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To Plato, Aristotle, Locke, Hobbes, Hazlitt, Hume, Schiller, Freud, Darwin, and the other intellectual giants on whose shoulders all of us have been blessed to stand while studying entertainment.
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Preface

The Seattle grunge band Nirvana (1991) contributed what may be the defining mantra of these postmodern times in “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” when they proclaimed, “Here we are now, entertain us!” As entertainment becomes a trillion dollar a year industry worldwide (EmanuEl, 1995), as our modern era increasingly lives up to its label of “the entertainment age” (Zillmann & Vorderer, 2000, p. vii), and as economists begin to recognize that entertainment has become the driving force of the new world economy (Wolf, 1999), we can safely say with only a touch of irony that scholars are beginning to catch up with Nirvana and take entertainment seriously. The scholarly spin on entertainment has been manifested in traditional ways (e.g., courses, symposia, sessions at scholarly conferences, consulting) as well as in innovative ones (e.g., videogame design, launching new entertainment companies). Without a doubt, the accumulating empirical evidence, theoretical formulations, and practical wisdom are contributing mightily to the emerging area of entertainment theory.

But the battle is far from won. It is often noted that only by teaching a subject does one fully understand it. A corollary is that teaching makes you cognizant of a topic’s limitations and weaknesses. Having taught numerous seminars in entertainment theory over the years, and having presented a plethora of lectures on various facets of entertainment on several continents, the volume co-editors were not at all surprised to learn that we concurred on most areas about which we had experienced delimiting knowledge gaps in entertainment theory and research. Moreover, independently we had come to the conclusion that the weakest links included fundamental aspects of the topic’s intellectual infrastructure. Specifically, both of us had found that conceptualization and explication of key psychological mechanisms underlying entertainment often were inadequate, and the specific ways entertainment processes purportedly differed from those commonly associated with information, education, or persuasion were not always well-articulated.

Once we realized we concurred on areas in which conceptualization and explication of entertainment mechanisms and processes were underdeveloped, we found ourselves taking a positive turn and identifying scholars who were doing excellent research and theory construction in these underserved aspects of entertainment theory. Again, more often than not, we found that we agreed on the identity and scholarly ability of those who were successfully addressing these troublesome abysses.

At some point in our deliberations (i.e., that “Eureka” moment), we decided that the most productive way of advancing understanding of these psychological mechanisms and processes of entertainment would be to call upon those peers who seemed to be making the most significant progress in understanding these fundamental intellectual underpinnings of entertainment theory and ask them if they would be willing to share their insights—as well as the fruits of their scholarship—with kindred spirits. To our great pleasure, our associates were more than willing to synthesize their research, as well as the cognate scholarship of others, in the several research domains we had identified. The concrete product of our collaboration is Psychology of Entertainment, which is dedicated to advancing understanding of the fundamental psychological processes and mechanisms of entertainment.


Preparation and Reception Processes

The content of this volume is divided into three basic units. The first section is entitled “Preparation and Reception Processes.” The six chapters in this portion of the book deal with those fundamental mechanisms and processes involved in orienting to and selecting entertainment fare, as well as receiving and processing it.

In the chapter “Motivation,” Peter Vorderer, Francis F. Steen, and Elaine Chan ask why human beings from different cultures and historical periods seek out and enjoy the experience of entertainment. They also productively address the question, “what is entertainment?,” which they consider from both intentionalist and objectivist stances.

Jennings Bryant and John Davies examine a second precursor to entertainment by considering theories and models of the ways modern consumers select entertainment fare from the plethora of choices available to them in today’s digital media environment. In “Selective Exposure Processes,” after considering the intellectual history of selective exposure theory, the authors focus on the processes and outcomes of the theory and critically examine its effectiveness in terms of predicting and explaining selectivity in the information age.

One of the most productive research traditions in media psychology involves the examination of “Attention and Television.” Daniel R. Anderson and Heather L. Kirkorian describe, integrate, and synthesize the several conceptual, methodological, and empirical dimensions of attention and indicate just how and why attention affords a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for entertainment.

L. J. Shrum tackles the elusive concept of “Perception” and its manifold roles as a mechanism of entertainment. The literatures from which this explication and extension are derived are extremely diverse, and their successful integration provides novel insights into the ways we perceive entertainment media.

Nothing is more fundamental to entertainment experiences than the ways in which we encode and store media messages. Richard Jackson Harris, Elizabeth Tait Cady, and Tuan Quoc Tran serve as guides through these processes and mechanisms in their chapter on “Comprehension and Memory.” The chapter concludes with a model of comprehension and memory of entertainment.

The final chapter in this first section is “Media Information Processing” by Robert H. Wicks. By nature, and by intention, this chapter integrates a great deal of the material from the previous five chapters, plus it offers a number of novel discussions, such as its treatment of schemas and framing.


Reaction Processes

The mechanisms and processes by which we are entertained by the media messages we select and receive are explored in the unit on “Reaction Processes.” This is the largest section of Psychology of Entertainment and contains 14 chapters.

Patti M. Valkenburg and Jochen Peter consider the role of “Fantasy and Imagination” before, during, and after exposure to entertainment. They advance and consider a number of thoughtful hypotheses for clarifying the role of fantasy and imagination in various entertainment phenomena.

In “Attribution and Entertainment: It’s Not Who Dunnit, It’s Why,” Nancy Rhodes and James C. Hamilton examine the role causal thinking plays in the process of entertainment. In advancing a new thesis of the role of attributional thinking in the entertainment experience, the authors explore how various aspects of quality fiction are comparable to effective attributional thinking.

One of the theories most often utilized by entertainment researchers is disposition theory. In “The Psychology of Disposition-Based Theories of Media Enjoyment,” Arthur A. Raney critically examines the various assumptions and mechanisms of disposition theory and articulates six principles and features that are common to all disposition-based theories.

Dolf Zillmann tackles one of the most complex yet fundamental processes associated with media entertainment in “Empathy: Affective Reactivity to Others’ Emotional Experiences.” This chapter takes us through various theories of empathy, offers a three-factor theory of empathy, and examines the role of empathy in the changing media landscape.

One of the thorniest topics in entertainment theory is the concept of identification, which Jonathan Cohen addresses in the chapter “Audience Identification with Media Characters.” Perspectives as diverse as literary analysis, critical studies, and traditional social science are integrated in order to comprehensively explore the mechanisms and processes of identification.

Werner Wirth examines “Involvement” and its relationship to the entertainment experience. Beginning with the diverse characterizations and conceptualizations of involvement, this chapter plumbs issues such as the effects of intensity and valence of involvement on entertainment, and it offers an integrated conceptualization of involvement as it relates to entertainment theory.

A second chapter by Dolf Zillmann focuses on “Dramaturgy for Emotions from Fictional Narration.” After critically analyzing aspects of the “willing suspension of disbelief,” this chapter focuses on the roles of excitatory processes in emotional experience and cognitive processes in the mediation of excitatory reactions.

Silvia Knobloch-Westerwick provides a systematic portrayal and assessment of one of the more prominent media theories in “Mood Management: Theory, Evidence, and Advancements.” In addition to carefully profiling and integrating the extant empirical research on the topic, several ideas on further development of mood-management research are provided.

In “Social Identity Theory,” Sabine Trepte examines the ways in which groups to which one belongs affect reception processes and the enjoyment of consuming media with diverse attributes. Also considered are the effects of media entertainment on social identity—the flip side of enjoyment—and how entertainment in the virtual environment may well alter social-identity processes.

One underresearched topic in entertainment theory is the consideration of “Equity and Justice” in media enjoyment. Manfred Schmitt and Jürgen Maes examine the justice motive, demonstrate its role in various entertainment genres, and examine several hypotheses regarding the effects on entertainment value of consideration of equity and justice.

A perennially hot topic in entertainment-theory circles is parasocial interaction. Christoph Klimmt, Tilo Hartmann, and Holger Schramm explicate the concepts of “Parasocial Interactions and Relationships” and examine their role and function in the entertainment process. They conclude with a process-oriented model of parasocial interaction with media characters and posit its impact on entertainment responses.

In “Why Horror Doesn’t Die: The Enduring and Paradoxical Effects of Frightening Entertainment,” Joanne Cantor examines the interplay between fright reactions and the entertainment experience. Developmental differences are considered in correspondence with media characteristics in examining the lingering mixture of pain and pleasure.

Mary Beth Oliver, Jinhee Kim, and Meghan S. Sanders explore the complex role of “Personality” in media entertainment. One distinctive aspect of their chapter comes from their division of entertainment-related variables into “selectivity” versus “enjoyment,” and the articulation of quite distinct personality patterns associated with these different dimensions of the entertainment experience. Personality is also considered as a moderator of media effects and as a dependent variable.

Relying heavily on scholarship from the area of affective neuroscience, Dorina Miron examines the role of “Emotion and Cognition in Entertainment.” In considering the role of pleasure seekers at several different levels, this chapter not only integrates the cognitive and affective sides of the emotional equation, it also raises many new issues and questions for future generations of entertainment theorists to explore.


Application of Psychological Theories and Models to Entertainment Theory

The final section of Psychology of Entertainment provides an opportunity for the application of some well-established—as well as some emerging—psychological and psychobiological theories to be applied to the study of entertainment in ways that seldom have been utilized previously. Four chapters form this section and complete the volume.

In “Sensation Seeking in Entertainment,” Marvin Zuckerman first examines the formulation of the popular personality dimension of sensation seeking, and then explains how high- versus low-sensation seekers select and enjoy various forms of entertainment. Of special interest is the examination of environmental and biological influences of sensation seeking and considerations of how various dimensions of personality underlie different entertainment preferences.

Hedonic psychology has come of age, and Margrit Schreier examines entertainment aspects of this tradition in “(Subjective) Well-Being.” The relationships between psychological well-being, media consumption, and the entertainment experience are shown to be both complex and fascinating, and a number of additional variables are required to begin to understand their interrelationships.

Just when we thought it was safe to put the study of catharsis on the shelf, Brigitte Scheele and Fletcher DuBois provide a radical reformulation of the concept and its intellectual history in “Catharsis as a Moral Form of Entertainment.” Offering developments as different as a critical re-examination of Aristotelian catharsis and a complex remodeling of emotions, this chapter offers rich new possibilities for an expanded understanding of entertainment.

Finally, principles of evolutionary biology are brought to bear on the study of entertainment by Peter Ohler and Gerhild Nieding in “An Evolutionary Perspective on Entertainment.” From entertainment’s origins around Pleistocene campfires to its place in sexual preference and creative intelligence, fresh perspectives on the study of entertainment are provided.


In Sum

As is typically the case in mediated communication, this volume is the work of teams and institutions. We are most grateful to our talented contributors and to the universities that support all of us. Although we often forget to say it or even think it, we really do appreciate the freedom of expression they uphold and foster.

To our good friends at Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers, it is both a pleasure and an honor to collaborate with you again. To Linda Bathgate, the public face of LEA’s values in most of the disciplines we represent, your guidance and friendship are invaluable, and you make those ubiquitous conferences so much more fun. To the other members of the Erlbaum family who toil behind the scenes, thank you.

To our mentors, particularly Dolf Zillmann and Norbert Groeben, we owe you so much for stimulating our interest in entertainment theory and research. We are equally grateful to you for embodying and modeling the purest possible scholarly zeal.

To our students, who are becoming both legion and legend, it really is true that you taught us more than we taught you. As our intellectual family tree grows, because of you we have great confidence in the future of entertainment theory: The best is yet to be.

It has been this pair of editors’ great pleasure to learn so much from the fertile minds of our generous collaborators. It is with considerable pride—and with the sort of enjoyment that only satisfying intellectual rumination and discovery can provide—that we remand this product of their creative genius to your edification, enlightenment, and enjoyment.

—Jennings Bryant

—Peter Vorderer
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PSYCHOLOGY OF ENTERTAINMENT


PART I Preparation and Reception Processes




1 Motivation

Peter Vorderer
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Francis F. Steen
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Elaine Chan
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When we approach entertainment as an experience that is sought after and enjoyed, we encounter the enduring questions of its psychological cause. Why do human beings, across a range of different cultures and historical periods, seek out and enjoy the experience of entertainment? Why do they select and create certain types of situations—and not others—to entertain themselves? Why do they seek entertainment so often, for such long periods of time, and in so many different situations and settings? To ask these questions is to adopt the perspective that entertainment is a response to a certain set of opportunities rather than a feature of a particular media product itself (Bosshart & Macconi, 1998; Bryant & Miron, 2003; Vorderer, 2001; Zillmann & Bryant, 1994).

The motivational question in entertainment research tries to reach beyond a simple description of “who is doing what in which kind of situation” and attempts to explain why things are done as they are. In this chapter, we try to systematize various answers to the question of why people perceive entertainment to constitute a good—why different people, in a wide range of circumstances, want to be entertained and find the experience of being entertained rewarding. However before we do so, we would like to bring a typical, everyday entertainment situation into focus, so that we may capture the complexity of what entertainment can mean to an individual.

It is Thursday night. Rowan, an undergraduate student, is at home in her apartment. She thinks about spending the evening in, rather than heading out to a party with friends. She is not in the mood for that sort of excitement tonight. She brings her laptop computer to the couch and sits. Rowan grabs the remote control and turns on the television, then uses her laptop to instant message her friend that she would rather stay at home. Flipping through the channels, Rowan narrows the viewing alternatives to a cooking special, the second half of Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, and a reality show on MTV. She has seen Ferris Bueller’s Day Off before, but settles on watching a bit until her favorite show, ER, comes on. She gets up and goes to the kitchen to find something to eat, and returns with a bowl of potato chips. Next, she checks the website for ER to make sure this week’s episode will be a new one. She laughs at Bueller’s antics and forgets about ER until the commercial break. Remembering, however, Rowan flips to the appropriate channel, then returns to the kitchen to replenish her chip supply. The TV plays the familiar ER theme song as Rowan returns and again sits on the couch.


We take the sort of situation portrayed in this imaginary scenario to be commonplace, particularly among young people in Western societies who rather frequently find themselves in a broad entertainment context like the one described. Applying a motivational perspective to entertainment and to this specific situation raises the following questions: Why is Rowan (or anybody similar to her) doing this? What prompted her to initiate and arrange this experience? Why does she sustain it for a certain length of time, and what causes her to terminate it? What, if anything, does she gain from it?


a


What Is Entertainment?

Recently, the academic study of entertainment has been identified as one of the most important challenges facing communication theory and research (Bryant, 2004). Since the systematic investigations in the 1980s and 1990s, in particular those by Zillmann and his collaborators in the United States (e.g., Raney & Bryant, 2002; Zillmann & Bryant, 1994; Zillmann & Vorderer, 2000) and by Bosshart and others in Europe (Bosshart, 1979; Bosshart & Hoffman-Riem, 1994; Bosshart & Macconi, 1998), entertainment has often been conceptualized to be an affective response to entertainment products such a movies, TV, music, or books. Similarly, researchers have regarded entertainment as a human activity that might be influenced, triggered, and maybe even shaped by the media product that is selected. Still, it is the individual who deliberately and voluntarily controls entertainment; entertainment is not determined by the product. As a human activity, it includes various physiological, cognitive, affective, and behavioral components. Therefore, entertainment can and should be described and explained by a discipline concerned with human thinking, feeling, and behavior. Psychology, particularly motivational psychology, seeks to answer the questions explicated above. In fact, most researchers in the tradition of Zillmann refer to psychological theories, and have even developed and explicated their own theories that dwell on psychological processes, assumptions, and models (cf., Bryant, Roskos-Ewoldson, & Cantor, 2003). Zillmann himself has explicated a number of different theories, such as mood-management theory, affective-disposition theory, or excitation transfer theory, all of which originate from a psychological understanding of human functioning (cf., Vorderer, 2003). The challenge facing us in the attempt to deepen our understanding of the motivational causes of entertainment is to continue to update our models in light of ongoing advances in psychological theory and research into the causes of human action and behavior. The explanations currently available for why people seek out and enjoy entertainment do not make full use of major theoretical achievements’ made more recently within particular areas of psychology.

In this chapter, we focus our attention on two key areas of new work within the field of psychology to provide a richer and better-grounded causal theory of entertainment. The first of these areas studies human activities that are characterized as being intrinsically motivated and experienced as being ends within themselves. Although the study of intrinsic motivation reaches back to the origins of psychology (e.g., Spencer, 1872–73), the area has in recent years been revitalized by a concerted effort to identify the actual needs that people seek to satisfy with their behavior, to relate the dynamics of intrinsic to extrinsic forms of motivation, and to understand what makes people change their levels of motivation and preferences over time. The second area is evolutionary psychology, which examine the role of natural selection in the design of human cognitive and emotional abilities and proclivities (Chapter 24 by Ohler & Nieding). Following previous work (Steen & Owens, 2001; Tooby & Cosmides, 2001), we develop the proposal that a suite of adaptations tied to the natural phenomenon of play provides an additional gateway to a better understanding of important aspects of entertainment.

By drawing on these two new areas of work, we wish to emphasize that a coherent theory of entertainment must be able to handle theoretical innovations and new data from two very different perspectives, or stances, that we term intentionalist and objectivist. Adopting an intentionalist stance (Dennett, 1987) is to look for the causes of entertainment in people’s subjective mental states. Mood-management theory, for instance, implies an intentionalist stance, in which the subjective mental state, “mood”, and the intention to manage it are attributed to the participants of the study, and by induction to people in general. Intentionalist theories utilize a general understanding of agents to formulate causal theories.

In contrast, an objectivist stance assumes that causal relations between material, physiological processes can explain the phenomena (Leslie, 1994). In these theories, people’s motivations are understood to be the result of these processes. What links the adaptive design and the physiological effect is the notion that the brain is processing information, and that natural selection over long periods of time has the effect of creating organic structures that are optimized for certain kinds of information processing. From this point of view it might be argued, for instance, that the reason people devote time and resources to multiplayer online games is that reward circuits in the nucleus accumbens are activated during this activity. Because major structures in the brain are common to all, this argument can be extended to suggest that natural selection for some other activity, such as rough-and-tumble play (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2002) has created a connection between certain forms of play and the brain’s reward structures that society can to tap into and activate with the design of dedicated technologies.

The intentionalist and the objectivist stances rely on different assumptions, argue on different levels of abstraction, and have therefore long been treated as rivaling explanations, their boundaries delineating the split between the “two cultures” (Snow, 1959/1993), humanities and the sciences. Nevertheless, we will here present a general framework here suggesting that both types of theories are necessary and complement each other in important ways.


What Is Motivation? Seeking An Intentional Approach to Entertainment

Most theories of motivational psychology have distinguished between potential causes of human activities as originating either from within an individual or from external sources (Heider, 1958). The differentiation between intrinsically and extrinsically motivated behavior (or action) that developed later stems from this dichotomy. According to this view, external causes initiate and shape extrinsically motivated behavior, particularly with rewards and punishments. Behaviorism, as a school of thought and a research paradigm, dominated psychology for decades of the 20th century, and successfully demonstrated how specific rewards and punishments given at various points in time could influence almost all dimensions of human functioning. Intrinsically motivated behavior, on the other hand, is seen as something that has its end in itself. An intrinsically motivated individual behaves or acts for the satisfaction inherent in the behavior he or she performs. Satisfaction may come from positive feelings of being effective (cf., White, 1959), or simply from being the origin of behavior (cf., deCharms, 1968). Following this dichotomy, A person may devote time to learning a particular subject because he or she wants to do well on an exam (extrinsically motivated) or may do so because the subject is fascinating in itself and learning about it is inherently enjoyable (intrinsically motivated).

Although some psychologists have more recently suggested that researchers further differentiate between a “structural sense” (the relation between the activity and its goal) and a “substantive sense” (the type of goal the activity is meant to attain) of intrinsic motivation (cf., e. g., Shah & Kruglanski, 2000), we will use the simple dichotomy here to describe entertainment as an intrinsically motivated response to certain media products. Cases in which one must entertain him- or herself in order to attain a goal that lies outside the activity itself also exist (e.g., a student who must watch a movie in order to criticize it for class, a professor who must play a video game so that he or she can teach about it at school, etc.), but these certainly are not prototypical cases.

Someone who is seeking entertainment usually does so for its own sake, that is, in order to experience something positive, such as enjoyment, suspense, amusement, serenity, and so on (cf., Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). As a person prepares to be entertained, and when he or she chooses a specific activity or selects a particular product for this purpose, however, the desired experience still lies in the future. Take, for example, the previously outlined scenario in which Rowan gets ready for some entertainment. She sits in front of her TV with a laptop and a supply of chips, not because of an entertainment experience she is already having, but because of one she is expecting to have. In other words, she directs her activity toward a future psychological state that, so far, is only represented in her mind. Representations like this future state are usually considered goals, and individuals appear to be able to regulate their activities toward these goals.

What sorts of activities hold intrinsic interest for people? According to Ryan and Deci (2000), these activities must have the appeal of novelty (cf., also Berlyne, 1971; 1974), challenge (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), or aesthetic value. Following the observation that, from the time of birth, children are active, curious, and playful, even in the absence of rewards, Ryan and Deci (2000; see also Ryan, 1995) regard intrinsic motivation as a construct that “describes this natural inclination toward assimilation, mastery, spontaneous interest, and exploration” (p. 70; also see Kelly, 1955, for an early example of such a model). This cognitive evaluation theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) aims to specify factors that explain variability in intrinsic motivation. The theory is based on the assumption that humans have three fundamental needs, and that the satisfaction of these needs is essential and crucial not only for an individual’s intrinsic motivation, but for a person’s well-being and mental health generally, as well. They claim a need for competence and a need for autonomy. In fact, empirical research in line with this theory shows that social-contextual factors (e.g., feedback) that support feelings of competence during a given action enhance intrinsic motivation for that action, as much as optimal challenges and freedom from demeaning evaluations facilitate it (Fisher, 1978; Ryan, 1982; deCharms, 1968). They conclude that, in order to maintain intrinsic motivation and perform well, people must perceive their behavior to be self-determined (Reeve, 1996) and autonomous.

Ryan and Deci’s so-called self-determination theory (into which later on the previously mentioned cognitive evaluation theory seems to have merged) has identified relatedness as a third human need that, when satisfied, helps intrinsic motivation flourish. That is, a secure relational base between an individual and another person (parent, teacher, peer, friend, etc.) is not only important so that infants can explore their early environments, but it also impacts (intrinsic) activities over their life spans. Ryan and Deci (2000) stipulate that the three needs are universal and developmentally persistent, although their relative salience and the ways these needs can be satisfied may change across the life span. Also, there is little doubt that the modes of expression of these needs may vary in different cultures: “The very fact that need satisfaction is facilitated by the internalization and integration of culturally endorsed values and behaviors suggests that individuals are likely to express their competence, autonomy, and relatedness differently within cultures that hold different values” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 75).


Entertainment As Intrinsically Motivated Experience

We use self-determination theory to explain people’s overall interest in entertainment by suggesting that media consumption in general, and the use of entertainment media products in particular, provide specific ways to satisfy the fundamental psychological needs proposed. First, exposure to entertainment products is usually an activity that has an end in itself, and thereby qualifies as being intrinsically motivated. It serves all three fundamental needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness, although these needs materialize differently over a life span, in different cultures, situations, and even personalities. However, entertainment products are suitable to use nearly anywhere and anytime.

As far as the need for competence is concerned, it is interesting to note that television use in particular often has been considered to be “easy,” while reading frequently is regarded by many as “tough,” or requiring effort. Salomon (1984) has shown that the cognitive activity invested in following TV programs is rather low, and that most audiences select programs that are not overly challenging (see also Weidenmann, 1989). Henning and Vorderer (2001) demonstrated that massive consumption of TV is correlated with a rather low need for cognition. Groeben and Vorderer (1988) have followed Berlyne’s (1971; 1974) motivational theory of aesthetic appreciation and argued that readers of literary texts usually select and particularly enjoy texts that challenge them—but only up to the point where they can still master the challenge. In sum, entertainment has almost always been described as an activity where there is rather little challenge, or only as much challenge as the media user can still handle successfully. This, of course, would be the optimal challenge, the level that allows people to feel the greatest sense of competence. The feeling of competence is therefore almost guaranteed, and it can be created without much effort. Where else can somebody feel competent so often, so easily, and so profoundly? Video games, which are among the most appealing facilitators of entertainment these days, particularly among younger males (as an overview: Vorderer & Bryant, in press), provide an excellent example of this. The level of complexity, difficulty, and challenge of a given game varies and is dependent on the settings that are either chosen by the player or automatically set by the game. The game itself may choose an optimal difficulty level based on the amount of skill or expertise a player has demonstrated previously. In other words, a video game guarantees the player to be challenged at a level he or she can master without becoming bored or overwhelmed. The importance of competition and challenge for a video game player’s entertainment experience is often mentioned (e.g., Vorderer, Bryant, Weber, Pieper, in press), which seems to support the notion that individuals often seek to experience competence in entertainment. As in the above mentioned example of Rowan’s entertainment experience, we can consider how carefully she prepares for a situation in which she will be able to avoid boredom and find some challenge (which is why she chooses to use different media at the same time) while making sure that this situation will not overwhelm her or give her a sense of being incompetent.

With respect to the need for autonomy, it is also obvious that exposure to a particular entertainment program typically fits the description of an activity that is not forced, influenced, or triggered by others. While there is little doubt that entertainment users may be influenced by their peers’ attitudes, preferences, and values in selecting specific entertainment products, most users do not consider themselves to be subject to such influences. Indeed, media users typically overestimate their independence from outside influences and see their choices as directed by their individual interests and preferences. This biased self-view has consequences for an entire research paradigm on uses and gratifications (Rosengren, Wenner, & Palmgreen, 1985; Rubin, 2002), in which the motivational question is answered by summarizing the various responses that are given by research participants. The uses-and-gratifications-paradigm assumes that respondents are fully aware of their own motives and able and willing to express them accurately. Verbal reports provided by the subjects are thus considered valid and sufficient evidence. Although this approach has been questioned and criticized for a range of reasons (e.g., Zillmann, 1985), what matters in the present context is that the approach will perpetuate an exaggerated assessment of a person’s autonomy. Certainly, it confirms that people tend to see themselves as highly self-directed. The availability of media entertainment products, almost anywhere and at any time, provides users with the objective circumstances that make the experience of autonomy easy to sustain. The perception of unconstrained choice also gives users a sense that the activity is absent outside control. In our original example, it appears that Rowan believes she is selecting ER on TV as her favorite show, whereas positive appraisals of the show by her peers may in fact be highly influential.

Finally, as far as relatedness is concerned—that is, the need to feel in touch with somebody else—an extensive body of literature shows that TV especially provides its users with a sense of relatedness, even in situations when they are watching alone. The connection that some viewers feel with hosts, anchormen and -women, or other media personae who appear to be addressing a single member of the audience, gave way to the study of so-called parasocial interactions and parasocial relations (originally: Horton & Wohl, 1956; see Chapter 17 Klimmt, Hartmann & Schramm). This research shows that media users do not sense that they are alone. They usually feel connected and related to characters in movies, shows, novels, and even video games. The sense of parasocial interaction, or having a relationship with a media figure, accounts for much of the interest in specific programs. Some users may go so far as to admire and adore some persona and select a movie, a book, or a game primarily—or even exclusively—because of the person or character’s role in it. Parasocial interaction explains the prominence of celebrities in entertainment products, which leads many to consume media for the purpose of connecting or relating to a celebrity.

Affective disposition-theory also explains how the audience’s moral judgments of the characters’ behavior lead to either hopes or fears about the characters’ fortune and subsequently to empathy or counterempathy with them. Again, applied to Rowan’s situation described above, we understand that she intends to relate to a friend through messaging, presumably about the TV show she is going to watch, and maybe also about one or more personae of this show. This could be a character for instance, Dr. Carter, who has been part of this show from its very beginning in 1994, or it could be Noah Wyle, the actor playing this character. Such examples suggest the impact on media users of real or fictional personae in the media, and the effectiveness of entertainment products in creating the impression of being related, thereby satisfying the third fundamental need proposed by Ryan and Deci (2000).

So far, we have focused on recent work in the psychology of intrinsically motivated behavior. We now propose to broaden the perspective by situating intrinsically motivated behaviors within an evolutionary perspective, thus adopting an objectivist stance in which causal material processes are invoked to explain the design and functioning of the mind.


What Is Function? Seeking An Objectivist Approach to Entertainment

At first blush, a theory of human behavior that holds that the behavior is engaged in for its own sake may appear to pose a challenge to an evolutionary account. Evolution is the story of functional outcomes, and an activity that is indifferent to its own consequences would appear to elude the dragnet of biology altogether. We will show that this reasoning is fallacious, and the task of clearing up the fallacy will allow us to characterize in a more precise manner what is distinctive about entertainment.

As the French materialist philosopher Maupertuis (1745) realized more than a century before Darwin, organic design can be explained by a dynamic process of incremental change from generation to generation (cf., Glass, 1959). Over a multiplicity of individual events, organisms with a physiology that provide a better fit with their environment have a greater chance of surviving to leave offspring. An organism without a mouth, Maupertuis reasoned, would be unable to eat, and thus die without issue. Central to Maupertuis’ argument, later formalized by Darwin, is the notion of a biological function. A theory of the biological function of an organ, such as a mouth, explains the precise organic design of the mouth—the presence of an opening, of teeth, of a tongue, of saliva glands, and so on—as a result of a historical process over a large number of generations. Those individuals who were endowed with a well-engineered mouth, given their local environment, tended on average to leave more offspring, thus making that particular design more common in the population.

Within evolutionary theory, the generalization of physiological design to behavior is not unproblematic. It does not follow, for instance, from the notion that organic design is the outcome of a long period of natural selection, that an organism’s behavior is similarly determined by this history. In the case of human beings, for instance, our full range of possible activities cannot be determined by an examination of our history, however exhaustive. There is a very simple reason for this: our physiology, including that of our brain and nervous system, enable us to engage in a far larger number of activities than natural selection has acted on. We must therefore distinguish between the biological function of a particular organ and its actual function. While the biological function of the mouth, in Millikan’s term, is the function the mouth was designed to solve, by virtue of its past successes (Millikan, 1984, 1993), its actual function may include such evolutionarily novel activities as sucking on a cigarette, inflating a balloon, and playing a harmonica.

In a word, the causal link between natural selection and behavior is attenuated by the intermediation of psychology. It is here we encounter the first clue to the misunderstanding that evolutionary theories cannot comprehend—intrinsically rewarding activities. Yet it is not altogether simple to navigate the strait between the Scylla of a total evolutionary reductionism, on the one hand, and the Charybdis of a vision of human psychology untouched by biological history on the other.

Consider the case of a series of activities that human beings find intrinsically enjoyable, yet would not characterize as entertainment—activities such as eating, sleeping, and sexual intercourse. To engage in these activities, we do not typically need an extrinsic reward; they are experienced as ends in themselves. We sit down and eat when we are in a physiological and mental state that makes food taste good, and we stop eating when that state has passed. Now, does this mean that our behavior was caused by our biological history?

In part, we would have to reply “yes”—in consonance with Maupertuis, the individual who lacked the psychological states of hunger, who did not experience a desire for the food placed in front of him, and who did not persist in the activity of eating until he had acquired an adequate amount of nourishment, would surely die. Hunger has a biological function: to ensure that we eat and nourish ourselves. Thus, the explanation that was used to explain the design of the mouth can be extended to include the design of the appetites and the preferences that regulate what goes into the mouth. Yet, at the same time, the food we put on the table today consists largely of items that are evolutionarily novel—that, as it were, natural selection has never seen. Potato chips and sugar-frosted doughnuts did not form part of our ancestors’ diet, and our preferences cannot therefore have evolved to prefer them. In fact the food we just ate may not be nourishing us at all; on the contrary, it might, just as likely, be slowly killing us off, if we participate in the unprecedented national epidemic of obesity.

Although natural selection built the structures that underpin our motivational systems, those structures operate correctly only in an environment that resembles, or approximately reproduces, the environment in which these structures themselves evolved. It is as if nature designed a tricycle, and culture built a freeway for it. Or to invert the metaphor: as if nature constructed a supercomputer, and culture posed it as a problem of which color soap to buy. There is a radical disjunction between the environment in which most of our evolution took place—what Bowlby (1969; cf., Foley, 1995) called “the environment of evolutionary adaptedness”—and our present socially and technologically transformed reality. This disjunction, referred to as adaptive or phenotypic lag, is a general result of changing environmental conditions; in the human case, the effect is vastly speeded up and magnified by our capacity to imagine and create realities without precedence in nature. To claim that the mental state of hunger and the act of eating has a biological function, then, is not to claim that, in any given meal, they actually provide the benefits that the adaptation was designed to provide. Human psychology is optimized for an environment that no longer exists, and culture generates products that target psychological adaptations in a manner that need not be advantageous to the individual, either in terms of survival or reproduction.

Although natural selection operates on outcomes, behavior itself cannot be inherited. Rather, what can be passed on through genetic material is the ability and proclivity to engage in particular types of behavior under perceived types of circumstances. Such abilities, proclivities, and perceptions belong to the domain of psychology. Evolution, then, generates a psychology that has its own priorities, only indirectly connected to the logic of natural selection. In a celebrated and maligned formulation, Herbert Spencer compressed Darwin’s theory into a single phrase, “the survival of the fittest” (1861). He used this phrase to justify a certain vision of society, Social Darwinism, where nature was seen to bestow a normative blessing on successful competitive social climbers. Among other things, Spencer’s motto inadvertently and inappropriately collapsed the logic of natural selection onto human motivational psychology. Just because a biologist finds the concept of fitness useful in understanding the emergence of organic design doesn’t mean that human beings are psychologically motivated to maximize this quality. If human beings truly were fitness maximizers, following the supposed call of nature to leave as many descendants as possible, they would be paying their last savings to be allowed to donate their eggs and sperm to childless couples and sperm banks. Clearly this is not happening: There is nothing in human psychology committed to maximizing what a biologist terms fitness.

In the case of eating, sleeping, and sexual intercourse, it is not difficult to demonstrate that these activities fit the evolutionary paradigm, with the qualification that psychology must be accorded a degree of autonomy. Although these behaviors are subjectively experienced as intrinsically rewarding, an evolutionary account would point out that this psychological intermediation is itself designed by natural selection to encourage and sustain the biological functions of acquiring nourishment, rest, and producing offspring. In this view, these behaviors are intrinsically rewarding precisely because, over evolutionary history, they on average promoted an underlying biological function.

This line of reasoning nevertheless leaves the question this chapter addresses unanswered: What, if any, is the biological function of entertainment? Returning to Rowan’s situation described earlier, does her very modern behavior have an ancient antecedent, and does her appetite for television and her preference for certain programs reflect the operation, in a novel environment, of an ancestral adaptation? One can certainly be forgiven for thinking that natural selection simply cannot be invoked to explain her enjoyment of Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, in particular, or her enjoyment of television and movies in general. To show how our evolutionary history is relevant to contemporary forms of entertainment, we need a better model of what is distinctive about the activity of being entertained.

We propose that what distinguishes entertainment from other forms of intrinsically motivating activities is that in the case of activities such as eating, sleeping, and sexual intercours the purpose of the activity is to change the state of the world. When somebody is hungry, he or she enjoys eating, and the act of eating moves nourishment from outside the body to the inside. If that somehow didn’t happen, the behavior would not be fully satisfied. Imagine, for instance, that somebody was given delicious food, and that this person enjoyed the activity of having it in the mouth and chewing it, but was not allowed to swallow. Such an experience might well be extremely frustrating, and we would ascribe this frustration to a design feature, whose purpose it is to ensure that eating actually delivers its biological result of nourishment.

What is puzzling about entertainment is that it appears to fail to deliver the real thing, and to fail by design. A key feature of entertainment is pretense: In the case of Rowan, for instance, she treats the flickering lights on the screen in some way as if they were real events she was observing, and the actors and actresses in the movie merely pretend that they have the concerns and the emotions they appear to have. In fact, even the buildings, streets, and natural surroundings may be pretend-houses of cardboard, fake studio set streets, and painted or digitally added backdrops. When a patient is rushed to the operating table in ER, he or she doesn’t actually undergo surgery at all; there is just the pretense of cutting and sutures. Yet, in contrast to the case of other intrinsically motivating activities, when somebody is being entertained, this person appears to be satisfied by make-believe, and indeed to prefer a simulacrum over reality itself.

These features of entertainment indicate that its biological function is of a character distinct from that of other forms of intrinsically motivated behaviors. To understand what this function might be, we need to develop a more detailed understanding of what the mind is doing when it is engaged in an act of entertainment—we need a cognitive model.


A Cognitive Model for the Study of Entertainment

The first coherent theory of fiction-based forms of entertainment is Aristotle’s (350 BC) notion that the verbal arts and music are forms of mimesis, traditionally translated as ‘imitation’:

Epic poetry and Tragedy, Comedy also and Dithyrambic poetry, and the music of the flute and of the lyre in most of their forms, are all in their general conception modes of imitation

(Poetics, I.i).


Following Stephenson (1967) and Oatley (1994), we argue that modern technology has provided us with a more potent concept for the arts, namely that of simulation. In a simulation, substitute objects are used to enact the core causal relations of a target phenomenon. Climate modeling, for instance, uses computers to generate a virtual earth with a digital atmosphere warmed by a make-believe sun, in such a manner that the causal relations of the real earth and sun can be systematically investigated. The model is necessarily partial, providing only a selective congruence of entailment structures, or it would be useless, like the map in Borges’ story, which entirely covers the territory.

Because simulations selectively preserve causal relations, they are useful for training purposes, allowing you to acquire an understanding of a significant subset of causal relations without incurring the cost of experimenting with the phenomenon itself. An F16 flight simulator, for instance, allows a novice to acquire experience and practical skills in manipulating a single-seat airplane without risking the loss of life and a multimillion-dollar fighter jet.

Similarly, fiction-based forms of entertainment may be coherently understood as a species of simulation. The ER that Rowan watches, for instance, is not a literal recording of an actual emergency room, but a choreographed simulation using substitute agents and objects—actors instead of doctors, nurses, and injury victims; stage sets instead of real hospitals. The entertaining simulation is superior to an actual recording for two reasons. First of all, a literal recording would be hard to understand. Patients and people would come go, and a live recording would lack the background and contextual information that allows an outsider to make sense of what is happening. A fictional recreation of the events, in contrast, will typically focus on a manageable number of patients and doctors, and provide the viewer with the contextual information. In fact, fictive entertainment not only portrays the core causal relations of the target phenomenon; it makes these relations hyperintelligible (cf. Steen, 2005). In The Distinction of Fiction, Cohn (1999) argues that fictional narrative characteristically employs “narrative situations that open to inside views of the characters’ minds” (vii), rendering the relations between perception, thought, emotion, and action transparent and visible to the reader or spectator. For a striking technologically updated instantiation of this general feature of fiction, consider the dramatic visualizations of the heroine’s mental states in the television series Ally McBeal. Such a feature of fiction-based forms of entertainment is consistent with the notion that the events portrayed are simulations rather than imitations of events: through the use of sets, actors, and scripts, they enact the core relations that characterize the target phenomenon.

The second reason a fictional enactment is superior to a literal, historical recording is that the latter would in most cases be mind-numbingly boring. Fiction is a simulation crafted not only to be hyperintelligible, but to reveal a range of different aspects and possibilities of the phase space modeled. There is a constant premium on novelty at the level of the core relations modeled, typically achieved by introducing some new element in every episode and exploring the entailments of this new element from different angles. A continuous generation of this kind of novelty is closely tied to the experience of entertainment as intrinsically rewarding, as argued by Ryan and Deci (2000).

Our sketch of a cognitive model of entertainment, then, identifies it as a form of simulation, a dynamic model relying on substitute agents and objects that maintains a selective congruence of entailments. The simulation is prototypically focused on the domain of human action and characterized by a level of intelligibility of human relations exceeding those of real-life interactions, a constant exploration of variations in the core relations modeled, and an intrinsic motivation. From an evolutionary perspective, the question can now be asked: Why do human beings engage in an activity structured in this manner at all, and why is it subjectively experienced as intrinsically motivating? Why would a skillfully created fiction-based presentation of an emergency room be entertaining?


Entertainment As Play

The key to answering this question lies in the phenomenon of play (for an overview, see Vorderer, 2001; 2003). Aristotle (350 BC) traces mimesis back to a natural proclivity in animals. “The instinct of imitation,” he argues, “is implanted in man from childhood, one difference between him and other animals being that he is the most imitative of living creatures, and through imitation learns his earliest lessons; and no less universal is the pleasure felt in things imitated” (Poetics I.iv). Aristotle here identifies four natural dimensions of play: its presence in several species of animals, its reliable expression in development, its pedagogical effect, and its inherent motivation. In contemporary terms, play has been found to be primarily a mammalian adaptation (Burghardt, 1984), and to be particularly important in infancy (Fagen, 1981). Its main pedagogical effect may be behavioral flexibility (Fagen, 1975). A tradition from Groos (1898) onward has attempted to make sense of its apparent frivolity or purposelessness; a prominent definition of play is that it encompasses “all motor activity performed postnatally that appears to be purposeless, in which motor patterns from other contexts may often be used in modified forms and altered temporal sequencing” (Bekoff and Byers (1981, pp. 300–301). As Rubin, Fein, & Vandenberg (1983) put it, “Play is intrinsically motivated.”

Play is a credible developmental and evolutionary antecedent to the more sophisticated forms of entertainment we engage in today. Clear continuities exist between animal and human play. In a study of elementary forms of children’s play, Steen & Owens (2001) seek to show that the activity of chase play is structured as a form of predator-evasion training, a form of play ubiquitous in mammals. They argue that play is an evolved pedagogy making use of simulations to lower the cost of learning. Children’s play possesses the core features of simulations, such as the congruence of entailments with the situation modeled. Kavenaugh and Harris (1994) demonstrated in a series of experiments that children engaging in play are reliably able to track the causal consequences of pretend manipulations, so that, for instance, if you immerse a teddy bear into a pretend bath, it becomes wet (cf., Harris, 2000). The complex cognitive machinery required to understand an episode of ER has a long biological and developmental history.

The evolutionary argument is that biology would favor, through natural selection, cognitive adaptations supporting the capacity for and proclivity towards simulation in what was at first a relatively narrow range of situations, namely in cases where high levels of skill are required and the risk of failure is high (Steen & Owens, 2001). The prototypical situation is predation, or, more generally, high-stakes adversarial encounters. In brief, natural selection may have favored individuals who engaged in forms of play that trained them in skills relevant for predation. Such play would have functioned to build skills without having to incur the cost of actually encountering the predator.

An adaptation for learning from play would need to be intrinsically motivating. The virtues of practicing behavioral simulations for an event that has not yet taken place would be lost on young animals and children; they lack the cognitive apparatus for imagining the potentially lethal consequences of not being prepared when the predator arrives. This is why play is inherently gratifying without care about the outcome: Natural selection has built into the mind a natural delight in a range of activities, for reasons the individual need not concern herself with. The natural pedagogy of play and entertainment is no less effective though we do not realize that the biological function of the activity is learning.

An evolutionary theory of play, drawing on a cognitive model of entertainment as a form of simulation, yields a very simple proposition. It suggests that the biological function of entertainment is learning, that such learning is accomplished by means of cognitive adaptations for running, understanding, and parsing simulations, and that the pleasure and enjoyment we feel in fiction-based forms of entertainment is a necessary design feature of this natural pedagogical system. Since the actual function of an adaptation can differ greatly from its biological or evolved function, an evolutionary theory of entertainment does not amount to a claim that modern forms of entertainment, in fact, deliver genuine benefits. The theoretical significance of an evolutionary model is, above all, that it alerts us to the possibility that an underlying biological function is regulating entertainment preferences, even in a world that has long since outrun the environment in which human being evolved.


Toward an Integrated Model of Entertainment

In this chapter, we have introduced two broad types of models to explain what motivates people to seek out entertainment. Entertainment theory, we suggest, will benefit from adopting a mix of intentional and objectivist stances. Recent work in the psychology of intrinsically motivating behaviors allows us to situate entertainment in terms of an intrinsically motivated response to a set of entertainment opportunities. Specifically, we apply and extend Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination theory to the phenomenon of entertainment, emphasizing the centrality of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. We would like to end by demonstrating how these dimensions of intrinsically motivating responses to entertainment can both illuminate and be illuminated by our understanding of the evolutionary ancestry of entertainment in play.

In order to meaningfully relate the intentional and objectivist stances, we have sought to develop a core cognitive model of entertainment. We build on the work of Aristotle (350 BC), Stephenson (1967), and Oatley (1994) to suggest that entertainment can coherently be understood as a form of simulation. A simulation, we now argue, is uniquely suited to facilitating the experience of autonomy and competence that Ryan and Deci (2000) propose are core characteristics of intrinsically motivating experiences. Simulations model a phenomenon by the use of substitute agents and objects, selectively conserving causal relations. This loose and facultative relation between reality and entertainment provides both creators and audiences with a vast opportunity space. Because causal relations are selectively imported, agents retain an autonomy over the model that is unattainable in real life. Moreover, this autonomy can be utilized to fine-tune the selective importation of causal relations, so as to produce optimal challenges that generate the gratifying experience of competence.

These features of entertainment, we suggest, are in turn recognizable as design features of an evolved system whose biological function is learning. By creating a make-believe scenario in which the child can pretend to be, in certain controlled respects, a fearsome lion, or a prey animal escaping a monster, the child is able to assert his autonomy over the situation and indeed to direct the behavior of adults who wish to join in the play (Steen & Owens, 2001). In so doing, the child is also able and motivated to create challenges that are precisely optimized for his or her personal and temporally specific appetite for skill acquisition. This provides the child with an unparalleled opportunity to create a sustained and intensely gratifying experience of competence and mastery. As Csikszentmihalyi (1975) points out, the enjoyment derived from mastery is not merely an affirmation of a routine and tested ability; it is a successful movement into a new area of competence. In terms of biological function, the subjective phenomenology of competence is a sign to the organism that it has mastered an adaptively significant challenge.

The third cardinal element of Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination theory is that of relatedness, and we have argued in some detail prior that entertainment provides a rich opportunity for and experience of becoming closely related to others. In terms of the evolutionary model, the dimension of relatedness prompts us to supplement the pan-mammalian model described herein with a distinctively human extension. For the case of animal play, we argued that a core adaptive target was high-stakes adversarial encounters. While the theme of chase and mortal conflict is certainly a key theme in entertainment—ER, for instance, may heighten interest by dealing with life and death—this is clearly not in itself sufficient to make a television series attractive to watch as entertainment, nor is it central to what makes the series entertaining. In fact human play, starting with young children, adds a dramatically different dimension to the underlying primate and mammalian base. From an early age, children’s play is primarily focused on human relations, and specifically on the complex relations between perception, thought, and action, represented in social roleplay and collaborative narrative play. In adult forms of entertainment, elementary forms of make-believe are elaborated into myths, tragedies, and Hollywood blockbusters (cf., Goldman, 1998). Entertainment, then, involves the exploration of relationships through simulations that permit individuals to identify with substitute agents (cf., Steen, Greenfield, Davies, & Tynes, in press) and thus create the subjective experience of relationships.

We suggest that the model we have sketched in this chapter, uniting work in the psychology of intrinsic motivation, the cognitive analysis of fiction-based forms of entertainment, and the evolutionary and developmental psychology of play, provides an integrated causal model for the study of entertainment. This model opens for a systematic experimental study of entertainment motivation. The utility of such an overarching theory is, above all, to help us formulate coherent research hypotheses about what types of information viewers and audiences may be searching for when then set themselves down before a television, movie screen, theatrical performance, or perform a skit or play before their friends one night when they are free to do exactly as they please.
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The so-called Sovereign Consumer was the archetype of the innocent 20th century portion of the early information age. Ready access to vast amounts of information and entertainment was perceived to be empowering and wholly satisfying. However, as that optimistic era evolves into the more realistic, if not pessimistic, 21st century information age, the Sovereign Consumer is in danger of being replaced by the Overwhelmed Consumer, as the explosion in modern media offers an excess of abundance of every conceivable type of entertainment message and medium. For example, with television having achieved its 500-channel enhanced-TV promise (albeit still with “nothing on”), and with on-screen search-and-access systems falling woefully behind channel availability, viewers are increasingly spending more time searching for something to watch and less time engaged in pleasurable viewing. Satellite radio and Internet radio have replaced the 20th century’s limited local dial with a virtually unlimited national and international digital keypad that puts consumers in touch with any type of audio message they can desire anyplace, anytime. Today’s incredible array of Netpapers, which allows consumers to access with a click of the mouse daily and weekly newspapers of all types from almost any locale around the globe, has usurped the one-newspaper-per-town model of the recent past. Virtually endless racks of specialized magazines and a staggering array of e-zines provide modern periodical readers with an immense storehouse of information and entertainment riches. As for movies, box theaters and video stores are giving way to 24-screen multiplexes and internet DVD rental stores and the like, which operate in tandem with PPV cable or satellite systems to provide consumers with more movies than even the most ardent film buff can possibly watch.

This overwhelming abundance of media channels and messages issues a clarion call for veridical models and theories of consumer selectivity. Sorely needed are theoretical models that can help us understand and predict consumer choice behaviors for modern fishers in the overstocked Myriad Media Sea. It is crucial that communication scholars arrive at a more comprehensive and deeper understanding of consumer selectivity if we are to have any hope of mastering entertainment theory in the next iteration of the information age. Essentially, understanding selective-exposure theory is a prerequisite for constructing a useful psychology of entertainment.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine selective-exposure phenomena by explicating the processes through which selective exposure occurs. First, we sketch a brief history of selective-exposure research, including important precursor theories. Next, we outline some of the basic processes associated with how people learn the emotional and cognitive outcomes of media use in the service of entertainment. Then, we provide a survey of contemporary selective-exposure literature, focusing primarily on research involving Zillmann & Bryant’s (1985) affect-dependent theory of stimulus arrangement. Finally, we offer some concluding assessments on the state of selective-exposure theory.
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History

The roots of selective-exposure research are tightly interwoven with the history of the study of propaganda. By the time television had become a regular fixture in American homes, in the early 1950s, the notion that people avoided messages that conflicted with their opinions was widely held by psychologists (Cooper & Jahoda, 1947).

It was also believed that when people did encounter discordant messages, they reacted with various strategies to reconcile the discomfort those messages produced. A series of studies conducted following World War II by the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University demonstrated this phenomenon. The studies revealed that prejudiced individuals interpreted a cartoon designed to combat prejudicial attitudes differently than did non-prejudiced persons (Cooper & Jahoda, 1947). The researchers concluded that readers who harbored prejudiced views chose to perceive the meaning of the cartoon in accordance with their beliefs. These propaganda studies supported the idea that the same mass-mediated message can mean different things to different people.

The question that is a precursor to this finding is: Do different people even always receive the same message? Obviously, they do not, but those who espouse the idea of selective exposure assert that reception of a message can be predicted by various characteristics of the individuals who make up the audience.

In mass communications, one of the earliest studies to provide solid empirical support for the selective-exposure hypothesis was the classic Erie County study of the 1940 presidential election (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1968). That investigation employed a panel technique that, according to Lazarsfeld et al., was a superior method because “we did not describe opinion; we studied it in the making.” (p. xxii, emphasis in original). However, the study revealed very little opinion-making as a result of the media campaigns. Rather, the media appeared to reinforce intentions that constituents already held. Evidence for this conclusion is found by noting that approximately two-thirds of decided voters saw and heard more of their own party’s publicity than the opposition’s, and that the campaigns convinced very few residents to change their voting intentions. This latter phenomenon was even more pronounced among voters who reported the strongest party affiliation.

Of course, during the early 1940s, at the time of the Lazarsfeld et al. (1968) study, radio and newspapers were the most universal media; television penetration was not substantial until after World War II (Comstock & Scharrer, 1999). Perhaps different results would have been found had the presidential hopefuls had use of modern television technology. A study of a televised political campaign by Schramm and Carter (1959), however, casts some doubt on this speculation. Their study focused on the effects of a marathon media event staged by then-Senator William Knowland in an effort to persuade voters. Knowland, a Republican, appeared on the air continuously for a period of over twenty hours from the evening of October 31, 1958 until 7:00 p.m. the following evening. Telephone interviews revealed that Republicans were nearly twice as likely as Democrats to view the telecast. Of the 65 viewers interviewed by Schramm and Carter, only two said Knowland’s program helped them make up their minds how to vote, and only one said it convinced him to change his mind.

Studies such as these undoubtedly influenced Klapper’s (1960) survey of mass media research entitled The Effects of Mass Communication. A major theme that runs through the book is the media’s inability to persuade, on the one hand, and its capacity to reinforce, on the other. After an exhaustive review of the literature, Klapper wrote, “mass communication ordinarily does not serve as a necessary and sufficient cause of audience effects, but rather functions among and through a nexus of mediating factors and influences” (p. 8). It was Klapper’s contention that some of the primary mediators of effects were the processes of selective exposure, selective perception, and selective retention. For selective exposure, he offered the following definition: “the tendency of people to expose themselves to mass communications in accord with their existing opinions and interests and to avoid unsympathetic material” (p. 19).

Klapper’s (1960) definition of selective exposure is firmly grounded in Festinger’s (1957) influential theory of cognitive dissonance. Briefly, that theory asserts that mental discomfort is produced in individuals when they simultaneously hold two conflicting thoughts, attitudes, or beliefs. When the individual becomes aware of the contradiction, dissonance is created, and the person will seek to reduce it, either through behavior or by modifying one of the discordant elements. One method of reducing dissonance is either avoiding information that produces it, or seeking information sympathetic to one’s beliefs.

Because mass media are major sources of information in modern society, Festinger’s (1957) theory appeared to hold considerable promise for the study of mass communication processes and effects. The theory, however, failed to live up to expectations—at least according to some researchers. Freedman and Sears (1965), for example, claimed that field research and experimental studies produced a puzzling contradiction. They acknowledged that the composition of audiences for mass communications generally included more individuals sympathetic to the message expressed through the medium than individuals opposed to the message. However, laboratory research did not provide sufficient evidence to confirm the theory. Freedman and Sears asked how it could be possible that audiences in general clearly demonstrated selective-exposure tendencies, but individuals in the laboratory failed to seek out supportive information? They reasoned that other alternative motives, such as informational utility, might be underlying selective-exposure phenomena.

Other researchers were not quite so pessimistic as Freedman and Sears (1965). Katz (1968) speculated that the supportive-selectivity hypothesis, although not definitively sustained by the research of the time, nevertheless would eventually be proven valid. In the meantime, he advocated exploring the idea that utility and/or interest could serve as a basis for selectivity.

In fact, earlier studies of television use among children had identified several factors motivating television use in general. Schramm, Lyle, and Parker (1961) observed, for example, that the desire to be entertained was a primary motive for choosing to watch television. This finding, although seemingly obvious, typifies the focus of research in the 1960s. Katz (1968) accurately noted that the study of mass communications had shifted from “what the media do to people” to “what people do with the media” (p. 88, emphasis in original).

The shift in focus from cognitive factors as a basis for selectivity to that of interest and entertainment marked the beginning of a stream of research in communication that centered on the emotional antecedents of media use.


Learning the Emotional Outcomes of Media Use

Most media scholars—and laypersons as well—are concerned about whether exposure to media messages causes social or psychological effects. One aspect of that concern is expressed by the questions: “Do we learn from the media, and, if so, what do we learn?” The first portion of the question has received considerable empirical attention, and the answer consistently has proven to be “Yes, all media use entails learning” (e.g., Bandura, 2002). Moreover, research in cognitive psychology has taught us that repeated exposure to a particular stimulus strengthens the mental connections between that stimulus and its related constructs (e.g., Higgins, 1996). Apparently, the mere activation of a construct increases the probability that the same or related construct will come to mind. The obvious implication of this phenomenon is that memory is a dynamic rather than a static system, because every encounter with any stimulus, no matter how trivial, serves to reinforce or fortify some mental connections. (Similarly, other connections will be weakened, in a relative sense, by mere virtue of their failure to be reinforced or fortified.) Therefore, all media use (indeed, all sensory experience) is a learning experience in the sense that we are chronically activating mental representations in memory.

What, then, do we learn from media use? To a large extent, the answer to that question depends on the content we choose to consume. That is not to say, however, that all media use is so idiosyncratic that we cannot identify some very basic processes involved with most, if not all, mediated experiences. In the next section, we identify some of these processes.


a


Classical Conditioning.

About the time mass communication scholars began to focus on “what people do with media” (Katz, 1968, p. 88), many psychologists were taking an opposing approach to the study of human behavior. Behavioral psychology assumed that environmental factors determined behavior, that the human mind was largely an impenetrable black box, and that by observing an organism’s reactions to the environment we could make inferences about the nature of the human condition. The key to predicting human behavior, therefore, was observing how human beings responded to the presentation of various stimuli. Although many of the assumptions made by early behaviorists have fallen out of favor, much of the learning paradigm they created is still applicable and in use today. Some clinical therapies, for example, rely on classical conditioning techniques in treating phobias. In any case, given the circumstances under which most media consumption takes place, it is hard to imagine that people do not acquire some sort of learning (in the classical conditioning sense) from media.

According to the classical conditioning paradigm, exposure to some stimulus (called an unconditioned stimulus) naturally elicits a response (called an unconditioned response). When the unconditioned stimulus is repeatedly paired with some other stimulus (conditioned stimulus) the conditioned stimulus may come to elicit a response (conditioned response) that is very similar to the unconditioned response. In simpler terms, we learn to react in the same way to two stimuli that have been repeatedly associated with each other. For example, a child may react with fear upon seeing a snake. If the child also hears a bell every time he sees the snake, the child will likely learn to react with fear every time the bell is rung, even if no snake is present.

The same process may characterize media use. In our earliest experiences with media we may see a mediated image, or hear a mediated voice, and we respond to that stimulation. What is the nature of that response? It almost certainly has an emotional component. Much media research has confirmed that emotional reactions to media are part and parcel of the experience of media consumption (e.g., Bradley & Lang, 2000; Reeves & Nass, 1996). Research has shown that exposure to different structural features of media (i.e., pacing, editing, message complexity) results in different emotional outcomes (e.g., Grabe, Zhou, Lang, & Bolls, 2000). Eventually, after repeated association, certain structural features come to be associated with emotional outcomes. The same process may occur with more complex stimuli (i.e., media message content), and likely both structural features and content come to be associated with emotional outcomes. Thus, initially, media use in general is associated with emotional consequences. Eventually, specific content comes to be associated with specific emotional results.


Excitation Transfer.

Beyond classical conditioning, other processes ensure that the associations between media and emotional outcomes are generally positive; otherwise, there would be no compelling motive to repeatedly seek entertainment experiences. Most mediated entertainment, and television in particular, is particularly adept at inducing arousal in media consumers (Zillmann, 1991). Perhaps not by conscious design of its creator, but just by its very nature, a good yarn gets the audience excited, and television is the central source of stories in contemporary culture (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). In addition to the arousal-inducing properties that arise from the storyteller function of media, structural features (so-called “formal features,” e.g., editing, sound effects) contribute to the stimulating experience of media use. Other entertainment media rely on stimuli other than stories to entertain audiences, but the consequences are similar—excitation. By excitation we mean, in biological terms, an increase in sympathetic activity of the autonomic nervous system.

How does a good story produce excitation? Typically, attention is captured by some sort of conflict or obstruction between a protagonist’s current state and his or her desired goals. By its very nature, conflict is an unpleasant experience, and it is precisely this unpleasantness that induces arousal in the listener. Conflict is a staple of mediated entertainment, and we should therefore expect the consumer of such fare to be in some state of unpleasant distress. This raises an interesting paradox. How does a person in a state of unpleasant distress come to associate that experience with positive emotional outcomes? This seeming contradiction is eloquently resolved by excitation-transfer theory (Zillmann, 1971; see also Bryant & Miron, 2003; Zillmann, 2003). Essentially, the arousal induced by witnessing an unpleasant conflict intensifies the feelings of relief that are experienced when the conflict is overcome. The resulting positive feelings are misattributed to the enjoyment of the experience. This process occurs naturally in many entertainment experiences, and, in most cases, without our conscious awareness. Indeed, lack of awareness is essential to the transfer process (Cantor, Zillmann, & Bryant, 1975). Typically, we are too cognitively preoccupied with the storyline to pay much attention to subtle physiological cues furnished by emotional fluctuations. The result is that we come away from a potentially distressing experience feeling satisfied and entertained.

Of course, conflict is only one of several domains of media content in which excitation transfer operates. The arousal-inducing stimuli need not be negative. Research has also shown transfer effects in the context of comedy (Cantor, Bryant, & Zillmann, 1974) as well as erotic stimuli (Cantor et al., 1975). Thus, excitation-transfer theory is one explanation for how we come to associate media experiences with positive emotional outcomes.


Mere Exposure.

Another mechanism that possibly underlies the connection between exposure to media and positive emotional outcomes is the mere-exposure effect (Zajonc, 1968). In a seminal study, Zajonc demonstrated that merely exposing participants to a stimulus (Turkish adjectives, Chinese characters, or photographs) caused an increase in liking for that stimulus. Since then, more than 200 published studies have confirmed that the effect is both robust and reliable (Bornstein, 1989). From these studies, psychologists have slowly pieced together the conditions that are most likely to yield a mere-exposure effect.

One of the most important of these conditions, is the duration for which a stimulus is presented. A typical mere-exposure experiment consists of an exposure phase in which participants view some stimuli for a brief time, and a test phase during which the participants rate the same stimuli for liking, typically using a seven-point scale anchored by “like” and “dislike.” Generally, shorter familiarization phases tend to yield stronger effects. In fact, several researchers have found that exposures at the subliminal level produced stronger effects than stimuli that could be consciously perceived (Kunst-Wilson & Zajonc, 1980; Seamon, Marsh, & Brody, 1984). Bornstein’s (1989) meta–analysis concluded that studies of subliminal mere exposure had a combined effect size of r = .53, whereas experiments in non-subliminal (or conscious) mere exposure had a combined effect size of r = .14—a substantial difference.

One interesting exception to this trend is the case of studies conducted outside of a laboratory with naturally occurring stimuli. These natural experiments do not employ a familiarization phase and so duration of exposure is not controlled. Even so, these studies tend to yield strong effect sizes comparable to subliminal mere-exposure investigations (Bornstein, 1992).

Advertisers and marketers, in an effort to cultivate positive attitudes toward brands, regularly employ a similar approach. That is, an advertisement is repeatedly broadcast or printed in the hopes that consumers will develop positive feelings for the brand. This strategy does not always work, and at least in the case of attitudes toward the advertisement, consumers initially may have positive feelings about the ad, but with repeated exposures those feelings may sour via a so-called “wear-out” effect.

Several reasons could account for the relative failure of advertising to consistently produce mere-exposure effects. First and foremost, research in the laboratory generally utilizes much less complex stimuli (e.g., names, Chinese characters, photographs of faces) than do advertisers. Second, the ultimate purpose of advertising is to persuade, and people may naturally be resistant to attempts to manipulate their attitudes or behaviors. Indeed, several mere-exposure studies have demonstrated that the mere-exposure effect diminishes or disappears altogether if participants are consciously aware that the familiarization phase of an experiment is linked to the subsequent test phase (Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1992, 1994; Murphy & Zajonc, 1993). Likewise, if viewers are aware that advertisers’ attempts to familiarize consumers with brands are linked to ulterior goals (i.e., liking of the brand, awareness of the brand) the persuasive objectives of the advertisement fail, or backfire. Advertisers know that a successful ad is one that is entertaining enough to capture attention, but not so entertaining that it draws attention to itself and causes consumers to question the motives of the advertiser. Such phenomena have been well researched under the theoretical framework of the elaboration-likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

One purpose of entertainment media is the stimulation of emotions, and audiences generally are not resistant to such attempts, unless the plot is so over-the-top, or the content so blatantly panders, that it calls attention to itself. Thus, entertainment media are potentially excellent stimuli for naturalistic experiments in mere-exposure effects. Potentially, exposure to naturally occurring stimuli in media produces liking for those stimuli. That is, with repeated exposures to similar media content, we develop affinity for that content. The mere-exposure effect is generalizable as long as some overlap of features among stimuli exists (Gordon & Holyoak, 1983; Monahan, Murphy, & Zajonc, 2000), so media consumers do not have to see exactly the same stimuli in order for liking to develop.

The question arises: What would constitute an appropriate stimulus to yield a mere-exposure effect? Something as abstract as a theme, good triumphs over evil, for instance, might not be concrete enough for viewers to make a connection. Recall that most stimuli in mere-exposure experiments are much more tangible. However, in any typical program viewers are repeatedly shown shots of characters that appear in the episode. At this level, mere-exposure effects could occur. Several experiments have demonstrated mere-exposure effects with photographs of human faces (e.g., Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1994; Harmon-Jones & Allen, 2001; Zajonc, 1968). One study even found that subliminally exposed photographs of a confederate had an influence on how participants interacted with the confederate in a later phase of the experiment, although no differences were found in actual liking of the confederates (Bornstein, Leone, & Galley, 1987). Indeed, the original intent of Zajonc’s (1968) seminal study was to understand the contribution exposure makes in dynamic social processes of communication and cooperation.

If mere exposure to mediated characters increases liking of those characters, then we would expect that viewers would hold stronger affective dispositions for characters that they see repeatedly, compared to other less frequently appearing characters. This phenomenon has a chain of implications that starts with the suspense we might feel as a liked character is endangered, and ends with the processes of excitation transfer as we feel a heightened sense of relief when the liked character escapes unharmed.

Unfortunately, to our knowledge no study has ever tested whether mere exposure contributes to increased liking of characters and whether this has any influence on empathy for a character. Still, theoretically it seems plausible that mere exposure is one process at work as people learn to associate media with emotional outcomes, and it is this learning process that plays a crucial role in selective exposure.


Implicit Memory.

Research on mere exposure yields one more potentially important factor in learning. The finding that subliminal exposure effects are more robust than supraliminal effects has led some researchers to argue that the subliminal mere-exposure effect is best understood in terms of implicit memory (Seamon, Williams, Crowley, Kim, Langer, Orne, & Wishengrad, 1995). Implicit memory, according to Schacter (1987), is information encoded in a particular episode that is subsequently expressed without deliberate or conscious recollection. Thus, participants in subliminal mere-exposure studies express greater liking for stimuli that they have seen in the familiarization phase of an experiment, even though they cannot consciously recognize having seen them. Therefore, implicit memory and liking apparently have an important relationship.

The nature of this relationship is clarified by recent research using psychophysiological and neurological approaches. Lieberman (2000) argued that the basal ganglia are the neurological basis for implicit learning. He further claimed that the basal ganglia function in the evaluation of positive-affective stimuli and positive emotional experience. He stated, “the basal ganglia learn temporal patterns that are predictive of events of significance, regardless of conscious intent to learn the predictor–reward relationship, as long as exposure is repeatedly instantiated” (p. 116, emphasis added). Repeated exposure is essential because the recognition of reward-producing stimuli apparently develops slowly over time. Support for these arguments is found, in part, by mere-exposure studies. Harmon-Jones and Allen (2001) found that familiar stimuli elicited more zygomatic activity, which indicates positively valenced arousal. On the other hand, unfamiliar stimuli failed to elicit increased corrugator activity, which suggests that the mere-exposure effect enhances positive affect rather than decreases negative affect. Elliot and Dolan (1998) utilized positron emission tomography and found that different brain regions were more activated when participants in a mere-exposure paradigm preformed liking judgments than when they were engaged in recognition judgments. Specifically, they found caudate activation in the brain. The caudate is a component of the basal ganglia.

These studies suggest that brain structures associated with implicit memory also function in the registration of positive reward. Lieberman (2000) used this evidence to argue that intuition is associated with implicit learning of positive rewards. These studies provide an explanation for an area of selective-exposure research largely taken for granted. Until now, research that utilizes selective-exposure paradigms has assumed that media consumers learn from past experience which stimuli provide the most effective means to achieve a desired mood state. When a person sits down to watch television, for example, he or she may flip through the channels, sampling the available options, until the individual see something of interest and settles down to watch. Often, this sampling behavior entails exposure to a channel for less than 500 milliseconds (Davies, 2004). In that short period of time, how does a viewer judge that a program will or will not be an effective means to manage mood? Intuitively, we seem to know that certain content will lead to reward. In fact, expression of behavior in this manner is indicative of learning in implicit memory.

If implicit memory is indeed the mechanism by which we learn to associate positive emotional reward with media, then several media-related behaviors ought to be apparent. First, when presented with novel stimuli (i.e., never-before-seen programs, websites, music) heavy viewers (in the case of television programs) should be able to make a media-use decision more quickly than could light viewers. Second, children should be less adept than adults at selecting media content that appropriately alters mood in a desired direction. Third, media consumers ought to be able to make rapid media-use decisions even when exposure to media stimuli occurs for very brief durations.

To summarize this section, selective-exposure theory assumes that we learn through prior experience to associate media with positive emotional outcomes. The processes and mechanisms by which this learning takes place include classical conditioning, excitation transfer, mere exposure, and implicit memory. We now turn to a survey of current research that supports selective-exposure theory, and detail the specific processes involved in media-use decision-making.


Selective-Exposure Processes

A large body of literature suggests that individuals select media content because of the effect it has on their emotional state. The most well-developed theory in this area is Zillmann and Bryant’s (1985) affect-dependent theory of stimulus arrangement (see also chapter 14 by Knobloch-Westerwick on mood management, this volume). Two basic premises anchor this theory. First, the theory assumes, on the one hand, that people are motivated to minimize exposure to negative, noxious, or aversive stimuli, and second, on the other hand, are motivated to maximize exposure to positive, pleasurable stimuli. The theory further maintains that individuals will try to arrange external stimuli to maximize the chances of achieving these goals. Often, this goal is achieved through selecting a variety of affect-inducing programs, music, stories, or other entertaining fare commonly found in the mass media. However, the affect-dependent theory is broad enough to include means of mood management other than mediated entertainment.

This theory considers four key aspects of using media as a mood manager: excitatory homeostasis, intervention potential of a message, message-behavioral affinity, and hedonic valence. Several studies have found support for these assumptions.
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Excitatory Homeostasis.

Excitatory homeostasis refers to the tendency of individuals to choose entertainment to achieve an optimal level of arousal (i.e., if affective state is considered aversive, understimulated persons tend to choose arousing material, overstimulated persons choose calming fare). This phenomenon was clearly observed in a study by Bryant and Zillmann (1984). In that study, when individuals were placed in a state of boredom, they selected arousing media messages and avoided relaxing fare when given the opportunity to do so. On the other hand, individuals who experienced stress chose to view relaxing programs more than did bored individuals. Mastro, Eastin, and Tamborini (2002) observed a similar pattern of results among Internet users. In a pretest, they observed that rapidly surfing a Website was more likely to be associated with stress than slowly surfing a Website. In contrast, participants found the experience of slowly surfing a Website to be more boring than rapidly surfing the Website. In the experiment proper, Mastro et al. found that the Web-surfing behaviors of stressed individuals were associated with a slow-surfing pattern (which produced boredom in the pretest), and bored individuals tended to surf the Web more rapidly (which was associated more closely with stress than slow-surfing). In another study, researchers used a series of surveys and noted associations between selective exposure to television and stressful life events (Anderson, Collins, Schmitt, & Jacobvitz, 1996). Overall, the surveys found support for mood management by television but revealed some gender differences. As predicted, stressed men paid greater attention to television than did men who were under less stress, but both stressed women and women under less stress paid equal attention to television. Stressful life events were associated with TV addiction for women, but not for men. Both stressed men and women viewed more comedy, as expected, but stressed men also watched more violent/action/horror programs than did men under less stress.


Intervention Potential.

The intervention potential of a message refers to the ability of a message to engage or absorb an aroused individual’s attention or cognitive-processing resources. Highly engaging messages supposedly prevent an individual from dwelling on a particular affective state and consequently diminish its perceived intensity. Bryant and Zillmann (1977) reported that the intervention potential of a message moderated subjects’ retaliation against a person who annoyed them. That is, highly absorbing messages reduced retaliation, and minimally absorbing messages failed to reduce retaliation. Another study found that highly involving TV programs impeded memory of experiences that occurred prior to viewing (Davies, 2004).


Message-Behavioral Affinity.

Communication that has a high degree of similarity with affective state is said to have message-behavioral affinity. Generally, the greater the degree of similarity between a message and a individual’s mood, the less potential the message has of altering or diminishing affective state. This explanation accounts for the finding by Zillmann, Hezel, and Medoff (1980) that participants who were insulted in an experiment tended to avoid hostile comedy when given the opportunity to view television. Medoff’s (1982) results provided strong support for the prediction that annoyed people would be motivated to avoid comedy programs that remind them of their emotional state. Bryant and Zillmann’s (1977) investigation had initially demonstrated a similar phenomenon. Wakshlag, Vial, and Tamborini (1983) manipulated apprehension about crime in film viewers by showing them either a graphic crime documentary or a control film. When given the choice to view another film, apprehensive viewers chose films that strongly portrayed the fulfillment of justice.


Hedonic Valence.

Presumably, all communication messages can be classified on a continuum of positive and negative. Positive messages might be described as uplifting, reassuring, amusing, happy, and so on. The list of adjectives that describe negative messages includes threatening, noxious, distressing, sad, and the like. Hedonic valence refers to the positive or negative nature of a message. Affect-dependent theory of stimulus arrangement posits that people in a bad mood will prefer media (or experiences) with a positive valence. Consistent with this prediction, Knobloch and Zillmann (2002) demonstrated that when students in a negative mood were given the opportunity to listen to music, they opted to listen to joyful music for longer periods than did students who were in a good mood. Generally, in cases where the hedonic valence of a message is opposite to the valence of an individual’s affective state, the message will effectively diminish the intensity of the affective state. However, this relationship is true only under certain conditions. The hedonic valence in combination with the excitatory potential of a message yields different effects. For example, a meta-analysis of the effects of pornography on aggression revealed differently valenced correlations between aggression and specific types of erotic stimuli (Allen, D’Allessio, & Brezgel, 1995). In that study, exposure to nonpornographic nudity was associated with lower levels of aggression, whereas exposure to nonviolent or violent pornography yielded positive associations with aggression. Another study produced analogous findings—messages with a positive valence diminished the effects of a negative mood if the message had low excitatory potential, but exacerbated aggressive reactions if the excitatory potential was high (Zillmann, Bryant, Comisky, & Medoff, 1981).

Studies that have investigated the relationship between a women’s menstrual cycle and mood management have yielded particularly strong evidence in favor of the notion that people manage moods through media. The literature indicates that women are more likely to view comedies when their menstrual cycle makes them most likely to be depressed (Helgrel & Weaver, 1989; Meadowcroft & Zillmann, 1987), and they are more likely to choose programs with higher sexual and romantic content when their cycle makes them more likely to have an increased libido (Weaver & Baird, 1995).

The vast majority of mood management studies has focused on the effects of aversive affective states on selectivity. In survey research, the focus is on correlations between life events or situations and television viewing. In experimental studies, the researcher induces a “bad” mood in participants and then gives them the opportunity to view television programs. In general, the literature has found support for mood management through media. People have been observed to use media to alleviate boredom (Bryant & Zillmann, 1984), stress (Anderson, Collins, Schmitt, & Jacobvitz, 1996), apprehension (Wakshlag, Vial, & Tamborini, 1983; Wakshlag, Bart, Dudley, Groth, McCuthcheon, & Rolla, 1983), annoyance (Medoff, 1982), and depression (Dittmar, 1994; Helgrel & Weaver, 1989; Meadowcroft & Zillmann, 1987; Potts & Sanchez, 1994, Weaver & Baird, 1995). Other research has shown selective avoidance of television in response to annoyance (Christ & Medoff, 1984).

In contrast, very few studies have investigated the effects of positive affect on selectivity. When given the choice, first and second graders were more likely to select programs with fast-paced humorous inserts (Wakshlag, Day, & Zillmann, 1981). Similar results were found with the same age group in a study of the effects of tempo of background music (Wakshalg, Reitz, & Zillmann, 1982). Perse’s (1998) investigation of channel changing revealed that positive affect did not deter people from switching programs, but negative affect increased the likelihood a viewer would change the channel. However, these studies only considered emotional reactions to television programs; none of them considered initial mood state.


Critique of the Theory

A large body of literature supports the basic tenets of the affect-dependent theory of stimulus arrangement. This does not mean that the theory has already achieved its full potential, however. For example, by design, the theory has focused on micro-psychological processes to explain behavior. Thus, social-psychological and sociological influences on the same behavior typically have been neglected. In context of the theory, we know relatively little about how small groups or dyads make decisions to consume media, or how the presence of others influences individual media-use decisions. Likewise, we know relatively little about how broader, macrosocial forces, institutions, or social structures interact with individuals in making media-use decisions.

At the heart of the affect-dependent theory is the assumption that individuals will maximize psychological gratifications through media use. Experimental studies have demonstrated that selectivity is characterized by media choices that have the potential to minimize negative moods. To a lesser extent, studies have also shown that individuals select media to maximize gratifications associated with positive moods. Nevertheless, selectivity might be influenced by factors other than a person’s private emotional state. For example, individuals likely shift internal definitions of what constitutes psychological gratification in the presence of others. For example, when viewing TV alone, individuals may strive to maximize pleasure by seeking out programs according to the hedonic valence of the program—according to the theory. However, the presence of others may cause the individual to consider social norms of behavior. If another person is present and is of equal status, social norms dictate that the individual consider the other person’s affective state as well as his or her own. Thus, the definition of what constitutes psychological gratifications shifts from a personal level to a group level, and behavior is in terms of maximizing the group’s psychological gratifications rather than an individual’s. In this scenario, viewing choice might not align with theory at all, because maximizing pleasure is now in terms of hedonic valence relative to the group’s overall mood. The situation may be further complicated if the group’s mood is uncertain or difficult to gauge, if group cohesion is more important than media gratification, if the group is extremely heterogeneous, and so on. Furthermore, individuals may obtain gratification from solving the problem of uncertainty; that is, an individual may achieve the goal of mood optimization solely from finding a program that is most appropriate for the other person—an effect independent of the applicability of the media content to the individual.

Another assumption made by the affect-dependent theory is that individuals will maximize pleasure and minimize aversive states. Behavior may be totally different if we look at short-term versus long-term behavior. Generally, the theory, and research on the theory, has looked at short-term effects and consequences, but individuals may adopt (or have greater ability to adopt) long-term strategies. Consequently, the theory may predict short-term behavior, but individuals may act according to the dictates of a long-term strategy. To be fair, later versions of the theory have introduced spontaneous versus telic hedonism (Zillmann, 2000), but little research has been conducted in this area.

The maximize/minimize assumption also dictates that individuals are optimizers in terms of mood management, when in fact they may be satisfiers. That is, it may require too much effort to balance a mood perfectly, and individuals may opt for a reduction in aversive state rather than a complete reversal of it. Complicating factors, such as the amount of choice, may also exist. That is, a person may have to flip through 500 channels to find an optimally satisfying solution, and rather than expend the effort to sample each individual channel, she or he may select the first channel that approximates her or his ultimate mood management goal.

Perhaps, in the interest of parsimony, the theory focuses on emotional states, and, other than the notion of intervention potential, has little to offer in terms of cognitive states and selective exposure. The theory also operates from the perspective that media choice is a function of affective state. Consequently, most research in this area has induced emotion and then measured media consumption choices. Cognitive processes play a small role in this paradigm, but in real life may play an important role. For example, Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance proposes that mental discomfort is produced in individuals when they simultaneously hold two conflicting thoughts, attitudes, or beliefs. When the individual becomes aware of the contradiction, dissonance is created, and the person will seek to reduce it, either through behavior or by modifying one of the discordant elements. Selective exposure to information is a branch of dissonance research that argues that people will seek out information that supports the decisions they have made. Cotton (1985) has provided a review of earlier research in selective exposure to information, and he concluded that although initial research was disappointing and contradictory, subsequent research has shown that dissonance reduction is a phenomenon that motivates exposure to communication. Recent research has borne out these observations in some instances (e.g., D’Alessio & Allen, 2002; Jonas, Greenberg, & Frey, 2003).

Survey research suggests that preferences for certain genres, such as crime dramas, may be motivated by a desire to manage moods, but a desire for cognitive stimulation is a primary motivator for viewing news magazine shows (Hawkins et al., 2001).

The cognitive role may also have been manifest in the control groups of mood-management experiments. For these participants, mood state was not induced, and therefore they have been considered to be in a relatively neutral emotional state. In such cases, consumption may have been the result, for example, of priming a mental model of media effects (i.e., if I view this program I will experience arousal and positive feelings). Thus, media choice may have been made on the basis of cognition and the potential for affect, rather than on the basis of affect alone. (This is not necessarily problematic for the theory; it simply has not incorporated such processes).

The affect-dependent theory is particularly suited to mood management of entertainment media. It is less clear how this theory might relate to other types of media, which have a primary purpose to inform or educate. The concept of informational utility contributes to the understanding of media use behavior, but research has not yet separated the effects of hedonism and informational utility on selective exposure. Given the rise of so-called “infotainment” and so-called “edutainment,” this is an important issue to address.

Moreover, as noted earlier, very little research has considered the effect of positive mood states on selective exposure to media. Because of the ambiguity found in these few investigations, clarifying research is needed.

Finally, the notion of intervention potential assumes that media users will want to disrupt cognitive rehearsal of negative experiences and maintain rehearsal of positive experiences. However, there are times when it is beneficial to dwell on negative experiences in the interest of making sense of an experience, or in finding solutions to a problem. Some personality types may simply prefer to dwell on negative experiences; others may chronically avoid such thoughts. For instance, neuroticism is associated with a tendency to ruminate on negative moods and experiences (Roberts, Gilboa, & Gotlib, 1998). Use of the media for its intervention potential may be more of a function of problem-solving strategies and personality type than mood management per se. Indeed, Davies (2004) reported that neuroticism negatively influenced perceptions of a stressful experience and predicted exposure to media with low intervention potential, but only when negative mood was relatively less intense. Under extreme duress, mood—rather than personality—predicted media exposure.


 Conclusions 

At first glance, the basic premise of selective-exposure theory seems so simple; we watch what makes us feel good. Our personal experiences as users of media seem to confirm such a conclusion. As researchers, however, we realize that such a simple conclusion is merely the proverbial tip of the iceberg. Clearly, the processes involved in making a decision to consume media are complex and involved. Throughout this chapter we have drawn upon existing research to identify processes of selective exposure that are reasonably well-established. Where such research has not yet been conducted, we have attempted to offer our own speculation as to the nature of these processes, and to identify areas where future research is needed.

In terms of addressing areas of needed research, it may suffice to offer a general approach to advancing selective exposure. That is: What factors predict the use of media to manage moods? In other words, what are the antecedents of mood management behavior? Which individuals are more likely to prefer media as a solution to emotional distress, and which individuals regulate their moods through other activities? Answering these questions would go far toward advancing our understanding of the processes that serve as the foundations of selective-exposure behavior, and for our ability to predict dysfunctional behavior or harmful effects.

We suggested that implicit memory might play an important role as an antecedent of selective exposure. At this point, our speculation remains untested, but if verified, suggests a means by which greater control can be achieved in selective-exposure experiments. Typically, experimental stimuli are pretested to ensure that the stimuli differ along one crucial dimension—for instance, excitatory potential. Although this is an appropriate step to ensure that the media choices offered to viewers differ along a key dimension, it does not directly address the actual phenomenon of selectivity. That is, there is no guarantee that the content offered to viewers provides the cues that are required to connect media content with a positive outcome. However, if researchers could demonstrate that certain media content is preferred, using tests of implicit memory in addition to the typical pretest of key dimensions, then we could be much more confident that behavior is due to selective-exposure processes and not some other factor.

In terms of advancing other relatively unestablished theoretical notions, it would seem important that we gain a better understanding of how groups make the decision to use media. Increasingly, media use is becoming a narrowly individual pursuit, yet so many of our media-use decisions take place in the presence of others—families, friends, and so on. Do the processes of group decision-making mirror those of individuals? Or do we rely on entirely different processes? This chapter has mainly focused on psychological processes, but sociological processes surely also play a role in media-use decisions.

Likewise, it would seem important to understand the processes underlying so-called telic hedonism, mood satisfaction (as opposed to mood optimization), and when, how, and even if, cognitive factors become more important to media-use decisions than do affective components. In addressing questions such as these, it would seem most profitable to consider how personality factors and individual differences may influence how individuals approach the decision to use media.

It is also imperative that we modify our research paradigms to more viridically match the real-world situations of manifold media choice. Our experimental treatments and assessments typically have included a limited constellation of viewing, listening, or reading choices. Obviously this model has little external validity today, because the world in which we live is typified by media abundance, if not excess. This may well indicate that the next generation of selective-exposure research should utilize field experiments or other forms of controlled naturalistic inquiry, if it proves untenable to accommodate ecological validity in our laboratories.

In sum, we already know something of the mental decision making that underlies media-use decisions, and we can predict, with some degree of confidence, media uses and effects. We are equally confident, however, that what looms below the iceberg’s tip is far greater than what is immediately apparent. Indeed, a far richer understanding of the processes of selective exposure, one that more closely approximates our actual information-age choice behaviors, may well be one of the most fundamental challenges we face in developing a comprehensive psychology of entertainment.
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Introduction

To be entertaining, a production, regardless of the medium, must get and keep the attention of its audience. This is not to say that attention is synonymous with entertainment. For example, we might pay rapt attention to a tornado headed our way without feeling the least bit entertained. On the other hand, we might find that a special effects movie based on tornadoes would both get our attention and be entertaining. Attention is probably best seen as a necessary but not sufficient condition for entertainment.

There is no simple definition of attention that is inclusive of all the ways in which the term is used. In general, though, the term attention refers to a psychological process by which information, usually from the external environment, is made available for cognitive and emotional analysis. Attention is overtly manifest by orientation of the body, and especially the head and eyes, toward a source of stimulation, and covertly by a variety of physiological activities that serve the purpose of intensifying the processing of the stimulation. Although cognitive theorists make a variety of distinctions between types of attention such as vigilance, orientation, attention to objects, attention to location, and others, media researchers have generally been concerned more simply with attention onset and offset, as well as the intensity of attentional engagement. Cognitive researchers, moreover, have generally studied the role of attention in motivated adult subjects who are instructed to be attentive and who are assigned task situations that are not intrinsically entertaining. Furthermore, cognitive scientists have usually been interested in detailed aspects of attention as it is deployed over time courses of less than a second in duration. Cognitive science, therefore, has had a limited impact on research on attention to media, and that impact has primarily been on studies of intensity of attention.

There has been very little research that directly connects attention to the psychological experience of being entertained, per se. Rather, the extant research examines attention to entertainment media, usually television, with the goal of developing rules that predict attention onset, continuation, intensity, and offset. In this chapter we summarize the research and theory concerning attention to television. Although there is a small scatter of studies concerning attention to interactive entertainment media, the literature is not yet sufficiently coherent to be worth reviewing here.

The television research generally falls into two classes, each with its own methodologies. Research with children has overwhelmingly focused on visual orientation toward television with looks (visual orientations toward the TV screen) being the primary behaviors measured. Research with adults has more typically focused on issues concerning intensity of attention and has utilized methodologies that are thought to measure intensity, such as the secondary reaction time task and some physiological measures. Not surprisingly, there is an overlap of methodologies such that intensity measures are used in some studies with children, and looks are measured in some studies with adults.

Although there have been a few field investigations, most studies have been laboratory experiments. Child studies have focused on infants and preschoolers, and adult studies have focused on college students. In this chapter, updated from the Anderson and Burns review of 1991, we begin with a brief description of common methodologies, followed by summaries of the research on looks and intensity. We try to characterize our current state of knowledge and theory and suggest significant gaps that should be addressed in future research.


Methodology


Looks

Even though they may not be aware of it, when people watch TV they look away from the TV screen with some frequency. Looks are usually measured from video recordings of a person as that person watches television. An experimenter watching the viewer records the video frame number at the beginning of the look and the video frame number at the end of the look. In our laboratory, this procedure is currently accomplished by using the tape-logging utility of the video-editing program, Adobe Premiere. The observer presses an appropriate key at the judged beginning of a look and presses another at the end of the look. The video frames for each event are automatically recorded in a computer file that can be synchronized with respect to events that occur on the TV. A continuous time record of the vicissitudes of looking at and away from the TV is thus obtained. Inter-observer reliability is typically quite high with very little disagreement between observers (e.g., Anderson & Levin, 1976).


Visual Fixations

Until recently, given typical screen sizes, the distances viewers sit from them, and the relatively poor detail resolution of standard American video, viewers could pretty well take in the screen image with little necessity for visual scanning (cf, Nathan et al., 1985). Perhaps because of this, very few published studies have attempted to identify where on the TV screen a look is directed. Such studies require the use of an apparatus that can determine the precise direction of gaze. Although such apparatus is now readily available, use of it by media researchers has been limited to special situations such as the use of text in the context of a TV program (e.g., Flagg, 1978). There are, for example, no normative studies of how often viewers move their eyes in the course of watching a TV program, much less any detailed information as to what they look at. This is an area well worth future research, especially as large-screen TV sets become increasingly common, making extensive visual scanning likely.


Secondary Task Reaction Times

Another method used to assess attention during television viewing is to measure a viewer’s reaction time to a secondary task. The use of this method stems from the theory that there is a limited pool of cognitive resources available to devote to processing. The more that resources are tied up by a primary task, the longer should be the latency of response to a secondary task (e.g., Navon & Gopher, 1979). Secondary tasks in studies of attention to television often entail orienting toward another, intermittent visual stimulus (e.g., distractor slides) or pressing a button in response to a tone that occurs randomly throughout the television-viewing session. This method has been used to measure attention to television in infants and toddlers (e.g., Richards & Turner, 2001), preschoolers (e.g., Lorch & Castle, 1997), and, more often, adults (e.g., Geiger & Reeves, 1993).


Physiological Measures

The most common physiological measures of attention in media research focus on heart rate and brain electrical activity. In both cases, surface electrodes are placed on the chest or on the scalp. Volume-conducting electrical potentials are recorded, amplified, digitized, and subjected to a variety of analyses.

When a person encounters a novel or changed stimulus, that person may react to the stimulus with an orienting response that affects numerous physiological systems, including the cardiac system. Probably reflecting changes in blood flow in the brain, heart rate measurably decelerates. As attention is sustained, the slowed heart rate continues with reduced variability between beats. The heart rate response has been used as a measure of attention both in child studies (e.g., Richards & Casey, 1992) and in research with adults (e.g., Lang, 1990).

The electrical activity of the brain is measured by scalp electrodes in an array ranging from a few to more than a hundred electrodes, depending on the study. Studies of brain electrical activity during media use have generally employed alpha-suppression as the primary measure of attention. The alpha wave is a rhythmic frequency of about 8 Hz and reflects a relaxed state of inattention. Absence of alpha is inferred as indicating focused attention to the medium, especially if alpha blocking is time-locked to some event in the program such as a scene change.


Looking at Television


General Characteristics

Much of the research on looking at television has been done by our research group. In our typical laboratory study with children or adults, a person is videotaped in a comfortably furnished room containing a TV set, snacks, and objects that afford alternative activities, such as toys for children or magazines and hand-held non-electronic games for adults. In our field research, automated video equipment was set up in homes in the rooms containing TV sets. The equipment automatically began recording the viewing area when the TV set was turned on, and stopped recording when the TV set was turned off. In both cases, the videotapes were coded for looks at the TV.

A few observations are common across all studies of looking at television. Unless viewers are in a dark, barren room, they look at and away from the TV set numerous times over the course of an hour. At home, or in the typical laboratory study, they look at and away from the TV 120 to 150 times an hour (e.g., Anderson, 1985; Anderson & Levin, 1976; Burns & Anderson, 1993). Other research groups report the same phenomenon (e.g., Hawkins et al., 2002; Richards & Cronise, 2000). The look lengths are not normally distributed; they are skewed such that there are many short looks of a few seconds’ duration, interspersed with fewer long looks which may last as much as 10 minutes or more. The distribution of look lengths can be quantitatively characterized: Both group and individual data from infants to adults closely conform to the lognormal distribution (for a detailed review and analysis see Richards & Anderson, 2004).

When a TV program receives high levels of looking (about 90% of program time), compared to a program that receives a modest amount of looking (about 50% of program time), there are still many looks at and away from the TV, but intervals between the looks become much shorter, and the long looks become much longer. Programs that receive low levels of looking (about 20% of program time) still receive many short looks but there are few, if any, long looks, and the intervals between looks become much longer as the viewer becomes engaged in an alternative activity, such as toy play or reading a magazine (unpublished analyses from our laboratory; also see Hawkins et al., 2005). Fundamentally, high attention to a TV program is reflected in more long looks with only brief pauses between looks.


The Development of Looking at Television

Prior to the 1990s, research from both laboratory and field studies found that looking increased from very low levels during infancy to relatively high levels by age 5 years, finally peaking at about age 12 years, with some decline in looking among adults (see Anderson, Lorch, Collins, Field & Nathan, 1986, for field research; Anderson & Smith, 1984, for a summary of laboratory studies). Absolute levels of looking depend on the types of programs on the TV in relation to the age of the viewer. Not surprisingly, children pay greatest attention to children’s programs, and adults pay greatest attention to adult fare (Bechtel, Achelpohl & Akers, 1972; Schmitt, Anderson & Collins, 1999). For the most part, at home the increase in looking with age occurs because children pay attention to a greater range of programs as they get older.

Anderson and Lorch (1983) argued that this increase with age reflects greater comprehension ability. They hypothesized that the comprehensibility of programming is the single greatest factor that drives attention by young children to TV. Infants and toddlers under 3 years of age paid little attention to TV because there was relatively little they could understand. This hypothesis was supported by a series of studies relating program comprehensibility to children’s attention to TV. In several experiments, for example, preschool children were shown Sesame Street segments that were either the normal segments, or that were reduced in comprehensibility by using either foreign language or backward language, or with the shots re-edited in random order. In the reduced comprehensibility conditions, the children looked less than they did at the normal segments (Anderson, Lorch, Field & Sanders, 1981; Lorch & Castle, 1997; Pingree, 1986).

Although historically infants and toddlers looked relatively little at television under normal viewing conditions at home, that began to change in the 1990s with the success of Teletubbies, a TV program directed at toddlers, as well as the Baby Einstein series of videos directed at infants. Since then, the entertainment industry has discovered that infants and toddlers constitute a lucrative market for video production. Infants pay substantial amounts of attention to baby videos. Rachel Barr and her colleagues (Barr et al., 2003) found that looking at these videos averaged about 60% in a study conducted in the infants’ homes.

The fact that infants may pay relatively high levels of attention to television raises the question of why they pay attention. There are basically two possibilities: the first is that they are watching an essentially kaleidoscopic display with little comprehension. The second is that, like older children, their attention is being driven at least in part by comprehension. Huston and Wright (1983; 1989) argued that early television viewing is driven passively by orienting to salient formal features such as cuts, movement, and auditory changes, but that with age and experience attention is more systematically and cognitively driven in the service of comprehension and entertainment. If so, it may be that during infancy viewing is relatively free of comprehension, but that with age it gradually becomes more cognitive in nature.

In a complex experiment, Richards and Cronise (2000) showed infants aged 6-, 12-, 18-, and 24-months a clip from the movie Follow that Bird, and examined their looking at the clip as compared to computer-generated, randomly moving forms with coordinated sounds. In the most straightforward comparison, 6- and 12-month-olds looked equally at the two displays, but the 18- and 24-month-olds looked substantially more at Follow that Bird. This experiment is suggestive that by 18 months infants begin to prefer a structured video that features animate characters. Because there were many differences between the two displays, rendering a specific interpretation impossible, we are currently replicating the experiment in collaboration with John Richards. In this experiment we are using Teletubbies in three versions: normal video, randomized shots, and backward speech. Because the shots and sound envelopes are identical in all three versions, the primary differences are in sequential or linguistic comprehensibility. We have presented the findings for the 18- and 24-month-olds at an international infancy conference (Frankenfield et al., 2004). Briefly, in keeping with Richards’ earlier findings, there are clear differences such that both age groups have longer looks at the normal version of Teletubbies than at either of the distorted versions. This suggests that by 18 months of age, if not earlier, infants’ attention is at least partially guided by their cognitive processing of the content.

There is some research indicating that looking is responsive to content much earlier. From about 6 months of age, infants who are placed in front of side-by-side TV screens drawing images of their mother and father will selectively look at the image that matches a narrator saying “mama” or “papa” or other term used in the family to identify the mother and father (Tincoff & Jusczyk, 1999). By 6 months, they also prefer to look at television programs with coordinated audio as compared to images with mismatched audio tracks (Hollenbeck & Slaby, 1979). By 14 months of age, infants prefer to look at a video that has a voiceover narrator correctly describing an action compared to the same video with the same voiceover narrator incorrectly describing the action (Hirsh-Pasek & Gollinkoff, 1999). These simple examples indicate that, at least in principle, infants can attend to videos based on content, not just on the basis of salient formal features.

Baby videos and shows such as Teletubbies, however, are far more complex than most of the stimuli used in experimental studies with infants. Teletubbies, for example, is an edited program with numerous cuts and other transitions. Processing such transitions with understanding takes considerable perceptual and inferential capacity in order to comprehend the continuity of content across the transitions (cf, Anderson & Smith, 1984). Although our research (Frankenfield et al., 2004) suggests that infants are sensitive to the canonical order of transitions by 18 months of age, it is not yet clear that younger infants are capable of processing visual transitions at all. Moreover, the evidence for comprehension of videos by children under 2 years of age is very meager, and suggestive of much poorer comprehension of equivalent real-life displays (for a review see Anderson & Pempek, 2005). Overall, it is not known how much of infant or toddler attention to baby videos is based on content and how much is based on a kaleidoscopic effect. Nevertheless, infants and toddlers do look at baby videos and TV programs that are made for them. It is an important task for future research to clarify why they do so.


Formal Features

Formal features are characteristics of television programs that can be deployed across many types of content and are used to convey content. An obvious example is the cut. Television programs are typically shot as multiple streams of continuous video which edited and joined by cuts (or other devices such as dissolves, wipes, fades, and the like). Cuts can be used in multiple ways to convey content. Sometimes, they simply provide change of camera angle or distance. Other times, they show who is speaking in a conversation, or they may show a listener’s reactions. At yet other times, they may convey the illusion of a single continuous action sequence, as in a car chase scene, even though the chase may have been filmed in multiple locations over many days of shooting.

Other characteristics of television are not as clearly part of the form, rather than the content, of television; nevertheless, they have generally been grouped under the rubric of formal features. These include animation, visual movement, character type (man, woman, boy, girl, puppet, animal), and audio features such as sound effects, applause, and voice type (man, woman, child, peculiar voice).

A television producer may employ formal features as necessary devices to convey content (for instance, the use of cuts in a chase scene), or she may employ cuts to provide visual or auditory change and variation (for instance, the use of cuts during a monologue). The question is whether formal features influence attention independently of their role in conveying content.

At this point, we do not know of any research that has systematically studied the effects of formal features on looking independently of their use to convey content. Rather, the approach in the three studies that have examined an array of formal features has been to examine the relationship of formal feature occurrence to attention in normal videos. The results of these studies have been remarkably consistent.

Across age groups and across studies, the most consistent formal feature is movement, which is related to enhanced looking (Alwitt, Anderson, Lorch & Levin, 1980; Anderson & Levin, 1976; Schmitt, et al., 1999). Viewers look more in the presence of movement from infancy through adulthood (Schmitt et al., 1999). Furthermore, if a viewer is not looking at the screen at the time movement occurs, the viewer is likely to begin looking, probably because of the acute sensitivity of peripheral vision to movement (Alwitt et al., 1980). The response to cuts is also consistent, insofar as looking is greater in an interval following a cut compared to intervals that do not follow cuts. Despite their attention-maintaining capacity, however, cuts do not elicit looking from inattentive viewers as consistently as movement (Alwitt et al., 1980).

The results for character types depend on whether the viewers are adults or children, and the effects are stronger based on voices than on characters’ visual presence. This stronger effect of voices is primarily due to viewers’ ability to hear voices even when they are not currently looking at the TV; consequently, a particular type of voice can suppress or elicit looking, as well as maintain or extinguish looks in progress at the time of voice onset. For children, all three studies find less looking in the presence of men on the screen or sound track as compared to the absence of men (Alwitt et al., 1980; Anderson & Levin, 1976; Schmitt et al., 1999). This effect does not hold for adult viewers (Schmitt et al., 1999). Woman characters are neutral to positive for child viewers, and are positive for adult female viewers. Child characters are very positive for child viewers in all three studies, but there are not enough data on child characters viewed by adults to come to any certain conclusion. Puppets and animated characters are consistently positive for child viewers.

With respect to audio features such as sound effects and applause, the results are consistently positive. Music is inconsistently related to looking; the effects on attention appear to depend on the type of music and context.

Huston and Wright (1983; 1989) provide a lucid theory on the impact of formal features on attention, and one with which we agree. They note the power of salient formal features to elicit orienting reactions, and suggest that this may be the fundamental effect of formal features in very young viewers. As a child becomes more cognitively mature and experienced in watching television, however, the child becomes increasingly aware of the role of formal features in conveying content. Formal features thus come to gain significance in relation to content. Children recognize that adult men are typically associated with adult-level content on television; such content is largely incomprehensible and uninteresting to children. Adult men on television thus come to signal content that is not interesting. Children learn that features such as peculiar voices, brightly colored sets, puppets, and other features combine to signal child content. Boys recognize that certain abrupt editing and sound effect styles signal content that is intended for them, whereas girls recognize that softer editing styles and music signal content intended for them.

The Huston and Wright research group experimentally tested aspects of the theory. Campbell, Wright, and Huston (1987) presented public service announcement-type videos in either a child format (using formal features that are characteristic of children’s programs) or an adult format. Despite making the content as similar between the two formats as possible, children paid substantially more attention to the video presented in a child format. Huston, Greer, Wright, Welch, and Ross (1984) presented abstract video images to children produced and edited with formal features that are characteristic of commercials directed at boys or with formal features that are characteristic of commercials directed at girls. The children distributed their looking at the videos in ways completely consistent with their gender and the production technique.


Pacing and Formal Features

Television shows vary considerably in the density of formal features. Generally speaking, the more formal features per unit time, the more rapidly paced is the show. While it is generally assumed that rapid pacing produces greater attention, especially in children, this has not been subjected to systematic research. Potts, Huston, and Wright (1986), in a study focused on violence, showed a nonviolent children’s TV show that was rapidly paced, a violent children’s show that was rapidly paced, and violent and nonviolent children’s TV shows that were slowly paced. They found greater attention to the rapidly paced shows than to the slowly paced shows with no effect of violence on attention. It should be noted that the differences in attention could have been due to the varying content of the shows rather than the pacing. Nevertheless, their results are consistent with the notion that more rapidly paced programs gain greater attention.

While it may be the case that increased pacing, other things being equal, leads to increased attention, it should also be pointed out that increased pacing tends to increase the information processing burden on the viewer. If the burden becomes too great, the program becomes incomprehensible and for that reason may lose attention. Taking the information processing burden into account, recent successful TV programs for preschoolers have been deliberately slowly paced in terms of the density of formal features (Anderson, 2004). These programs, such as Blue’s Clues, get consistently high levels of attention from preschool viewers (Crawley, Anderson, Wilder, Williams, and Santomero, 1999; Crawley et al., 2002).


Content and Individual Differences

We have already noted that although formal features play an important role in attention to television, attention is primarily in service of the viewer’s processing of the content. For example, children pay much more attention to children’s programs than they do to adult programs. They also pay more attention to children’s programs than they do to commercials for children’s products (Schmitt, Woolf & Anderson, 2003). This latter observation is particularly important insofar as commercials tend to be rapidly paced and dense in formal features. Techniques for conveying content, such as the use of humor, can also increase attention to programs (Zillmann, Williams, Bryant, Boynton, & Wolf, 1980). On the whole, attention to television appears to be more driven by content than by formal features and pacing.

The meaning of content, however, varies with the individual so that individual needs, interests, capabilities, and other psychological factors determine the attention value of any particular program. Although individual psychological characteristics other than age presumably drive specific patterns of attention to television, there have been only a few studies that have examined this.

One such psychological characteristic is gender. Striking gender differences in program and character preferences begin to emerge in the early elementary school years (age 5 years and older). In particular, there is a shift to preference for same-sex characters, particularly in boys. One development that occurs at the time of this shift is the acquisition of gender constancy. Gender constancy is marked by the onset of understanding that one’s own biological sex and gender are not determined by superficial characteristics such as clothing or hairstyle but are relatively immutable (Slaby & Frey, 1975). With this understanding, one might suppose that children would begin to take a great interest in same-sex characters insofar as such characters may provide information about how to behave relative to cultural expectations of gender roles.

In the home television viewing study of Anderson et al. (1985), participating children near the fifth birthday were administered tests of gender constancy. Luecke-Aleksa, Anderson, Collins, and Schmitt (1995) examined home-recorded videotapes of the children’s TV viewing and coded the gender of the character (if any) on the screen when the child was looking and when the child was present but not looking at the TV. Both boys and girls who had not achieved gender constancy looked more at female characters than at male characters regardless of whether the characters were adult humans, children, or nonhumans such as puppets. This was consistent with findings for younger children (e.g., Anderson & Levin, 1976). Children who had achieved gender constancy, on the other hand, looked more at same-sex characters, also regardless of type. That is, gender-constant girls maintained their preference for female characters, but gender-constant boys consistently paid greater attention to male characters. Such a shift in attention with the acquisition of gender constancy was predicted by Slaby and Frey (1975) and was also found by them when children watched a movie of a male and female each assembling a bicycle.

Recently, in one of the few studies to employ visual fixation methodology, Linebarger and Chernin (2004, unpublished) found results consistent with those of Luecke-Aleksa et al. (1995) and Slaby and Frey (1975). When gender-constant children look at the screen, they preferentially fixate on same-sex characters when there are multiple characters present. Pre-constant children do not have this preference; rather, they tend to fixate on female characters.

Relatively temporary psychological factors may also induce some attentional bias to content. Anderson, Collins, Schmitt, and Jacobvitz (1996) examined adult TV viewers from the Anderson et al. (1985) home-viewing study.
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