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Figures

5.1 The SESAM model examines how individuals select messages for the purpose of managing and regulating their self-concepts. As can be seen, media use motivations, activated self-concept, and affect influence individuals’ selection and interpretation of media messages. The media messages selected and their subsequent effects influence individuals’ self-concepts, attitudes, and behaviors in a reciprocal relationship over time (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015b).

13.1 Developmental-Interactionist model of communication (Buck, 1984).

13.2 Developmental-Interactionist model of film communication (Stifano, 2009).

16.1 Peak CRM ratings for Trump and Clinton during the first presidential debate of 2016.

16.2 Galvanic skin response ratings for Trump and Biden during the first US presidential debate of 2020 (courtesy HCD Research).

16.3 Trump’s visual interruptions and nonverbal display behavior during the second and third 2016 presidential debates.

18.1 Some examples of emotionally resonant media. Clockwise from the upper left is Emotionally Aware Robot Teammates, Zeno Robokind, Façade, Justina, SASO and Mr. Bub.

18.2 A typical software architecture for an emotionally resonant system. Such techniques would need to recognize and interpret human emotional signals, reason about the social context from which they arise and generate appropriate responses.

18.3 This figure illustrates some of the modalities emotionally resonant media would need to recognize and some of the current techniques for achieving this, including recognizing facial expressions (Bartlett et al. 2006), gaze (Morency et al. 2008), gestures (Demirdjian, Ko, and Darrell 2005) and emotional speech (Busso, Lee, and Narayanan 2009).

18.4 This illustrates the technique of performance capture, using the motion of a human actor to animate computer-generated media. In Stephenson’s Diamond Age, this was achieved by surgically embedding sensors in actors’ faces but contemporary methods use computer vision.

18.5 The “Artificial Actors” project (Helzle, 2003-2006) has created an animation system that allows dynamic facial expressions to be created using the facial action coding system (Ekman & Friesen, 1978).

18.6 The Rapport Agent is an emotionally resonant system that detects subtle face and voice signals and reflects them back on a user in order to promote a sense of rapport (Gratch et al., 2007).
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Part IEmotions and media From motives to meanings and measurements





1Emotions and the mediaInterdisciplinary perspectives

Katrin Döveling and Elly A. Konijn

DOI: 10.4324/9780429465758-1



Emotions and media: An interdisciplinary approach

Media today are like emotion generators – feeding us on a daily basis with emotion rousing messages. Daily news reports on the Covid-19 pandemic may fill us with fear, anxiety, and worries for people's health and economic disaster on a global scale. Media appearances of the former US president and his fake news appeals have been a continuous source for outrage, anger, and contempt for some, certainty and approbation for others. In November 2020, the US elections held the voter in a tight bound of hopes and fears, leaving some in despair. At the same time, the Instagram celebs present themselves as perfect selves, bringing many in states of admiration and longing for more – very effective for advertising. Likewise, the interview Prince Harry gave with his wife Meghan in March 2021 was followed by TV viewers worldwide and hit like a bombshell as it shook the Commonwealth, raising sensitive issues of race and has tormented the foundations of values in the British monarchy. In between all these media events, we may find relaxation and relief in the abundant offerings on Netflix and TV channels, rebound from daily stress in romantic comedy or engage in thrills in movies to counter boredom. Some seek fun to pass time, live a moment with soccer players in the video game FiFa, vent their anger in a shooter game, or shake in goosebumps and bumpy moves with Dance Monkey (Tones and I, 2020).

This exemplifies the large variety of emotions as presented through media and as evoked in its users; two sides of the same coin. The examples reveal the importance to investigate emotions from an interdisciplinary lens, which includes sociology, psychology, and media and communication. Analyses of expressions in media fare, omnipresent in today's media, as images on a screen or implicated in language and formal features, should be distinguished from the emotions as feelings experienced by the media users, evoked by the media messages or imagery.

This chapter provides an overview of the diverse fields that are interrelated in the disciplines in addressing the many questions arising from these phenomena: on the one hand, examining emotions as input or independent variable (e.g., how emotions are produced in the media), on the other hand, as an outcome or dependent variable (e.g., emotions raised in the media user through being exposed to media). Furthermore, emotions are studied as possible mediator or moderator in the process, from exposure to media messages to media effects, for example, from reading a political message stated by a disliked political leader [input] to resulting emotions [mediator] affecting a change in one's attitude [output].

Curiously, most of the previous examples are about characters we almost exclusively “know” via the media, whom we have never met in real life, yet, we are clearly moved by them emotionally. In fact, some of such characters, events, and narrations often are fictional constructions. This is considered a most intriguing phenomenon of today's (mass) media – the potential to “play” with our emotions while we cannot prove that what we see is really going on, actually, nothing “real” needs to be going on. Media screens and sheets of paper are technically construed means to convey messages, yet do not “have” emotions themselves. Nevertheless, emotions are key in sorting media effects as various contributions in this handbook will show.

As becomes evident, emotions and media need to be studied from a wide array of perspectives and each brings unique insights. Therefore, in the next section of this introductory chapter, we address findings in sociology, as emotions are shaped within society through social interaction, followed by briefly addressing the psychology of emotions intertwined with how emotions in media research developed, and the challenges implicated in crossing disciplines that study emotions and media.


Emotions in sociological perspectives

How are emotions linked to society and collective processes like the above? This issue has been a question in sociology since the beginning of the discipline. Though emotions have longtime been conceptualized as disrupting any kind of rational actions (Weber 1921), two renowned “classical” scholars realized early on the constructive relevance of emotions in collective actions and society. Likewise, in answering this question, Durkheim (1897/1951, 1991) and Simmel (1908, 1917) highlight a positive, dynamic, and constructive character of emotions. For Durkheim, emotions are a basis for all social processes (see overview Döveling, 2005a; Gerhards, 1988: 41; Flam, 1999, 2002). Emotions are regarded as a basic component of social reality that structures the world by distinction of closeness and distance. Collective emotions play a central role in such constituting processes: it is through an emotional distinction of the environment that social contexts achieve importance. Both, for Simmel and Durkheim alike, emotions represent an essential constituent of the creation of social reality as the social world is structured and labeled emotionally (see Döveling, 2005a).

Despite Durkheim's and Simmel's early insight, the sociology of emotion has taken until the 1970s to engage in in-depth reflection and research. It is until the late 1970s, that in sociology, emotions have increasingly been in the interest of scholarly research within the sociology of emotions (Hochschild, 1979, 1983; Shott, 1979; Zurcher, 1982), enabling insight into the generation of emotions in social interactions, explaining for example how emotions arise from the meaning a person derives from a situation. In this symbolic-interactionist perspective, emotions are shaped by the meaning given to a situation, the interpretation of the importance of an event. In this vein, Arlie Hochschild (1979) discloses in her groundbreaking work that humans engage into emotion work and emotion management to correspond to the meaning of a specific situation.

Other theorists like Collins (1984) highlight that emotions themselves structure social situations. This is highly vital because emotions like love, hate, and fear lead to a social categorization of people and events. Emotions are also resources, which are exchanged. Collins (1984) elucidates this as follows: “These emotional energies are transmitted by contagion among members of a group, in flows that operate very much like the set of negotiations that produce prices within a market” (Collins, 1984: 386). For Collins, the basis of all social constellations is emotionally structured.

Other theorists such as Kemper (1978; 1984), Scheff (1988), and Neckel (1991) argue that emotions are to be seen as the result of social constellations. Focusing on the conditions of emotions, these authors argue that social relations are determined by status and power, aspects that allow reciprocal orientation. Emotions then result from these social asymmetries, and thus, a social order is maintained (Kemper, 1978, 1981, 1990; Neckel, 1991; Scheff, 1988, 1990, 1994). Indeed, “emotions are an integral part of human behavior embedded in a cultural context” (Döveling, 2005b: 81).

In the meantime, the sociology of emotions has established itself firmly in the study of society, as we realize that emotions are also based on social settings and shared in collective emotional processes. The sociology of emotions has been able to contribute a substantial input to our knowledge of social life (see Heaney, 2019). It is now recognized throughout the field that emotions play a fundamental role in all social phenomena (Bericat, 2016). The last decades of research have enabled deep insight into the diversity of feelings, and emotional processes, into “the social nature of human emotions, and the emotional nature of social phenomena” (Bericat, 2016: 491). Sociologists have developed theoretical perspectives and findings into specific emotions and their relevance in diverse areas of sociology (such as gender, politics, and social movements). Culture is itself also shaped by a set of rules expressing emotions, so called display rules (Döveling & Sommer, in print; for an overview see Ekman & Davidson 1994) that are passed on from one generation to the next.

When turning to mediatized messages, we talk over content and our appraisals of topics with peers to verify our individual perspective and secure our distinctive views in a surrounding that is highly affected by the media (Gehrau et al., 2014; Sommer, 2010; Southwell & Yzer, 2009).

In this line of argument, the model of “Socio-Emotional-Meta-Appraisal” (SEMA, Döveling & Sommer, 2012) is to be applied. This model conceives communicative collaboration as an ongoing emotional mediation and social appraisal process, which leads to meaning (Döveling & Wasgien, 2014, Döveling, 2017). Social appraisal involves taking the role of the other in social interaction, as suggested in symbolic interactionism theory, and positioning oneself in another person's situation to think and reflect about oneself. In this process, communication is essential as it enables to endorse and justify one's own position. This is especially vital when we evaluate mediated messages. Extending this discussion and focusing on digital media in transforming everyday communicative patterns, Döveling, Harju and Sommer (2018) conceptualize digital affect culture(s) that permeate everyday life, a perspective that seems highly relevant especially in these times of the current pandemic.



Emotions in psychology and media research

Until the 1980s, emotion research in psychology was underdeveloped and behaviorist theorizing with Stimulus-Response-models dominated the field. Then, a number of emotion psychologists – drawing on insights from Jean-Paul Sartre, Magda Arnold, and Richard Lazarus – coined the idea that emotions fulfill important functions for the human kind. Namely, that they serve as signals to inform individuals what is relevant for them. Emotions warn for threats and dangers, and point at benefits to one's well-being. That is, emotions tell us what is relevant and what is not (Frijda, 1986; see discussion of definition later). Hence, functional theories on emotions emerged and caused a boost in emotion research, highly relevant also for media and communication scholars. Important improvements in research methodology (e.g., neuroimaging through fMRI) further helped to develop the field (Barrett, 2017). Still for a long time, psychologists seemed to hold the belief that media should not be part of psychology. “Real psychologists” – it seemed then – should study people and media were not people.

Theories on (mass) media's impact parallel theorizing in related fields such as psychology. In the early days of media and mass communication research, emotions were seen as “noise” – they were hardly studied as key concept in research concerning the reception process of media messages. The emphasis was largely on cognitive aspects such as recall, learning, thoughts, and beliefs, as in psychology (Graumann & Sommer, 1984). Understandable, since theories such as “hypodermic needle” effects of mass media ruled in which scholarly attention for the individual processing of media messages was limited (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). Hypodermic needle and related “sender-receiver” theories resembled behaviorist theorizing such as stimulus–response models and ignored “black boxes” like inner feelings that were conceived of as not relevant to study. Serious messages worth studying conveyed through (mass) media could, therefore, not deal with affect, feelings, or emotions (cf., Zillmann, 2003). Such affective aspects were reserved for entertainment media, where affect was mostly studied in a limited understanding of processes of emotional involvement and gratifications. Nowadays, the borders between entertainment, news as well as information fare are blurred and emotion research is growing in importance. There is a growing number of media effect studies showing the important role of emotions and affect in influencing how media messages are perceived (Nabi & Wirth, 2008) and persuade (Nabi, 2015) as well as insights into the neuropsychological underpinnings of emotional responsiveness to media (Konijn & Achterberg, 2020).

Interestingly, these developments run in parallel to developments in psychology – the main discipline of today's emotion research. Although media are created and consumed by people, clearly affect people and have been steadily growing in importance to people, media are not “people” as such and were, thus, of little interest to mainstream psychology. However, with the realization that (social) media and psychology most certainly have things in common, the amount of research into media by psychologists has proliferated over the past decades. As media production and media technology have become ever more sophisticated, it becomes more and more skilled to tug at the heartstrings. For the present volume, therefore, developments in the area of psychological emotion research are of special interest, especially in view of the increasing interest in the role of emotions on media's impact, which even calls for an emotional turn in journalism (Lecheler, 2020), “hot politics” (Bakker, Schumacher, & Rooduijn, 2021), and therapeutic applications of new media technology (Zeng, Pope, Lee, & Gao, 2018; Döveling 2017). As emotion-related research in communication and media begins to flourish, it may greatly benefit from recent developments in emotion psychology (an overview in Konijn, ten Holt, & De Jonge, 2022). Similarly, emotion psychologists may enrich their insights by embracing emotion research from other disciplines and related to media.

In particular with the rise of social media over the past decade, media have become an integral part of human life – it is almost impossible to think of a life without WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, e-mail, television, newspapers, video games, and all kinds of Internet-based communication media – at least in western societies. Many people seem to be guided by a Fear of Missing out (Rozgonjuk et al., 2020), leaving a feeling of having missed something when they not continuously check on all messages and feeds. Most strikingly is that today's media reach millions of people simultaneously and have at their disposal a vast array of technical opportunities to portray, broadcast, and potentially elicit emotions, thus, on an unprecedented large scale. Moreover, media are a social system in and by itself, serving specific functions and creating a reality by its own. Contemporary media have a wide-reaching and oftentimes even global impact, for example regarding today's global health risks of the Covid-19 pandemic, subsequent economic and financial crises, the influential political elections, migration and polarization, and climate change. Netflix movies are blockbusters all over the world, corporate commercials of major brands are increasingly internationalized to reduce costs and serve the tastes of a globalized world, supposedly persuading and affecting people in Poland in much the same way as in, say, Tokyo. These examples provide us with a good sense of media's potential to arouse and shape emotions – locally as well as globally. In doing so, they have one thing in common: they not only convey knowledge and information about people, events, or products – fictional or factual – but they make us feel frightened, sad, anxious, angry, happy, or cheerful about these phenomena.

This leads us to the rationale behind this Handbook of Emotions and Media which might be best grasped by adding a dimension to the famous Luhmann quote: how we feel in and about our society, or indeed about the world in which we live, is affected by our experiencing this world through the media (2000: 1), thereby, intertwining psychological and sociological approaches into media research.



Integrative challenges from an interdisciplinary approach to emotions and media

In adopting an inter- and multidisciplinary approach, we faced several challenges that strengthened our belief to follow the rationale laid out earlier. First, to cover the broad range of options and perspectives that should go under the heading of Emotions and Media and to get them compiled in one handbook required combining the profound expertise of several interrelated disciplines as outlined in the previous sections. This clarifies that trying to understand the emotions-and-media-nexus on a mono-disciplinary basis alone would neglect important aspects of this complex relationship. Hence, bringing together neighboring disciplines involved in emotions and media research seemed crucial to us. We aimed to reinforce disciplinary integration and making disciplinary boundaries more permeable.

A second challenge came with the huge increase in scholarly attention for research on emotions, starting in the 1980s with a steep increase in psychological studies and theoretical analyses of human emotions (Frijda, 1986), gradually spreading to related fields such as sociology, political science, anthropology, and communication and cultural studies (e.g., see Lewis, Haviland-Jones, & Barrett, 2016). Especially in the field of media psychology, studying the role of emotions in media has become an important theme and gradually increases our more in-depth insights into mediated communication processes. Likewise, in political analyses and sociological perspectives on understanding media's influence, studying emotions increasingly gained a vital role. In the field of digital media technology, including engineers and computer scientists, emotions are also increasingly studied, for example, to design emotionally responsive interfaces but also to model, imitate, and better understand the human emotion system. Overall, the amount of research on emotion in the different interrelated disciplines is hard to categorize into a coherent framework. Hence, we faced the task of adequately representing different schools and paradigms of emotion research. Thus, this handbook covers many of these disciplines, yet, we do not pretend to provide an exhaustive overview. As emotion research is flourishing worldwide, we have invited scholars from all over the world to contribute to this international Handbook.

A third challenge was faced in that the term emotion is often used ambiguously and incoherently and oftentimes refers to lay-peoples’ intuitions about a compound of psychological states – and not to a scientifically viable category. The question “What is an emotion” has proved to be almost as difficult to resolve as the emotions have been to master (Lewis et al., 2016; Solomon 2008: 3). Nevertheless, emotion as phenomenon has been subject of scientific endeavors for ages, using the term “emotion” to cover a range of affective phenomena in the widest possible sense, including moods, feelings, affects, and related concepts. Konijn (2015) summarizes the differences as follows: affect is often used as an even broader concept than emotion and to distinguish an affective feeling state from cognition, reflection, and thoughts. The term affect covers various concepts such as moods, feelings, and emotions and merely indicates either a positive or negative feeling state, often toward someone or something. Mood relates to an enduring affective state, no felt urgency, and is not clearly elicited by a distinct external event. Moods are not felt as motivated by inner drives related to situational demands and seem to float freely. Moods may also have a biochemical source (e.g., epinephrine) or may be experimentally induced, as in some media exposure studies (e.g., Lang, 2000). Emotion is more clearly defined by a specific event, with a beginning and ending, has an object, and relates to meaningful events. It is the awareness of situational demands, personal concerns, action readiness, and often physiological change, along with hedonic quality, and the felt need to act or not to act accordingly (Frijda, 1986). Hence, when no personal concerns are touched by an event, no emotion will occur. A crucial difference between affects and emotions is that emotions have an object and relate to meaningful events, whereas affects and moods are rather free-floating and objectless (Russell & Barrett, 1999). Furthermore, both concepts of affect and emotion are used to refer to subjective experiences, but emotion more often also denotes (visible) behavioral expression (e.g., facial expressions, verbal, and nonverbal behavior), especially in the context of communication and media.

The contributors to this Handbook all deal with a variety of such affect-related concepts and used these terms interchangeably, each discussing emotion-related conceptual issues from their specific disciplinary perspectives. Rather than obfuscating their views with definitional issues, we preferred to let each contribution bring its own understanding how media-based emotions construct and convey messages, how they are understood by audiences, or how they impact the individual and society.

Going beyond definitional complications, a next challenge in studying emotion, also in media contexts, is due to various levels at which major discussions in emotion and emotion-related research take place. We believe it is necessary to briefly sketch at least four of these major discussions: (a) questions concerning the ontological status of emotion, (b) the elicitation of emotion, (c) various modes of emotion expression, and (d) the social and cultural construction of emotion.

Ad (a), questions concerning the ontological status of emotions are inevitably tied to the age-old question of what emotions are and how they affect human behavior. This is of particular importance when it comes to emotions in one or another way portrayed in the media and elicited by being exposed to or interact with media, or emotions as motivators for specific media use. Generally, ontological questions most often seem to converge with debates on the issue whether emotions are biological substrates of discrete and clearly discernable emotions such as anger, fear, disgust, or happiness. The assumption that emotions are substrates is fueled by evolutionary and animal research that has identified emotional or “affective” reactions in nonhuman animals that seem to resemble certain emotions in humans (Panksepp, 1998). Fear is a case at hand, anger or rage as well. Throughout the history of emotion research, such emotions have been named “basic emotions” (Solomon, 2002).

This position has been challenged almost since it first emerged. The main argument against this model of emotions as “natural kinds” or “basic” is simply that the available evidence seemingly fails to confirm it (Barrett, 2017; Ortony & Turner, 1990; Russell, 2003). The position defended by critics of the basic emotion approach largely holds that there are no corresponding “natural kinds” to our (lay) psychological concepts of emotions. Instead, critics maintain that the available evidence points to a couple of basic affective processes that are best characterized along, for example, valence and arousal dimensions. One of the major emotion models in this respect is Russell's (2003) model of “core affect” suggesting that what can be universally shown in all cultures and even nonhuman animals are basic affective processes that match the mentioned criteria but can only hardly be mapped onto everyday conceptions of “basic” emotions. Rather, such basic emotions come into being only as an outcome of socially and culturally framed processes of attribution and interpretation.

Dealing with ontological perspectives on emotions in a media context, we noticed that the perspective taken largely depends on the aims and goals of each of the research agendas represented in this volume. Many of the following chapters, thus, employ different conceptual approaches, focusing on affect, emotion, feeling, mood, or related concepts. For example, the chapter of Schwender and Schwab addresses the ontological perspective in considering that human environments have changed dramatically through the development of media, while the makeup of human brains has not. In applying the Darwinian framework, they discuss what constitutes the functional aspects of emotions and media. From an entirely different perspective of psychological functions of media, the chapter by Nabi, So, Prestin, and Pérez Torres examine various ways of media-based emotional coping.

Ad (b), issues concerning the elicitation of emotion are a major area of investigation in many of the contributions to this volume. Media analyses for quite some time mainly focused on cognitive aspects such as recall, learning, thoughts, and cultivation, and only recently included emotion as a major area of study for communication and media scholars (Konijn, 2013; Zillmann, 2003). However, in reviewing recent decades of emotion research, dissent is mainly found over the question to what extent cognition is involved in the elicitation of emotion. Some have argued that “preferences need no inferences” (Zajonc, 1980), that is, that affect is elicited without the involvement of (higher) cognitions and, thus, is primarily a physiological process. Others have stated that there are no emotions without cognitions, “even if simple ones” (Frijda, 1994). The former position is usually mounted to support the “natural kind” view, in that it assumes more or less fixed, universal links between certain stimuli and emotions. The latter, however, claims that only by accounting for cognitions can the tremendous social and cultural variations in emotions be explained. This – mainly semantic – controversy has in recent years dissolved in favor of conceptual “component” models of emotion and “appraisal” processes of emotion elicitation (cf. Frijda, 1986; Moors, 2009; Scherer, 2001), further supported by recent insights from neuropsychology (Barrett, 2017; Crone & Konijn, 2018; LeDoux & Brown, 2017).

In the appraisal view, emotions are defined as comprising several distinct components. Most of the approaches today agree on the involvement of cognitions and feelings as well as motivational, physiological, and motor components (cf. Frijda, 2007; Moors, 2009). Furthermore, there is increasing consensus that, in one way or another, appraisal processes are key in eliciting emotions, including prediction errors and emotions as constructions of the brain (Barrett, 2017). Appraisal theory assumes that, in essence, emotion elicitation is the outcome of some sort of evaluation of an internal or external stimulus event in view of one's personal motives, concerns, or coping potential (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991). These evaluations – “primary appraisals” – refer to different stimulus properties and properties of the appraising agent, making it an “inherently relational” process (Smith & Kirby, 2001: 124). The appraisal perspective on emotion elicitation is reflected in varying degrees throughout this Handbook of Emotions and Media. For example, some of the contributions highlight the involuntary dimensions of emotion elicitation (e.g., Detenber, Han, & Lang, 2022), whereas others focus on cognitive and reflective components (e.g., Oliver). Integrating recent neuropsychological insights on emotion processing, the chapter of Konijn, ten Holt, and De Jonge (2022) highlights how intuitive lower pathways in the subcortical-limbic brain circuits, relative to cognitive-reflective higher pathways in prefrontal cortical circuits, dynamically interact in processing emotion-eliciting media messages, yielding an emotion-bias.

Ad (c), the actual experience of having an emotion should be clearly distinguished from how emotions are elicited as well as from how emotions are expressed. Human emotion is expressed in a wide variety of channels and modalities, for example, through language, vocal intonation, gestures, body posture, physiological reactions such as sweating or blushing, or through facial expression. Ever since Charles Darwin's (1872) seminal work on The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, the expressive component has been a vital area of emotion research. In particular with regard to the “natural kind” approaches to emotion, the idea that internal affective states of a person are unambiguously expressed to other people in social interaction is a matter of ongoing debate (e.g., Döveling & Sommer 2012; Fridlund 1997; Manstead, Fischer, & Jacobs, 1999). In view of different modalities of expression (i.e., physiological reactions, prosody, language, gestures, or facial expression), the question is whether discrete emotions have corresponding discrete and unique patterns of such expression modalities that make emotional states easily identifiable in social interactions. This is of particular importance when investigating emotions and the media, both from the media-portrayal as well as from the user-reception side.

Evidence for unique and universal components of emotional expressivity is mainly associated with facial expressions and the work of Paul Ekman and colleagues (Ekman, 1972, 2003). Their cross-cultural research indicates that specific patterns of facial expression can be universally recognized and attributed to specific discrete emotions across many different cultures. Ekman and colleagues have taken this as evidence not only for fixed links between the experience and the expression of emotions, but also for the universality of basic emotions (cf. Matsumoto et al., 2008). However, critics counter that the available data hardly warrant the conclusions drawn by the proponents of the “universality” position. First, existing studies mainly target the decoding of emotion expressions – studies decidedly aiming at the encoding of expression are surprisingly rare (Russell et al., 2003). Second, they mount contrasting evidence suggesting that facial expressions are highly dependent on cultural, social, and situational factors (Elfenbein et al., 2007; Hess & Thibault, 2009; Zaalberg, Manstead, & Fischer 2004). Alternative models rather suggest that certain components of facial expressions, for example, a smile or lowered eyebrows, may be sufficient to infer certain dimensions of emotion, in particular valence and arousal.

Inference of discrete emotion categories, however, presupposes familiarity with the social and cultural background and current situation. A clear concept in view of adapting facial expressions to specific sociocultural settings is that of “display rules” (Hochschild, 1983). Display rules refer to (implicit) social norms notifying what kind of facial expressions are appropriate in which circumstances, thus regulating emotional expressions in almost any social interaction.

In particular, in view of emotional aspects in newer media technology, such as virtual reality environments and social robotics, designing and “reading” emotions gained a new impetus. Knowledge of the precise nature of emotion expressions, either verbal or nonverbal, fosters an understanding also of the functions (and dysfunctions) that are associated with emotions in a mediated context. In line, several contributions in this Handbook of Emotions and Media renew such an understanding, for example, the chapter of Jun and Bailenson review the value of synchrony in virtual encounters.

Ad. (d), the fourth level of analysis addresses questions concerning the social and cultural construction of emotion, which is clearly intertwined with debates on the ontological status, the elicitation of emotion, and their (facial) expression. Scholars dealing explicitly with the sociocultural construction of emotion have been apt to stress the inherently social nature of emotion; their elicitation in terms of social objects, norms, interactions and social structure; and their expression as guided by socialization and internalized norms of expression and experience (Hochschild, 1983, Kemper, 1990). Earlier social constructivist approaches held that emotions bear almost no physiological underpinnings and are the sole outcome of interpretative cognitive processes (Armon-Jones, 1986). More current approaches seem to have recognized the importance of physiological and psychological processes in emotion and have developed emotion theories explaining how social and cultural dimensions impact and shape these processes, in specific situations as well as in ontogenesis and during socialization. Appraisal theories of emotion have been extended to cover processes of social and cultural appraisal on different dimensions (Döveling & Sommer, 2012; Scherer, 1997). A vast amount of research has investigated the social and cultural construction of emotion expression, indicating that processes of facial mimicry, emotional contagion (Döveling & Sommer, 2012; Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994), audience and in-group effects, and social norms all play a decisive role in expressing emotions (e.g., Elfenbein et al., 2007; Zaalberg, Manstead, & Fischer, 2004).

The issue of cultural constructionism points, amongst others, to the question whether experience and functions of emotion can be assumed to be universal across different media and different audiences. Knowledge of audience- and in-group-effects, of emotion norms and other sociocultural practices that have an impact on emotions, is important in view of the role of (social) media as a facilitator of the social and cultural construction of emotion. Several contributions in this volume address these issues from different points of view, specifically also including social media. For example, the chapter of Stifano, Buck, and Powers reviews the role of the media in shaping and constructing emotion on a national or even global scale. The chapter of Altheide shows how political regimes employ different communicative strategies to elicit specific emotions in a population to achieve political goals.

In concluding, the debates as described earlier only reflect a small subset of the theoretical issues in more general emotion research that are relevant for investigating emotions in a media context. Other perspectives are equally important and will also be encountered in the following chapters, such as issues relating to the subjective experience of emotions, to their social and individual functions, their cognitive, neurological, and psychophysiological substrates and consequences, or to their influence on attitudes and behavior. With the above, we highlighted four layers in discussions about the role of emotions that most profoundly seem to take place. They should, thus, help to contextualize various theoretical frameworks in which the chapters of this Handbook can be placed. The theoretical issues and debates summarized here are recurrent themes in emotion research in a general sense as well as in various strands of research on emotions within the context of the media.



Aim, structure, and perspectives of this Handbook

With this updated and revised volume, we believe to have compiled an exciting overview of a broad diversity of perspectives on emotions and media, while not pretending to be exhaustive. Each chapter presents a unique point of view that complements other views. We are delighted that we managed to get so many contributions together from such a broad range of disciplinary fields and perspectives. We hope the reader is equally delighted in finding so many perspectives peacefully coexisting in one handbook, enriching the reader's horizon on the many ways to emotion-related research in media.

This second edition of the Handbook of Emotions and Media clearly expresses the challenges that lie ahead in increasing interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research efforts to further explore and understand the key role emotions play in conveying messages via the media. Therefore, we expect this edition of the Handbook of Emotions and Media to serve as an inspiring source and reference manual for anyone interested in studying emotions in a media context.

For a coherent organization of the 20 chapters in this Handbook, we focused on more or less established research fields within communication and media research, where various theoretical issues are discussed throughout. The chapters are, therefore, organized into five sections, each of them reflecting current research in the respective areas of communication studies and neighboring disciplines. Part I reflects perspectives on emotions and media from evolutionary, theoretical, and methodological backgrounds, while part II more specifically focuses on emotions in the selection and processing of media content with a special emphasis on entertainment media. Part III concentrates on emotional consequences of media use, while part IV relates to various perspectives on emotion and media in politics and persuasion. Finally, part V focuses on emotional experiences in and through newer media technology.




Part I Emotions and media: From motives to meanings and measurements

Part I represents work laying down evolutionary, ontological, psychological, and methodological foundations for an understanding of emotions in a media context. Frank Schwab and Clemens Schwender first offer a conceptual analysis of the characteristics of mediated emotions. They focus on evolutionary thinking in emotion research, discuss current challenges, problems, merits, and highlight frequent misunderstandings. Following their analysis, Elly Konijn, Jelte ten Holt, and Julia de Jonge review how developments in emotion psychology, including recent insights from neuropsychological emotion research, match ongoing research in communication and media. Then, Xia Zheng, Annie Lang, and David Ewoldsen lay out the measurements of positive and negative affect in media research, discussing how there has been remarkably little standardization of concepts or measurements in the field.



Part II Emotions in the selection and processing of media content

Melissa Robinson and Silvia Knobloch-Westerwick disclose the role of affect and Mood Management in selective exposure to media messages while Robin Nabi, Jiyeon So, Abby Prestin, and Debora Pérez Torres examine the emotional benefits and pitfalls of media consumption in media-based emotional coping. Mary Beth Oliver shows that entertainment is more than positive audience enjoyment through “feel good” stories. She lays out that meaningful affect in response to media portrayals is highly powerful in the entertainment experience. Arthur Raney and Joshua Baldwin round up part II by investigating the role of morality in emotional responses to entertainment.



Part III Emotional consequences of media use

Patrick Bender and Christopher Barlett start this section of the Handbook by laying out the field of affective consequences of media use. Hereafter, Benjamin Detenber, Jingjing Han, and Annie Lang disclose the diverse influence of form and presentation attributes of traditional media on emotions. Nick Bowman reviews extant literature on positive, negative, and complex emotions from video game play, discusses emerging technologies such as virtual reality and gives insight into possible future research in the field of emotions of digital games. Lilie Chouliaraki analyses disaster news and public emotions, another very timely topic. She approaches the discourse of humanitarianism as a crucial site and argues that solidarity today moves from a morality of “common humanity” toward a morality of the self as the motivation for action.



Part IV Emotion and media in politics and persuasion

In the first chapter of the section, Stephen Stifano, Ross Buck, and Stacie Powers investigate empathy and vicarious learning in media use and disclose that media emotions are powerful aliments to emotional education. Based on four decades of research on the media, the emotions of justice, and the social construction of fear, David Altheide then examines how fear is routinely used in the (mass) media, illustrated by case studies from terrorism attacks to election campaigns. Monique Turner and Ruth Jin-Hee Heo discuss how emotions play a role in persuasion processes and when making decisions, reviewing many studies that tested emotional dynamics affecting one's cognitions and attitudes. In the next chapter, Erik Bucy takes an embodied cognition perspective on the relationship between leaders and followers, examining the ways that embodied forms of communication attract and sustain attention, including the rise of populist leaders internationally. Mariken van der Velden and Isabella Rebasso review how emotions in political communication research have been understudied, whereas emotional appeals have been shown to matter for electoral strategies and elicit behavioral effects on citizens.



Part V Emotions and interactive media

Part five of the Handbook opens the scope to integrate state of the art research perspectives in the field of emotions and interactive/digital media. Jonathan Gratch and Gale Lucas investigate emotionally resonant media and display vital advances in sensing, understanding, and influencing human emotion through interactive media with relevant applications for entertainment, education, health, and communication. Hereafter, Hanseul Jun and Jeremy Bailenson disclose theory and research that examines the causes and effects of synchrony on emotion and discuss potential implications for academic research in virtual reality applications. Nicholas Bowman, Elizabeth Cohen and Katrin Döveling review current findings on emotions and digital media, highlighting that our emotional connections with digital technologies, their content, and their users become more multifaceted, the more digital technologies evolve, specifically focusing on emotion regulation in interactive media systems.
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Introduction: The basics

Why do humans devote so much of their time and energy to the media and bring such enormous resources to bear when making up and telling stories? They go to the movies, watch television, listen to the radio, and read books and comics. Even in societies with little or no access to mass media people spend countless hours listening to and telling stories, singing and dancing together, acting out, and laughing over fictional events (cf. Konijn this volume). The emotional involvement in stories is often as intense as that of real events. The perception of anger, sorrow, fear, and hate, not to mention pleasure and joy, is immediate and direct. It appears that an essential function of the mediation of real and fictional stories is the generation of this emotional component. Mediated entertainment, having no other apparent purpose than amusement, is seemingly dysfunctional in nature, as it prevents people from attending to presumably more important things in life. The function of emotion in the perception of media is therefore essential for an understanding of media and the role of media in society today.

From an evolutionary point of view, the emotional response represents a spontaneous, perceptual appraisal. This innate appraisal mechanism can be triggered by real or imagined events, including those that are mediated. The role of the evolved emotion mechanism in dealing with media is a primary topic of discussion with respect to evolutionary considerations in the communication sciences (Schwender 2006) and media psychology (Schwab 2007b).

In the following, we introduce the fundamental assumptions behind evolutionary psychology (EP), consider those aspects that distinguish the evolutionary perspective from the conventional social sciences, and outline a scientific approach to testing the various assumptions made (Brill and Schwab 2020). Following this introduction, we examine the evolutionary view of emotions as a mechanism of adaptation; we also consider media and emotions as elements in an evolutionary psychological approach to media. Examples of entertainment provided by fictional stories and the mediation of information as news allow us to examine the role of emotions more closely from an evolutionary perspective. What we refer to as “media” today is essentially the use of mostly new digital technology to convey old content. Fairy tales and legends, as well as rumor and gossip (Dunbar 2004), are phenomena that have been around far longer than technologies such as the computer, game console, film, television, radio, or even print, all of which – so the thesis of EP – simply repackage ancient topics. Even mate choice is, in the form of online dating, increasingly absorbed into the digital world (e.g., von Andrian-Werburg et al. 2020).

Such archaic and phylogenetically ancient subject areas as survival and death and love and jealousy are particularly relevant in this respect. In addition to the content of medial entertainment, the skillful presentation of such content in the various forms of media is also of interest. Finally, we consider the question of why the reception and use of emotionalizing media entertainment rewards users and recipients with such a multitude of positive emotions and conclude with a brief look at prospects for further research.

In this chapter, we develop an evolutionary perspective on emotional media reception, and in the case of mediated esthetic entertainment, look at these aspects in greater detail. By esthetics, we are referring in general to the appraisal of sensory perceptions.



Media reception through Darwin's eyes

If we look at the immense appetite for media and the human inclination to satisfy emotional and esthetic needs and desires using media, we must admit that at first glance this, too, seems biologically implausible (Hennighausen and Schwab 2015). Beyond those biologically essential functions, such as mating, rearing our young, feeding, and avoiding becoming prey, what possible benefit could derive from this strange, extravagant, and frequently elaborate human behavior?

Media events induce emotions in the recipient or user through the presentation of topics and events within an emotionalizing dramaturgy (Schwender 2006). Since the beginning of the earliest media – cave painting, theater, and pictorial and written notation – but even earlier, almost all human cultures have expended significant resources on the emotional engagement of its members (Zillmann 2000). Through using emotionalizing, generally entertaining, media, recipients thereby fulfill their desire to experience a multitude of diverse emotions. But just why do recipients invest such a vast amount of time and money in entertainment and artistic amusement?

Darwin, in his book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animal (1872/2005), particularly emphasized the role of emotions, characterizing some as being innate and universal in nature. Current findings indicate that primates demonstrate comparable emotional expressions, that various cultures express certain emotions in similar ways (Cowen and Keltner 2020; Parkinson et al. 2017), and that the activities of specific areas in the brain – among these the amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex – are linked to specific emotions. These findings suggest an evolutionary basis for human emotion (Lange et al. 2020). Emotion researchers such as Nesse (1990), Fredrickson (1998), and Ekman and Davidson (1994) all assume evolved biological functions for specific emotional states. From an evolutionary perspective, negative emotions, for example, serve to prepare the individual mentally and physiologically to adaptively deal with adverse circumstances (cf. Cantor this volume). Positive emotions, on the other hand, appear to stimulate the expansion of human mental capability. Fredrickson (1998: 218) described this as “broaden[ing] our mindset.” The evolutionary perspective thus supplements conventional, i.e., proximate, current genetic, and ontogenetic approaches to emotion theory with ultimate and thus phylogenetic explanations (Cosmides and Tooby 2000). Nevertheless, it is also necessary to determine how the respective emotional mechanisms arose. Their structural development – so the central assumption of EP – accordingly determines their design and this, in turn, their functionality. Media events target these evolved emotional mechanisms (e.g., moral indignation [see von Andrian-Werburg and Schwab 2019], jealousy, pride, success, shame, and guilt), and media recipients react to the contents in accordance with their evolved mental emotional architecture. This – so the hypothesis – motivates user behavior and influences the cognitive processing of the media content.



Looking at psychology through Darwin's eyes

Charles Darwin rather cautiously only hinted at the possibility of extending the theory of evolution to the human species:


In the future I see open fields for far more important researches. Psychology will be securely based on the foundation already well laid by Mr. Herbert Spencer, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation. Much light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.

(Darwin 1859/2008: 283)



Today it is EP that has adopted Darwin's course. If sensory perception and communication make up key elements of the human entity, then media research from an EP perspective is not only possible but even advisable.

For the evolutionary psychologist, the human mind is first and foremost an “adaptive toolbox” (Gigerenzer and Selten 2002) that our early ancestors could use in learning to adapt to their environment. Thus, the human mental architecture would appear to be, at least in part, a sort of intellectual fossil. Evolutionary psychologists refer to this as the mismatch of evolutionary design (Workman and Reader 2008) and make the following assumptions: During human evolution, we find multigenerational adaptive problems, the solution of which has yielded certain selection advantages. For this purpose, area-specific evolved psychological mechanisms (EPMs) have arisen; these can be conceptualized as information-processing structures. An analysis of such EPMs always includes the question of their ultimate and proximate biological functions (Workman and Reader 2008). Modern humans in their aptitude and in behavior are very much the result of an evolutionary process of adaptation. The body, like the brain, has developed by means of adaptation to its natural, social, and sexual environment (Cosmides and Tooby 1992). Michael Ghiselin's approach (Darwin and Evolutionary Psychology), which appeared in 1973 in the journal Science, can be considered the starting point of EP. In 1992, the first (and still today, primary) book was published that drew together the fundamental ideas and concepts behind the theory: The Adapted Mind (Barkow et al. 1992). Two further surveys of this field, Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology (Crawford 1998) and Evolutionary Psychology (Workman and Reader 2008), carry on this effort.

EP is not a further psychological discipline, but rather a new paradigm within the field of psychology, a theory on the development of the human mind. It is a new perspective on the various psychological disciplines. It criticizes the supposition, widely disseminated in cognitive psychology and communications sciences that a small number of domain-spanning all-purpose mechanisms, such as learning and rationality, provide the basis for human psychological functioning.

EP methods derive from evolutionary biology and experimental and cognitive psychology. Hypotheses are developed based on presumed conditions in early evolutionary history (Cosmides and Tooby 2000).

Although EP can be described as the fusion of cognitive psychology with Darwinian thinking, a preeminent role is given to emotion. Thus it is worth looking at the key aspects of evolutionary thinking with respect to human emotionality; in doing so, the main focus will be on the perspective of the Santa Barbara school (e.g., Cosmides and Tooby 2000; for an overview of further prominent evolutionary emotion psychology approaches, see Schwab 2004, 2006; Workman and Reader 2008).



Evolutionary psychology and emotions: Darwin's perspective as an eye-opener


Why is the evolutionary perspective key to an analysis of emotions?

Computer gamers are attracted to Lara Croft; female filmgoers react with delight to George Clooney and fear for Bond's life. Yet, surely it is clear to us all that film and television images are merely moving dots of light and that the written word itself is more than sufficient to trigger these emotions. Explanations of such phenomena are not easily accessible by means of a purely rational-cognitive approach – indeed, they appear extremely unreasonable. The logic of the heart, and thus of emotion, is primarily an evolutionary one.

In EP, emotions have been characterized as being the bandleaders of a “cognitive orchestra” (Cosmides and Tooby 2000). These various emotional directors metaprograms; each recognizes specific situations even when they are being mediated; each seeks to influence in its own fashion the various cognitive subprograms and subroutines.



Research into emotions can profit from an evolutionary perspective

The presumed relationship between the past environment and the structure of emotions makes the evolutionary approach particularly fruitful for emotion researchers. Knowledge of earlier evolutionary aspects of the environment allows them to make assumptions about the architecture of emotional mechanisms (Lange et al. 2020). Emotional adaptation involves the following criteria:


	an evolutionarily reoccurring situation or condition,


	an adaptive problem,


	motivational stimuli,


	situation-detection algorithms,


	priority-allocation algorithms,


	an internal communication system, and


	specific reaction algorithms of the cognitive subroutines that need to be controlled.




Emotional metaprograms can influence goals, motives, conceptual and interpretational contexts, perception, memory, attention, physiology, communication, and expression (Cosmides and Tooby 2000). A further important function is to be found within their recalibration function with respect to past, emotional decisions. Along with the ability to utilize fantasy and media-conveyed fiction, Homo sapiens (modern humans) can access the much more flexible and risk-free evolved wisdom provided by emotions. Humans use media to experience the subjective emotional significance of the most diverse media narratives; instead of the need to experience and thereby gain maturity from a real relationship crisis, they can test emotional reactions to media-mediated problematic relationships without repercussions. By watching, the individual learns how others gain experience and is free to transfers this knowledge to his or her own situation.




Media and emotions: An evolutionary perspective

An explicit involvement with media is rather rare among evolutionary psychologists; Barkow, in “Gossip and Social Stratification” (1992), addresses the perception of subjects and persons in the mass media. The hypotheses he develops provide a theoretical foundation for the model of parasocial interaction (Horton and Wohl 1956). Steven Pinker (2002: 521) formulates fundamental assumptions about the functions of fiction, humor, art, and entertainment in his chapter “The meaning of life.” Two contributions, which refer to evolutionary theses, can be found in the volume edited by Vorderer and Bryant, Psychology of Entertainment (2006). Vorderer et al. (2006) develop some fundamental concepts with respect to our motivation letting ourselves be entertained (see also “Entertainment is Emotion,” Tan 2008); Ohler and Nieding (2006) write about entertainment from an explicitly evolutionary perspective. In 2007, the German Zeitschrift für Medienpsychologie (Journal of Media Psychology) devoted a special issue to the topic of EP (Schwab 2007b). In 2016, Rene Weber founded the “communication and biology interest group” within the International Communication Association (ICA). He is director of the media neuroscience lab with a focus on the biological aspects of media research and thus also with a Darwinian perspective in theorizing (Weber 2015). Breuer et al. (2018) published Evolutionary Psychology and Digital Games: Digital Hunter-Gatherers to include a new media. Another branch of research tries to identify what role variables such as one's gender play when it comes to the production and consumption of media content (e.g., Lange and Euler 2014; Lange and Schwab 2018; Lange et al. 2013; Miller 1999).

Media psychology is the discipline that attempts to describe and explain human experience and behavior with respect to media. The media user in a modern society functions, from an EP perspective, primarily in accordance with the evolved structural traits of the human mind. Evolutionary media psychologists are above all interested in those aspects of human function dealing with media that have arisen by means of natural and reproductive selection forces.



Entertainment from an evolutionary perspective


What is the evolutionary benefit of entertainment?

Evolutionary psychologists (Buss 2008; Workman and Reader 2008) inquire into the functional and adaptive value of various behavioral patterns and capabilities. Humans have acquired through evolution the ability to test hypotheses about the world in a sort of mental simulation – a virtual rehearsal of the mind; they are thus able to explore a situation without having to incur the risks present in the real world. Both the virtual rehearsal via the imagination (internal) and the sandbox or play kitchen (external) offer a protected space to test the do's and don’ts of human existence (Brill et al. 2018). Films, novels, radio plays, online role-playing games are recorded propositions for such rehearsals. Social selection pressures assume a key role as the formative force in the phylogenetic development of this capability. Through parasocial relationships (Horton and Strauss 1957; Horton and Wohl 1956; Vorderer 1998) and the observation of media figures, media recipients are able to explore their emotional, interpersonal, and social problems – the situations, so the assumption, that humans experience as particularly stimulating and entertaining. Media events and figures serve as human mock-ups and function much like a scarecrow (Schwender 2006), whose shape and form are specifically intended to deceive a bird's perceptual processes; the features trigger specific evolved mental processes and thus target a specific element of the bird's social environment – in this case, a predator. The effect of media is in many aspects very similar. Visual and aural stimuli trigger emotions and thus evolved emotion mechanisms. Media recipients are moved to laugh and cry over fictional persons and events; they interact parasocially with the characters and form long-term parasocial relationships with them. Media content that is entertaining should furthermore take greater precedence, due to its evolutionarily relevant and therefore emotional content.

As media recipients, we are first and foremost interested in social content (Schwender 2006): How do I establish and preserve a sexual relationship? How do I find and maintain cooperative partners? How do I present myself in a positive light? How do I get rid of rivals? How do I protect myself from harm? How do I protect my loved ones and my offspring? According to Barkow (1989), all fundamental goals are biologically determined, but subgoals and complex plans are open to cultural negotiation. Today, some of these social negotiations are carried out in the media.

Among the topics dominating media content, one finds self-aware moral emotions such as shame and guilt as well as critical emotions such as anger, loathing, and contempt (Rozin et al. 1999; see also the contribution by Unz this volume). These emotions evaluate social behavior. Talk shows, political affairs programing, crime thrillers, stories of everyday heroes, and superheroes – time and again we find issues of morality. Emotions are a part of the mental architecture developed during ontogeny. They are shaped by the respective society (Döveling 2005). Media perform in part the fine-tuning of our sense of morality (Schwab 2004; Schwender 2006). In a fast-changing cultural environment, films and television programs offer opportunities for discussions of good and bad. Humans have the capacity to imagine all kinds of different situations. These mental rehearsals offer preventative strategies for problem-solving, and media depictions are their audiovisual representation.

Such mental rehearsals need not only deal with one's own behavior. They are equally valid for critically exploring the thoughts and deeds of others. Media recipients transplant themselves into the inner worlds of their media figures and thus can fathom their motives. The borders are quite wide open – even the visualized representations of psychotics (“Repulsion,” Polanski, UK 1965), perceptions altered by drugs (“Easy Rider,” Hopper, USA 1969), and dreams and nightmares (“Mulholland Drive,” Lynch, USA 2001) may be explored acceptably as behavioral and experiential possibilities.

According to the supernormal conversation hypothesis (Nettle 2005), humans are most interested in the fate of fictitious persons when a problem of biological fitness, for example, personal gains or losses, or a threat to reproductive possibilities, is presented in an intensified form, which may be more impressive than one's own life. The basic topics of medial entertainment seem to be closely connected to the evolved motive and emotion system, which is primarily organized around social problems. Motives and emotions are the perennial “whispering of our genes,” addressed by the human phylogeny (Schwab 2003: 295).

Emotions in the media thus are almost exclusively associated with fitness-relevant issues; however, the involvement with media content not only triggers emotional reactions. Humans become emotionally motivated to a critical involvement with the media content itself. Tan describes:


The main engine in support of engaging in activities such as entertainment, play, and aesthetic activities is the emotion of interest. Darwin (1985/2005) classified interest together with curiosity as one of the ‘intellectual’ emotions that forms the basis of the development of all intellectual powers. A contemporary label is ‘epistemic’ emotions (e.g., Keltner and Shiota 2003).

(Tan 2008: 35)



The goal of epistemic emotions accordingly is to gain knowledge. Emotions and esthetic reactions have something in common – in both cases, a spontaneous appraisal of the human sensory perception occurs; neither is necessarily accessible by means of a rational explanation. Esthetic perception elicits feelings that amount to a judgment. Such feelings directed early humans, for instance, to environmental features offering a greater opportunity for survival. Organisms capable of guiding its movements through the environment must have mechanisms to make predictions about future events (Barkow et al. 1992: 551): “Where should we go to find food or shelter?” or “Will this person be a good father for my offspring?” Since no one can predict the future there are only gut feelings. The answer is given in form of like and dislike. This esthetic feeling is therefore of great importance in the appraisal of perceptions. These feelings or responses vary according to the different need structures. This feeling has three advantages: It is fast, it is the basis for decisions in uncertainty and it can be expressed and discussed.

EP characterizes the enjoyment of art and entertainment as being either a byproduct of evolution (Pinker 1997) or else a consequence of adaptation (Schwender 2006). Presently it is not possible to make a well-founded decision for either of these competing explanatory approaches. In their book, Media Equation, Reeves and Nass (1996) proposed that humans instinctively deal with and react to media entities, even those of fictional characters, computers, and robots, in the same way they would treat a real person (Krämer 2008). The authors were able to demonstrate in experiments that social patterns could also be observed in contact with media. Among other things, we as humans deal courteously with computers: When a computer performing a task asks for an evaluation, the assessment we give is better than that given by another computer (cf. Prendinger this volume).

Pinker (1997: 526) characterizes the entertaining, esthetic aspects of the reception of media narratives as being the futile tickling of the human pleasure center. Among the adaptive explanations given for entertainment and art – covered in the following in greater detail – is Miller's “ornamental mind” theory (2000), which identifies partner selection as the purpose and goal (Lange et al. 2013); the “making special” theory (Dissanayake 2000), which emphasizes social cohesion; and the theories on learning in organization mode, which characterize training and learning as the goal of entertainment activities.



Emotions in a test run – Mind organization

Tooby and Cosmides (2001) emphasize the role of the imaginative faculties for the expansion of our mental abilities with respect to thinking, feeling, and fantasizing. More complex organisms, particularly when aspects of social behavior are involved, no longer respond to information by means of simple reactions. By first making a detailed analysis of such information, humans are capable of a more deliberate response to information and stimuli. Rehearsal, planning, and consideration draw on an inner model of the general social reality. Neurophysiologically, it is the neocortex that analyzes behavior patterns and allows for this differentiation in the behavior repertoire (Lurija 1998).

Tooby and Cosmides initially viewed art as an evolutionary byproduct, but more recently have proposed an adaptive explanation of the phenomenon of art (Tooby and Cosmides 2001). Expanding on their investigations of the human psyche, they are primarily concerned with fictional narratives, but have their sights set on no less than an Evolutionary Theory of Aesthetics, Fiction, and the Arts (Tooby and Cosmides 2001: 6). They make their case for the adaptive nature of fictional narratives by means of a series of findings:


	Fiction integrates the emotional system into the reception, while the action system remains largely inactive.


	Humans are capable of distinguishing between factual and fictional information in a way that memory is not influenced. These distinctions are achieved with an ease that distinguishes all evolved mental mechanisms.


	The ability to “pretend play,” a preadaptation for dealing with fictional narratives, does not develop in autistic persons. Here the dysfunction of a cognitive system points to a specialized cognitive design.


	The mind should favor accurate information. Considering the human preference for fiction over fact, the reasonable expectation that humans should have developed a hunger for truth turns out to be a disappointment. This unlikely behavior, however, delivers a generally better clue to functional design as an expected correlation.


	By no means, however, does the mind remain indifferent to the factual content of information. A communication that is intended to be accepted as true is carefully inspected to verify that it is indeed error-free.




According to Tooby and Cosmides (2001), cognitive adaptations can work in two modes: the function mode – normal operation – or in organization mode – a sort of test or training operation. Playing, learning, and possibly dreaming are examples of the organization mode, which serves the development and expansion of the mind. Art – particularly narrative fictional entertainment – seems to be a fourth form of the organization mode. Organizational modes are apparently active outside of periods of high stress, during times when one is feeling secure and satiated (Schwab 2004).

In the case of a spontaneously arising dangerous situation, a prolonged analysis makes little sense. Here, above all, negative effects have shown to be the more suitable analytical instruments, in the form of fast heuristics. In situations allowing time to plan, on the other hand, various behavioral patterns can be tested (Dennett 1995; Gigerenzer et al. 1999).




Mediated rehearsal

Literature and art can trigger ideas textually and verbally as well as by means of static and moving images. They can be employed to bring social ideas and ideals into a form that is more easily grasped, remembered, and communicated. With respect to their communicative function, they are a form of behavioral rehearsal that utilizes historically developed patterns such as genre and style to examine, explore, and socially fabricate reality as virtual possibility. As in a rehearsal, almost anything can happen. In both medial and internal rehearsals, the task is to run through and test various scenarios – including the unforeseeable. Past events are not only recalled, but also rewritten (“what if I had…”) to draw on past errors and derive the optimized behavior for future occurrences. We run these through our mind (“what would happen if tomorrow I would…”) to prepare for various possibilities and, if necessary, to enable immediate action without first having to work through endless new variations.

We have seen that the capability of mediated rehearsals derives from the inner capacity for virtual rehearsal. Subjective concepts and fantasies become explicable, fixable, and socially negotiable ideas and fantasies – blueprints and outlines for possible action. In the process, however, it would appear that it is less physical relationships and more so emotions and the accompanying motives, intentions, and inner worlds of our medial actors that are relevant (Schwender and Schwab 2007: 69).


Communication of fictional emotional stories

Esthetic preferences differ, and the debates about them seem to be rather important. What fictional and real stories have in common is their narrative structure – motivations for action and their accompanying emotions. Drawing on the theory of EP, Barkow (1992) worked out the topics for the social exchange of information. These include not only topics for gossip in the social network, but also the topics of fictional treatments. A key aspect is that the reports are morally critiqued and thus take on a controlling function in the community. Whether exchanging gossip about real people or media characters, we appraise the plots and motives (Schwender 2006, 2020). Public discourse – as diffuse as it may seem at the individual level – directs human action and sets rules about what may and may not be done emotionally (e.g., feeling rules, display rules; Buck 1988;Hochschild 1983; Döveling 2005).




Entertainment as a positive emotion


Why do people enjoy being scared out of their mind?

The experience of medial entertainment is accompanied by positive feelings of pleasure, interest, and contentment. This induces a mental state receptive to the acquisition of new behavior and knowledge. A meta-study by Hullett (2005) confirms that recipients of persuasive messages seem motivated to seek and maintain a positive mood.



Experiencing entertainment

Most psychological investigations and theories deal with negative emotions – e.g., anger, fear, and loathing (Fredrickson 1998). These are described as emergency reactions that limit the range of thought and behavior to cope with a threat. But what then is the purpose of positive emotions, such as joy, interest, and contentment? Fredrickson (1998) is of the opinion that positive emotions serve to expand the potential for thought and behavior and thus establish the prerequisites for the acquisition of new capabilities and the expansion of existing ones. Under the influence of positive emotions, new, creative, and untested ideas can be admitted for information processing and manipulation. Amusement and entertainment ease the restrictions surrounding the cognitive processes and allow humans to acquire new physical, manipulative, and socially affective capabilities and skills. One can assume that the mediated experience of entertainment is determined in part by the positive emotions of joy, interest, and contentment (Fredrickson 1998; Schwab 2001, 2004).

Joy and amusement occur in secure and not particularly relevant or challenging contexts. Free activation is accessible and flows into diverse activities. Humans playfully allow themselves to be drawn into various aspects of the respective environments.

Interest likewise arises in situations of security – situations, however, brimming with possibility, change, and mystery and are waiting to be explored. Such challenging environments are viewed as important, and we react to them with greater concentration and increased effort. Interest and curiosity serve the development of knowledge and know-how. Intellectually curious, we investigate our environment and integrate new information. The emotional themes offered in literature, theater, and film stimulate human curiosity and thus contribute to our emotional education (Buck 1988).

Contentment deals with cognitive changes. Events and skills are integrated into an expanded self-concept and world view. Vorderer (1998: 691) refers to this form of entertainment reception as “ego-emotional media use” or “working on one's identity.” Through parasocial relationships with characters in the media, viewers can reevaluate their own self-perception.

Recalibration function of emotional media reception: Processes of reevaluation and adaptation can also be triggered and directed by other emotions. Cosmides and Tooby (2000: 109) describe a recalibrating function of emotions. Some emotions start so-called recalibrating machines, which subject the contents of the human memory to a reanalysis; these produce new appraisals of past behavior and occurrences. Sorrow and depressive conditions, for example, cause to reflect on past decisions; we begin to brood and contemplate.

Melodramas seem to offer a form of contemplative entertainment. They stimulate self-reflection: They prompt viewers to engage with and reflect on their identity and question life goals and past experiences. It is possible that processes discussed in the context of terror-management theory also come into play (Solomon et al. 2004). Apparently, there is a relationship between a depressive mood and melodramas or sad films (Baron-Cohen 1997; Cosmides and Tooby 2000; Murphy and Stich 2000). By triggering introspection and reflection, this medially mediated emotional induction is more likely to lead to processes of insight.




Outlook and open questions


The difficulties of dealing with Darwin's ideas

The psychology of the past century can be characterized as an attempt at the “debiologization” of the human mind (Schwab 2004, 2007a,b). In recent decades, however, new concepts in evolutionary biology have developed that derive provable explanations for human behavior from Darwin's theory. These evolutionary explanations lead more often than not to misconceptions – evolution is not the bloody claws of nature; nor is the reproach of genetic determination valid (Schwab 2007a): evolutionary psychologists do not lightly attribute each and every psychological phenomenon to adaptation and then think up some “just-so” story on the phylogeny of the adaptation. The criteria are clear (Buss 2008); strict standards, introduced by Leda Cosmides and John Tooby (1994), govern the extent to which a developmental trait can legitimately be considered an adaptation for the implementation of a specific function X:


	The trait must be species-specific.


	The function X must address an adaptive problem. The same problem must be present across numerous generations, and its solution must bring a reproductive advantage.


	The trait must develop reliably in the environment for which it is adaptive.


	It must be a demonstrable trait that expressly implements function X and is not a byproduct of another adaptation or a law of physics (Buss et al. 1998).




In contrast to conventional assumptions, however, the following aspects are valid:


	A large degree of heritability of the trait is not necessary.


	Variations in the environment may influence the development of the trait.


	Learning can also play a role in its development.




At the same time, evolutionary psychologists (Buss 2008) assume that:


	There are many, distinguishable adaptive problems.


	The solutions to one problem can be differentiated from those of another.


	Successful solutions are dependent on age, gender, context, and individual circumstances.




Naturalistic fallacies are a common reaction to evolutionary explanations: Adaptation becomes justification. Finally, by no means does an evolutionary explanation stand in the way of efforts to find cultural explanations. The evolutionary perspective represents a “culture by nature” approach. Cultural capabilities are a part of the evolved human nature (Schwab and Lange 2017).



Imagine – Sketching out emotional places of action in the mind's eye by means of media

Evolutionary psychologists (Buss 2008; Workman and Reader 2008) are continually questioning the functional and adaptive value of a great variety of human behavior. In the case of media reception, this is by no means a purely cognitive perception process by which merely external stimuli are depicted (Unz 2008). Media reception demonstrates a close relationship to the ability to imagine and integrate new ideas and actions into human internal behavioral rehearsals. This ability to imagine, to sketch out places of action in the mind's eye, is a key skill that was acquired during humanization – the evolutionary process of becoming human. In mental simulations, it becomes possible to test hypotheses about the world without having to risk life or limb in the real world (Dennett 1995). The mediated mental rehearsal offers a secure space in which to observe and assess the outcomes of various do's and don’ts of the human existence. In doing so, it is primarily due to social selection pressure that the contents of these imaginary rehearsals are predominantly of a socio-emotional nature. Media recipients, by means of parasocial relationships and identification (Horton and Wohl 1956) with media characters, are therefore able to efficiently process emotional and social problems and experience these as especially stimulating.



I will survive – The emotional content of media information

Traditional entertainment is not the only area of medial interest that can benefit from an evolutionary perspective. The interest in news may likewise have its origin in the workings of an evolved “surveillance module.” The newscaster represents, in a manner of speaking, the Pleistocene social informant. Evolved cheater and risk detectors are highly sensitive to media content. A false alarm may be nuisance but harmless. Emotions that arise in response to the news function evolutionarily according to the principle of “better safe than sorry.” A threat not recognized in time can be deadly and produce immense costs. “Good news must therefore necessarily be many times ‘better’ than bad news is ‘bad’ before it becomes newsworthy” (Voland 2007: 13). Humans are primarily interested in fitness-threatening information. In these cases, the response is highly emotional. In such situations we are less interested in exploiting a piece of information, but rather more so in ensuring the status quo (Unz and Schwab 2004).



To boldly go… – On the challenges and opportunities offered by an evolutionary perspective

With respect to the phenomenon of emotional media reception, the evolutionary views represent uncharted territory. Buss (2008: 407) likewise emphasizes that many of these ideas are still highly speculative but notes that there is already some empirical evidence in support of them. He insists: “[such] patterns require explanation.” Clearly, EP is still in a pioneering phase of development, even more so regarding evolutionary media psychology presented here.

Viewed from an evolutionary perspective, human emotions direct the cognitive orchestra and thus serve to influence cognitive processes. EP offers important and useful tools and research strategies, linking media psychology to the life sciences. It takes a different perspective on media-psychological phenomena and thus enriches not only theoretical considerations within the discipline but also the resources upon which media psychologists can draw. The investigation of emotional media phenomena in particular – at first glance seemingly irrational, as the example of entertainment demonstrates – can profit from an evolutionary perspective.

Among the initial topics to be approached from an EP perspective are fundamental questions about media reception. To induce emotions subjects are shown pictures or asked to view a film; often without hesitations inferences about emotional processes in real situations are made. But how the brain distinguishes between a medial presentation and reality is not yet clear. If EP can provide explanations for medially triggered emotions, it will likely have consequences for the way such triggers are defined – leading to new definitions of genre. The same is true for news production. The news values theory (Venables 2005) makes predictions about how an event becomes news. Under the premises of EP, however, new classifications will become necessary as attention and relevance take on a quite different emphasis.
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