate to the characters. For example, if a viewer changes one of the critical events in a story, how does the character’s behavior change as a consequence of different situations? We would expect that reflective changes in the events of a narrative or the larger narrative world revolve around the characters if these changes impact the characters, though it is possible that reflective changes could be made to the story world to see how it influences the unfolding story. Likewise, the larger story world may be changed to see how characters respond to the new environment. For example, Laurie R. King’s Mary Russell series follows Sherlock Holmes after he has retired. A new character—Mary Russell—is added to the story and Holmes’ adventures move beyond England and the continent to include stories set in the United States and elsewhere. In other words, though we suspect most RII involves characters, all elements of the remembered story are available for reflection.

Finally, the mental models paradigm provides a way of thinking about the cognitive and emotional activity that underlies both narrative experiences and our returning to and reconsidering those experiences. Specifically, the model suggests that during narrative comprehension we construct mental models that represent the story. If the narrative experience is appropriately moving or meaningful, we may retrieve those same models in order to not only re-experience the story, but also assemble those models differently in order to experience a different story and, hence, potentially different reactions to the narrative.

Conclusion


We view RII as the cognitive component of asynchronous engagement and propose it as a useful way to investigate the phenomenon. To date, research has overwhelmingly focused on the narrative processing that occurs during initial narrative experiences. This makes sense because we want to better understand, both how people process narratives and the effects of different narrative processing experiences. However, research on parasocial relationships, fan theories, fantasy play, and fandom has demonstrated people continue to engage in narratives even after the initial experience has ended.

One argument we make in this chapter is for research that focuses on the myriad ways we think and feel about the stories we encounter after we initially engage with them. This research would view RII as an extension of the narrative experience itself. Such asynchronous engagement may take a range of forms and may relate to various experiential variables of interest as well as the effects of engagement with narratives. Simply recalling a particularly memorable story may serve when we need an example of an issue or category of events. For example, such recollection may aid in understanding a situation, producing a frequency estimate, or merely occupying a wandering mind. We would expect that the stories most likely to be retrieved from memory would be those that resulted from the most engaging or transportive narrative experiences. This points to the importance of distinguishing stories that are evaluated as meaningful at the time of reading or viewing from those that become meaningful on retrospective reflection. Similarly, it suggests the potential utility of exploring the notion of temporally immediate versus temporally distant thought provocation. Ultimately, stories that are evaluated as being more enjoyable or meaningful also may be those with which we are most likely to engage retrospectively. And, if this is the case, the most meaningful narrative experiences should also be the most retrospectively thought provoking.

Indeed, an important distinction between hedonistic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences may relate to the nature and quality of subsequent asynchronous involvement. Reflection on a narrative may simply extend hedonistic entertainment experiences, but is it also possible to intensify the hedonistic experience through customization of the story? Can a just-so story become highly entertaining through counterfactually modifying the story? Along these same lines, it seems possible that stories with sad or tragic endings are more likely than those with happy endings to be the subject of retrospective, counterfactual reimagining. Narratives resulting in eudaimonic enjoyment should, by their very nature, encourage reflective rumination because the narratives are judged to be more meaningful. If this is the case, what are the implications for understanding audiences’ enjoyment of tragedy? Can tragedy become more meaningful when reflected on? Indeed, is it possible for eudaimonic experiences to be enhanced through retrospection or even created through reflection and counterfactual enrichments of the story? Does imagining how the survivors of a tragedy move on and grow after the narrative ends, increase the meaningfulness of the narrative? It seems likely this could be the case, but future research will need to explore if, and how, RII can enhance both hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment.

At a more extreme end of the RII continuum, imaginings may take the form of combining characters and elements from originally distinct stories and extending narratives into entirely new plotlines, in different story worlds with different characters, like the example at the beginning of this chapter. Here, RII offers the opportunity to investigate the intersections of identification and role playing or the distinctions between comprehending the creativity of a content producer and indulging one’s own creative urges and talents.

As to what would motivate people to asynchronously engage in narratives, we propose the TEBOTS model. If narrative experiences afford the opportunity to explore and temporarily extend one’s identity, reflection on a narrative may provide a mechanism to continue the same need fulfillment opportunity the original narrative provided, or even extend that opportunity to serve new or different needs. For example, counterfactual reflection on a narrative has the possibility of creating a narrative that provides even greater need fulfillment, or fulfillment of a different need. Finally, we advance the model of narrative comprehension and engagement as a theoretical foundation for identifying how mental models constructed during narrative experiences may serve asynchronous involvement with previously experienced narratives. The model provides an explanation for the psychological experiences and structures involved in comprehending narratives as well as a starting point for the processes that should be reactivated as part of asynchronous experiences with narratives. Theoretically, the model locates characters at the center of RII processes. But certainly, how characters feel, act, and react to events in different worlds with different rules, tools, and weapons also may be the fodder for retrospective imaginative involvement.

For some, retrospective imaginative involvement may lead to future behaviors such as larping or writing fan fiction. For many, the simple act of reflection may be enough. Ultimately we offer RII as a way to consider the asynchronous extension of entertainment experiences beyond those moments when we are before the text or it is before us. We suggest a mental models approach as a way to understand the comprehension and engagement mechanisms that underlie narrative experiences and as a springboard for understanding retrospection into previously experienced stories. And we offer TEBOTS as an explanation of motivations to experience narrative and to re-experience them in slightly or drastically different ways.
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1 While Rosa (2013) argues that people are turning to TV and other related forms as time accelerates, we do disagree with his argument as to why people are turning to different forms of narrative. Specifically, Rosa (2013) argues that people use narrative as a way to be divorced from the accelerated world and that once the narrative is over, people disassociate from it. Rosa dismisses fans as rare and atypical. Obviously, we disagree. The research on PSR, PSI, identification, transportation, and fan theories suggest just the opposite. Fans are not atypical and engagement with a narrative asynchronously after initial engagement is quite common.

2 We report the correlation from Slater et al. (2018) as approximately .50 because the correlation between boundary expansion and the 8-item RII scale was .511. The correlation between boundary expansion and the shorter 4-item version of the RII scale was .497.

3 Another reason why fan fiction may focus on male homosexual relationships as opposed to lesbian relationships is that unfortunately, female characters are typically not as developed as male characters. Consequently, the male characters maybe more interesting or easier to develop in fan fiction. Conversely, if this argument is correct, developing fan fiction involving lesbian relationships should enhance competence to a greater extent.

4 There are other conceptual elements of narrative, such as discourse structure, narration, and plot that may be of interest to the reader but are beyond the scope of this chapter. For further discussion, see Abbott (2002, 2007).







chapter 38

Media Entertainment as a Self-Regulatory Resource

The Recovery and Resilience in Entertaining Media Use (R²EM) Model


Leonard Reinecke and Diana Rieger




The notion that media entertainment can be an important tool for self-regulation has a long tradition in entertainment research, dating back to the seminal work by Dolf Zillmann on mood management theory (Zillmann, 1988) and selective exposure (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). This perspective posits that media users are hedonically driven to dissipate noxious mood states in order to get into hedonically pleasant states (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006; Reinecke, 2017) and choose contents that are “excitationally right” for them (Zillmann, 1991, p. 111).

More recently, this perspective has been expanded by research demonstrating that the self-regulatory effects of media entertainment exceed the optimization of mood and arousal by far. A growing body of evidence suggests that both interactive and noninteractive entertainment media have a strong potential to facilitate recovery from stress and strain and to support the replenishment of physical and psychological resources (Reinecke, 2009a; Reinecke & Eden, 2017; Rieger, Reinecke, Frischlich, & Bente, 2014). Over the past decade, numerous media characteristics (e.g., interactivity, affective valence) and process components (e.g., positive vs. negative affect, involvement, character attachment) that drive media-induced recovery have been identified.

This multitude of empirical findings calls for a systematization and theoretical integration. In a first step, the present chapter thus reviews latest developments in recovery theory and systematically summarize previous research on media-induced recovery. In a second step, we aim at providing a theoretical synthesis that addresses two central limitations of previous research: (1) Although previous research on media-induced recovery has identified numerous processes and media characteristics that link recovery and entertainment media use, a systematic theoretical integration of the literature on recovery and entertainment experience is missing. (2) Previous research has exclusively focused on the short-term effects of entertaining media use on recovery. How entertainment experiences affect the long-term adaptation to stressors and potentially traumatic events remains largely unclear. We thus aim at providing a salutogenic perspective on media use that conceptually links media entertainment to the long-term development of resilience. For these purposes, we develop and introduce the recovery and resilience in entertaining media use model (R²EM-model). The chapter concludes with an outlook on open questions and future challenges in this field of research.

Recovery: Theoretical Conceptualizations and Empirical Findings


Recovery is a crucial precondition for health and well-being when we are faced with the frequent demands of everyday life: only if we “recharge our batteries” and leave the burdens of everyday work and daily hassles behind us can we successfully cope with daily challenges. Work and other demanding activities consume our physical and mental resources, leaving us in a state of fatigue and need for recovery (Craig & Cooper, 1992; Fuller et al., 2003). Successful recovery and the replenishment of depleted resources is essential for upholding our well-being, whereas longer phases of insufficient recovery and prolonged stress and fatigue significantly increase the risk of mental or physical illness (Sluiter, de Croon, Meijman, & Frings-Dresen, 2003; Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006; van Amelsvoort, Kant, & Swaen, 2003). Recovery thus clearly represents a crucial facet of self-regulation. Yet, what exactly is recovery and what processes help us to recuperate from stress and strain?

Answers to these questions mainly stem from organizational psychology, which has systematically explicated the theoretical concept of recovery for more than three decades (for a recent review, see Sonnentag, Venz, & Casper, 2017). Recovery can be defined as “the process of replenishing depleted resources and rebalancing suboptimal systems” (Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006, p. 331). The recovery concept can be further differentiated into recovery processes (i.e., the psychological mechanisms, experiences, and activities that lead to the restoration of resources) and recovery outcomes (i.e., the psychological state that is reached after a recovery period) (Sonnentag & Geurts, 2009). Over the past decade, a number of theoretical approaches and models have been developed to provide better insights into the recovery process and to identify the “ingredients” of successful recovery. In the following, the most influential models and their central propositions are summarized (for a similar overview, also see Reinecke & Eden, 2017).

As one of the earliest theoretical explications of the recovery process, the effort-recovery model, focuses on the psychobiological reactions resulting from stress and situational demands (Meijman & Mulder, 1998). The (work-) demands and challenges we are facing in everyday life lead to the mobilization of effort and energy expenditure. Such work-load results in physiological (e.g., elevated cortisol levels, accelerated heart rate) and psychological (e.g., negative affect or fatigue) load reactions (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006). These load reactions are reversible: when the resources that were depleted by work load and situational challenges are no longer demanded and the individual has the opportunity to rest, they can return to prestressor levels (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006; Meijman & Mulder, 1998). However, when the psychobiological system cannot stabilize and return to baseline levels after the secession of effort expenditure or when depletion proceeds over a longer period of time, load reactions can accumulate (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006). Such chronic strain reactions significantly increase the risk for impaired psychological and physiological health (Demerouti, Bakker, Geurts, & Taris, 2009; Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006).

More recent models of recovery, such as the stressor-detachment model (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015), provide a more complex understanding of the recovery process by identifying additional subcomponents and mechanisms of recovery. The stressor-detachment model puts a special emphasis on the spillover of stress and increased arousal and activation between phases of demand and rest. According to the model, the confrontation with demands and stressors is associated with increased levels of negative arousal and activation (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). These heightened levels of activation do not cease right after the end of demands and effort expenditure. Rather, stress, arousal, and rumination continue into phases of rest and make it difficult for the individual to detach from work, stress, and strain (Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005). Consequently, in contrast to the effort-recovery model, which identifies the acute load reactions resulting from situational demands as most detrimental for the psychobiological system, the stressor-detachment model considers the sustained negative activation beyond the actual stress- and demand-inducing situation as the crucial challenge for recovery. Accordingly, the model suggests that the mere absence of demand is not a sufficient precondition for recovery and that psychological detachment, that is, the ability to “disengage oneself mentally from work” (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007, p. 205), is a crucial mechanism in the process of recreation. A growing number of studies demonstrates that psychological detachment is a significant and positive predictor of health and well-being (e.g., Feuerhahn, Sonnentag, & Woll, 2014; Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005; Sonnentag, Binnewies, & Mojza, 2010; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Overall, this evidence suggests that “letting go” (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015, p. S74) of strain-related experiences in fact is a crucial component of the recovery process.

Yet an additional dimension of the recovery processes is represented in the theoretical perspective of the conservation of resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989, 1998; Hobfoll, Halbesleben, Neveu, & Westman, 2018). In contrast to the effort-recovery and the stressor-detachment models, which both focus on the psychobiological mechanisms involved in strain and recovery, COR takes a more holistic view on the resources of individuals and their role for the recovery process. The basic tenet of COR is that human behavior is generally motivated by the attempt to retain, protect, foster, and (re)build resources (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll et al., 2018). Within COR, resources are defined as “those objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued by the individual or that serve as a means for attainment of these objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies” (Hobfoll, 1989, p. 516). Resources can occur in more tangible form (e.g., a car, money, tools for work) or refer to personal and psychological features of the individual (e.g., tenure or seniority, skills, self-efficacy, or optimism) (Hobfoll et al., 2018). The COR perspective crucially extends our understanding of recovery processes in at least two important ways. First, it emphasizes the diversity of resources that play a role in the recovery process: beyond psychophysiological load reactions, such as arousal, affect, and fatigue, more complex resources such as self-esteem, mastery, or autonomy can also be depleted by (work) demands and efforts and play a vital role in the recovery process (Hobfoll & Shirom, 1993; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007; Sonnentag et al., 2017). Second, individuals not only strive for retaining depleted resources but also are motivated to build up a surplus of new, additional resources that provide a buffer against resource depletion when confronted with challenges and demands in the future (Hobfoll, 1998; Hobfoll et al., 2018; Hobfoll & Shirom, 1993). Accordingly, successful recovery is more than the mere stabilization of the psychobiological system and the return of resources to pre-stressor baseline levels, but extends to the acquisition of more complex resources that provide the individual with additional coping capabilities (Demerouti et al., 2009; Hobfoll & Shirom, 1993; Sonnentag et al., 2017).

The work reviewed above clearly demonstrates the complexity of the recovery process and the diversity of theoretical perspectives in this research context. The concept of recovery experience (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007; Sonnentag et al., 2017) provides an integrative framework that connects the basic assumptions of the aforementioned recovery models into an overarching theoretical view on the different components of successful recovery. Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) identified four positively related but conceptually distinct recovery experiences that represent the central experiential facets underlying the recovery process. The first two dimensions, (1) psychological detachment and (2) relaxation incorporate the psychobiological perspective represented in the effort-recovery and the stressor-detachment model. Accordingly, these two recovery dimensions refer to the process of psychological distancing from stress and the return of negative activation and mood to baseline levels. The other two recovery dimensions, (3) mastery experience and (4) control integrate the more agentic and resource-oriented view represented in the COR perspective. While mastery experiences are triggered by challenging situations that are successfully resolved by the individual, control refers to the experience of self-determination in phases of rest (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). A fast growing body of empirical research has linked the four recovery facets to a wide range of well-being indicators and numerous recovery outcomes, such as increased satisfaction with life (e.g., Lee, Choo, & Hyun, 2016), positive and negative affect (Fritz, Sonnentag, Spector, & McInroe, 2010), and work performance (Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Mojza, 2010). For a more comprehensive review of the effects of recovery experience, also see Sonnentag et al. (2017).

Media-Induced Recovery: A Review of the Extant Literature


As discussed in the previous section, recovery is a vital component of self-regulation and an important predictor of numerous health outcomes and general well-being. From an entertainment research perspective, it is thus of highest relevance to understand, how successful recovery is obtained in everyday life and what role media use plays within the recovery process. A growing body of recovery research has addressed the role of different activities as predictors and drivers of recovery (Demerouti et al., 2009; Ragsdale, Beehr, Grebner, & Han, 2011; Sonnentag, Binnewies, & Mojza, 2008; Sonnentag et al., 2017). A central categorization of different recovery-related activities is the differentiation of resource-providing versus resource-consuming activities (Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006; Ragsdale et al., 2011).

Resource-providing activities incorporate all forms or activities that support the recovery process either by putting no further demands onto the individual or by providing opportunities for positive experiences or building up new resources (Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006). A subcategory of resource-providing activities are low-effort activities, such as taking a nap or resting on the couch (Sonnentag, 2001). Such activities are characterized by low effort expenditure, allow the psychobiological system to return to prestressor baseline levels and have been empirically linked to increased recovery (Oerlemans & Bakker, 2014) and to relaxation in particular (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). Other resource-providing activities that also show positive relationships with recovery experience and recovery outcomes include social activities, such as meeting friends or dining out (Oerlemans & Bakker, 2014; Sonnentag, 2001), physical activities, such as sports and exercise (Feuerhahn et al., 2014) or hobbies and creative activities that provide opportunities for mastery experience and knowledge acquisition (Demerouti et al., 2009; Winwood, Bakker, & Winefield, 2007).

In contrast to resource-providing activities, resource-consuming activities further deplete the resources of the individual and prolong the negative effects of stress and load-reactions (Ragsdale et al., 2011; Sonnentag, 2001). Two prominent examples of resource-consuming activities are work-related activities (Oerlemans & Bakker, 2014) and household and childcare activities (Sonnentag, 2001; Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006) performed during leisure time. Instead of providing opportunities for rest, resource acquisition, and unwinding, such activities represent additional demands, produce and prolong load reactions, and impair the recovery process (Demerouti et al., 2009).

The preceding research review clearly suggests that the activities performed during phases of rest crucially influence the recovery processes. What role, then, does media use in general and media entertainment in particular play in the recovery process and how does it related to the categories of leisure activities discussed thus far?

Whereas recovery processes and outcomes have only recently found their way into research in media psychology and communication, a wide range of traditional media uses and effects studies have linked media exposure to recovery implicitly. There is broad evidence that media have the potential for facilitating escapism and distracting media users from the sorrows of everyday life (Henning & Vorderer, 2001; Katz & Foulkes, 1962; Kubey & Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; also see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume, for a discussion of the relationship between escapism and recovery). Additional evidence for the detachment and relaxation potential of media use comes from research related to mood management theory. Media use is considered a particularly attractive option for mood regulation because it is an easily accessible and highly customizable feature of one’s environment (Bryant & Zillmann, 1984). Furthermore, research referring to mood management theory has repeatedly demonstrated the strong intervention potential of noninteractive media use and its ability to interrupt ruminations about negative events and stressor (Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006; Reinecke, 2017; Zillmann, 1988, 1991). In recent work on mood management through new, interactive media, Bowman and Tamborini (2012, 2015) found that following boredom and stress, playing video games of moderate intervention potential resulted in the highest levels of postgameplay mood repair (2012) and these games were most often selected by individuals in an effort to regulate their moods (2013). Relatedly, it was found that video games can direct attention away from unpleasant emotions (Rieger, Frischlich, Wulf, Bente, & Kneer, 2015).

Besides this implicit evidence of the recovery potential of media entertainment, a growing number of studies has also linked the usage of media content to specific recovery outcomes more explicitly. Based on cross-sectional survey data, Reinecke (2009a, 2009b) demonstrated that using entertaining video games is strongly related to all four recovery experiences identified by Sonnentag and Fritz (2007), both during work hours (Reinecke, 2009b) and during leisure time (Reinecke, 2009a). The beneficial effects of video games for recovery purposes were further differentiated by Collins and Cox (2014), who found that video games genres differ regarding their recovery outcomes with strongest effects for first-person shooters and action games. Beyond the mere recovery experience, experimental research has further demonstrated that the subjective experience of recovery during media use was related to positive recovery outcomes such as vitality and work satisfaction (Collins, Cox, Wilcock, & Sethu-Jones, 2019; Janicke, Rieger, Reinecke, & Connor, 2017; Reinecke, Klatt, & Krämer, 2011; Rieger et al., 2014), positive affect (Rieger & Bente, 2018) or cognitive performance (Reinecke et al., 2011; Rieger, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2017; Rieger, Reinecke, & Bente, 2017). These findings demonstrate that media-induced recovery experiences form a link between media consumption and both subjective (e.g., work satisfaction, vitality, and positive affect) and more objective indicators of well-being (e.g., cognitive performance). Positive associations between media use and recovery experience as well as different recovery outcomes have been reported for a wide range of media genres and different media stimuli, including video games in general (e.g., Reinecke et al., 2011) and different game genres in specific (Collins & Cox, 2014), short video clips and YouTube videos (e.g., Janicke et al., 2017; Rieger, Reinecke, et al., 2017), movie consumption (e.g., Rieger & Bente, 2018), and smartphone use (e.g., Rieger, Hefner, et al., 2017).

In addition to documenting the effects of media use on recovery, previous research has also attempted to understand the underlying mechanisms responsible for these beneficial effects. In an experiment, Reinecke, Klatt, and Krämer (2011) manipulated the level of interactivity in media stimuli and compared interactive and noninteractive media content regarding their potential to foster recovery. They found that interactivity increased users’ involvement, which, in turn, was positively associated with recovery experiences. While relaxation was higher in the noninteractive conditions, interactivity was associated with elevated levels of mastery and control experiences. Subjective recovery experiences were positively associated with cognitive performance. In sum, these results suggest that interactive versus noninteractive media show differential patterns in recovery experience and that involvement can be regarded an important mediator between media use and positive recreational effects. In a further study, Rieger, Hefner, et al. (2017) addressed the recovery potential of interactive media use in the context of mobile communication. In their study, smartphone use during a work break was negatively associated with relaxation but positively related to control experiences. Only control experiences, in turn, showed positive relations to cognitive performance (Rieger, Hefner, et al., 2017).

In addition to comparing interactive versus noninteractive media, other research has explored the role of the affective valence of media content for recovery. To this end, research by Rieger, Reinecke, et al. (2017) compared the recovery effects of video stimuli with positive (i.e., a comedy) versus negative affective valence (i.e., a tragic drama). Results found that the negative media stimulus was not only as capable as positive media content to contribute to the subjective recovery experiences but also led to higher levels of self-reported involvement and vitality. Video clips of positive affective valence, in contrast to those with negative valence, led to higher relaxation than the nonmedia control condition. However, both media conditions (positive and negative) increased performance in a concentration task compared to the control condition.

Other research has addressed the role of media character type for media-induced recovery. In an experiment by Krakowiak and Tsay-Vogel (2018), the recovery effect of reading short stories featuring a morally good, bad, or ambiguous main character was tested when participants’ morality was made salient (virtue versus vice condition). The results demonstrate that character type had no effect on media-induced recovery experience of those participants whose virtues were made salient. Participants in the vice condition, however, reported higher psychological detachment and relaxation after exposure to a story featuring morally good or ambiguous characters as compared to exposure with a morally bad character. This suggests that a fit between the situational needs of media users and content characteristics is crucial for successful recovery: When people’s moral self-perceptions are threatened, exposure to more positively valenced (or ambivalent) characters provides efficient recovery resources. The bad character condition may have reminded these individuals of their own moral wrong-doings, thus impairing psychological detachment and relaxation (Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2018).

Further underlining the complexity of media-induced recovery, additional research suggests that situational demands and resources on the side of the media user are important determinants of recovery effects. A survey study by Reinecke, Hartmann, and Eden (2014) suggests that the volitional state of media users might influence the recovery process. Their data demonstrated that ego-depleted individuals, that is, individuals suffering from temporarily impaired self-control capacity, showed a higher tendency to interpret their media use as a form of dysfunctional procrastination. As a result, ego-depletion increased negative self-conscious emotions, such as feelings of guilt associated with using entertainment, which was negatively related to the recovery experience. Consequently, depleted media users benefited less from media-induced recovery even though they had a greater need for recovery (Reinecke et al., 2014).

Recovery and Media Entertainment: Reciprocal Influences?


In sum, the researched reviewed thus far clearly suggests that entertaining media use has a strong recovery potential, is associated with the full spectrum of recovery experiences identified by Sonnentag and Fritz (2007), and results in numerous recovery outcomes. The moderator (e.g., interactivity, content valence, or character types) and mediator variables (e.g., involvement, affect) identified in previous research strongly resemble those that have also been identified as central drivers of media entertainment (e.g., Oliver, 2009; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004) At the same time, a systematic integration of entertainment theory and recovery research does not exist. In the following section, we thus develop the first part of our R²EM-Model (see Figure 38.1) that aims at systematically explicating the theoretical connections between media-induced recovery and media entertainment.
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Figure 38.1 The Recovery and Resilience in Entertaining Media use Model (R²EM-Model)





Recently, entertainment theory has undergone a conceptual shift toward so-called two-process models of entertainment (Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015): Traditionally, media entertainment was defined in hedonic terms and as pleasurable affective states (Vorderer et al., 2004). This view was complemented by a second process, which was defined in nonhedonic terms, characterized by the satisfaction of intrinsic needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness; described within self-determination theory, see Ryan & Deci, 2000) or the experience of meaning (i.e., eudaimonia; see Hofer & Rieger, 2019; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). One key dimension that differentiates between hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experiences is the nature of the accompanying affective responses, with hedonic experiences being predominantly characterized by positive affective states and eudaimonic experiences being characterized by mixed affective responses.

The structure and dimensions of recovery experience show striking similarities with this two-factor view on entertainment experience (Reinecke & Eden, 2017): the recovery facets of psychological detachment and relaxation correspond closely with traditional hedonic views on media entertainment that view pleasure, mood optimization and arousal regulation as central drivers of media entertainment (Bosshart & Macconi, 1998; Zillmann, 1988). The recovery dimensions of mastery and control, on the other hand, are closely connected to the ideas of psychological growth and intrinsic need satisfaction expressed in the concept of eudaimonic entertainment experience (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Reinecke et al., 2012; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010). How are media entertainment and media-induced recovery related, then?

Within the field of entertainment research, entertainment experience has frequently been defined as a form of meta-appraisal (Bartsch, 2012; Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, & Viehoff, 2008; Hartmann, 2013; Vorderer & Hartmann, 2009). According to this view, media users feel (hedonically or eudaimonically) entertained when they evaluate their primary affective responses triggered by media stimuli as being conducive to their short- or long-term goals. Such positive appraisal of primary emotions leads to positive meta-emotions (i.e., feelings about emotions) that provide the basis for entertainment experience. Some researchers have explicitly linked this meta-appraisal of primary responses to different self-regulatory goals.

According to Vorderer and Hartmann (2009), primary emotions result in entertainment gratifications when they are reappraised as supportive either of short-term mood and arousal regulation goals or of long-term growth and self-realization goals. Hartmann (2013) further develops this notion and describes the relationship between media entertainment, recreation, and psychological growth in more detail. According to his conceptualization, homeostatic regulation, that is, maintaining physiological states in an optimal range, is tied to pleasure via alliesthesia. Alliesthesia research demonstrates that environmental stimuli are perceived as pleasant or unpleasant depending on their contribution to the rebalancing of a suboptimal systems (Cabanac, 1971, 2010). For example, food is perceived as pleasurable when we are hungry, but much less so when we have just finished a big meal and feel full. Likewise, stimulation may be welcome and experienced as pleasurable when we are understimulated and bored, but much less so when we are stressed. Accordingly, media stimuli that support homeostatic regulation either by restoration of physiological resources or by distraction from aversive mood and arousal states should be perceived as pleasurable and thus strongly connected to hedonic entertainment experience (Hartmann, 2013). This has important implications for the theoretical connection of media entertainment and recovery: The concept of homeostatic regulation strongly corresponds with the basic tenets of the effort recovery model (i.e., rebalancing suboptimal systems; Meijman & Mulder, 1998) and the stress-detachment model (i.e., disengagement from sustained negative activation; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015) and the associated recovery facets of psychological detachment and relaxation. Based on the research reviewed earlier, in the R²EM-Model we thus state that the use of entertaining media content is connected to the recovery dimensions of psychological detachment and relaxation via homeostatic regulation and the resulting hedonic entertainment experience (see Figure 38.1).

Beyond the restoration of resources, both Hartmann (2013) and Vorderer and Hartmann (2009) suggest that psychological growth is a second key driver of entertainment. In contrast to homeostatic regulation which profits from media stimuli that are undemanding and thus support the restoration of depleted resources, personal growth goals are best achieved through the mastery of challenges (Hartmann, 2013). Accordingly, Hartmann (2013) suggests that media stimuli provide different levels of cognitive, affective, and behavioral challenges. Cognitive challenges result from media stimuli that are difficult to process due to their complexity (e.g., that provide many new information that need to be integrated with existing knowledge structures) or that contain information that is dissonant or inconsistent with existing attitudes or personal values (Bartsch & Hartmann, 2017). Emotional challenges arise from media stimuli that elicit strong negative affect, such as empathic distress experienced in response to the suffering of the portrayed protagonists, or fear and disgust elicited, for example, by horror movies (Bartsch & Hartmann, 2017). Finally, behavioral challenges refer to the demands created by interactive media, such as the hand-eye coordination necessary to master a video game (Hartmann, 2013). While “light” media content is likely to result in hedonic entertainment via homeostatic regulation and alliesthesia, the opportunities for psychological growth afforded by challenging media content should contribute to eudaimonic entertainment experience (Bartsch & Hartmann, 2017; Hartmann, 2013).

With regard to recovery research, the idea of psychological growth strongly corresponds with the key assumptions of conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll et al., 2018), which posits the acquisition of new personal resources as a key mechanism to stress-coping and well-being. Within the concept of recovery experience (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007), the COR perspective is represented by the recovery facets of mastery and control. Based on the research reviewed above, the R²EM-model proposes that the use of entertaining media content is connected to the recovery dimensions of mastery and control via personal growth opportunities afforded by media challenges and the resulting eudaimonic entertainment experience (see Figure 38.1).

The two “routes” from media entertainment to recovery via hedonic versus eudaimonic experience proposed in the R²EM-model have received preliminary empirical support. The available results point toward potential differences in the processes underlying recovery via hedonic and eudaimonic media content. In a study conducted by Rieger and Bente (2018), a hedonic movie stimulus was associated with higher levels of relaxation than a eudaimonic movie. The results of an experiment by Rieger et al. (2014) further differentiate the specific recovery effects resulting from hedonic and eudaimonic media stimuli: A hedonic entertainment experience mainly contributed to the recovery dimensions of psychological detachment and relaxation, whereas a eudaimonic entertainment experience was associated with mastery experiences (Rieger et al., 2014). Both “routes” were positively associated with positive recovery outcomes in the form of increased vitality. These findings were replicated in an online experiment by Janicke et al. (2017) for the use of YouTube videos during work hours; videos eliciting positive affect (i.e., hedonic entertainment) mainly fostered psychological detachment and relaxation, and videos eliciting meaningful affect (i.e., eudaimonic entertainment) predominantly fostered mastery experiences.

While the research reviewed thus far provides initial support for the relationships between hedonic versus eudaimonic entertainment experience and recovery proposed the R²EM-model, the direction of these effects remains largely unclear. Previous research exploring the relationship between entertainment experience and recovery (Janicke et al., 2017; Rieger & Bente, 2018; Rieger et al., 2014) has treated recovery experience and other recovery outcomes as dependent variables resulting from media entertainment. The theoretical considerations presented by Hartmann (2013), however, suggest the opposite direction of effects such that the processes underlying media-induced recovery (i.e., homeostatic regulation and psychological growth) elicit entertainment experience. In this view, entertainment experience is a result of the successful restoration and expansion of resources via media use, making recovery the independent variable.

While the exact nature of the relationship between recovery and entertainment experiences remains a pressing open question for future research, existing findings both from recovery research and entertainment research clearly suggest that situational recovery demands and resource depletion have a significant effect on selective exposure to media entertainment. Previous research suggests that individuals suffering from high levels of stress and strain gravitate toward low-effort activities and avoid other, more demanding recovery activities. In a meta-analysis by Fransson et al. (2012), individuals working in high-strain jobs characterized by low job-control and high job-demands, suffered from a significantly increased risk of physical inactivity during leisure time. A diary study by Sonnentag and Jelden (2009) suggests that the effects of job stress on decreased engagement in leisure-time physical activities is mediated by depleted self-regulatory resources: after demanding work-days, the self-regulatory resources necessary to initiate and continue effortful recovery activities are no longer available. As media use in general and “low-brow” forms of media entertainment in particular demand relatively little effort and resources compared to other recovery activities, depleted individuals with a high need for recovery should show a particular strong tendency to use media during leisure time. In line with this idea, previous findings demonstrate that entertainment experiences increase when self-control resources are low (Johnson, Ewoldsen, & Slater, 2015). Consequently, the R²EM-model proposes that resource depletion should be a positive direct predictor of exposure to media entertainment (see Figure 38.1). Indirect support for this notion comes from a study by Wagner et al. (2012). In an analysis of search queries on Google, the authors found a significant increase in entertainment-related searches on the day after the change to Daylight Saving Time, suggesting that the depletion caused by the time-shift increased exposure to entertaining media content.

In addition to increasing the likelihood for media exposure relative to other recovery activities, resource depletion should also have an effect on the within-media selection of specific media content. As discussed previously, media stimuli differ substantially with regard to the level of challenge they present to media users. Engaging in challenges, however, is taxing (Hartmann, 2013). As a consequence, media users’ willingness to choose cognitively, affectively, or behaviorally challenging media stimuli should vary as a function of their current depletion, with depleted media users gravitating toward unchallenging content that facilitates the restoration of resources (Hartmann, 2013; Hartmann & Eden, 2019). This notion is supported by a growing number of studies that provide empirical evidence for the suggested pattern of effects (Eden, Hartmann, & Reinecke, 2015; Eden, Johnson, & Hartmann, 2018; Reinecke et al., 2014). In the R²EM-model, we thus propose that—in addition to a general preference of media use relative to other recovery activities—resource depletion will also affect within-media selection and result in a preference for unchallenging media content (see Figure 38.1).

From Recovery to Resilience: A Salutogenic Perspective on Entertaining Media Use


In the previous section, we have systematically linked media-induced recovery and entertainment experience and demonstrated that both constructs show strong mutual relations and reciprocal influences. Furthermore, we have identified a better understanding of the direction of effects between entertainment and recovery experience as a crucial task for future research. In this section, we address a second major limitation of previous research on media-induced recovery: its exclusive focus on short-term recovery effects. In fact, all empirical studies on media-induced recovery reviewed here explored the role of entertaining media use solely for recovery from short forms of relatively mild everyday stress and strain. As important as recovery from everyday stress and strain may be, it does not represent the full spectrum of stressors and strains that may threaten individual health and well-being. The role that entertaining media use plays for coping with more severe and long-lasting critical life events, such as chronic disease, loss of a spouse, changes in life situation, or other potentially disruptive and traumatic events, has received much less systematic attention. This is a major limitation for a comprehensive understanding of media entertainment as a self-regulatory resource. In the following section and the second part of the R²EM-model, we thus aim at complementing the short-term recovery effects of media use with a salutogenic perspective on long-term resilience.

The salutogenic perspective was introduced by Aaron Antonovsky (1979, 1996) and represents a marked shift away from the hitherto dominating pathogenic perspective on health and well-being that used to focus primarily on disease and risk-factors for falling ill. The core tenet of salutogenesis, in contrast, is a strong focus on “salutary factors” (Antonovsky, 1996, p. 14) that actively promote health. Instead of treating health as a dichotomous condition of being either healthy or ill, salutogenesis posits that the individual is constantly confronted with risks and adversities and moving along on an “ease-dis-ease continuum” (Antonovsky, 1996, p. 14). The reaction to stressors and individual movement between ease and dis-ease is determined by “generalized resistance resources” (p. 15), that is, properties of the individual that facilitate successful coping (Antonovsky, 1996). Strongly related to the salutogenic perspective is the concept of resilience (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013). While salutogenesis is a holistic perspective on health-promoting factors as a whole (Mittelmark & Bauer, 2017), resilience is more strongly focused on overcoming adversities (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013).

In its most verbatim sense, resilience is concerned with the resources and qualities that help people to “bounce back” (Richardson, 2002, p. 308) and recover quickly form difficult life situations. While many definitions of resilience exist and no consensus concerning concept explication has been reached, a number of reoccurring central characteristics and defining attributes of resilience can be identified (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Gillespie, Chaboyer, & Wallis, 2007; Niitsu et al., 2017; Pangallo, Zibarras, Lewis, & Flaxman, 2015). A common antecedent of resilience found in most definitions is adversity (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Gillespie et al., 2007). In order for resilience to occur, the individual must be confronted with a highly disruptive event or condition posing substantial threat (Niitsu et al., 2017). A further defining attribute found in many definitions of resilience is positive adaptation (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Niitsu et al., 2017). Adaptation can be considered a continuum (Niitsu et al., 2017): after stress, trauma, and disruption, the individual may (1) experience personal growth and a gain in new resources, (2) recover and get back to pretrauma baseline levels of functioning,(3) recover with loss (e.g., give up certain motivations, hopes, or strivings), or (4) reintegrate dysfunctionally, for example through substance abuse or destructive behavior (Richardson, 2002). Positive adaption, that is, successful coping with adversities and recovery from potentially traumatic events without developing psychopathology or resources loss, is thus a key component in most definitions of resilience.

A further conceptual distinction between different theoretical approaches to resilience is its treatment as a trait-like construct versus a process (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Pangallo et al., 2015). Trait models of resilience usually conceptualize resilience as a set of characteristics and protective or promotive factors that help the individual to positively adapt to adversity (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Pangallo et al., 2015). Proponents of the process perspective on resilience emphasize the dynamic nature of resilience and take into account that protective and promotive factors may vary between contexts and temporally. In the R²EM-model, we follow the perspective of Niitsu et al. (2017), who provide a conceptual bridge between trait and process perspectives on resilience and suggest that resilience can best be defined as a dynamic process of adaptation following adversity that is facilitated by different protective and promotive factors such as emotion regulation or social support. In the R²EM-model, we thus distinguish between two levels of resilience (see Figure 38.1): (1) the long-term development of protective and promotive resilience factors and (2) episodic processes of resilience. Accordingly, the model suggests that trait-like resilience factors that are acquired, reinforced, or weakened over the life-course by individual experiences and environmental influences (e.g., exposure to media content), provide the boundary conditions for dynamic processes of positive adaptation to specific instances of adversity.

The extant resilience literature has discussed a plethora of potential protective and promotive resilience factors and a number of systematic reviews have identified key themes and clusters of reoccurring factors (Gillespie et al., 2007; Niitsu et al., 2017; Pangallo et al., 2015). For the R²EM-model, we chose three resilience factors that are identified in at least two of these reviews: (1) positive emotions, such as hope and optimism, are frequently featured in theoretical conceptualizations and empirical measures of resilience (Gillespie et al., 2007; Pangallo et al., 2015) and have been identified as a central mechanism of positive adaptation (e.g., Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004); (2) furthermore, self-efficacy, the confidence in one’s ability to perform a specific task or to respond successfully to situational demands (Bandura, 1997), is another reoccurring resilience factor that has been demonstrated to promote positive adaptation, effort expenditure and perseverance in the face of adversity (Gillespie et al., 2007; Pangallo et al., 2015). While both positive emotions and self-efficacy represent internal resources situated in the individual, (3) social support represents an external resource provided by the social environment that helps individuals remain resilient in the face of adversity (Niitsu et al., 2017; Pangallo et al., 2015). In addition to these three resilience dimensions directly deduced from core resilience research, we included a fourth dimension in the R²EM-model that provides a direct theoretical bridge between the resilience concept and the perspective of salutogenesis: (4) the sense of coherence (SOC; Antonovsky, 1979, 1996). Within the salutogenic perspective, SOC is discussed as a central resistance resource that “reflects a person’s view of life and capacity to respond to stressful situations” (Eriksson, 2017, p. 95). SOC comprises three subdimensions (Eriksson & Mittelmark, 2017): comprehensibility, the extent to which the individual can make sense of adversity and perceives internal and external events as rationally understandable and coherent; manageability, referring to the perception that resources are available to successfully meet the challenges and demands of life; and meaningfulness, the perception that life has emotional meaning and the feeling that at least some of the challenges and adversities the individual is facing are worthy of engagement and commitment. Sense of coherence has been explicitly addressed as a component or indicator of resilience (Kimhi & Eshel, 2009; Niitsu et al., 2017; Pangallo et al., 2015) and linked to positive adaptation in the context of numerous adversities, such as chronic illness (e.g., Keil, Vaske, Kenn, Rief, & Stenzel, 2017), war (Kimhi & Eshel, 2009), or post-traumatic stress disorder (e.g., Dudek & Koniarek, 2000). It is important to note that the resilience factors integrated in the R²EM-model are far from representing an exhaustive list. Rather, the selected factors merely represent particularly prominently discussed protective and promotive factors. The model can flexibly be extended to include additional resilience factors, in accordance with the resilience processes of interest (see Figure 38.1).

What role, then, does media entertainment play for the long-term development of resilience factors? A salutogenic perspective on the long-term effects of media entertainment is still in its infancy. The first and hitherto only systematic attempt to link media effects to a salutogenic perspective comes from Schneider, Halfmann, and Vorderer (2019). In their theoretical discussion, Schneider et al. (2019) introduce the salutogenic model of health and discuss how the ubiquitous availability of online content and communication via mobile Internet access and smartphones may have beneficial or detrimental consequences for an individual’s sense of coherence. To the best of our knowledge, however, a systematic discussion of salutogenesis and resilience in the context of entertaining media use does not exist.

A few empirical findings provide preliminary support for the relationship between media entertainment and resilience factors proposed in the R²EM-model. In a field experiment by Prestin (2013), daily exposure to a 5-minute video clip featuring an underdog narrative over five consecutive days was associated with increased hopefulness and greater motivation to pursue self-set goals. In a study by Khoo (2016), reflecting on a drama one had recently viewed was linked to increased self-perceptual depth and a 4-week change in self-compassion. Several studies in the context of video game play suggest that the use of interactive entertainment media is associated with feelings of self-efficacy (Trepte & Reinecke, 2011) and facilitates the satisfaction of the need for competence (Koban et al., 2018; Reinecke et al., 2012). Furthermore, the use of online games and membership in e-sports clans has been linked to increased levels of social support and social capital (Trepte, Reinecke, & Juechems, 2012; Zhong, 2011).

In sum, these findings support the notion of a general link between entertainment media use and the development of resilience factors. They do not, however, provide insights into the differential role of hedonic versus eudaimonic entertainment experiences. Do both “routes” that link media entertainment to short-term recovery also apply to long-term resilience? A connection between eudaimonic entertainment and resilience appears to be relatively obvious: the confrontation with cognitive, emotional, and behavioral media challenges that provides opportunities for growth and drives eudaimonic entertainment (Hartmann, 2013) should also facilitate the long-term development of resilience factors. Somber entertainment in particular, that depicts the struggling of protagonists with their difficult fate may provide the basis for making sense of the events in once own life, thus increasing the perceived comprehensibility and manageability. For instance, eudaimonic content provides media users with themes and lessons about life and strategies to deal with human struggles and hardship (Greenwood & Long, 2015; Oliver & Hartmann, 2010; Rieger & Klimmt, 2019). Meaningful entertainment was also found to restore self-esteem after self-threatening situations (Rieger et al., 2015; Rieger & Hofer, 2017). Furthermore, a connection between eudaimonic entertainment experience and perceived meaning and purpose in life is well established in empirical research (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Raney, 2011) as is the notion that exposure to meaningful entertainment fosters feelings of elevation and human connection (Janicke & Oliver, 2017) and prosocial motivations (Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012; Rieger, Frischlich, & Oliver, 2018). Additionally, exposure to sad entertainment content seems to trigger life reflection and lets media users “count their blessings” (p. 747), resulting in increased life happiness (Knobloch-Westerwick, Gong, Hagner, & Kerbeykian, 2013). This suggests that eudaimonic entertainment may increase positive emotions such as optimism and hope and provide individuals with a stronger awareness of the available resources in their lives. More recently, eudaimonic entertainment has also been linked to self-transcendent media experiences, involving a “heightened awareness and appreciation of the interconnectedness among humans, nature, and the universe” (Oliver et al., 2018, p. 384). Furthermore, Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) suggest that mediated narratives can elicit the experience of aesthetic resonance, helping media users “to come to terms with themselves and with their relationships with others and the world” (p. 89; also see the chapter by Vorderer in this volume). Both self-transcendent media experiences and aesthetic resonance may plausibly contribute to the comprehensibility and meaningfulness dimensions of the sense of coherence.

While connections between hedonic entertainment and resilience may be less obvious, we nevertheless believe them to exist. The strong potential of media use to facilitate the optimization of mood and arousal (Zillmann, 1988) that allows media users to block anxious thoughts and repair dysphoric moods even when facing stressful life events (Anderson, Collins, Schmitt, & Smith Jacobvitz, 1996) suggests that hedonic entertainment experience may facilitate not only short-term recovery but also the development of resilience through more “chronic” forms of positive affect. In fact, this notion is supported by a study from Oliver and Raney (2011), who found a positive association between preferences for hedonic entertainment content and optimism. While the reviewed empirical evidence is far from conclusive, we believe it provides initial support for potential effects of entertainment experience on resilience. In the R²EM-model we thus propose that both hedonic and eudaimonic entertainment experience will facilitate the long-term development of protective and promotive resilience factors that, in turn, increase the chance for positive adaption to episodic instances of adversity (see Figure 38.1).

Future Directions and Conclusion


The goals of the present chapter were twofold: First, we wanted to provide a theoretical integration of the recovery concept into recent models of entertainment experience. Second, we aimed at significantly extending prior research by introducing a salutogenic perspective addressing the long-term effects of media entertainment on resilience. For this purpose, we have developed and presented the R²EM-model. While we hope that the R²EM-model will provide both a guiding framework and new impulses to future research on the self-regulatory effects of media entertainment, it also leaves numerous questions unanswered. Most importantly, while the model provides a theoretical bridge between media entertainment, recovery, and resilience, empirical evidence for many of its propositions is still needed, in particular with regard to the proposed long-term perspective and the specific salutogenic, resilience-oriented outcomes. Relatedly, as described earlier, the salutogenic outcomes integrated in the model are far from exhaustive and need further consideration and refinement. The resilience dimensions presented here, however, feature prominently in the resilience literature and—as demonstrated previously—can be systematically linked to entertaining media use. We thus believe they present a promising starting point for further research.

A better understanding of the complex interaction of entertainment experience, recovery, and resilience remains a further central challenge for future research. While the model in its current form already postulates reciprocal influences between situational depletion and selective exposure to entertaining media content, it remains an open question whether similar patterns can also be established between long-term resilience factors and media choice.

While the research reviewed in this chapter provides a positive overall picture of the self-regulatory potential of media use, pressing questions concerning potential negative effects remain unanswered. One central issue, for example, pertains to the question of the relationship between media use and other, potentially more effective recovery activities. Research perspectives vary widely between negative evaluations viewing media as stealing time for other (more useful) activities, (i.e., the displacement hypothesis) and more positive perspectives viewing media as providing motivation and impulses for other potentially beneficial activities (i.e., the stimulation hypothesis) (e.g., Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). Also, the effectiveness of entertaining media use as a self-regulatory resource in contrast to other activities remains unclear. To the best of our knowledge, a study by Collins et al. (2019) is the first and only to provide such a benchmark. In an experiment, the authors compared the recovery effects of playing a computer game versus using a mindfulness exercise and found that the computer game resulted in higher levels of energetic arousal. Another question pertains to the right “dose” of media consumption for optimal recovery effects. A recent study by Granow, Reinecke, and Ziegele (2018) demonstrated, for example, that binge watching may have both negative and positive effects on recovery, depending on whether it conflicted with other goals and obligations or not (for the critical role of self-control in the context of media entertainment, also see Reinecke & Meier, this volume). Similar critical questions also arise with regard to the relationship between entertaining media use and resilience. The research reviewed previously clearly supports the notion that entertainment experience may foster the long-term development of resilience factors. Other research, however, suggests that media entertainment may also have negative long-term effects on self-regulation, such as the “narcotizing dysfunction” (p. 385) resulting from escapist media use (Katz & Foulkes, 1962; however, also see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume, for a discussion of the positive self-regulatory effects of escapist media use). From a salutogenic point of view, a closer inspection of the boundary conditions that foster or hinder self-regulation through media use thus seems of crucial importance in order to understand the impact of media entertainment in conjunction with other resource-providing leisure time activities as a central source of recovery and resilience. We hope that the R²EM-model presented in this chapter will provide useful guidance in addressing the challenges outlined.
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Entertainment Media and Social Consciousness


Meghan S. Sanders, Chun Yang, Anthony Ciaramella, Rachel Italiano, Stephanie L. Whitenack, and Hope M. Hickerson




When you lecture people about your views on the problems of society, they tend to close up. When you talk to them on the level of laughter and cheers and tears and scares, they react emotionally.

—Jordan Peele, director of films Get Out and Us, Academy Award Winner




 Entertainment media is arguably a strong force in the overall media landscape. It provides mechanisms through which we meet needs, adjust our moods and perceptions of ourselves, and connect with others inside and outside of a media narrative. Services such as Netflix, Hulu, Spotify, and Audible offer users seemingly endless television, film, music, and literary content in addition to the “traditional” venues for entertainment. Over the past decade and a half, scholarship in media effects has significantly expanded to investigate the role entertainment media and experiences play in encouraging audiences to think more deeply, feel inspired, encourage prosocialness, and otherwise serve in the interest of social good. Models such as the “two-level model of entertainment motivation” (Vorderer, 2011) and research in appreciation of entertainment (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011) and inspirational media (Oliver et al., 2018) emphasize the cognitive and affective “elaborations” through which entertainment encourages individuals to think on questions related to the purpose of life guided by wisdom and introspection. Thus, entertainment research more broadly seeks to understand how, when, and why entertainment media leave audiences cheering, frightened, crying, or with a haunting, thoughtful feeling that sticks with them beyond the viewing experience. In addition to providing avenues for pleasure and growth, entertainment can also be reflective of and influence how we behave as members of society.

McKee and colleagues (2014) suggest that media, including entertainment, are a significant cultural force in that they can articulate identities and values of a culture, but also serve as sites where these same values and identities are discussed and challenged. They provide symbolic value through their ability to entertain through emotional engagement, allow escape from the daily grind, or even set the stage to see what is possible for human existence and connection that goes beyond our personal experiences. The literature on meaningful media experiences (see Oliver et al., 2018, for an overview) provides insight into the general ability of entertainment media to encourage personal growth and greater human connectedness. Yet, there is another entry point to greater understanding of entertainment’s positive effects, and that is through examining entertainment media’s ability to create social change.

Entertainment content is not generally thought of as being socially conscious or as being a source of robust discussion regarding society’s ills. But, much content presents narratives that discuss some of the toughest challenges faced by organizations, governments, and societies. Entertainment with an explicit focus on social issues and those which emphasize historical (e.g., the films Hotel Rwanda, Life Is Beautiful, etc.) and current social issues as subplots or allude to social issues (e.g., Avatar) may differentially encourage thought and conversation among audiences on topics related to justice, equality, equity, and how individuals relate to one another on a human level. Entertainment narratives can make abstract ideas more concrete and easier to understand, especially in cases where an individual feels low self-efficacy (Bandura, 2009; Klimmt, 2017) or is faced with other barriers that prevent comprehension and understanding. Entertainment experiences may bring people together across different life experiences, or individuals may find different meanings in the same narrative depending on their own life experiences (Green, 2008). Thus, entertainment media can serve as continuing education on social issues and encourage action in ways that other forms of media may not be able to. This chapter introduces the term socially conscious entertainment (SCE). We discuss its similarities with meaningful and hedonic entertainment experiences, entertainment-education, and various theoretical frameworks from which to examine its usefulness in prompting audiences to challenge existing social attitudes.

Meaningful Media Experiences


Meaningful media experiences are the result of media content that generally encourages contemplativeness regarding one’s purpose in life as it relates to the greater world around them. The content often features themes related to moral virtue and the human condition (Oliver et al., 2018). Compared to pleasurable entertainment experiences, meaningful ones may motivate individuals to be better people, kinder to others, search for greater purpose in life (Oliver, Hartmann & Wooley, 2012), or elicit prosocial motivations (Janicke & Oliver, 2017; Oliver et al., 2015). While common themes and genres may generally be thought of as meaningful (e.g., dramas, documentaries, etc.), a narrative that is meaningful for one person may or may not be meaningful for another. The experiences themselves are subjective and may vary across types of genres, narratives, and formats. Entertainment media is meaningful in so far as it prompts individuals to think on human moral virtues, perhaps demonstrates the values of those virtues, or to think about what it means to live a “just” life (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011).

Meaningful experiences can be categorized into more specific, nuanced groups that are distinguished by the value of the experience (Oliver et al., 2018). There are meaningful experiences that resonate at the level of self-reflection and personal growth and those that involve reflection on the interconnectedness of the self with others and the wider universe. The former, inward-focused eudaimonic experiences more often fulfill intrinsic needs and gratifications related to areas such as personal growth and mastery. The second, self-transcendent experiences, are characterized by needs to go beyond self-enhancement to include consideration and valuation of others’ needs. In this form of meaningfulness, individuals recognize shared elements of greater humanity in themselves, are aware of and reflect on the joys and tragedy of humanity, feel greater connectedness with others and their surroundings, and generally think of their existence beyond themselves.

The two forms of meaningful experiences may overlap in some ways. An entertainment experience could be eudaimonic in that seeing a character overcome an obstacle may result in a person feeling a higher sense of self-esteem and self-efficacy, or that same experience could be self-transcendent if in addition to the aforementioned the viewer feels a greater sense of connection to humanity at large and elevated by their experience. To this end, Oliver and colleagues (2018) suggest that there is a continuum of meaningful media experiences ranging from those that are more self-related to those that are more transcendent.

Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) argue that entertainment media provides opportunities for individuals to experience “aesthetic resonance,” in which they engage with narratives that help them better understand and cope with their relationships with others and the broader world. Resonance consists of two main components: (1) people and elements of a person’s environment touch or address them in some way and (2) the response and connection individuals have to the element that affected them. People are constantly driven to improve various aspects of their quality of life whether that is related to social status, health, basic freedoms, or happiness. This drive is accompanied with a sense of competition for limited resources to meet these ends. How one thinks of the wants, needs, resources, and the factors related to each are a way of relating to the world and others in it. How one feels society responds to or addresses their assessment completes the other half of the resonance equation (Rosa, 2016). Entertainment media provides opportunities for individuals to feel acknowledged by the world. Such an acknowledgment, however temporary, serves as a transformative process affecting one’s emotions, motivations, and values (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019).

Experiences from SCE media may fall somewhere along the continuum of meaningful media experiences and may also create a sense of aesthetic resonance for those feeling otherwise alienated by society. Socially conscious entertainment media may even serve as a bridge between hedonic and meaningful experiences. In some ways socially conscious experiences are similar to self-transcendent ones in that they can elicit a sense of self-in-others that may encourage actions on behalf of others that serve no immediate personal benefit (e.g., charitable giving, volunteering, etc.). On the other hand, they could be similar to eudaimonic experiences because they could foster self-reflection and introspection that leads to personal growth without explicit outward benefits to those around them. We argue that SCE media elicit emotional responses that encourage both individual growth and human connectedness, bridging together both aspects of meaningful entertainment as defined by Oliver et al. (2018). Self-transcendent media experiences may encourage thoughts about where one fits in the human world and the value of that connection, while SCE adds to this conversation a responsibility to and for others which, in many, may encourage and require personal growth.

Content traditionally thought of for its hedonic value can also transcend its original purpose when socially conscious themes are present. Socially conscious elements presented in typically hedonic media genres and formats may encourage contemplation about serious issues. In this way, hedonic and meaningful media experiences may not necessarily always be thought of as orthogonal to one another. According to Cooley (1907), introspection and empathy and connection with others are necessary for social insight. So, it stands to reason that entertainment media that include themes of general societal concern, and the associated motivations and emotions may be related with social engagement.

Defining Socially Conscious Entertainment


Research into the possible effects of socially conscious entertainment is important because individuals who are made aware of certain social injustices may experience a change in attitude that leads to action regarding an injustice or resolving inequities (Giddings, 2005). Such outcomes may result through a variety of cognitive and affective mechanisms that prompt entertainment consumers to socially engage, thinking more broadly of the self in connection to the world around them. Whether encouraging introspection or presenting seemingly pure entertainment, socially conscious entertainment may encourage an openness to human flourishing that leads to connections with others, greater understanding and potentially social action.

Social Consciousness


In order to understand what is meant by the term, SCE, one must have some understanding of what it means to be socially conscious. Schlitz, Vieten, and Miller (2010) define social consciousness as the degree to which a person is explicitly aware that they are part of a larger, interrelated community of people and how they may influence or be influenced by that community. There are varying levels of social consciousness ranging from lack of awareness to explicit awareness of one’s interdependence on others (Anderson, 2018; Schlitz et al., 2010). One’s sense of consciousness may begin as being self-centered at an early age but through cognitive and emotional development an individual may arrive at full social consciousness (Anderson, 2018). This final stage isn’t a direct or automatic result of the aging process as argued by theories of cognitive development. Even though one may be advanced cognitively, they may still remain ego-centered. This is where emotional development and the ability to use one’s reasoning capacity to serve others, advances them along the path of consciousness.

Consciousness also often advances when an individual’s needs seem to conflict with those of society. This creates dissonance where the only successful resolution is acquisition of moral relationships to provide for oneself and be valuable to and responsible for others. A person attains an awareness to serve an integrated whole, whether that is a family, community, a corporation, or nation. When an individual’s worldview shifts from a primarily self-centered mode to one in which the self is experienced as an integral part of a larger whole, individuals become more compassionate, service-oriented, and inspired to act as agents for positive change in their immediate and distant environments (Schlitz et al., 2010). Given that media are an integral part of a culture and community, both reflective of it and an influencing factor, one’s social consciousness can also be affected by entertainment narratives.

Much of the effects of media in regard to social change focuses on the role of news and news framing. Researchers studying entertainment content have done so in very specific ways. Political entertainment research has primarily examined late night talk shows, satire, and parodies showing the influential effects that entertainment-based media can have on individuals’ perceptions and understanding of policy issues, political candidates, and elected officials (see Weinmann & Vorderer, 2018). The entertainment-education perspective emphasizes messages that are created to entertain and educate audiences about a public policy or public health issue (see Bandura, 2004). Both research areas can elucidate on the role entertainment media may play in individuals’ understanding social issues. However, there are distinctions between them and SCE media.

Socially Conscious Entertainment Media and Entertainment-Education


Socially conscious entertainment media and entertainment-education (EE) are two related types of media content with different purposes. EE, according to Singhal and Rogers (2004), is a “process of purposely [sic] designing and implementing a media message to both [sic] entertain and educate, in order to increase audience members’ knowledge about an educational issue, create favorable attitudes, shift social norms, and change overt behavior” (p. 5). Narratives are intentionally created and issues affecting public health and policy are embedded into storylines with the express purpose of providing knowledge, shifting attitudes and even behaviors in ways to address how the issues operate in audience members’ daily lives (Papa & Singhal, 2009; Papa et al., 2000). The early emphasis of EE strategies was on global conditions. Television and radio soap operas and music were used in Asian, African, and Latin American countries to influence beliefs and behaviors related to gender equity, smaller family sizes, and HIV/AIDS prevention, among others (Papa et al., 2000).

Socially conscious entertainment media overlaps with EE in terms of its emphasis on the ability of entertainment narratives to affect social change. There are also some similarities in regard to topics/content, and the psychological mechanisms (e.g., narrative transportation, identification with story characters and willingness to model such characters’ behaviors) influencing knowledge attainment, and attitude and behavioral change. As with EE, narratives can have short- and long-term effects on knowledge and attitudes (Appel & Richter, 2007; Morgan, Movius, & Cody, 2009). Ideals and information presented in entertainment narratives can motivate individuals to consider behavioral changes to the extent they feel they’ve learned new and accurate information and perceived ability a person may ultimately feel in affecting change. Both mediated experiences can foster conversation among audiences and create opportunities for individual and collective social learning (see Papa et al., 2000). But we argue that there are differences between EE and entertainment media we are calling socially conscious.

Socially conscious entertainment media are not always created with persuasive intent, though persuasion may be a byproduct of the viewing experience. Also, SCE is not necessarily designed to increase awareness, create favorable attitudes, shift social norms, or change behavior. A larger goal of SCE may be to present narratives that encourage understanding, connectedness with others, and cultural sensitivity and inclusiveness, including specific issues as either major plots or subplots or by depicting one’s life experiences. Additionally, the SCE approach we’re introducing in this chapter more prominently considers the role emotions in addition to narrative engagement may play in an outward-focused awareness and awakening toward the needs of close and distant others. The EE approach has primarily emphasized changes in one’s own life behaviors. Social change begins with the self. For SCE media, change could begin with the self or on behalf of others. In regard to entertainment content specifically, much of the EE research has focused on either attitudinal and behavioral influences through television serials or through examining narrative persuasion through public service announcements (Bandura, 2004; Singhal & Rogers, 2004). While SCE can be inclusive of this content, its focus is primarily on entertainment media, including films, novels, music, and video games. Thus, we contend SCE could be considered a form of EE if creator intent is considered, but EE is not always necessarily a form of SCE media.

To summarize, SCE media includes both broad and specific issues affecting individuals and societies. They may be either national or global in scope. Entertainment that presents narratives that challenge cultural values and identities related to equity in human existence and/or trigger psychological mechanisms to encourage open-mindedness, interrelatedness, and thoughts of and sense of responsibility for others’ physical, emotional and overall well-being may lead to a SCE experience. Such an experience may encourage both individual growth and human connectedness and an increased motivation to be of value to oneself, close others but possibly distant others and society as a whole. While sometimes systematic, this form of entertainment media is not always geared toward a specific behavior but may elucidate broad goals aimed at motivating and inspiring individuals—leaving the specific actions to be taken for the individual to decide.

Emotions as Influencing Factors and Outcomes


Narratives can serve as effective messaging tools (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). They are recognized for their ability to transcend boundaries to provide commentary on and raise awareness about cultural, political, and social issues related to unfair distribution of wealth, opportunities, or otherwise inequitable treatment of individuals and social groups by society. We can think of many examples of socially conscious content in music, movies, television, and books. Marvel’s Black Panther, though a superhero film, touched on themes of colonialism, civil rights, and Pan-Africanism. Music and sometimes accompanying music videos have historically been, and continue to be, associated with social movements related to sexual assault, multiculturalism, and mental health because of their educational potential (see Bowman et al., 2018). Entertainment with an explicit focus on social issues (e.g., Blood Diamond, Thank You for Smoking) and those which emphasize historical and current social issues as secondary narratives or provide metaphors for social concerns (e.g., the animated film Zootopia) may have differential effects, but nevertheless encourage thought and conversation among audiences on topics related to justice, empathy for others, and human connectedness. Affective responses to narratives are important factors in these outcomes.

Much of the literature on meaningful entertainment experiences has emphasized the role emotional responses may play in eliciting a sense of connectedness with others. Feelings such as elevation have been found to directly or indirectly influence enhanced feelings of connectedness toward diverse others and favorable attitudes toward them, more positive attitudes and approach tendencies toward individuals from stereotyped groups (Kramer et al., 2017; Oliver et al., 2015), and connectedness and compassionate love toward others (Janicke & Oliver, 2017). Awe has been found to be associated with greater willingness to volunteer time and help others (Rudd, Vohs, & Aaker, 2012) while admiration is associated with empathetic and altruistic intentions if a person reflects on personal relevance of the situation (Farsides, Pettman, & Tourle, 2013). Finally, hope, a belief that things can change for the better for ourselves, others and the world even when circumstances are uncertain or dire, serves as an energizing force to change situations (Tong, Frederickson, Chang, & Lim, 2010).

Extant research has also expanded understanding of the resulting affective responses of meaningful media. They often result in complex affective responses such as feeling moved, touched or poignant (Oliver, 2008), and mixed affective responses (Oliver et al., 2018). Early exploratory research on SCE experiences compared emotional responses to entertainment with socially conscious themes with those felt as a result of transcendent and eudaimonic media experiences. When asked about their affective responses to socially conscious content, individuals reported experiencing negative and positive affect to similar degrees, but stronger feelings of inspiration and reverence (Sanders et al., 2019b). This differs from what individuals reported feeling in response to various forms of meaningful media (Janicke et al., unpublished) which were heavier in feelings of positive affect, inspiration, and reverence.

For more hedonic-oriented experiences, presenting socially conscious themes may still be impactful. According to broaden and build theory, the experience of positive emotions broadens one’s thought-action repertoire (Frederickson, 2001). Positive emotions such as joy, contentment, and interest encourage approach tendencies with others and one’s environment, and widen the range of thoughts and possible actions that come to mind. For example, feelings of joy may elicit more creativity in problem-solving, interest may encourage individuals to embrace new information and experiences that lead to personal growth, while contentment may encourage appreciation for one’s current life circumstances as they relate to the world around them. In other words, hedonic experiences and the related positive emotions lead to a general openness.

Das and Fennis (2008) found that in the context of health messaging, threatening messages were more thoughtfully processed when individuals were in a good mood prior to seeing the message. This was especially the case when the message was relevant. In the same vein, existing moods, according to the mood as information perspective, may play a role in how we receive socially conscious messages in entertainment particularly when it is either unexpected, implicit or comes in the form of a narrative that one may not typically think of as “serious” (e.g., comedy, action adventure, etc.). The positive mood, in this case elicited by other story elements closely connected to the entertainment genre, may allow individuals the affordance of processing information that overcomes defensive biases.

Arguably, the majority of entertainment media are not designed to persuade. Many are designed to elicit emotional reactions whether those involve levity and lightness or being deeply moved. Nevertheless, such entertainment can affect how individuals choose to navigate through their world. In the case of meaningful content, Das, Nobbe, and Oliver (2017) refer to this as “accidental persuasion.” They found that mixed affective responses elicited by meaningful experiences (compared to a control) predicted transportation which in turn predicted intentions to engage in health-related behaviors alluded to in the film clip. They suggest that if mixed affect is triggered, entertainment not designed to persuade may still accidentally do so. Additionally, mere fun is not enough to motivate reflective thought, but such reflection is needed to motivate action (Das et al., 2017). While hedonic and more meaningful content can be equally engaging, the difference in their persuasion abilities lies in the ability to trigger complex emotions. If hedonic-oriented content can do this, even for a time, they may still have the ability to alter individuals’ attitudes and elicit a greater responsibility toward others.

Exploratory research generally supports these thoughts. An experiment, conducted by the authors of this chapter, examined genre differences (comedies, dramas, animation) in emotional responses to hedonic-oriented entertainment media compared to SCE media, and the relationships the responses may have with social justice attitudes (Sanders et al., 2019a). Of note, the socially conscious comedy was found to elicit higher feelings of elevation compared to its hedonic-oriented counterpart, and just as much elevation as dramas with and without socially conscious themes. Negative emotions elicited by dramas without socially conscious themes were found to be negatively associated with social justice attitudes, but negative emotions were positively associated with one’s attitudes toward justice after exposure to a drama with socially conscious themes. Feelings of elevation elicited by a comedy with socially conscious themes also positively predicted approach tendencies to social justice behaviors.

Socially conscious themes may appear in different genres of entertainment media, may be major portions of or just a segment of a narrative, may be expected or unexpected, implicit or explicit. While there is a greater likelihood such themes may appear in more somber content, they may also be embedded in fictional worlds presented in animated worlds, or even introduced as metaphors. Story worlds don’t have to be realistic but they do have to resonate with individuals’ beliefs and experiences to be persuasive (Das et al., 2017). This may partially explain the influence of science fiction stories on one’s understanding of marginalization. The original Star Trek series of the 1960s is credited with making a variety of social statements related to racism, gender inequality, and militarism even though the television series was set aboard a starship in a fictional future. Entertainment based in fantasy or those stories not based on true events aren’t necessarily less engaging; rather, individuals adjust accordingly and allow the fantasy elements to become a normal part of the entertainment experience (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). One such adjustment includes judging the realism of the story by the story’s standards (e.g., consistency in logic, motivations of characters and events within the narrative). For genres such as science fiction and others with high levels of fantasy, it is not the fantasy environment that could hamper engagement but lack of realism related to stories or characters within that story world that are much more detrimental to engagement and persuasion. What scholars are learning about unintentional persuasive effects may shed light on persuasive abilities of more hedonic-oriented genres with socially conscious themes, subplots, or references.

Narrative Involvement and Self-Concept


Involvement with a narrative can take a variety of forms, but the two most often examined are those focused on involvement with the narrative itself and those that focus on involvement with the characters (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016). Individuals experience a form of psychological convergence taking one’s attention and cognitive resources away from the self and the immediate environment allowing them to emotionally and cognitively invest in the entertainment experience (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003; Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016). The narrative thus becomes a catalyst for perspective change in that people lose themselves to the extent they feel as though they are experiencing the story from the inside and from the viewpoint of the characters within the story. They have the chance to adopt a viewpoint that is not their own. Busselle and Bilandzic (2008) refer to this as a deictic shift. When involved to a higher degree, the narrative’s persuasive ability is heightened such that individuals tend to adopt story-consistent beliefs (Dal Cin, Zanna, & Fong, 2004).

From a persuasion perspective, narrative involvement is associated with less counterarguing with a message because of a lower willingness to interrupt the experience to dispute the narrative’s claims (Green & Brock, 2000; Hamby et al., 2018). People lose themselves in the story to such a degree that they may become unaware of any persuasive subtext that might be present. As a result, the ability to counterargue and resist persuasive texts is minimized. Familiarity with the topic, realism of the narrative, and the strength of the emotional content are all influencing factors in level of narrative engagement. To this end, existing scholarship contends that narrative involvement either directly influences or mediates effects on perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors on various issues including immigration, gay marriage, and sexual violence (Bowman et al., 2018; see Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016).

Narrative Engagement


At the narrative level, media scholars have examined the influences of transportation (Green & Brock, 2000), absorption, presence (Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003), and narrative engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). All generally refer to a sense of losing oneself within an entertainment experience in such a way that a person is removed from their immediate environment and are focused on, emotionally engaged with, and/or present in the story world (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Hamby et al., 2018). A body of research supports narrative engagement as a tool for persuasion (Bowman et al., 2018; Green & Brock, 2000; Hamby et al., 2018; Oliver et al., in press). It is especially effective in instances where the storyline and protagonist are similar and particularly relevant to the lives of the readers, listeners, and viewers (Hamby et al., 2018).

Entertainment media may be especially adept at creating social consciousness given that it is not expected to challenge one’s attitudes, instead relying heavily on narrative engagement. Genres such as comedies and action may impede forewarning of a counterattitudinal message (Dal Cin et al., 2004). Events and messages in the narrative may unfold and be revealed at a slower rate or subtly so as to not rise to an individual’s level of awareness to be rejected. The effects may not be realized until it’s too late to be ignored. For example, the romantic comedy The Big Sick is a film that follows the relationship between a struggling stand-up comedian and a graduate student. The film follows the standard romantic comedy formula, but also depicts the challenges of being in an intercultural, interethnic relationship as one of the main characters is Pakistani American and the other is white. Scenes within the film touch on cultural assimilation, racism, and the challenges a person may sometimes face in honoring one’s ethnic culture and family as well as their own goals. While these are all serious issues that warrant thoughtfulness, the way in which they are addressed retains narrative cohesion and consistency with its genre thus creating an opportunity for individuals to contemplate societal structures by watching a “rom com.”

Critical reflection and analytical processing of a narrative during exposure isn’t requisite for persuasion (Appel & Richter, 2007). In fact, such depth of processing may actually hinder various aspects of narrative involvement without necessarily having any impact on one’s future intentions (Das et al., 2017). Post-exposure, individuals may have a need to make meaning of the narrative as it pertains to their real lives. A viewer of The Big Sick may think about the challenges of immigration, or of integrating two cultures into one relationship without feeling a sense of loss of one’s identity. Hamby et al. (2018) argue that this aspect of self-reflection is what connects narrative engagement to persuasive outcomes. They argue the process results in a “reframed understanding of the receiver’s past or application of the story message to current views or acts in one’s world” (p. 118). This form of deep understanding, most likely to occur after the story’s conclusion, may be even more relevant to the persuasive abilities of hedonic-oriented SCE. When individuals are more hedonically motivated, the socially conscious content may be unexpected and require more reflection post-exposure. The intensity of the need to do this may vary based on individual differences, strength of connection with characters featured in the narrative, the nature of the socially conscious content or issue being presented in the narrative, or the genre of the entertainment. This is something to be further explored by future research.

Identification as a Mechanism for Social Consciousness


Viewer-character connections including parasocial relationships and interactions, liking, and similarity also have an important role to play in narrative involvement. Identification is considered to be the form most strongly associated with narrative involvement because the concept specifically refers to a connection established by taking on the persona of the character (Cohen, 2001; Cohen & Klimmt, this volume). Because it’s a sense of audience-character merging, it’s not considered an interactive relationship as parasocial relationships might be, nor is it as distant of a connection as one might have through fandom or worship. Identification is more of an intimate connection, that may be fostered by liking, similarity, attraction, or other aspects of social comparison but is distinct from and not always necessarily reliant on them (Cohen, 2001; Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016). Identification also has some similarities with empathy, as both concepts rely on perspective-taking in some sense and emphasize the importance of the character. Empathy, however, is a cognitive and affective response to others’ emotional experiences as a result of perspective-taking, individuals’ dispositions, and physiological elements (Nathanson, 2003). Positive character traits and virtues (e.g., kindness, generosity, concern for others, etc.), the perspective from which the narrative is told (e.g., first person, presence of voice overs, direct address to audience), and level of self-awareness on the part of the audience member all differentially impact identification levels.

Like transportation, identification has been found to be correlated with one’s knowledge, attitudes, and current and future behaviors (Murphy et al., 2012). So and Nabi (2013) suggest that identification reduces perceived social distance with a character, which in turn influences perceptions of personal risk and of the self. The act of taking on another’s perspective and empathizing with their experiences may foster increased understanding of others’ plights and struggles, creating a sense of kinship if those struggles are familiar or similar to a user’s own life experiences. Or it may provide a temporary sense of oneness for those with different life experiences due to an increased level of understanding. As Dal Cin et al. (2004) put it—it’s hard to discount one’s life experiences, especially if you like or identify with them. When a protagonist is clearly recognized in the narrative, identification may be targeted toward that character and lead an individual to adopt attitudes and beliefs consistent with them (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016).

Though not the same as direct experience, the act of identifying with someone can increase feelings of empathy, greater social acceptance, and ability and willingness to engage with a wider range of people to go beyond what our real-world social experiences may allow (Nathanson, 2003; Tal-Or & Cohen, 2016). In other instances, such as when the narrative is reminiscent of an audience member’s own life circumstances, a person may feel as though their reality is being acknowledged in some way. Their social status or life challenges (especially those rooted in systemic and institutional structures) are not a part of a social vacuum. There is some sense of being understood, touched by or feeling a generally stronger sense of relating to society (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019). This sense of relating may precede a person experiencing aesthetic resonance (Rosa, 2016). Vorderer and Halfmann (2019) argue that media selection includes motivations to help individuals come to terms with themselves and their relationships with others and the rest of the world. Socially conscious entertainment media may be especially adept at meeting such needs.

Socially Conscious Entertainment Experiences and Expansion of the Self-Concept


Entertainment narratives may also be a source to expand the boundaries of the self, with implications for how one feels about and perceives of themselves, their overall well-being and growth, and also tolerance of others and their life circumstances. The temporarily expanded boundaries of the self (TEBOTS) framework explains how one expands the repertoire of their own experiences (Slater & Cohen, 2017; Slater, Johnson, Cohen, Comello, & Ewoldsen, 2014). The TEBOTS framework explores the role media may play in the establishment, growth, and expansion of one’s self-concept—the thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and perceptions individuals have about themselves (Cohen, Appel, & Slater, 2019). The self can be further broken down into the actual self (who we are), the ideal self (who we want to be), the ought self (who we think others expect us to be), and the possible self (who we could be). Entertainment narratives allow people to manage threats to and limitations of self-concept (Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, 2016). According to TEBOTS, media experiences “provide opportunities to learn about and reflect on ourselves, experiment with our identities and express ourselves in various ways” (Cohen, Appel, & Slater, 2019, p. 183). There isn’t enough time or opportunity for us to explore these selves in the real world, but mediated environments allow us to do so, even in areas of our lives in which we are already content.

As with meaningful media experiences, SCE media provide opportunities to navigate through life complexities that are usually only accessible and understood by living them directly in the real world. Connecting with a character one sees as an ideal, increases the range of imagined possible selves. They are exposed to identities inconsistent with our own and are allowed, in a sense, to try on others. Individuals may also feel a sense of freedom from the limitations of a social role or circumstance, increasing one’s sense of agency to affect change where and when it is needed and fulfilling a need for meaning in life (Johnson et al., 2016). Through this form of expansion, a person may also feel a stronger sense of connectedness and responsibility for those around them—an increased feeling of social consciousness.

Boundary expansion also helps one see similarities with others, and potentially understand and accept differences. Boundary expansion of the self-concept has been found to be associated with decreased social distance (Cohen, Slater, & Appel, 2019). Entertainment audiences thus increase their comfort levels with individuals from different cultures and walks of life while sometimes experiencing manageable discomfort to allow for personal growth. Socially conscious entertainment media may challenge the actual self, inspire an ideal self, or encourage a person to face the harsh realities of an ought self. At a minimum, boundary expansion can serve as a bridge for allies to understand and experience, in some way, aspects of life they normally would not because of privilege or other advantages they enjoy in their daily lives. At its best and most hopeful, extending beyond the boundaries of the self allows there to be a bridge between those who are stigmatized and those performing the stigmatization, the marginalized and those resting in and protecting systemic structures that create and maintain the marginalization.

Concluding Remarks


Arguably, entertainment media may be effective in reaching audiences and encouraging contemplation on challenging areas because they may be less patronizing and “preachy” compared to news and other forms of media (Klein, 2011). Audiences may be exposed to neglected perspectives and are given characters to relate to who are going through life-altering situations or are involved in movements that audiences may not otherwise see. Consuming some forms of media entertainment is not only healthy for individuals in so far as it can encourage introspection, growth, understanding, compassion, and connectedness with others but also can be beneficial for broader society, as we have suggested in this chapter. Research on meaningful media has focused on broad themes, which may be inclusive of media with socially conscious elements and plot lines. Meanwhile research on the persuasive ability of entertainment has focused primarily on health-related messaging which can be considered but one form of SCE. The current chapter explores aspects of entertainment that are inclusive of the broader elements studied in meaningful entertainment experiences, that could potentially be inclusive of hedonic media, but also an extension of the implications of the research in entertainment-education. We argue that SCE specifically focuses on the broader issues of society with the ability to engage audiences in contemplating their understanding of, responsibility for and potential role in solving societal problems.

Whereas meaningful media experiences encourage openness and action indirectly through felt emotions, in the case of SCE this may be only one avenue. Narrative engagement may help storylines resonate with audiences and persuade individuals to respond to a call to action to improve the lives of others working and living around them. These effects may be particularly strong among those viewers who belong to the marginalized, disadvantaged or affected groups whose lives may be represented in the content (Klimmt, 2017). Emotional connections may be the factor to create awareness and motivation in allies and accomplices building an overall sense of collective efficacy to bring about social change (Bandura, 2004; Klimmt, 2017). Exploring SCE media—the affective responses, cognitive processing, and potential behavioral effects—broadens our understanding of the positive effects of entertainment narratives—how they can foster compassionate individuals, more connected communities, stronger cross-cultural relationships, and greater consciousness of the needs of one another.
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Introduction


The appeal of media entertainment has raised concerns about possible overuse, particularly among supposedly vulnerable audiences such as adolescents. Both in public discourse and scientific debates, excessive forms of media entertainment use are often referred to as addictions that are considered to have similar detrimental effects on health and well-being as drug dependencies. While the general existence of behavioral addictions—including disordered media use—has widely been recognized (e.g., Young, 1998), the role of entertainment processes and the connection between entertainment experiences and the onset and maintenance of media addictions have hardly been discussed so far. Thus, the current chapter aims at widening the perspective on media addictions by exploring connections between the most established entertainment theories and the current understanding of disordered media use, as postulated by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the American Psychiatric Association (APA).

In 2019, the WHO decided to include Gaming Disorder (GD) in the 11th edition of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11). The APA had included Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD) as a condition for further research in the 5th edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) just a few years before. Particularly, the decision of the WHO to fully recognize GD as a diagnosable disease is discussed controversially among scholars. While some argue that this may lead to an unjustified stigmatization of players (e.g., Aarseth et al., 2017), others consider it a necessary step to establish professional treatment for those who need it (e.g., Rumpf et al., 2018). Notably, GD and IGD are not the only forms of entertainment media addictions that are currently discussed and investigated: recent studies have examined the addictive potentials of social media applications such as Facebook (e.g., Casale & Fioravanti, 2018), YouTube (e.g., Balakrishnan & Griffiths, 2017), or Instagram (e.g., Kircaburun & Griffiths, 2018) or of so-called adult entertainment websites (i.e., online pornography; e.g., Grubbs et al., 2015). While the current focus on digital (online) media might imply that excessive forms of entertainment media use are a new phenomenon, in fact, the topic has been under scrutiny for much longer. Bibliomania (i.e., obsessive book collecting) has been discussed as early as the 19th century (e.g., Dibdin, 1811; Jackson, 1930), and TV addiction has been the object of public debates since its general market introduction (e.g., McIlwraith et al., 1991).

Discussions about media addictions have been paralleled by empirical research. The results of these studies suggest that at least a small group of users indeed lose control over their usage behaviors, resulting in a dysfunctional urge to spend an increasing amount of time with entertainment media. Such disordered usage patterns are often accompanied by serious impairments in one’s social or working life (e.g., Andreassen, 2015; Mihara & Higuchi, 2017).

From a theoretical perspective, many existing studies are rather underdeveloped, primarily concentrating on reporting prevalence rates and selected correlates of different forms of media addictions. Furthermore, many studies basically apply (medical or psychological) symptom descriptions derived from gambling research or substance abuse as definitional elements, but fall short in explaining underlying characteristics of media disorders. However, solely measuring and describing symptoms cannot provide the in-depth knowledge that is necessary to understand the reasons why the use of entertainment media seems to have an addictive potential for some users.

Classic entertainment theories seem well suited to uncover some of these mechanisms. Dating to the 1970s, media psychologists and communication researchers have developed a wide spectrum of theories addressing the questions what motivates media users and what factors contribute to enjoyment and entertainment experiences (Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012, 2015; see Vorderer, Klimmt, & Bryant, this volume). Surprisingly, an overview of connections between entertainment theories and conceptions of addictive media use is missing from the existing literature. However, both strands of research might benefit from each other, and some connections are inherently plausible. Asking the rather simple question when some form of entertainment might become too enjoyable or too much fun already touches both “families” of research and cannot be answered without consideration of the respective other.

The current chapter begins with an introduction to current media addiction research and its underlying definitions. We then discuss classic hedonic entertainment theories and new two-factorial approaches (e.g., Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012, 2015) and outline their contribution to explaining disordered, addiction-like behavior. In a concluding section, some parallels and the potential for a theory synthesis are highlighted. Moreover, an integrative framework model of media entertainment overuse is suggested that may serve as a starting point for future theoretical and empirical work.

Defining and Investigating Media Addictions


Research on media addictions has a long tradition. New and emerging media technologies have always been matters of public concern. In the 1940s, the addictive qualities of radio use were discussed; in the 1970s and 1980s, first works on television addiction appeared. The term “video game addiction” was established in the 1990s; later, the Internet was accused of fostering similar problems (Tokunaga, 2015). Current research typically focuses on the addictive potentials of specific online services, like social media, online games, or online pornography. Importantly, not all relevant studies use the term “addiction” (Pontes & Griffiths, 2015). Other terms frequently used to describe dysfunctional media usage behaviors include “problematic use,” “pathological use,” “compulsive use,” or “disordered use.”

However, not only the terminology differs between studies but also reported prevalence rates. For television, several studies reported rates of approximately 10% of self-identified addicts (Kubey & Csíkszentmihályi, 2002). Recent systematic literature reviews have identified prevalence rates for disordered social networking site use to range from 1.6% to 34% (Andreassen, 2015) and for disordered game use to range from 0.7% to 27.5% (Mihara & Higuchi, 2017). Despite these inconsistencies, there is a broad consensus that disordered media usage habits are typically accompanied by other problems and functional impairments, such as lower work or academic performance, or decreased levels of different aspects of well-being (e.g., Andreassen, 2015; Mihara & Higuchi, 2017).

One central reason for the inconsistencies in reported prevalence rates lies in the many approaches applied to identify addictive usage behaviors (e.g., Andreassen, 2015; Mihara & Higuchi, 2017). While some early works simply relied on the self-identification of addicts, over time, a huge number of different screening tools was designed. Some studies on television addiction, for example, adapted substance abuse items derived from the 3rd edition of the DSM, while scales to measure video game addiction were often inspired by diagnostic criteria of pathological gambling (Tokunaga, 2015). With the inclusion in the ICD-11, GD is the first form of addictive media use that has been officially classified by the WHO as a diagnosable disease. The definition postulated in the ICD-11 is rather short and describes GD as:

[C]haracterized by a pattern of persistent or recurrent gaming behaviour (“digital gaming” or “video-gaming”), which may be online (i.e., over the internet) or offline, manifested by (1) impaired control over gaming (e.g., onset, frequency, intensity, duration, termination, context), (2) increasing priority given to gaming to the extent that gaming takes precedence over other life interests and daily activities, and (3) continuation or escalation of gaming despite the occurrence of negative consequences. (WHO, 2020)

In addition, “[T]he pattern of gaming behaviour results in marked distress or significant impairment in personal, family, social, educational, occupational, or other important areas of functioning” and “may be continuous or episodic and recurrent.” The usage pattern and symptoms typically must be present over at least 12 months for a diagnosis, “although the required duration may be shortened if all diagnostic requirements are met and symptoms are severe.” (WHO, 2020).

Even before the WHO, the APA included IGD in the DSM-5. However, unlike the WHO, the APA more cautiously classified IGD as a condition for further study. IGD is defined as the “[p]ersistent and recurrent use of the Internet to engage in games, often with other players, leading to clinically significant impairment or distress” (APA, 2013, p. 795). The diagnosis may be assigned if five or more of the following nine criteria are met in a 12-month period: (1) preoccupation with Internet games; (2) withdrawal symptoms when Internet gaming is taken away; (3) tolerance, expressed by the need to spend increasing amounts of time engaged in Internet games; (4) unsuccessful attempts to control the participation in Internet games; (5) loss of interests in previous hobbies and entertainment as a result of, and with the exception of, Internet games; (6) continued excessive use of Internet games despite the knowledge of psychosocial problems; (7) deceiving others (e.g., family members, therapists) regarding the amount of Internet gaming; (8) the use of Internet games to escape or relieve a negative mood; and (9) the jeopardizing or loss of a significant relationship, job, or educational or career opportunity because of participation in Internet games.

Current studies on media addictions often use newly developed scales that are based on DSM-5 criteria (e.g., Pontes & Griffiths, 2015; van den Eijnden et al., 2016). Notably, the DSM-5 criteria not only have been applied to studies on IGD but also have been adapted to measure other forms of disordered media use, like social media disorder (e.g., van den Eijnden et al., 2016) or smartphone disorder (e.g., Hussain et al., 2017). Grosso modo, they have developed into the current standard criteria in media addiction research. This, on the one hand, increases the comparability of studies. On the other hand, the definition of the APA strongly concentrates on describing symptoms experienced by affected users. It almost completely ignores specific characteristics of games or, more generally, entertainment media. Conceptualized as a guideline for the diagnosis of IGD, it falls short in explaining why entertainment media such as games have an addictive potential for some users.

More complex approaches that discuss underlying mechanisms of the development and maintenance of media disorders can be found in the related psychological and psychiatric literature. For example, the recently introduced interaction of person-affect-cognition-execution model (I-PACE; Brand et al., 2016) understands specific forms of addictive Internet use (like gaming, gambling, or online pornography use) as a consequence of a complex interplay of individual predispositions (like personality factors), several mediators (like cognitive responses), and diverse moderators (like coping styles). However, also these more sophisticated conceptualizations of media addictions typically do not systematically consider findings from entertainment research. Because entertainment theories focus on the motivation and fascination that drive the usage of entertainment media, they may provide some relevant additional explanations to the question how excessive or addictive forms of use develop. In the following sections, the DSM-5 definition is therefore discussed against the background of established entertainment theories.

Classic Entertainment Theories


The question what makes media use entertaining has been discussed and examined by media psychologists and communication scientists for several decades (Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012, 2015). Early works within this field of research were characterized by a hedonic understanding of human beings and their motivations (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012, 2015).

The concept of hedonia can be traced to the Greek philosopher Aristippus (435 BCE–355 BCE), who claimed that the central goal of life is to maximize pleasure and to minimize pain (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Accordingly, hedonic media entertainment theories understand media use as an effective way to serve hedonic needs, that is, to induce positive affective states and to distract one from negative affective states (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012, 2015).

The idea of using entertainment media as a distractor from stress and the problems of daily life has been taken up by researchers that have conducted studies within the framework of the uses and gratifications approach. The uses and gratifications approach postulates that users actively choose specific media to gain particular benefits. In this context, escapism depicts the idea that humans perceive their everyday lives as imperfect and psychologically stressful and therefore “escape” to more interesting virtual worlds through (entertainment) media use (Katz & Foulkes, 1962; Vorderer, 1996; see Halfmann & Reinecke, this volume), seeking relaxation and relief from their everyday problems.

Studies revealed escapism to be an important motivation for people to use media (Katz et al., 1973), and that escapist motivation does increase the amount of time people spend using media, such as television (Henning & Vorderer, 2001). More recently, Yee (2006) showed that escapism is also an important motivation of players of online games.

Interestingly, even though escapism seems to be a common and widespread motivation for using entertainment media, it is also included as one of the typical symptoms of IGD, as stated in the DSM-5; see “[u]se of Internet games to escape or relieve a negative mood (e.g., feelings of helplessness, guilt, anxiety)” (APA, 2013, p. 795). Some empirical studies support escapist motivations to be indeed a predictor of problematic (addictive) uses of digital games (e.g., Männikkö et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2020; Yee, 2006). This raises the question how healthy, enjoyment-oriented escapism can be distinguished from potentially harmful, pathological forms of escapist use of entertainment media. Notably, the DSM-5 highlights a particular facet of escapism: the use of media to regulate negative affective states (such as anxiety or feelings of helplessness and guilt). A prominent hedonic media entertainment theory that specifically deals with this sort of behavior is mood management theory.

The main concept behind mood management theory can be described as a process of self-medication: based on a hedonistic premise, Zillmann (1988) assumes that individuals try to arrange environmental stimuli in a way that helps them diminish or terminate negative feelings and maintain or intensify positive feelings. Using media technologies is a very efficient way to satisfy such hedonic needs and does not even require moving to another environment (Zillmann, 1988; see Luong & Knobloch-Westerwick, this volume).

The assumption that media (especially entertainment media) can serve as an aid against negative affective states and unbalanced arousal levels has been examined in countless empirical studies and with regard to many different types of media stimuli—such as television (e.g., Bryant & Zillmann, 1984), music (e.g., Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002), or digital games (e.g., Bowman & Tamborini, 2012; Rieger et al., 2015). These studies showed that affective states (such as boredom or stress) influence media selection (e.g., Bryant & Zillmann, 1984; Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002) and that the reception of entertainment media can help people regulate their moods and arousal levels in a positive direction (e.g., Bowman & Tamborini, 2012; Rieger et al., 2015; see also Vandebosch & Poels, this volume). Thus, one might assume that the high mood repair potential of entertainment media makes them particularly attractive to individuals that often experience negative affective states, like those suffering from mental problems. Accordingly, several studies identified a positive link between indicators of negative mental health (such as anxiety, stress, or depression) and GD (e.g., Dongdong et al., 2011; Pontes, 2017; Reer et al., 2020), or social media addiction (e.g., Bányai et al., 2017; Pontes, 2017; Reer et al., 2020). The disordered use of entertainment media might thus be interpreted as an expression of a maladaptive strategy to cope with mental problems and to regulate negative moods (e.g., Boumosleh & Jaalouk, 2017; Dongdong et al., 2011; see also Vandebosch & Poels, this volume). Following this logic, entertainment media with a particular high mood repair potential might also have a particularly high addiction potential.

According to Zillmann (1988), one of the most important factors influencing the intervention capacity of a specific media stimulus is its absorption potential. Highly involving media stimuli that completely absorb the recipient’s attention are particularly well suited to distract one from negative moods or to induce positive moods. “Immersion” (e.g., Sanders & Cairns, 2010), a term that has often been used in scientific works on entertainment media, describes a cognitive state in which recipients feel completely decoupled from the physical world and strongly involved in the media environment. Interactive media, such as digital games and new virtual reality devices such as the Oculus Rift or the HTC VIVE, are considered to induce high levels of immersion by design (see Hartmann & Fox, this volume). When using highly immersive entertainment media, users often develop the feeling of actually being physically present in the virtual environment—a condition called telepresence or just presence (e.g., Steuer, 1992). Empirical studies on video games have shown that presence positively influences hedonic entertainment experiences (Tamborini & Bowman, 2010). As stated by Tamborini and Bowman (2010, p. 97): “Hedonic experiences of enjoyment are likely to stem from the highly arousing nature of games in general, and are intensified by the type of presence-inducing attributes of game technology that lead to involvement and immersion.” However, there is also some empirical evidence that presence and immersion not only foster enjoyment and entertainment but also increase the addiction potential of media (e.g., Seah & Cairns, 2008; Stavropoulos et al., 2013). Stavropoulos et al. (2013) argue that the absorption capacity of media is one of the key factors linking feelings of presence to both—positive experiences and feelings of dependency. Being immersed in a virtual environment and feeling present in an alternative fantasy world may offer an entertaining and joyful temporary escape from everyday stressors. However, it can also be so attractive to particular individuals that it may result in excessive forms of use and dangerous denials of reality.

When using highly immersive media, users frequently lose track of time and space and spend more time in the virtual world than they had intended (e.g., Sanders & Cairns, 2010). In extreme cases, this may result in a total loss of control, which is described as another symptom of addictive use in the DSM-5. Notably, changes in time perception while using media not only were reported in the context of presence and immersion research but also play an important role in another classic concept of entertainment research: flow theory.

The concept of flow was introduced by Csíkszentmihályi (e.g., 1990) and was originally designed not as a media entertainment theory, but as a general theory of enjoyment and intrinsic motivation. Flow can occur in many contexts, like work, sports, or leisure time activities and is defined as state of total pleasure and optimal experience (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990; Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005). An important prerequisite of flow experiences is a perfect match between skills and challenge (Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005). The use of interactive media like digital games has often been considered perfectly suited to induce flow states (e.g., Sherry, 2004), since the difficulty of games typically rises according to the increasing skills of the players, thus constantly providing an optimal challenge. Flow has been conceptualized as a major driver of game enjoyment (Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005; see also Fisher, Lonergan, Hopp, & Weber, this volume). However, the elements of flow as defined by Csíkszentmihályi (1990) also have clear similarities with addictive symptomatology. Flow states are characterized by an alteration of the sense of time and a deep involvement in the activity that distracts one from the frustrations of everyday life (Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005). Accordingly, studies on gaming and other forms of media use like smartphone or social media use have found that the experience of flow is connected to more excessive use and increased addiction risk (e.g., Brailovskaia et al., 2018; Khang et al., 2013). Thus, the borderline between optimal experience and addictive symptomatology seems to be fluent: the abilities of interactive media to induce flow make them highly attractive and enjoyable, but simultaneously increase their addictive potential.

Two-Factor Approaches


The hedonic understanding dominated entertainment research for several decades. Recently introduced two-factor models of media entertainment (e.g., Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2012, 2015) challenge this classic understanding. They argue that the enjoyment experienced during entertainment media use is not solely based on the induction of pleasure and the elimination of negative affective states. For example, exposure to aversive media content like sad films cannot be adequately explained by classic approaches, making it necessary to think of alternative conceptions that go beyond the hedonic premise (e.g., Reinecke et al., 2014).

Vorderer and Reinecke (2012, 2015) distinguish between two-factorial works that are based on self-determination theory (SDT; e.g., Ryan et al., 2006; Tamborini et al., 2010) and works that refer to Oliver’s conception of meaningful entertainment (e.g., Oliver & Bartsch, 2011; Oliver et al., 2016). In the following, we briefly explain both of these approaches and discuss their relevance to the understanding of media addiction research.

Meaningful Entertainment


The concept of meaningful entertainment addresses the eudaimonic component of enjoyment and well-being. Eudaimonia relates to philosophers like Aristotle (384 BCE–322 BCE) who argued that well-being is not only determined by pleasure seeking and hedonic gratifications but also by experiencing virtue and fulfilling needs for deeper insights and inspiration (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011; Oliver et al., 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2001; see Janicke-Bowles, Bartsch, Oliver, & Raney, this volume). Especially sophisticated films with complex narrations (like dramas) can offer new insights and meaningfulness and thus induce feelings of appreciation as an entertainment component that goes beyond a hedonic premise (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011). Meaningfulness is grounded in different sources such as artistic value, moral virtues, identification with others, or being able to feel emotions other than pleasure, like pride (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011). Oliver et al. (2016) showed that video games with complex stories also can be meaningful and induce not just hedonic enjoyment, but also appreciation via the satisfaction of the need for deeper insight. Meaningfulness experienced in media contexts additionally seems to include a social facet: a recent study by Rogers et al. (2017) showed that users perceive games as meaningful because of connections they experience with in-game characters and with fellow players. Interestingly, players especially classify complex role-playing games like Final Fantasy and World of Warcraft as meaningful (Rogers et al., 2017)—a type of game often considered to have particularly high addiction potential (e.g., Elliot et al., 2012; Lemmens & Hendriks, 2016).

To our knowledge, associations between addictive media usage patterns, meaningfulness, and feelings of appreciation have not been systematically investigated yet. In the following, we suggest a few possible connections.

Meaningful entertainment is, per definition, a form of entertainment that is thought-provoking, offers insights, and keeps our minds busy. Meaningful entertainment might therefore constitute a form of entertainment that more likely could induce longer-lasting states of preoccupation than less involving, more amusement-oriented media content. Furthermore, more complex meaningful media content might also have particularly high distraction potential and induce stronger feelings of immersion and presence, resulting in higher engagement, increasing usage times and, in extreme cases, denial of reality. Especially individuals who suffer from a lack of meaningfulness and purpose in their day-to-day lives might use meaningful entertainment in a compensatory and problematic way. In line with this assumption, an interview-based study by Domahidi and Quandt (2015) demonstrated that some highly engaged gamers indeed use games for seeking meaning. This type of gamer lacks clear structures and meaningfulness in their day-to-day lives, uses games in a substitutional manner, and often has problems stopping heavy gaming (Domahidi & Quandt, 2015).

Even though one could critically note that Domahidi and Quandt’s (2015) understanding of meaningfulness is more sociologically based than the more strictly eudaimonia-based understanding of meaningfulness originally suggested by Oliver and colleagues, the previously mentioned works by Rogers et al. (2017) and Oliver et al. (2016) explicitly emphasize the many different shapes meaningful entertainment experiences can take. Especially within the context of nontraditional new media formats (like games), the question of what components constitute meaningfulness still needs to be investigated further (Rogers et al., 2017). Following this route and systematically examining how facets of meaningfulness experienced in various media contexts relate to addictive usage patterns (and potential underlying mechanisms like compensation, distraction, or immersion) could be an interesting task for future studies.

Self-Determination Theory


Deci and Ryan (e.g., 2000) designed SDT as a general theory of motivation and goal pursuit. One central idea of SDT is that humans have three substantial psychological needs and that the fulfillment of these needs is fundamental for well-being and effective functioning (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The three needs described in SDT are autonomy (the wish for self-fulfillment and freedom of choice), relatedness (the desire for social interactions and human closeness), and competence (the wish to feel efficient and successful; Deci & Ryan, 2000). SDT assumes that human behaviors aim at satisfying these psychological needs and that need-fulfilling activities are experienced as pleasant and enjoyable. Additionally, the frustration of these basic psychological needs was found to be connected with decreases in well-being and deficits in self-regulation (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; Przybylyski et al., 2009).

Ryan et al. (2006) were the first to apply SDT to the context of entertainment media and showed that digital games can satisfy the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness and that satisfying these needs while playing increases enjoyment and well-being. Follow-up studies confirmed these findings (e.g., Tamborini et al., 2010) and found psychological need satisfaction also to facilitate well-being and enjoyment in other entertainment media-related contexts, like social networking sites (Reinecke et al., 2014) or engagement in first-person shooter clans (Reer & Krämer, 2018). Supporting the proposed two-factor structure of media entertainment, Tamborini et al. (2011) showed that media enjoyment can be understood as a combination of both—the satisfaction of hedonic needs like affect and arousal regulation (see subsection on classic entertainment theories in this chapter), and the successful satisfaction of basic psychological needs, like competence and autonomy.

SDT has also been applied to the context of disordered entertainment media use. Przybylski et al. (2009) showed that individuals with need-satisfying daily lives integrated digital game use in a healthy manner, while problems in the day-to-day satisfaction of the three needs described in SDT were found to be “associated with more obsessive passion, higher amounts of play, greater tension following play, and low game enjoyment” (p. 485). Similarly, Masur et al. (2014) showed that need thwarting in daily life was positively related to Facebook addiction. In addition, deficits in the satisfaction of the needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy were connected with corresponding motivations to use Facebook that, in turn, were connected with increased levels of Facebook addiction. Thus, Facebook addiction can be understood as an attempt to compensate for insufficient offline need satisfaction (Masur et al., 2014). A more recent study by Allen and Anderson (2018) investigated how game-based satisfaction/frustration of competence, autonomy, and relatedness needs as well as real-life need satisfaction/frustration predicted IGD. The highest IGD scores were detected for players that experienced high levels of game-based need satisfaction, but simultaneously showed deficits in need satisfaction in their daily lives. These results further substantiate the assumption that the disordered use of entertainment media may be interpreted as maladaptive compensation for everyday life problems (Allen & Andersen, 2018; Masur et al., 2014).

Toward a Theory of Media Entertainment Overuse


Theoretical approaches to media entertainment are helpful to understanding relevant aspects of disordered media use, as recently defined for gaming in the ICD-11 and DSM-5. Classic hedonic approaches offer conceptual explanations about how and why people use media to have pleasurable experiences and achieve positive affective states, or reduce negative affective states. These insights are especially helpful to clarifying the initial phases of use when it is still perceived as “fun” or “pleasure.” Thus, the selection of media content, emotionally motivated use, and affective or mood-related consumption management are well explained by various hedonic approaches. Some of these theories already give hints about why use may turn from moderate and restrained consumption to problematic behavior: the continued need for more positive experiences or escaping negative affective states may become distracting and dysfunctional over time, and flow experiences may spiral out of control in a loop of challenge and ability growth (for which dynamic interactive media like video games seem to be especially well suited).

Similarly, eudaimonic approaches can explain the selection and use of media content that is not necessarily perceived as pleasurable, but meaningful. Such content may fill gaps of meaning in the lives of the users, that is, provide surrogating orientation and sense-making that the other life experiences of the users do not offer. Indeed, SDT also supports the notion of need satisfaction regarding three existential psychological needs—competence, relatedness, and autonomy. Media may surpass other experiences in the daily lives of the users for some or all of these needs, and therefore override these in relevance to the user. This seems to be especially true for people with serious everyday life problems and deficient need satisfaction.

While these approaches already offer partial explanations of and hints on when media use turns into problematic and dysfunctional behavior, they are not directly aimed at modeling “addiction.” Thus, a theoretical conceptualization of disordered behavior based on the aforementioned approaches would require a synthetization, expansion, and specification of some explanatory elements.

There are indeed parallels in the approaches that could serve as a starting point here: nearly all of them surmise some sort of “tipping point” at which a perfectly normal or functional behavior spins out of control. This implies and requires two connected theoretical assumptions: (1) an internal balance-control system and (2) time-based changes of behavior. These two assumptions seem mundane at first, but the implications are highly relevant (and easily overlooked, as they are often taken for granted). The concept of “balance” is not necessarily congruent with that of “maximization”; that is, some entertainment approaches model use as a means to maximize one quantity or a set of variables (fun, pleasure, etc.), while balance theories assume media use plays a role in a complex interplay of core needs aimed to achieve optimal equilibrium. In the latter approach, the maximization of one aspect may lead to a deficit in other aspects and therefore result in systemic destabilization over time. This also means that everyday life needs may conflict when maximized, but may be perfectly in harmony when kept in balance. This balancing seems fragile, however (see Reinecke & Meier, this volume)—and there are still pressing questions on how the control may become disordered. The assumption of time-based behavioral change is a reminder that there may be processes that lead to such disbalancing—and potentially back again into balance (Domahidi & Quandt, 2015). Many approaches to media use disorder and the respective empirical works only differentiate between healthy and “addicted” users without analyzing these transitional phases—and these might be crucial to understanding the actual reason such change happens. Indeed, some research illustrates that media-related use disorders may not be stable over longer periods of time (Rothmund et al., 2018; Scharkow et al., 2014).

The assumption of a more complex control/balance system—as opposed to a simple “positive affect maximization” / “negative affect minimization” logic—also widens the perspective. Instead of linking use to content features in a simplistic causal chain (i.e., in essence blaming media content for disordered use), approaches informed by this type of thinking should include (3) other exogenous factors not directly related to media use. As noted earlier, the lack of meaning in a person’s everyday life may serve as part of the explanation in sync with media use and other factors (i.e., personality characteristics, the near-field social environment, the larger sociocultural environment). The inclusion of social factors also points to (4) the normative side of disordered use. Indeed, it could be argued that the question “when is use becoming an issue?” often means “when is it becoming abnormal?”—and obviously, this always implies a perceived normality as a reference point (Billieux et al., 2015; Quandt, 2017). Therefore, deviations from normality both depend on the behavior and the definition of what is “normal” in a given sociohistoric context. This is often overlooked in the public debate on media addictions, which grosso modo assumes a rather naïve fixed normality, neglecting the fact that even substance (ab)use is relative to cultural norms. That is, in some countries and historic phases, the consumption of alcohol, tobacco, and other narcotics was considered “normal,” and also high media use times could be perceived as functional.

The Pentagon Model: An Integrative Framework of Media Entertainment Overuse


The proposed inclusion of these conceptual elements (i.e., internal balance-control system, time-based behavioral change, exogenous factors on multiple levels, normative context) can be synthesized—using the aforementioned entertainment theories—into a “pentagon” framework model of media entertainment (over)use (see Figure 40.1). As noted in this chapter, hedonic, eudaimonic, and SDT-based approaches do not oppose each other, but pronounce various aspects of the use process, which can be integrated into such a framework.
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Figure 40.1 The pentagon model—a framework of media entertainment (over)use. C = competence; A = autonomy; R = relatedness; M = need for meaning; H = hedonic needs; ME = media use; O = other activities





The integrative framework model proposes a circular and potentially reinforcing multistep process of use, in line with previous work in the field (e.g., Slater, 2007). The model is based on a need-oriented understanding of human behaviors. As previously suggested by Tamborini et al. (2011), we distinguish between hedonic needs and non-hedonic needs.

Hedonic needs (H) include arousal and affect regulation, and, in essence, refer to the mechanisms described in classical entertainment theories (see subsection on classic entertainment theories in this chapter; affective components are designated by criss-crossed lines in the model).

Non-hedonic needs, on the one hand, refer to the eudaimonic component as conceptualized by Oliver (see subsection on meaningful entertainment in this chapter). Oliver et al. (2016) recently suggested the term “need for insight” to describe the striving for a deeper understanding of the human condition and meaning-of-life questions. In our model, we suggest a slightly different and somewhat broader conceptualization by choosing the term “need for meaning” (M). Additionally, non-hedonic needs also include the three basic psychological needs for competence (C), relatedness (R), and autonomy (A), as postulated by SDT (see subsection on self-determination theory in this chapter). However, it should be noted that we believe the relatedness need also includes affective elements, as social relationships both serve cognitive and emotional functions (and, therefore, are shown dashed in the model). In the core of the proposed model, we arrange all of these needs in the eponymous “pentagon of needs”.

We assume that human beings constantly check the environment for behavioral options that suit their individual needs. As noted previously, we believe that an internal balance control system is keeping these in equilibrium; in that sense, the maximization of an individual need (as proposed by other approaches) is not necessarily beneficial for the other needs and indeed may even be detrimental to the balancing of the system. Behavioral options may include the use of media (ME) and many other activities (O1, O2,…Ox). For example, work-related behavior may serve competence more than other activities, like small talk with friends, which in turn may serve as a source for the satisfaction of the need for relatedness, etc. Indeed, the use of nonmedia alternatives for need satisfaction has been discussed in the classic version of the uses and gratifications approach already (e.g., Katz et al., 1974). In our perspective, the perceptual process concerning the available options is twofold and neither driven just by individual control nor dictated by the outside world. On the one hand, specific options may become salient for various reasons (situational aspects, affordances, cross-pressures, etc.). On the other hand, the individual will also focus his/her attention based on internal processes.

If the individual selects a specific option—which may be media entertainment—it starts a looping process of use, gratification, and a repeated internal evaluation. In our model, we discern the affective and the cognitive dimension both in use and gratification. As discussed regarding hedonic and meaningful entertainment, media use does have an affective component (which refers to emotional processing) and a cognitive one (which is about information processing). Use will lead to immediate, or at least short-term, responses in the gratification system—once more, both in the affective domain (enjoyment, surprise, disgust, etc.) and the cognitive (i.e., elaboration, learning, etc.). These gratifications will be evaluated in the internal balance control system again in light of the initial need fulfilment, but also in light of alternate behavioral options and experiences. We do not posit a direct, quasi-mathematical comparison in a closed input-output model here (which has been done based on the uses and gratifications paradigm, e.g., Palmgreen & Rayburn 1982), and behavioral options are not necessarily selected and processed according to an “either/or” principle. Indeed, other behaviors may add to changes in the balance and fulfilment of needs, in addition or in competition to media use. In that sense, media use may fit other behaviors very well, or override and replace them in the evaluation process of the internal control system.

Besides the central looping process of needs, behavior, and immediate gratification backflow, there are partially delayed effects we included in the model. First, there is the appreciation that may develop from use over time or by reflecting on a previous experience. Such appreciation is modeled as coming primarily from the cognitive domain, as it is not an immediate affect that develops while experiencing media use and because it is directly related to meaningful experiences (which are often described as “reflective” and “lasting”). We believe such delayed appreciation to be highly relevant to need satisfaction, especially regarding the satisfaction of eudaimonic needs for deeper meaning, and the time lag to be crucial to its understanding. Without an experiential memory and long-term balancing within our internal control system, the very idea of a “need” would be hard to conceptualize: a need is, by definition, a time-based concept. It is unfulfilled now and aimed at something that is not there yet. Thus, needs and need satisfaction are part of an ongoing time-based process, and it seems sensible to surmise delayed, reflective responses here as well.

Furthermore, beyond the direct feedback for the individual himself or herself, use may contribute to what we call “emergent socio-structural effects,” that is, meso- or even macro-level changes that cannot be attributed to one single actor or action, but emerge from the actions of many individuals. Such—typically nonintentional—outcomes of human behavior on social structures, that is, rules and resources, have been described elsewhere (e.g., in Giddens’s structuration theory; see Giddens, 1984). In particular, we posit that these outcomes affect future behavioral options—and in very practical terms (e.g., a heavily watched TV series might be renewed for a second season, successful game characteristics will be copied and thus made available more frequently by the industry, etc.). In addition, individual use will contribute to the sociostructural environment, for example, in norm building, reinforcement, change, or degradation, and in turn, these affect further options for behavior and future use cycles.

This briefly described framework model can be used to explain balanced behavior, but naturally also disordered use that gets stuck in a self-reinforcing loop. For example, if the gratifications and appreciation coming from a video game are greater than the ones stemming from other options, this might fuel the use and gratification back-loop on the right side of the model, up to a self-reinforcing, circular closure (e.g., see Allen & Anderson, 2018). However, the model reminds us not just to attribute this to “addictive” media characteristics (that, for example, have been discussed and investigated in some studies on disordered gaming; e.g., Elliot et al., 2012; King et al., 2011; Lemmens & Hendriks, 2016). Based on the ideas introduced here, one may also ask why there are no other satisfying options to rebalance the system. Alternatively, in more mundane words: What is lacking in an individual’s life so optionality primarily shrinks to one repetitive behavior? Is the individual unaware of other options, as they do not become salient? Are there sociostructural effects at play here that inhibit or strengthen specific forms of need satisfaction? In short, the model offers variability in explanations beyond simple (and insufficient) causal assumptions, while trying to keep its elements limited to the concepts and approaches introduced in this overview. Naturally, the pentagon framework model outlined here is very broad and omits several factors for the sake of clarity and generalization. As it is meant to synthesize various approaches from entertainment theory with psychological theories on information processing and media (over)use, it is also purposefully eclectic.

Nevertheless, we believe the conceptual elements introduced here combine well with entertainment and addiction theories. Indeed, the pentagon framework model is also compatible with more detailed and specified models of disordered media use, like I-PACE (Brand et al., 2016), which focuses on Internet-use disorders—but refers to similar basic concepts. That said, such specified models are far more precise and complex, and our framework is not meant to replace them. It is, rather, a starting point for a productive debate between entertainment and addiction research, which is seemingly still in its infancy (as is visible in the discussion of IGD and ICD-11; e.g., Aarseth et al., 2017)—a debate that would be beneficial for both sides and the theoretical progress of the field.
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chapter 41

Theorizing Entertainment-Education

A Complementary Perspective to the Development of Entertainment Theory


Hua Wang and Arvind Singhal




Storytelling is one the oldest forms of human communication and a fundamental mechanism for information sharing, sense-making, and social transformation (Fisher, 1989). The narrative structure of a story often draws us into a plot that twists and turns, transporting us from our existing reality to the world of another, marked by a different time and space (Gerrig, 1993). Such narrative experiences have expanded greatly with the rapid growth of mass media in the 20th century, especially radio and television, that brought hundreds of millions of new listeners and viewers into its fold (Singhal & Rogers, 1999; Zillmann, 2000b). While these new technologies were expected to lead societies into the so-called information age, much of the media production and reception studies suggest that they also brought along an “entertainment age” (Vorderer, 2001; Zillmann, 2000b). For instance, some 65 years ago, Herzog (1944) pioneered the investigation of daytime radio serials as an entertainment genre, analyzing the sociodemographic characteristics of their listeners and reasons for their high levels of involvement. A dozen years later, Horton and Wohl (1956) theorized the phenomenon of parasocial interaction, describing the one-way conversations and relationships that emerge between highly engaged television viewers and entertainment media personalities.

Notwithstanding these early publications that heralded the dawning of an entertainment era, deliberate efforts to theorize entertainment in a systematic manner began with the work of Dolf Zillmann and his collaborators in the 1970s (for more detailed reviews, see Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). Since then, the field of entertainment theory has gone through different phases, reaching multiple milestones:



1. From the 1980s into the early 2000s, entertainment came to be defined as a legitimate field of social scientific inquiry and mostly framed as escapism—that is, it helps people escape from their sufferings through psychological diversion, instantaneous pleasure, and/or delayed gratifications. The notion of media enjoyment was central to this hedonic approach. Entertainment theories in this phase focused on how media helped people to elevate their moods (e.g., Vorderer, 2001; Zillmann, 1988, 2000b).


2. Starting in the late 2000s, entertainment theorizing underwent a paradigm shift from “mood to meaning,” whereby there was an increased attention on investigating media appreciation along with media enjoyment, that is, the so-called two-factor model (Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Ritterfeld, 2009). The theoretical frameworks during this time centered on the capacity of entertainment to provoke deeper thinking among its audiences and facilitate their search for meaning in life through their experiences of media consumption (e.g., Oliver, 2008; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010).


3. More recently, entertainment theorizing has turned toward an inward-driven relational perspective, emphasizing the connectedness between one’s self and the outside world through “self-transcendent media experiences” (Oliver et al. 2018). Rosa (2018) calls such experiences as “resonance”—that is, when an individual relates to the world by feeling moved or understood in a mediated encounter (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019).






These theoretical perspectives have provided significant insights into entertainment media and narrative experiences in the last 50 years. In 2020, most scholars would agree that information and entertainment are not two mutually exclusive domains. In fact, they are more intertwined in our postmodern societies than ever before. There are plenty of informative programs that are also entertaining and entertainment programs that are informative and educational. Simply put, if entertainment and information/education represent two ends of a continuum, the development of entertainment theory started off on the entertainment end. And entertainment-education (or EE) theorizing, the focus of the present chapter, started off at the education end.

Entertainment, for the longest time in history, was a privilege afforded predominantly to the higher social classes (Zillman, 2000b). Further, to date, most work in entertainment theory has been conducted in North America and western Europe. Most entertainment theories thus are built on the assumptions of an individual’s autonomy, choice, and preference. Not surprisingly, most empirical research on entertainment has been conducted through controlled experiments among college students, with a unimethod approach and a sample bias characterized as “WEIRD,” that is, Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (Eden, Tamborini, Grizzard, Lewis, Weber, & Prabhu, 2014, p. 514). On the other hand, EE theory, research, and practice that we review here emerged out of decades of work in developing countries, and even as EE made inroads in developed contexts, the initiatives were designed to serve underprivileged population groups unlike the participants in most of the entertainment theory literature. However, EE theorizing got underway in the 1970s just as entertainment theorizing gained a foothold in the field of media psychology and communication research. We argue that the evolution of EE theorizing provides a parallel and complementary perspective to the development of entertainment theories across different social scientific disciplines.

In this chapter, we first provide a historical perspective on EE, highlighting its foundational theoretical strains. We then discuss the more contemporary theoretical models in EE, especially the ones that are connecting and converging in the area of narrative persuasion. Last but not least, we explicate on the new phenomenon of transmedia storytelling in EE, namely, transmedia edutainment and how it could benefit and challenge the ongoing developments in entertainment theory.

The Establishment and Founding Theories of Entertainment-Education


Theoretical interest in EE has increasingly risen over the past several decades, keeping pace with its evolving practice. To gauge where EE is headed, a look back on the journey thus far is instructive.

The Beginning of Entertainment-Education


In its early years, EE was defined as “the process of purposely designing and implementing a media message to both entertain and educate, in order to increase audience knowledge about an educational issue, create favorable attitudes, and change overt behavior” (Singhal & Rogers, 1999, p. 9; also see Singhal, Cody, Rogers, & Sabido, 2004, p. 5). The field of EE gained currency more or less by accident when a telenovela, Simplemente María (Simply María), took Peru by storm with its 448 hour-long episodes broadcast from 1969 to 1971. Subsequently, the Simplemente María fever swept across Central and South America (Singhal, Obregon, & Rogers, 1994). It was a Cinderella story revolving around its protagonist, María, a rural-urban migrant who gets seduced by a handsome medical student, then abandoned when she becomes pregnant, and struggles to make a life working as a maid. María is determined to survive so she works during the day and enrolls in adult literacy classes at night. With hard work and strong motivation, she soon develops seamstress skills using a Singer sewing machine, becomes a fashion designer, and eventually builds a business empire in Paris (Singhal et al., 1994). Simplemente María attracted a record-breaking average rating of 85%, with some episodes nearly 100%. The sale of Singer sewing machines skyrocketed; so did the enrollment of adult literacy classes everywhere the program was broadcast in Latin America as the viewers emulated María (Singhal & Rogers, 1999). What was supposed to be just another engrossing television soap opera on a commercial network to help people pass time turned out to be something much bigger.

Inspired by the audience success and the incidental educational effects of Simplemente María, the Mexican television writer-producer-director Miguel Sabido developed a production method known as the Sabido methodology to deliberately leverage the power of storytelling in entertainment media for prosocial purposes. Its key elements include: a set of moral guidelines; a constellation of positive, negative, and transitional characters as role models; a narrative structure that confronts the status quo and progresses through stages of suffering, doubting, and overcoming obstacles to achieve the ultimate triumph; and the use of epilogues and infrastructure/existing resources to facilitate public discourse and support social change (Singhal, Wang, & Rogers, 2013). Between 1975 and 1982, Sabido experimented with producing seven EE telenovelas to promote issues such as adult literacy and family planning, improving the lives of millions (Sabido, 2004): For example, his first EE telenovela Ven Conmigo (Come with Me) shifted the shameful norms around illiteracy and inspired half a million viewers to enroll in Mexico’s national adult education program; three of his earliest EE telenovelas on family planning together were the principal reason for reducing Mexico’s population growth rate from 3.7 to 2.4; without such powerful and effective EE interventions, Mexico would have had 50 million more people today (Sabido quoted in Friedman, 2013).

From there, the Sabido methodology snowballed globally, inspiring the development of television soap operas such as Hum Log (We People) in India and radio soap operas such as Twende Na Wakati (Let’s Go with the Times) in Tanzania (Singhal & Rogers, 1999). These early efforts in the 1970s and 1980s had strong and measurable psychological and social impacts on the underprivileged audience members, paving the way for EE to be recognized as a social scientific field of inquiry in its own right and all in the last five decades (SBCC Summit Report, 2018; Singhal et al., 2013; Storey & Sood, 2013).

The Theoretical Foundation of Sabido Methodology


What has been less recognized is that Sabido actually studied human communication theories while he was developing the EE telenovelas and incorporated them into the Sabido methodology. Four theories were particularly influential in Sabido’s experimentation with the social use of melodramatic serials: Bentley’s (1967) dramatic theory, Jung’s (1953/1970) theory of archetypes, MacLean’s (1973) triune brain theory, and Bandura’s (1977/1986) social learning/cognitive theory (see Table 41.1).



[image: Table_Image]


Bentley (1967) categorized theater into five genres: tragedy, comedy, tragicomedy, farce, and melodrama. His book, The Life of Drama, helped Sabido understand the various forms of dramatic storytelling, informing his choice of using the genre of melodrama for creating entertaining commercial telenovelas that bring social benefits to audience members (Sabido, 2002, 2004). In contrast to a theatrical production of an hour or two (or for that purpose 30-second public service announcements used for media campaigns today), melodramatic serials in the Sabido methodology last for 100+ episodes, allowing the creative writers and producers to develop characters, plots, and trajectories so they can address complex health and social issues over time. With its nuances and subtleties, including the use of techniques like long shots and extreme close-ups, melodramatic serials hold a strong emotional appeal for audience members.

Jung’s (1953) theory of the collective unconscious argued that the human mind has innate characteristics such as ancestral memories imprinted on it as a result of the evolutionary process. As Jung (1953) would say, “The form of the world into which [a person] is born is already inborn in him, as a virtual image” (p. 188). Archetypes are such patterns and images with universal meanings across cultures (Jung, 1970). In applying Jung’s theory to EE drama serials, Sabido (2004) developed a moral framework for the educational themes, constructing protagonists and antagonists based on archetypical images—such as “The Hero’s Journey”—and all associated values of the “heroic struggle,” that is, instead of being vanquished by evil, the hero prevails over evil with honor and grace. Through a careful delineation and incorporation of Jungian archetypes in his telenovelas, Sabido was able to tap into the deeper recesses of a universal human psyche.

MacLean’s (1973) triune brain theory emphasized that there are three primary pathways used by the human brain to process information: The first is the primitive part of the brain, responsible for body movements and intuitive physical reactions; the second is the limbic system of the brain, responsible for deep feelings and making people respond emotionally; and the third is the neocortex of the brain, responsible for logical reasoning and decision-making, guiding people as rational beings. Sabido (2002, 2004) studied MacLean’s triune brain theory extensively and developed his own “theory of tones” to articulate how actors could focus and channel energy from different parts of their body (e.g., from the pelvis or from the eyes) to potentially activate the physical, emotional, and intellectual parts of the viewers’ brain. Depending on what kind of a viewer response was desired for which scene, different triggers could be sent to activate different pathways among the audience members. For instance, even in a simple close-up, an actor could use his eyes to channel energy either as anger (a physical response), compassion (an emotional response), or reason (an intellectual response).

Bandura’s (1977/1986) social learning/cognitive theory provided the guideposts for Sabido to operationalize and orchestrate the character arcs in his melodramatic serials—who did what, when, and with what consequence. Essentially, this theory explains how humans learn new behaviors through observational learning—whether from real or vicarious models (e.g., in a television drama serial), how the acquisition of a newly learned behavior does not necessarily mean that it will be performed, and that the likelihood of a newly acquired behavior being performed depended on the degree of positive and negative reinforcement that it receives. The work of one of the most prominent social psychologists of our time, Bandura’s social learning/cognitive theory not only influenced media effects research on violence in the 1960s and 1970s but also provided the field of EE the interrelated theoretical constructs of role modeling, observational learning, self-efficacy, and collective efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 2004).

In the mid-1970s, Sabido flew to Stanford University to meet with Bandura in the formative days of EE theorizing (Just Legends, 2013). Bandura’s (1977) theory helped Sabido to tap into the power of role modeling through positive characters (with rewards for prosocial behaviors), through negative characters (with punishments for antisocial behaviors), and through transitional characters—who begin with negative thoughts and actions but over time confront the challenges and overcome the barriers to accomplish the desirable knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors (Bandura, 2004; Sabido, 2004). Bandura (2004) calls the incorporation of his theory in EE as a strategy for “enabling media” that essentially promotes human agency through empowering narratives for behavior and social change. To this date, Bandura’s (1977, 1986) social learning/cognitive theory remains the most predominant theory in EE research (Sood, Menard, & Witte, 2004; Sood, Riley, & Alarcon, 2017).

Connecting Entertainment-Education with Entertainment Theorizing


The timeline of these theoretical developments and understandings that served as the foundation for the establishment of EE runs parallel to the early developments of entertainment theory, especially its first three decades (1970s onward). The difference is that media psychologists focused on the selection, uses, and gratifications of entertainment consumers in countries such as the United States, while EE practitioners and researchers focused on messaging and modeling in the entertainment content to inspire and facilitate behavioral and social change in countries such as Mexico. In recent years, EE and entertainment theorizing seem to be converging, particularly related to narrative persuasion.

To appreciate this convergence, it is useful to analyze Oliver and Bartsch’s (2010) study among 268 American undergraduate students. Students were surveyed on the gratification they experienced in consuming the most recent full-length entertainment film. They found that the genre of drama was most strongly associated with the audience’s eudaimonic experiences—that is, they found dramatic narratives to be more emotionally moving, thought-provoking, and meaningful, compared to genres such as comedy and action (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). Similarly, convergence between EE and entertainment theorizing is reflected in the work of Tamborini and colleagues, who in their online experiments with American college students found that the narrative structure of serial dramas offers advantages for complex cognitive and behavioral role modeling, especially when it comes to engaging the audience in moral deliberations and judgments associated with real-life scenarios (Eden et al., 2014; Tamborini, Weber, Eden, Bowman, & Grizzard, 2010). Interestingly, Tamborini et al. (2010) used a combination of Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory and Zillmann’s (2000) disposition theory to predict and explain daytime soap opera viewers’ moral judgments. They found that the more the viewers were exposed to the dramatic serials, the more extreme they perceived the main characters to be. The negative characters got worse and positive characters got better over time. In turn, such polarization of character disposition affected viewers’ perception of the program outcome as righteous.

The Evolution and Emerging Theories in Entertainment-Education


The growth of EE has intersected and flourished with evolving research on entertainment media. In particular, media psychologists and communication researchers have been advancing theoretical models to better comprehend the underlying processes of narrative persuasion.

The Growth and Diversification of Entertainment-Education


The definition of EE has evolved over the years with the advent of new technologies and the ever-changing mediascape. A reformulated definition of EE was proposed in 2009 to emphasize that EE is “a theory-based communication strategy for purposefully embedding educational and social issues in the creation, production, processing, and dissemination process of an entertainment program, in order to achieve desired individual, community, institutional, and societal changes among the intended media user populations” (Wang & Singhal, 2009, pp. 272–273). This reformulation of the definition was necessary as EE programs expanded beyond radio and television dramatic serials to include music videos, cartoons, comic books, web series, and digital games, and spread from developing countries to include vulnerable audience groups in industrialized developing countries (Singhal, 2013; Singhal et al., 2004; Singhal et al., 2013; Wang, Choi, Wu, & DeMarle, 2018; Wang, Wu, Choi, & DeMarle, 2019).

While the four founding EE theories we reviewed previously informed and guided a considerable amount of EE practice and research in the early decades, other theoretical perspectives have emerged to provide insights into the underlying psychological mechanisms to explain how narratives affect their audiences. Some scholars and EE practitioners incorporated general persuasion theories such as the theory of reasoned action and planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), stages of change (DiClemente & Prochaska, 1985), and the elaboration likelihood model/ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) in their work (see examples in Sood et al., 2004; Sood et al, 2017). However, EE works differently from traditional persuasion strategies in that the educational messaging is implicitly, subtly, and creatively incorporated into purposive narratives to appeal, engage, and influence the audience (Slater, 1997, 2002a, 2002b). Therefore, it is imperative to understand how these narratives affect the audience psychologically, that is, how audience involvement in EE helps create the psychosocial conditions for change. While EE research traditionally focused on parasocial interaction (Papa et al., 2000; Sood, 2002), there has been a surge of interest in incorporating theories of narrative communication (Hinyard & Kreuter, 2007; Walter, Cody, & Ball-Rokeach, 2018), particularly narrative persuasion (Bálint & Bilandzic, 2017; Bilandzic & Kinnebrock, 2009).

Understanding Narrative Persuasion in Entertainment-Education


In this section, we review four interrelated and overlapping theoretical perspectives/models that have emerged as being salient to EE: Green and Brock’s (2000) transportation theory, Cohen’s (2001) identification with media characters, Slater and Rouner’s (2002) extended elaboration likelihood model, and Moyer-Gusé’s (2008) entertainment overcoming resistance model (see Table 41.2).
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Green and Brock (2000) explicated a mental process that explains why people can get “lost” in the world of stories, a common experience and “an integrative melding of attention, imagery, and feelings” (p. 701). Be it the readers, listeners, or viewers, when immersed in a story world, they may lose the sense of their immediate surroundings and feel that they have traveled to different places and times to experience alternative realities (Green & Brock, 2000, 2002; see also Gerrig, 1993). Transportation into the story worlds may represent a form of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) as the narrative unfolds. In general, the more the audiences feel transported, the more likely they would adopt story-consistent beliefs (Green & Brock, 2000, 2002). Transportation can mediate the effects of EE messages to provide positive reinforcement of psychological and even behavior outcomes such as supportive attitudes toward maintaining a patient’s normal lifestyle and engaging in discussions and information seeking efforts about a critical health condition featured in an EE storyline (Murphy, Frank, Moran, & Patnoe-Woodley, 2011).

Cohen (2001) defined identification as “an imaginative process through which an audience member assumes the identity, goals, and perspective of a character” (p. 261). When one identifies with a media character, he/she would become empathetic, put him/herself in the character’s shoes to view the world, consider the situation, and feel the emotions; this process will necessarily diminish one’s self-awareness (Cohen, 2001, 2006). This theoretical framework of identification distinguishes itself from other types of psychological reactions the audience may harbor toward a media character, such as perceived similarity, liking, affinity, imitation, transportation, parasocial interaction, and worship (Brown, 2015; Cohen, 2001, 2006; Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010). In general, the more the audiences identify with a media character, the more likely they would be to report positive attitudes and intentions toward the issue and behavior modeled by the character, such as feeling more efficacious about discussing sexually transmitted infections with a partner and getting tested (e.g., Moyer-Gusé, Chung, & Jain, 2011).

Slater (2002b) argued that people process information differently based on their goals and message genres, hence, it is vital to extend the elaboration likelihood model of traditional blatant persuasion to account for the hedonic processing of entertainment content. In terms of hedonic processing, EE falls into the categorization of implicit rather than explicit persuasive messages (Slater, 1997, 2002a, 2002b). Slater and Rouner (2002) outlined the extended elaboration likelihood model (E-ELM) for the processing and effects of persuasive content embedded in EE narratives and pointed out that absorption (aka narrative engagement/transportation) and identification with media characters can work together to reduce counterarguing and mediate the process of audience involvement to achieve intended outcomes. Their experimental testing of this model using two drama stimuli found viewers’ policy support for death penalty despite their prior ideology but not for gay marriage (Slater, Rouner, & Long, 2006).

Moyer-Gusé (2008) built on previously established psychological constructs in media message processing (i.e., parasocial interaction, transportation, identification, perceived similarity, liking, and enjoyment) and proposed the entertainment overcoming resistance model (EORM). She articulated how one or more of these interrelated and seemingly overlapping processes might go through different pathways to overcome a specific form of audience resistance to the implicit persuasion in the narrative experience: reducing reactance, reducing counterarguing, reducing selective avoidance, increasing perceived vulnerability, changing perceived norms, and changing outcome expectancies (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). The empirical findings are mixed with some support for reduced counterarguing and delayed increase in perceived vulnerability (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011; Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010) while others failed to support the reduction of counterarguing (e.g., Igartua & Casanova, 2016).

Connecting Entertainment-Education with Narrative Persuasion


It is important to clarify that the use of Sabido-style EE strategy was challenging in a media-saturated environment such as the United States (Sherry, 2002). One way that EE practitioners used to adapt to such an environment is to provide expert consultation to creative writers when they are interested in developing a storyline related to certain health and social issues (Singhal et al., 2013). An outstanding example is the Hollywood, Health & Society program based at the Norman Lear Center in Los Angeles (Singhal et al., 2013). Such strategic and collaborative partnerships allowed researchers to examine some EE examples such as a cancer storyline incorporated in popular primetime television programs such as ER and Grey’s Anatomy (Hether, Huang, Beck, Murphy, & Valente, 2008). Other studies on narrative persuasion might take a more liberal definition of EE and investigate any health topics that happen to be present in popular entertainment such as the portrayal of teen pregnancy in The OC (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010), and discussions about sexually transmitted infections in Sex and the City (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011).

While these examples are significantly different from those guided by the Sabido methodology and other similarly deliberate efforts in the EE message design, they nonetheless serve as a promising trend of cross-disciplinary research that help connect EE with entertainment theorizing. It might be useful to view EE interventions as one particular type of narrative in the research of narrative engagement and persuasion and keeping this in mind during research design to ensure the alignment of the specific educational content embodied by certain media characters and their intended portrayal of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors as desirable outcomes. As the literature on narrative persuasion becomes more accessible to the international community, there will be more empirical research testing these psychological models on a wider range of EE programs in and out of the United States.

Transmedia Edutainment and Its Implications for Entertainment Theorizing


In today’s digital world, narrative experiences offered across different media platforms are becoming increasingly personalized and immersive. Thus, it is important to consider the implications of this trend for EE and entertainment theorizing.

The Rise of Transmedia Edutainment


In present times, EE is well-established as a social and behavior change communication (SBCC) strategy that leverages theories from multiple disciplines to inform its creative process of production, guide our analysis of the audience’s narrative engagement, and foster our understanding of its programmatic impact (Orozco-Olvera, Shen, & Cluver, 2019; SBCC Summit Report, 2018; Shen & Han, 2014; Singhal et al., 2013). As the media markets continue to fragment with different programs competing for different audience segments, EE initiatives have increasingly adopted innovative strategies to broaden their audience reach and enhance their educational messages (Sood et al., 2017; Storey & Sood, 2013). A more recent trend is EE through transmedia storytelling (or transmedia edutainment), a strategy to engage audience members through a coordinated narrative experience that unfolds across different media platforms over time (Singhal et al., 2013; Wang & Singhal, 2016, 2018; Wang, Singhal, Quist, Sachdev, & Liu, 2019; Wang, Xu, Saxton, & Singhal, 2019).

Transmedia storytelling holds several unique advantages for bringing people together from otherwise fragmented media markets (Jenkins, 2006, 2007) and for reaching underprivileged audience members (Wang, Singhal et al., 2019). First, transmedia does not bombard the audience with the same narrative over and again on different media platforms. Second, transmedia does not create a single story in a linear fashion but rather an overarching narrative world connected and coordinated across multiple communication channels. Although ideally each communication channel carries its own narrative content independently, it is the interwoven tapestry that makes a richer whole, deepening the audience members’ relationship with the characters, the plotlines, and the issues. Third, transmedia has multiple entry points and a much lower threshold for audience engagement, because each narrative element is self-contained and can appeal to the users who have a preference and consumption habit of a particular modality, for example, television dramas versus newspapers versus short videos. Taken together, the audience experience with transmedia storytelling is more exploratory, sensory, robust, and fun. Although transmedia storytelling has been successfully employed in recent decades to further commercial interests in such programs as Star Wars, The Matrix, Doctor Who, and Pokémon, its purposeful implementation as EE initiatives is a relatively newfangled reality (Singhal et al., 2013).

Transmedia Edutainment Exemplars


One pioneering example of transmedia edutainment is Award-winning series East Los High (ELH), which ran from June 2013 to December 2017. On the surface, ELH could be any popular teen drama set in a fictional high school in East Los Angeles. However, the producers seamlessly incorporated role modeling and credible resources about safe sex, family planning, and women’s reproductive rights while addressing the social stigma and cultural barriers that young Latinx routinely face in the United States. ELH represents an effort of, by, and for the Latino community (Wang & Singhal, 2016; Wang, Singhal et al., 2019). It was a story world with multiple narrative elements strategically rolled out across nine other digital platforms: (1) extended ELH scenes to deepen character development and issue engagement; (2) The Siren, the school student newspaper that gave young people a voice to tell their own stories; (3) “Ask Paulie”—a platform that allowed Paulie, a funny and lovable character to answer embarrassing questions about sexuality; (4) Ceci’s vlogs opened up a channel through her video blogs so that viewers could follow her teen pregnancy journey of dilemmas, options, and social support; (5) Tia Pepe’s Mexican cooking recipes for tasty and healthy meals; (6) dance tutorials of the high school’s Bomb Squad with signature moves as they prepare for the Big Five competition; (7) La Voz with Xavi to take pride in exploring cultural activities in East Los Angeles; (8) comic strips for trendy but important social topics; and (9) public service announcements delivered by ELH lead actors on behalf of partnering organizations such as StayTeen.org to inform and spur action among Latinx youth about health and social topics. These transmedia narrative experiences were further extended through the resource links and widgets on the ELH website along with other audience engagement strategies on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter (Wang & Singhal, 2016; Wang, Xu, et al., 2019).

Another innovative transmedia edutainment initiative is Main Kuch Bhi Kar Sakti Hoon/MKBKSH (I, A Woman, Can Achieve Anything) in India. This initiative challenges entrenched regressive gender norms and advocates for women’s empowerment through positive role modeling of its protagonist Dr. Sneha. Sneha, who leaves behind a lucrative medical practice in Mumbai and returns to her home village after her sister’s death from a forced abortion, stays on to tackle multiple social ills—child marriage, sex selection in favor of male offspring, violence against women, and multiple manifestations of gender inequality. From March 2014 to September 2019, three seasons of MKBKSH have been broadcast on the Indian national television network and hundreds of All India Radio stations as well as mobile and community networks to reach “media dark” rural areas (Wang & Singhal, 2018). It was the first to use of an interactive voice response system to engage the EE audience at scale and in real time, allowing them to access and interact with curated content, answer questions, and share personal opinions and actions inspired by MKBKSH (Wang & Singhal, 2018). The interactive voice response platform, as a core component of MKBKSH’s transmedia strategy, represented a “voicebook” for millions of audience members, especially the rural, the socioeconomically poor, and the less privileged (Wang & Singhal, 2018). A series of minidocumentaries titled “Reel to Real” documented Dr. Sneha visiting real communities where the impact of MKBKSH was profound. Two other miniseries were carved out of MKBKSH’s television content, extending the storyline on MKBKSH’s Facebook page and YouTube Channel. In 2019, Season 3 added a new transmedia extension by launching a chatbot called SnehAI (for Sneha AI) via the Facebook Messenger. This chatbot has created a safe, nonjudgmental, and private platform to fill in the gap of India’s essentially nonexisting youth counseling services about sexual and reproductive health education.

Theoretical Challenges and Opportunities


As shown in ELH and MKBKSH, transmedia edutainment represents the co-evolution of EE with the ever-changing mediascape that is driven by the various entertainment media and content consumed by the target audiences and increasingly characterized by digital technologies, networked communication, and participatory culture. This growing trend—from conventional edutainment to transmedia edutainment—challenges us to reconsider, realign, and revisit the founding and emerging theories in EE with more recent forays into a convergent and digital world of storytelling to identify connections, alignments, and future directions. The four founding theories of EE were greatly influential for the program production and evaluation of narrative programming predominantly delivered through traditional mass media such as radio and television. The four emerging theories in EE have been useful for providing more nuanced insights into the underlying mechanisms of how educational messages built into the entertainment programming affect the audience members cognitively and emotionally, helping or hindering their suspension of disbelief and reducing psychological resistance to accomplish the intended outcomes. The empirical testing of these narrative persuasion mechanisms, understandably, has thus far been limited to lab experiments with individual college students and short form narrative stimuli. When EE goes transmedia, the audience’s diverse narrative experiences may differ starkly from what occurs when one is listening to a radio soap opera, watching a telenovela, or reading a comic book. While the process of transmedia edutainment program design and monitoring may include many of the same processes from before, a caveat is in order—that they may be able to only capture one part of an audience member’s experience and not its entirety. This can potentially present both challenges and opportunities to the existing theoretical frameworks in EE and further developments of entertainment theories.

For example, Routledge (2019) argued that Jung’s archetypes are prominent in commercial transmedia franchises such as Star Wars. They tap into the audience’s preexisting knowledge and emotions and can easily convey the messages through archetypical characters. She also suggested that the triune brain theory can provide insightful heuristics for transmedia design that highlights all three information processing pathways: “lower level processing such as instinct and emotion and higher level, conscious processing that creates directed attention and meaning” (Routledge, 2019, p. 6).

One might also ask how might narrative persuasion processes such as transportation and identification manifest across different communication channels over time, and how audience engagement is shaped and influenced by their participation, and their networks, in transmedia edutainment’s multiprong story worlds. Transmedia storytelling provides the audience members more freedom to choose the trajectory of their own personal experience with the entertainment content and opportunities to immerse themselves into the narrative environment. In many ways, they are similar to the “choose your own adventure” type of user-directed interactive stories with looser narrative structure and better user control (Green & Jenkins, 2014). On one hand, the audience may elect to binge watch a drama series such as ELH and explore additional content all in an intense period of time which can easily heighten the experience of narrative transportation without much distraction. On the other hand, the audience may also include long gaps and breaks between intense exposures to the various narrative components, stretching out for a much longer period of time in and out of the story world which can easily diminish the experience of narrative transportation.

The audience’s identification with media characters in transmedia edutainment shares the similar dilemma as for transportation into the story world. As Cohen (2001) acknowledged, identification is a rather temporary and fleeting phenomenon and an audience member’s feeling as one and the same as a media character can vary from time to time and hard to sustain a high-level engagement over a longer term. Cohen and Klimmt (this volume) have attempted to address some of the challenges associated with this dynamic interaction between an audience member and a media character by conceptualizing their positionings toward media characters inside or outside of the story world. As illustrated through Ceci’s vlogs in ELH, specific narrative content and media platforms to deepen the audience’s interactions and engagement with key characters are an integral part of the transmedia edutainment design and experience. And by aligning character-based transmedia extensions, we can create conditions to facilitate the highest level of character identification—protagonist identification—to optimize the potential of positive change through perspective-taking as the audience member merges with the positive character/role model, seeing their point of view on critical educational issues, empathizing their emotions, and sharing their prosocial goals.

Furthermore, the example of SnehAI chatbot shows that transmedia edutainment initiatives can afford new possibilities for parasocial interactions in the digital and networked story worlds. The television devotees in the 20th century, as described by Horton and Wohl (1956) and other researchers alike, who make imaginary friends with media personalities and have imaginary conversations with them are arguably hard to come by in the postmodern entertainment era when people have myriads of options to choose from. However, the digital and interactive elements of the transmedia experience may allow the audience to develop a deeper and richer relationship with the central characters. In the case of MKBKSH, the SnehAI chatbot serves as an avatar of the protagonist Dr. Sneha in the main storyline on television and radio and can act as an extension of her being through a computer-generated interface as a bot to have custom, confidential, and nonjudgmental conversations about sensitive topics such as sex with curious young audience members in India. Such a hybrid form of parasocial interaction holds tremendous potential for theoretical development in entertainment theory beyond the traditional television and radio characters or the digital game player-avatar communication.

Finally, meaningful media will expand the shared interests and common ground between EE and entertainment theory. The intellectual pursuits about the unique attributes and underlying mechanisms for entertainment experiences beyond individual concerns will provide additional insights into meaning-making processes of our oldest human communication experiences. The acknowledgment that entertainment theorizing simply cannot take place in a vacuum and be divorced from its social, cultural, and historical contexts (Vorderer & Halfmann, 2019) is a significant step forward in broadening our perspectives and understandings of entertainment media and narrative experiences. It is equally important to acknowledge that many people in this world, especially those who live in an underprivileged environment, do not always have the autonomy or freedom to choose what information or entertainment they consume and how such experiences would influence them as individuals as much as part of a larger social units such as couples, families, communities, and organizations. Singhal and Rogers (2002) called for a multitheoretical multimethod approach for EE research and practice. Now some two decades later with transmedia edutainment gaining ground, media psychologists and communication scholars have the responsibility to dig deeper, wider, and sideways in the increasingly fragmented yet networked story worlds to appreciate the moral beauty, raise collective consciousness, and facilitate positive change.
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