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Research in brief

Sophie H. Janicke* and Arthur A. Raney
Exploring the role of identification and
moral disengagement in the enjoyment of
an antihero television series
DOI 10.1515/commun-2015-0022

Abstract: Affective disposition theory explains well the process of enjoying hero
narratives but not the appeal of narratives featuring antiheroes. Recent antihero
studies suggest that character identification and moral disengagement might
be important factors in the enjoyment of such fare. The current study builds
on this work. A sample of 101 self-identified fans and nonfans of the television
series 24 viewed a condensed version of Season 1, providing evaluation of vari-
ous protagonist perceptions, moral judgments, and emotional responses to the
narrative, as well as overall enjoyment. As expected, fans reported greater lik-
ing of the protagonist and greater enjoyment. But more importantly, regression
analyses illuminated key differences between the groups in terms of the factors
predicting enjoyment, providing a clearer picture of how we enjoy antihero
narratives.

Keywords: enjoyment, antihero, affective disposition theory, identification,
moral disengagement

1 Introduction
Entertainment psychologists have recently turned a scholarly eye on the appeal
and enjoyment of so-called antihero narratives, those increasingly popular sto-
ries featuring protagonists whose conduct is at best morally ambiguous, ques-
tionable, and at times unjustifiable. For the past four decades, affective disposi-
tion theory (ADT) (Zillmann and Cantor 1976) has guided investigations into
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DE GRUYTER MOUTON486 Sophie H. Janicke and Arthur A. Raney

the media-enjoyment process. However, ADT suggests that positive moral
evaluations of the protagonist’s behaviors and motivations are central to enjoy-
ment. Such evaluations seem inappropriate with morally complex antiheroes.
Thus, the purpose of the current study is to explore the process by which anti-
hero characters are perceived and enjoyed. To that end, self-identified fans
and nonfans of the once-popular U.S. television series 24 – in many ways, a
prototypical antihero story – were studied to examine the factors (especially
identification and moral disengagement) predicting enjoyment for both groups.

As noted above, ADT has been a leading theory in examining the process
of narrative enjoyment. One expression of ADT is the moral sanction theory of
delight and repugnance (Zillmann 2000), which highlights the interdependence
of affective disposition and moral judgments responsible for the enjoyment ex-
perience. These ideas were further explored and developed in the integrated
model of enjoyment offered by Raney and Bryant (2002). Both models argue
that a viewer’s emotional reactions toward media characters’ behaviors, moti-
vations, and emotional responses are a function of affective and moral judg-
mental processes. With the typical hero narratives, protagonists are loved more
as their behaviors and motivations are judged to be morally right and good,
while villains are despised relative to how immoral and evil their works are
judged to be (e.g., Zillmann 2000; Zillmann and Bryant 1975). The intensity of
the dispositions formed toward these characters, in conjunction with the out-
comes they experience, leads to enjoyment.

The ADT formula described here has been met with strong empirical sup-
port (see Raney 2006 for a summary). But practically all of this work has inves-
tigated the theory using traditional hero narratives. Why might we expect any
differences with antihero stories? Because, according to the theory, moral con-
siderations are the basis for disposition formation. From a strict ADT perspec-
tive: If a protagonist is repeatedly willing to take a moral short cut to solve a
problem or is overly vicious in rendering punishment, then it follows that a
viewer would find it difficult to interpret such actions as moral. Consequently,
the protagonist should not be liked. But clearly viewers love antiheroes: Tony
Soprano in The Sopranos, Lisbeth Salander in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo,
Michael Corleone in The Godfather, Dexter Morgan in Dexter, and, for our pur-
poses, 24’s Jack Bauer.

Several recent studies have agreed upon a possible explanation for the
enjoyment of antiheroes: The process of moral disengagement may well help
viewers overcome the cognitive distress that should theoretically arise from
liking a morally questionable character (cf., Krakowiak and Tsay 2011; Krakowi-
ak and Tsay-Vogel 2013; Raney, Schmid, Niemann, and Ellensohn 2009; Tsay
and Krakowiak 2011). Bandura (1991) described moral disengagement as the
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DE GRUYTER MOUTON Enjoyment of an antihero television series 487

process by which we alleviate cognitive and affective discomfort experienced
when we or someone we like violates our moral standards. “By reconstructing
conduct, obscuring causal agency, disregarding or misinterpreting injurious
consequences, and blaming and devaluating the victims” (Bandura 1991, p. 67),
the usual moral control we exert over our own thoughts and behaviors can be
deactivated without guilt, allowing us to behave in morally questionable ways
or give amnesty to others who do. Raney (2004, 2006) argued that the same
should hold true for our narrative friends as well. The goal of enjoyment is so
important for us as viewers that we interpret the morally improper behaviors
of liked characters as proper in order to maintain our positive dispositions, and
thus improve our chances of enjoying narratives. Instead of morally scrutiniz-
ing the actual behaviors – as ADT suggests – viewers likely extend their lati-
tudes of moral sanction to justify a character’s behavior, thus maintaining the
positive disposition necessary for enjoyment. For example, Krakowiak and Tsay
(2011) found that character liking mediates the relationship between moral dis-
engagement and enjoyment of an antihero narrative. Raney and colleagues
(2009) found that a protagonist in an antihero-framed clip was liked more than
one in a hero-framed clip, with viewers reporting more enjoyment of the antihe-
ro-framed clip. Further, they reported that character identification with the an-
tihero protagonist, rather than moral judgment of the character’s behavior, pre-
dicted enjoyment. Finally, Tsay and Krakowiak (2011) found that identification
and perceived similarity with a morally ambiguous character – factors not ap-
pearing in the basic ADT formula – increased the tendency for viewers to justify
such character’s actions. In fact, Raney and Janicke (2013) argued that identifi-
cation is foundational to the liking of an antihero in ways that moral approval
of the character’s actions is not. Janicke and Raney (2012) found support for
this claim.

Furthermore, from a more general perspective, Raney (2004; see also Raney
and Janicke 2013) challenged the traditional ADT assumption that viewers like
or dislike characters because of their moral evaluation of a character’s behavior.
He argued that evaluations of a character’s goodness might actually reflect post
hoc justification of (or a priori assumptions about) those behaviors. Through
repeated experiences with entertainment media, its story lines and character
descriptions, viewers develop story schema knowledge (cf. Mandler 1984) that
helps them to automatically classify characters as ‘bad’ and ‘good’. Such classi-
fication leads viewers to anticipate or interpret character behaviors to be either
morally proper or improper; thus, protagonists are judged to be moral because
they are protagonists. And protagonists by definition should be moral and liked
(see Janicke [2014] for a more detailed discussion of schema theory as applied
to antihero narratives). With serial television, it would seem that repeated expo-
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sure to the same protagonist could lead to such a justified (rather than justifia-
ble) disposition.

In sum, the scholarly record in media psychology examining antihero nar-
ratives is still in its infancy. The current study adds to this growing area by
further investigating some of the variables emerging in these initial studies –
particularly moral judgment/disengagement and identification – with Raney’s
schema argument as a theoretical foundation. To do so, we compared fans and
nonfans of the television series 24. To date, a comparison based on fanship or
repeated exposure has not been reported. Given what is generally seen as a
steady increase in antihero television shows, it would seem that such a study
is timely, practical, and relevant.

Based on Raney’s schema argument, one could conclude that fans might
develop certain schemas about characters in serial television, making it more
likely for them to prejudicially justify, rather than continually evaluate, charac-
ter actions. As a result, liking should increase. In contrast, nonfans or viewers
watching a certain program the first time will not have developed these charac-
ter schemas. It would then follow that nonfans should be less able or willing
to disengage from the morally questionable actions of an antihero, resulting in
less protagonist liking and little (or, at least, less in comparison to fans) enjoy-
ment. Thus, we predicted:

[H1] After watching a summary clip, fans of 24 will report greater liking of the
antihero protagonist than nonfans. And:

[H2] After watching a summary clip, fans of 24 will report greater enjoyment
than nonfans.

We acknowledge that these predictions simply seek to verify what most would
think is common sense. But in the current study, support would confirm the
presumed fan–nonfan differences for the purpose of then exploring the factors
affecting why such differences might emerge, with the hope of further illuminat-
ing how people enjoy antihero narratives. Thus, the primary analyses of our
project interrogate the following research question:

[RQ1] How do character perception, identification, moral judgment of behav-
iors, empathic reactions, and perceptions of outcome deservedness dif-
ferentially influence the summary clip enjoyment of fans and nonfans?

The selection of these specific predictor variables is theoretically grounded in
Raney and Bryant’s (2002) integrated model of enjoyment, and empirically sup-
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ported by previous studies by Weber, Tamborini, Lee, and Stipp (2008) and
Raney and colleagues (2009). Investigating fans and nonfans of serial TV dra-
mas provides us with the opportunity to elucidate the underlying processes of
a viewer’s willingness (or rather automaticity) to accept immoral actions of
beloved protagonists based on the viewer’s previously developed schemas.

2 Methods
One hundred and one individuals participated in the study in exchange for
course or extra credit. Forty participants reported viewing 24 at least once per
month; these constituted the fan condition, with the remaining 61 treated as
nonfans. This distinction was further verified before viewing. Participants an-
swered five multiple-choice questions testing basic information about the se-
ries. Self-identified fans on average answered 4.08 questions correctly (SD =
1.16); nonfans answered only 2.26 questions correctly (SD = 1.12). Thus, nonfans
had much less familiarity with, and knowledge of, the show than fans.

Before viewing, participants completed an IRB-approved consent form and
a questionnaire containing demographic and media-use items, as well as the
five series-knowledge questions. The questionnaire also included attitudinal
measures common to ADT studies (e.g., trait empathy, social justice attitudes
such as vigilantism and punitiveness). While these scales were not utilized in
our primary analyses, they allowed us to compare the groups on attitudes rele-
vant to the study. As expected, no statistically significant differences (p > .05)
were observed between fans and nonfans on these stable attitudinal measures;
therefore, we contend that the groups differed primarily in terms of 24 viewing.

The participants then viewed a 42-minute summary of the first season of
the TV crime series 24, released in 2001. The summary introduced the major
characters, presented the major crimes against the U.S. government and the
protagonist Jack Bauer’s family, and provided the final punishment for the vil-
lains. It highlighted several morally questionable actions carried out by Bauer
to protect the country’s security, while also protecting the lives of his family
members. In the final scene, Bauer shoots the main villain (who Bauer thinks
has killed his daughter, although she is actually alive). Viewers are forced to
decide if this punishment was appropriate, with the outcome of such judgments
surely impacting enjoyment, per the ADT formula.

At the end of the video clip, a second questionnaire was administered. A
five-point Likert-type scale previously used by Raney and his colleagues (2009)
was adapted to measure viewer perceptions of the protagonist. Four items
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measured perceived character attractiveness (e.g., social, funny: α = .75), while
another four items measured perceived character morality (e.g., bad, selfish
[reverse coded]: α = .70). A four-item scale based on previous research assessed
the degree to which the viewer identified with the protagonists (e.g., “I can put
myself in Jack Bauer’s position very well”, from Cohen [2001]). After deletion
of one item, the internal consistency was deemed somewhat weak (α = .55) but
acceptable given the importance of the factor in previous antihero studies. The
resulting three-item, five-point Likert-type scale measured identification with
the protagonist.

Six items were used as an indirect measurement of moral disengagement
(e.g., “I think Jack Bauer behaved morally correctly”), capturing a viewer’s post
hoc moral evaluation of the protagonist’s behavior (Raney et al. 2009). Partici-
pants rated the moral disengagement items on a five-point Likert scale (α =
.81). Theoretically speaking, a positive correlation between this scale and the
enjoyment measure (described below) would mimic the traditional ADT for-
mula: “The protagonist was moral, and I enjoyed it” or “The protagonist was
immoral, and I didn’t enjoy it”. Such a correlation would not seemingly fit an
antihero narrative (especially for fans). But, if the moral disengagement scale
and enjoyment were found to be negatively related, then this would seemingly
indicate that Bauer’s immorality had no detrimental effects on enjoyment: “The
protagonist was immoral, and I enjoyed it.” We would take this as evidence that
the viewers morally disengaged for the sake of enjoyment (see Raney 2004).

Two measures of empathic reaction to the narrative were observed, both
taken from previous ADT studies (Raney 2002, 2005). Four items, using an 11-
point Likert-type scale, measured empathic concern for the protagonist (e.g.,
“How much did you like the victim?”; α = .79). Also, we adapted three of the
protagonist-sympathy items to gauge empathic reactions toward the villain
(i.e., “How sorry did you feel towards [the villain]?”; α = .67). In some ways,
this scale serves as a control measure for protagonist sympathy, expecting low
values if protagonist sympathy is high. Also, previous ADT research (Raney
2002, 2005) used a single, 11-point item to measure the extent to which the
villain’s punishment meets with what was deserved. We used the same item.
Finally, enjoyment of the summary clip was tested with eight items previously
reported from Raney (2002) and Raney and Bryant (2002). All items were rated
on an 11-point Likert scale (α = .93).

3 Results
A series of one-way ANOVA procedures were used to evaluate the two hypoth-
eses (see Table 1). First, as expected, fans reported greater liking of the protago-
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Table 1: Means, standard deviations, and significance-test values for hypotheses 1 and 2.

Fan Nonfan Welch* p

M SD M SD

Character identification 3.21 0.67 2.78 0.87 7.75 .006
Protagonist sympathy 7.74 1.31 7.12 1.79 3.16 .079
Enjoyment 8.00 1.22 5.85 2.29 29.89 .001

Note: *Homogeneity of variance assumptions were violated; therefore, Welch values were
used.

nist Jack Bauer than nonfans. This difference is indicated by significantly high-
er scores for fans on the character identification factor, as well as (marginally
so) on the protagonist sympathy factor. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.
Likewise, fans reported significantly greater enjoyment of the summary clip
than nonfans. Hypothesis 2 was supported.

As noted, these initial hypotheses simply confirm what most would call
common sense, but empirical verification of such was necessary at the outset.
Now, we can turn our attention to the more important job of exploring the
factors affecting why such differences exist. A set of multiple regression proce-
dures examined the predictive power of several variables identified in previous
studies on enjoyment (see Table 2). Past antihero and ADT scholarship suggest-
ed that differences – though not fully explained or understood – should exist
between fans and nonfans in terms of the constellations of variables predicting
enjoyment. Specifically, we examined the role of three protagonist evaluations
(perceived attractiveness, perceived morality, identification), two moral judg-
ments (moral judgment of protagonist behaviors, perceived deservedness), and
two measures of empathic reaction (protagonist sympathy, villain sympathy) in
the enjoyment process of each condition.

In the nonfan condition, the model proved significant: F7,53 = 3.99, p < .005,
with 34.5 % of the variance explained. Two protagonist-related factors emerged
as significantly strong predictors of enjoyment: perceived character attractive-
ness and character identification.

A somewhat different picture emerged in the fan condition. A significant
model was again observed: F7,32 = 4.19, p < .001, with 47.8 % of the variance
explained. Perceived character attractiveness was again a strong predictor of
enjoyment. However, this relationship was negative for fans. A similar (though
non-significant) pattern was found with the perceived character morality factor.
Despite this odd-seeming pattern, we observed that protagonist sympathy was
the strongest (positive) predictor of fan enjoyment. Thus, despite these appar-
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Table 2: Multiple regression analysis with all character evaluation measures and enjoyment.

Fans* Nonfans**

B β p B β p

Perceived character −.696 −.417 .004 .825 .287 .023
attractiveness
Perceived character morality −.366 −.211 .175 −.210 −.063 .639
Character identification .392 .214 .149 .886 .337 .007
Moral judgment of behavior −.666 −.394 .014 −.750 −.212 .116
Protagonist sympathy .612 .605 .000 .077 .052 .708
Villain sympathy −.038 −.042 .802 −.300 −.173 .184
Outcome deservedness .085 .170 .224 .104 .119 .323

Note: *F7,32 = 4.19, p < .001; R2 = .478; Adjusted R2 = .364; **F7,53 = 3.99, p < .002;
R2 = .345; Adjusted R2 = .258

ent tacit acknowledgements that the character is unattractive and immoral, still
greater empathic concern for him was associated with increased enjoyment.
This perhaps makes the most sense in conjunction with the fact that the moral
judgment of the protagonist’s behavior was also a significant, negative predic-
tor of enjoyment. As discussed earlier, this pattern of findings (i.e., negative
relationship between moral judgment of behavior and enjoyment) can reasona-
bly be interpreted as moral disengagement for the sake of enjoyment.

4 Discussion

This study explored the process by which antihero characters are perceived and
enjoyed. Fans and nonfans of the television series 24 viewed a condensed ver-
sion of Season 1 of the series. As expected, fans liked the protagonist (Jack
Bauer) and enjoyed the clip more than nonfans. Of greater interest were the
factors that might predict enjoyment in each group. ADT and previous antihero
studies offered several factors to examine. With the group of nonfans, we found
that character attractiveness and identification significantly predicted enjoy-
ment. These findings are consistent with the emerging picture of antihero re-
ception and reflect the spirit of the ADT formula for enjoyment.

As noted above, ADT predicts that enjoyment increases the more we like
the characters who win out. Good triumphing over evil is a key ingredient to
the recipe for enjoyable (traditional) narratives. In our study, nonfans – those
without 24-related schemas to help interpret the story – apparently viewed the

Brought to you by | EP Ipswich
Authenticated

Download Date | 11/7/15 10:26 AM



DE GRUYTER MOUTON Enjoyment of an antihero television series 493

narrative through the lens of a typical hero narrative. Or at least, enjoyment
increased in relation to a nonfan . Enjoyment for nonfans increased as protago-
nist attraction increased. Traditional hero narratives require a force of good,
someone who is attractive and liked. Nonfans apparently interpreted the narra-
tive with this expectation in mind.

How were they able to do so? Identification appears to be the mechanism
enabling this. Both Tsay and Krakowiak (2011) and Raney and colleagues (2009)
reported the importance of identification in the enjoyment of antihero narra-
tives, with the latter noting the marked absence of moral judgment as a predic-
tor of enjoyment (also found here). If viewers are not relying on moral judgment
to develop an affiliation with antiheroes but still experience great liking, then
their enjoyment is being derived in ways other than morally. Identification and
perceived attractiveness seem to be two of those ways.

This is quite a different process than the one observed with the fans. Previ-
ous exposure to the series should lead to more complex dispositions toward
the protagonist. As we argued above, it is precisely these highly developed
dispositions that should lead to moral disengagement for the sake of enjoy-
ment. Fans should overlook negative qualities to ensure increased liking and
enjoyment. The findings from the regression analysis support this logic.

For fans, character attractiveness was an unsurprisingly strong predictor of
enjoyment. Surprisingly, though, the relationship was negative. Thus, the less
attractive the fans found Bauer, the more they enjoyed the clip. The same pat-
tern was found for the moral judgments of Bauer’s behaviors (and for the char-
acter morality factor, though not significant). The more the fans found Jack
Bauer’s actions to be immoral, the more they enjoyed the clip.

Despite these two strong findings, enjoyment for the fans was best predict-
ed by sympathy for the protagonist. This finding is in line with the ADT litera-
ture. The difference with the antihero narrative, though, seems to be the route
taken to experiencing that sympathy. In previous research, positive evaluations
of characters and their behavior led to more sympathy (with enjoyment also
increasing). In the case of 24, fans know that Jack Bauer is unlikeable, unat-
tractive, and acts immorally. But this does not matter. In fact, for fans, the more
that this is thought to be the case, the more enjoyment follows. Such a pattern
is consistent with the previous claims about moral disengagement as a strategy
for the sake of enjoyment. Further, the results in the nonfan condition only
corroborate this claim, with neither character attractiveness nor moral judg-
ments negatively predicting enjoyment in this way. Thus, it seems that nonfans
did not disengage the immoral behavior of Jack Bauer like the fans; this likely
explains in part the differences in enjoyment.
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Further, although character identification does not emerge as a statistically
significant predictor of enjoyment with the fans, we still argue that it may be
the mechanism through which moral disengagement for the sake of enjoying
antihero narratives operates. Janicke and Raney (2012) report support for this
proposition. We think identification is the necessary component that allows
the negative valences associated with the perceived attractiveness and moral
judgment factors to coexist with the high sympathy ratings; identification
makes moral disengagement possible (cf. Raney and Janicke 2013). Further,
identification with Jack Bauer is not inconsequential for fans. As the reader will
recall, fans identified with the protagonist significantly more than the nonfans
(see Table 1).

Thus, in contrast to traditional hero narratives, identification with, and
sympathy for, antiheroes made possible through moral disengagement are key
ingredients for the enjoyment of narratives containing such protagonists. We
acknowledge we are still a bit limited in our ability to state this irrefutably. Our
study (similar to those before us) used a single stimulus material; we realize
that content-specific features may lead to unique results. Therefore, we encour-
age additional studies to validate these findings. However, given the consisten-
cy of our results with other similar studies, we think that the picture of antihero
enjoyment is becoming clearer. As media psychologists, our understanding of
antihero narratives is relatively limited. But their popularity across the media
landscape is on the rise. We would be remiss if we did not continue to seek
better insight into these socially significant media experiences.
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