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Preface
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call became reality after we received generous support from the Arthur
W. Page Center for Integrity in Public Communication at Pennsylvania
State University. The chapters in this volume are the result of the propos-
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pleased that the book has finally been completed.
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support and help from many individuals. Our thanks begin with Denise
Bortree, director of the Page Center, for her support for our work on this
volume throughout the process. We also appreciate the support we
received from several other colleagues at Penn State, including Jonathan
McVerry, Elaine Files, and Dorie Glunt. In preparing for the book, we
relied on many scholars who reviewed the early submissions and the
book chapters for us. Special thanks go to our reviewers: Jeff Conlin,
Ashley Han, Jenny Hou, Yan Jin, Stephanie Madden, Derek Moscato,
Jessica Myrick, Marlene Neill, Diana Sisson, Weiting Tao, and Weirui
Wang. The editorial and production team at Routledge has been a plea-
sure to work with. Their support and suggestions have been invaluable in
the past three years. Suzanne Richardson, our editor at Routledge, has
been an excellent partner, instrumental in helping us successfully navigate
the review and production process of the book. Finally, thank you to the
anonymous reviewers of our book proposal who also provided construc-
tive feedback and suggestions.

We hope you will enjoy the research stories in the book.

Fuyuan Shen
Heidi Hatfield Edwards
December 2022



1 Narratives in Public Communication

An Introduction

Fuyuan Shen and Heidi Hatfield Edwards

In 2021, Unilever’s Dove ran a campaign to raise awareness of the poten-
tially harmful effects of social media on the self-esteem of girls. The
campaign featured a narrative-based ad titled “Reverse Selfie,” which
showed how a young girl put on makeup, took selfies, and edited them
before posting them on social media. At the end of the commercial, it
urged parents to start conversations with their children about the harm-
ful effects of social media. Dove’s use of the narrative ad to burnish its
image as a strong advocate for young women is an example of storytell-
ing in strategic communications. Stories like this can be highly relatable,
interesting, and effective in generate conversations and impact. Today,
corporations and organizations recognize the power of narratives. Many
have been using stories to connect with their audiences, raise awareness
of social and political issues, and communicate corporate and brand
images. It is against this backdrop that we are excited to edit this book
focusing on narratives in public communication including health and
corporate communication, political advertising and activism, and crisis
communication.

Narratives are the stories that we encounter every day. They are the
oldest and most natural form of human communications. Due to their
pervasiveness and potential impact on people, scholarly research has
explored the use and impact of narratives in several related disciplines
including psychology, communication, and marketing (see Braddock &
Dillard, 2016; Shen et al., 2015; Van Laer et al., 2014). Green and Brock
(2000) defined a narrative as “a story that raises unanswered questions,
presents unresolved conflicts, or depicts not yet completed activity; char-
acters may encounter and then resolve a crisis or crises” (p. 701). Hinyard
and Kreuter (2007, p. 778) referred to narratives as “coherent” stories
with characters and identifiable structural features that include begin-
nings, middles, and endings. In general, narratives are different from
rhetorical argument-based and other nonnarrative messages in distinct
ways. First, narratives often present information by sharing the real or
plausible experiences of individuals or characters. Second, the purpose of

DOI: 10.4324/9781003375760-1
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narratives is often to entertain and inform rather than to persuade. As a
result, the persuasive intent of narratives is often implicit, making them
less likely to be contested or resisted by recipients (Dal Cin et al., 2004).
Although narratives are similar to exemplars and testimonials, the lat-
ter are typically mere descriptions of events or individual experiences,
without the details about plots or causal relationships typically seen in
narratives.

Research in recent years has provided strong evidence about the per-
suasive power of narratives (Braddock & Dillard, 2016; Shen et al.,
2015). Compared to rhetorical messages, narratives persuade individu-
als by immersing them in the storylines and involving them emotionally.
Narrative’s persuasion process is different from that of a traditional
persuasion message. Most of the traditional research of message effects
has been conducted and interpreted within the broad framework of the
dual process models of persuasion such as the elaboration likelihood
model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and heuristic/systematic model
(HSM) (Chaiken, 1980). These models are based on the assumption
that message persuasion occurs through two distinct routes: a central/
systematic route or a peripheral/heuristic route (Hinyard & Kreuter,
2007). Persuasion occurs through the central route when individuals
have the motivation and ability to engage in message elaborations.
Attitude change will be a result of the favorability of the subsequent
cognitive elaborations generated in response to the messages. Under the
peripheral route, however, individuals’ attitudes will depend less on the
message and more on non-message and other peripheral cues such as
source attractiveness or credibility.

Narrative persuasion, however, occurs though an entirely different
process. Narrative stories are thought to persuade individuals by engag-
ing them cognitively and emotionally (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009; Dal
Cin et al., 2004; Escalas, 2004; Green & Brock, 2000). In other words,
they can involve audiences mentally by transporting them into the narra-
tive world and arousing emotional reactions. According to Green (2006),
transportation is an “integrative melding of attention, imagery, and feel-
ings” (p. 164). When transported, individuals are likely to focus on the
events in the story rather than engaging in message-related elaborations.

In addition to transportation, narratives’ impact can also be accounted
for by several other mechanisms including identification with characters,
reduced counterarguing, and affective reactions. Identification refers to
“the cognitive and emotional state in which the audience member is
aware not of him- or herself as an audience member, but rather imagines
being one of the characters” of the story (Cohen, 2001, p. 252). Vafeiadis
etal. (2022), for example, studied the effects of narratives told by celebri-
ties regarding the harm of opioid abuse. They found that for some indi-
viduals, narratives can be highly effective, and such effects were mediated
by both transportation and identification.
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Another important explanation for a narrative’s persuasive power is
the notion that narrative messages will discourage counterarguing. This
is especially likely when message recipients are transported into narra-
tives, thereby depleting them of the motivation or cognitive resources
needed to engage in negative cognitive responding (Dal Cin et al., 2004;
Green & Brock, 2000). Counterarguing is the generation of statements or
arguments to refute the positions advocated in a message (Bilandzic &
Busselle, 2013). It is typically measured by asking respondents to list their
counterarguing thoughts or indicate explicitly the extent to which they
dispute or counterargue the message in the narrative (Bilandzic &
Busselle, 2013). Several studies provided evidence that narratives and
narrative transportation suppressed counterarguing (Green & Brock,
2000; Slater & Rouner, 1996). In their study of a narrative TV program
on teen pregnancy, Moyer-Gusé and Nabi (2010) found that identifica-
tion with characters led to a significant reduction of counterarguing and
increased perceived vulnerability to unplanned pregnancy.

Finally, narratives can be highly effective in changing attitudes by cre-
ating emotional connections with story characters. In their experiment,
Mazzocco et al. (2010) found that compared to rational thoughts, emo-
tions as measured by empathy were significant mediators of narrative
persuasion. Hoeken and Sinkeldam (2014) found that identification with
characters in a narrative can evoke strong emotions and, as a result, lead
to attitude change. In addition to these above mechanisms, researchers
have identified several other possible mediators of narratives. These
included perceived realism of the narratives, respondents’ perceived simi-
larity to characters, reducing reactance, selective avoidance, and narra-
tive involvement (Cho et al., 2014; Moyer-Gusé, 2008).

Empirical studies on narratives’ impact span several distinct areas of
communication. One area that has drawn significant research interest is
the use of health narratives and their potential impact. A meta-analysis of
experimental studies found that health narratives, when compared to
nonnarratives, had a significant effect on message attitudes and other
persuasion outcomes (Shen et al., 2015). In their study, for example,
Greene and Brinn (2003) found that the narrative on the harmful effect
of tanning had a significant impact on recipients’ intention to avoid using
tanning beds. Other scholars examined narratives’ impact on a variety of
health issues including smoking cessation (Kim et al., 2012), cancer
screening (Kreuter et al., 2010), exercise (Gray & Harrington, 2011), and
drinking (Braverman, 2008).

Narratives have also been found to be highly effective in changing atti-
tudes and perceptions toward social and political issues. This is particu-
larly true when stories appear in news reports. Journalists have long used
narratives in news reporting. There is a common belief that narrative
reports can make news more interesting and, as a result, attract more
readership (Knobloch et al., 2004; Kramer, 2001). Research has shown
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that narrative news can influence the way in which we interpret social
and political issues and form attitudes. In their study of news coverage of
gas drilling, for example, Shen et al. (2014) found that compared to non-
narrative reports, narrative-based reports on the environmental damages
of gas drilling were highly effective in leading to reduced support for gas
drilling. These effects were particularly strong among individuals who
had strong environmental concerns (Shen et al., 2014, 2017).

Other studies have examined the role of narratives in changing atti-
tudes toward brands and corporations. Studies have found that narrative
ads could engage consumers, resulting in narrative transportation and
positive product attitudes (see Escalas, 2004). Kim et al. (2017) com-
pared narrative versus nonnarrative TV commercials and reached a simi-
lar conclusion. Within corporate communication research, Boukes and
LaMarre (2021) found that narrative-based corporate social responsibil-
ity messages improved the attitudes toward the company via character
identification and transportation.

Despite the growing body of literature in narrative research, many
research questions remain about narratives’ use and impact in public com-
munication. In general, we consider public communication as any strate-
gic communication attempts by individuals or organizations designed to
persuade others. According to Atkin and Rice (2013, p. 3), public com-
munication campaigns include any

purposive attempts to inform or influence behaviors in large audi-
ences within a specified time period using an organized set of com-
munication activities and featuring an array of mediated messages in
multiple channels generally to produce noncommercial benefits to
individuals and society.

Such campaigns cover domains such as health, issue advocacy, corporate
communication, sustainability, and political and science communication.
In this volume, scholars from around the world reported their research
findings on the use and implications of narratives in health promotion,
political advertising, and science and social issue communication. Each of
them contributed to narrative research in their distinct ways—by either
introducing new concepts, using previous underexplored methods, or
extending the study of narratives to new areas.

In their chapter, “Correcting anti-vaccine misinformation with story-
telling: The effects of narratives and correction placement,” Wang and
Huang examine how narrative can be used to effectively debunk misin-
formation on vaccines. Given the public concerns about the negative
influence of the anti-vaccine information we have seen, this is an impor-
tant and timely topic. In conducting their research, the authors intro-
duced another important variable, placement of stories, which was
operationalized as prebunking and debunking. In other words, they
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wanted to explore the extent to which narrative information can work
when it is viewed before or after individuals’ exposure to misinformation.
This simulates the way we are exposed to misinformation as well as cor-
rective information. Their findings provide strong evidence about the
power of narratives in correcting misinformation about vaccines.

The chapter by Tao, Ferdandes, and Ji, “Are repeated stories a good
strategy? Focusing on narrative persuasion in digital political communi-
cation,” provide insight into the impact of message repetition, which has
not been fully explored in narrative research in the past. It is well-known
in the communication and persuasion literature that repeated exposures
to messages can have significant implications for message effects (see
Cacioppo & Petty, 1979; Pechman & Stewart, 1989; Shen et al., 2011).
Tao et al. compared the effects of narrative and numeric messages about
undocumented immigration when participants received varying exposure
to the messages—once, three times, and five times. The dependent vari-
able was message avoidance and counterarguing. The authors found that
compared to the numeric messages, narratives indeed were less likely to
lead to counterarguing at higher levels of exposures.

In a similar vein, Myrick’s chapter, “The effects and implications of con-
suming multiple science narratives for different types of audience engage-
ment,” focuses on effects of multiple exposures to science narratives,
underscoring the importance of repetition. More specifically, Myrick con-
ducted a longitudinal survey experiment to understand how multiple
exposures to science-related narratives would affect public engagement
with and trust in science. Her findings confirmed the importance of nar-
ratives in communicating science. Furthermore, the study provided more
nuanced interpretations of the result of exposure to multiple narratives.
Taken together, the chapters by Tao et al and Myrick provided conver-
gent evidence about the role of repetitive exposures to narratives in com-
munication research.

Taking a slightly different approach, the chapter by Conlin, Yang, and
Shen, “Persuasive mechanisms and effects of narrative video political ads
from the 2018 U.S. midterm elections on voter attitudes,” focuses on the
effects of video narrative in political advertising, another important area
in public communication. Despite the frequent use of narratives in politi-
cal advertising and campaigns (see Vafeiadis et al., 2018), there has been
surprisingly scant research on the effects of such narratives. Conlin et al.
focuses on participants’ emotional responses to narrative political ads.
The ads were sampled from a midterm political election and contained a
variety of negative and positive TV political ads that were either long or
short. Finding from the experiment suggest that after exposure to the ads,
the discrete emotion of happiness is a significant predictor of attitudes
toward the ads and the sponsoring candidate. The effects of commercial
lengths are negligible. These findings are surprising and clearly needs fur-
ther validation by future replication studies. By using existing political
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ads for their experiment, the research has strong external validity. It also
has extended the research by Shen et al. (2023), which focused exclu-
sively on the effects of print political narrative ads.

The chapter by Han, Lou, Edwards, and Shen, “Effects of narrative-
based corporate message and sponsorship disclosure in native CSR
advertising,” extends narrative research to corporate brand communica-
tion. Their chapter reports findings from an experiment designed to test
the effects of narrative corporate social responsibility messages. In addi-
tion, they also manipulated the transparency levels of message sponsor-
ship. This is critical as such messages often would be promoted on social
media platforms. Results suggest that narratives can be effective tools in
corporate communications. This is especially true when the persuasion
intention is subtle.

A significant number of past research studies on narratives used experi-
ments. It is therefore refreshing to see the big data approach used by Lu,
Lee, and Jin in their chapter, “Understanding crisis narratives with large-
scale Twitter data: The role of celebrity and emotions in the virality of
#MeToo social movement messages.” Lu et al. collected Twitter data
associated with the MeToo movement and analyzed the virality of celeb-
rity narratives on the social media platform. The chapter inserts a new
and interesting dimension in narrative research. The approach and their
findings are quite intriguing and thought-provoking. This is a timely topic
with a method that has high ecological validity.

The last three chapters in the volume used qualitative methods in their
research. They complement well the quantitative studies discussed so far.
This starts with Madden’s chapter, “The co-creation of a collective iden-
tity through narrativized sisterhood in a women’s political training pro-
gram.” Madden used a case study approach as well as interviews to trace
how an organization and its members created a narrative of its organiza-
tional identify. By identifying the concept of place in narrative construc-
tion, it enhanced our understanding of the critical underpinnings of
identity narratives.

In her chapter, “The re-enchantment of narratives in disaster risk com-
munication: Developing a storytelling framework with ‘5C* principles,”
Hou also used a qualitative approach to study narrative construction.
Her focus is on disaster communication. Hou used a critical review and
case study to illustrate the application of narrative-based storytelling in
disaster risk communication. By addressing the principles and the tem-
plate of storytelling in a disaster context, her paper offers important
implications for crisis communications.

Finally, Moscato’s chapter, “Constructing the pipeline fight metanar-
rative: Micromobilizations, participation, and environmental advo-
cacy,” focuses how environmental groups build narratives to rally
support for their movement. He interviewed three campaigns’ mobilization
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efforts and how they used participatory grassroots action to change
agendas of publics and policymakers through collective action and
civic engagement.

In summary, we are pleased with the diversity of topics and method-
ological approaches by chapters in this volume. All chapters focus on
understanding either the effects of narratives or the process of narrative
construction. They explore narrative research from varying perspectives
and introduce important concepts to the practice al and academic discus-
sion. Collectively, these chapters have enhanced our outstanding of nar-
ratives’ impact and their applications. By bringing these chapters together
in one volume, we hope they will inspire new research ideas among schol-
ars who are interested in narrative research in public communication and
beyond.
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2 Correcting Anti-Vaccine
Misinformation with Storytelling

The Effects of Narratives and Correction
Placement

Weirui Wang and Yan Huang

There have been growing concerns about the negative influence of the
anti-vaccine movement, especially in light of outbreaks of vaccine-
preventable diseases in the United States (Shelby & Ernst, 2013). While
medical professionals and scientists support vaccination as key to curb-
ing the prevalence of many contagious diseases, public misperceptions of
the side effects of vaccines are growing as a result of the anti-vaccine
misinformation and sentiment virally distributed online. Reports showed
that almost half of all parents with young children have read misinforma-
tion about vaccines on social media (Boseley, 2019); more than one third
of U.S. parents believe that vaccines can cause autism (Dixon et al., 20135).
According to the WHO, vaccine hesitancy has become one of the greatest
threats to global public health (WHO, 2019). Therefore, it is an impera-
tive task for health communicators to explore ways to counteract the
impact of the widely spread anti-vaccine misinformation.

In the present study, narratives are examined as a promising campaign
tool for correcting the influence of anti-vaccine misinformation. Narra-
tives are defined as stories that contain “a representation of connected
events and characters that has an identifiable structure, is bounded in
space and time, and contains implicit or explicit messages about the topic
being addressed” (Kreuter et al., 2007, p. 222). In fact, anti-vaccine activ-
ists have frequently relied on the power of storytelling to create a sub-
stantial amount of fear and doubt about vaccines among new parents
(Shelby & Ernst, 2013). Public health professionals counter the misinfor-
mation typically with statistics, facts, and research-based information.
However, these types of messages may lose the battles against stories of
vaccine injuries presented in the anti-vaccine misinformation, as those
stories are more emotional, engaging, and memorable. Considering the
psychological appeal of narratives, researchers have turned to narrative
correction in hope to foster a stronger defense against the harmful impact
of misinformation (Ecker et al., 2020; Huang & Wang, 2020; Sangalang
et al., 2019).
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Moreover, the study also examines whether correction placement mat-
ters for the efficacy of narrative correction. Prior research has studied
the effectiveness of correction messages presented before (i.e., prebunk-
ing/forewarning) or after misinformation exposure (i.e., debunking/
rebuttals). They are both considered useful tactics. The inoculation the-
ory unfolds the importance of informing people about the threat of mis-
information and preparing them to combat it in advance (Wang &
Huang, 2021). Rebuttals after misinformation exposure have also been
found to effectively change beliefs (Walter & Murphy, 2018). However,
these two strategies have rarely been compared in the same research set-
ting. Due to the prevalence of misinformation and the significant risks it
poses, understanding a full course of actions, before and after misinfor-
mation exposure, to minimize its harmful impact is necessary.

The study empirically tests the influence of narrative correction and
correction placement in combatting anti-vaccine misinformation through
a between-subjects online experiment. Extending the current literature on
narratives and misinformation correction, this research examines the
effects of narrative correction in counteracting anti-vaccine misinforma-
tion and the resulting misbeliefs. Moreover, integrating theories of narra-
tive persuasion and presentation order, it explores how the effectiveness
of narrative correction is conditioned by the order in which individuals
encounter the misinformation and the correction message. The psycho-
logical mechanism underlying the interaction effect is also explored.

Literature Review

Challenges of Correcting Misinformation

Misinformation refers to the incorrect information or information that
makes unscientific or misleading claims (Sangalang et al., 2019). It may
not only cause erroneous individual beliefs, perceptions, and actions but
also adversely impact public policy decisions. Due to the prevalence of
misinformation on the internet, the question of how to effectively correct
misinformation and its harmful impact has raised a great deal of schol-
arly attention in recent years (Ecker et al., 2015; Walter & Murphy,
2018). A substantial body of literature has examined different strategies
for drafting and placing correction messages, including the use of expert
sources (e.g., Vraga & Bode, 2017), peer reccommendations (e.g., Vraga &
Bode, 2018), fact-checkers (e.g., Margolin et al., 2018), two-sided mes-
sages (e.g., Wang & Huang, 2021), inoculation messages (e.g., Maertens
et al., 2020), humor appeals (e.g., Vraga et al., 2019), and so on.
Despite the various ways scholars have identified to counter misin-
formation, empirical evidence has revealed that significant challenges
exist to ensure their effectiveness (Ecker et al., 2014; Thorson, 2016;



